
Mrs Dalloway By Virginia Woolf 1

Mrs Dalloway By
Virginia Woolf

Mrs Dalloway
By Virginia
Woolf

Downloaded from
www.strongadvocates.com

by Haas & Byron

INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
GENIUS OF
VIRGINIA WOOLF’S
MASTERPIECE

F e w  n o v e l s  h a v e
captured the texture of
human  consciousness
as  v i v i d l y  as  Mrs
Dalloway by Virginia
Woolf.  First  published
i n  1 9 2 5 ,  t h i s
groundbreaking  work
remains a cornerstone
of modernist literature,
ce lebrated  for  i t s
revolutionary  use  of
s t r e a m - o f -
c o n s c i o u s n e s s
narrative.  Set  on  a
single  day  in  post-

World  War  I  London,
the  nove l  weaves
together  the  lives  of
multiple  characters,
mos t  no tab l y  the
middle-aged  society
h o s t e s s  C l a r i s s a
D a l l o w a y ,  a s  s h e
p r e p a r e s  f o r  a n
evening party. Through
its  intricate  structure
and poetic prose, Woolf
explores  themes  of
time,  memory,  mental
illness,  and  the  quiet
rebellions  of  everyday
life. For readers new to
m o d e r n i s m ,  M r s
Dalloway by Virginia
Woolf  offers  an
immersive  and  deeply
h u m a n
experience—one  that
continues  to  resonate
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with  contemporary
audiences.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A
DAY IN THE LIFE
OF CLARISSA
DALLOWAY

T h e  e n t i r e  n o v e l
unfolds over the course
of a single June day in
London .  C l a r i s sa
Dalloway, a 52-year-old
wife of a Conservative
MP,  sets  out  to  buy
flowers  for  her  party
that  evening.  As  she
walks through the city,
her  thoughts  dr i f t
between  the  present
a n d  t h e
past—particularly  the
summer  of  1890  at
Bourton,  her  family’s
country  home.  She
recalls  her  youthful
romance  with  Peter
Walsh,  a  passionate
suitor  she  ultimately
re jec ted ,  and  the
intense friendship with
Sally Seton, who once
k issed  her .  These

memories  collide  with
the mundane details of
her  current  life:  her
daughter Elizabeth, her
husband  Richard,  and
the  social  obligations
that  define  her
existence.
Parallel  to  Clarissa’s
story is  the tragic arc
of  Septimus  Warren
Smith,  a  war  veteran
suffering  from  severe
post-traumatic  stress
disorder.  Haunted  by
the ghost of his fallen
c o m r a d e  E v a n s ,
Septimus  experiences
hallucinations  and
debilitating  paranoia.
His  wife,  Lucrezia,
s t r u g g l e s  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  h i s
condition as they wait
for  appointments  with
doctors.  Woolf  uses
Septimus  as  a  dark
mirror  to  Clarissa’s
world—both characters
g r a p p l e  w i t h  t h e
pressure  to  conform,
the weight of memory,
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and  the  fragil ity  of
identity.  Their  paths
never physically cross,
yet  their  l ives  are
linked through the very
fabric  of  the  city  and
the  themes  Woo l f
explores.
The  novel  culminates
at  Clarissa’s  party,
w h e r e  n e w s  o f
Septimus’s  suicide
arrives.  Rather  than
being shocked, Clarissa
f e e l s  a  s t r a n g e ,
profound connection to
the unknown man. She
recognizes  that  his
death,  though  tragic,
was  an  act  of  defiance
against  a  l i fe  that
demanded compliance.
In  that  moment,  she
reclaims her own sense
of  freedom and affirms
h e r  e x i s t e n c e — a
complex,  ambivalent
triumph.

KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR INNER

WORLDS

Clarissa
Dalloway
Clarissa  is  the novel’s
central  consciousness.
Woolf portrays her not
as  a  shallow  socialite
b u t  a s  a  d e e p l y
reflective  woman  who
uses  her  party  as  a
way  to  affirm  life  and
connection.  She  is
acutely  aware  of  the
roles  she  plays—as  a
wi fe ,  a  hostess ,  a
m o t h e r — y e t  s h e
harbors  a  private  self
t h a t  r e s i s t s  f u l l
expression.  Her  love
for  l i fe,  her  fear  of
aging,  and  her  quiet
bisexuality  (hinted  in
her  feelings  for  Sally)
make her a remarkably
m o d e r n  a n d
s y m p a t h e t i c
protagonist.
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Septimus
Warren
Smith
Septimus  is  a  tragic
figure,  a  poet-turned-
soldier whose mind has
been shattered by the
war.  Woolf  brilliantly
uses his mental illness
to  critique  a  society
that  misunderstands
and  patho log i zes
trauma. His doctors, Sir
William Bradshaw and
Dr.  Holmes,  represent
the  oppressive  forces
of reason and control.
His suicide is portrayed
not as a defeat but as
a  final  act  of
agency—the  only  way
t o  p r e s e r v e  h i s
integrity  against  a
world  that  refuses  to
listen.

Peter
Walsh
Clarissa’s former suitor
returns  from  India  a
failure by conventional
s t a n d a r d s .  H e  i s
impulsive,  emotional,
and  still  in  love  with
Clarissa—or  at  least
with  the  idea  of  her.
His visit at the start of
the  novel  disrupts
Clarissa’s  equanimity,
f o r c i n g  h e r  t o
reexamine the choices
she  made.  Peter ’s
internal  monologues
reveal  a  man trapped
between  romantic
idealism  and  bitter
reality.

Lucrezia
Warren
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Smith
Septimus’s Italian wife
is  a  poignant  figure  of
isolation. She is caught
between  love  for  her
h u s b a n d  a n d  t h e
frustration  of  being
unable  to  reach  him.
Woolf  gives  voice  to
the  o f ten -unseen
caretakers  o f  the
mentally  ill,  showing
the toll his illness takes
on her own sanity and
identity.

Other
Notable
Figures

Sally Seton –
Clarissa’s
passionate,
rebellious friend
who later
becomes a
conventional

mother and wife.
Richard
Dalloway –
Clarissa’s solid,
unromantic
husband, a
symbol of the
political
Establishment.
Elizabeth
Dalloway –
Clarissa’s aloof
daughter,
exploring her
own identity and
independence.
Miss Kilman –
Elizabeth’s bitter,
religious tutor
who feels only
resentment
toward Clarissa’s
privilege.

THEMES THAT
DEFINE THE NOVEL

Time and



6

6 Mrs Dalloway By Virginia Woolf 2025-08-01

Subjectivi
ty
One of Woolf’s greatest
achievements  in  Mrs
Dalloway by Virginia
Woolf is her depiction
o f  t i m e .  C l o c k
time—the  chiming  of
Big  Ben—marks  the
external progression of
the  day.  But  internal
t i m e ,  t h e  t i m e  o f
memory and reverie, is
fluid.  Past  and  present
c o e x i s t  i n  t h e
characters’ minds, and
W o o l f  m o v e s
seamlessly  between
d e c a d e s .  T h i s
technique  emphasizes
that  identity  is  not  a
fixed  point  but  a
c o n t i n u a l
recombinat ion  o f
experience.

Madness
and
Society
Through  Septimus,
Woo l f  l aunches  a
devastating critique of
t h e  m e d i c a l
establishment  and
social attitudes toward
mental  i l lness.  The
doctors  in  the  novel
are  not  healers  but
e n f o r c e r s  o f
conformity.  Bradshaw
preaches “the sense of
p r o p o r t i o n , ”  a
e u p h e m i s m  f o r
s u p p r e s s i n g  a n y
d e v i a n c e  f r o m
normalcy.  Woolf,  who
battled her own mental
health  issues,  uses
Septimus to expose the
violence  behind  such
“cures.”  His  death  is
both  a  tragedy and a
rebellion.
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Death
and the
Meaning
of Life
Clarissa’s  recurring
preoccupation  with
d e a t h — h e r  o w n
mortality,  the  loss  of
youth, the unexpected
news  of  Septimus’s
suicide—frames  the
novel.  Yet  death,  for
Woolf, is not an ending
but  a  lens  through
which life gains clarity.
At  the  party,  Clarissa
feels  that  “she  knew
nothing;  nothing  is  so
definite  about  herself.”
Yet  she  a lso  fee ls
“somehow  very  like
him—the  young  man
w h o  h a d  k i l l e d
himself.”  This  strange
identification  affirms
that  life,  even  in  its

most  trying  moments,
is worth embracing.

Sexuality
and
Repressio
n
The novel contains one
of  the  earl iest  and
m o s t  s u b t l e
explorations  of  same-
sex  desire  in  English
literature.  Clarissa’s
memory  of  k issing
Sally  Seton—a  “most
exquisite  moment”—is
charged  with  emotion
and  regre t .  Pe ter
Walsh,  too,  carries  an
unresolved  longing.
The  constraints  of
Edwardian  society
force these characters
into  marriages  and
identities  that  do  not
fully  contain  them.
Woolf  does  not  label
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their  desires,  but  she
m a k e s  t h e m
undeniably present.

The Role
of the
Party
Clarissa’s  party  is  the
novel’s  structural  and
symbo l i c  c l imax .
Part ies,  in  Woolf ’s
v i e w ,  a r e  a c t s  o f
creation—they  bring
people together,  forge
connections,  and  offer
a  momentary  triumph
over  isolation.  The
party also serves as a
social  microcosm,
where  class,  politics,
and  personal  histories
intersect.  For  Clarissa,
it is her gift: the ability
to  make  life  cohere,
even if  only for a few
hours.

STYLE AND
NARRATIVE
TECHNIQUE

Woolf’s  prose  in  Mrs
Dalloway by Virginia
Woolf is a hallmark of
modernist  innovation.
She  employs  free
indirect discourse,  a
narrative  mode  that
slips  between  third-
person observation and
the  character’s  inner
thoughts.  The  reader
hears  not  only  what
characters say but also
what  they  think,  feel,
and  remember—often
in  a  single,  unbroken
p a r a g r a p h .  T h i s
technique allows Woolf
to  render  the  mind’s
associative  leaps,  its
digressions,  and  its
sudden  insights.
The novel’s structure is
deceptively  simple:  a
linear  day.  Yet  within
that  framework,  Woolf
c r e a t e s  a  w e b  o f
connections.  A  car
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backfiring in the street,
an  airplane  skywriting
o v e r h e a d — t h e s e
sensory events trigger
different  reveries  in
different  characters.
The  novel  becomes  a
symphony  of  voices,
each  w i th  i t s  own
r h y t h m ,  y e t  a l l
harmonized  by  the
a u tho r ’ s  gu id i ng
sensibil ity.
W o o l f  a l s o  u s e s
symbo l i sm  w i t h
subtlety. The recurring
image  of  the  elderly
woman  in  the  house
opposite  Clarissa’s
represents the solitary
self, the observer. The
old woman’s  presence
reminds  Clarissa—and
t h e  r e a d e r — t h a t
b e n e a t h  t h e
performance  of  social
l i fe  l ies  a  pr ivate,
untouchable  core.
S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e
skywriting  airplane
s u g g e s t s  t h e
ephemeral  nature  of

communication  and
meaning:  messages
appear  and  dissolve,
just  as  moments  of
understanding  flicker
and  fade.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

When  Mrs  Dalloway
by  Virginia  Woolf
was  first  published,  it
r e c e i v e d  m i x e d
reviews.  Some  critics
p r a i s e d  i t s
psychological  depth,
while  others  found  it
chaotic  and  formless.
But over the decades,
its  reputation  grew
enormously.  Today,  it
is  regarded as  one of
the great novels of the
2 0 t h  c e n t u r y ,
influencing  countless
writers  from  Michael
Cunningham  (whose
The  Hours  is  a  direct
homage)  to  writers  of
literary  fiction
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worldwide.
The  historical  context
is  crucial.  The  novel
emerged  f rom  the
ashes of World War I, a
conflict  that  shattered
faith  in  tradit ional
values, patriarchy, and
empire.  Woolf,  along
with  other  modernists
like  James  Joyce  and
T.S.  Eliot,  sought  new
forms  to  capture  a
f r a g m e n t e d ,
disillusioned  world.
Mrs  Dal loway  by
V i r g i n i a  W o o l f
reflects  this  crisis:
Clarissa’s  society  is
one  of  part ies  and
privilege,  but  beneath
t h e  s u r f a c e  l i e s
trauma,  loss,  and  the
struggle  to  find
meaning  in  a  world
t h a t  n o  l o n g e r
guarantees  it.

WHY READ MRS
DALLOWAY
TODAY?

More  than  a  century
after  its  publication,
Mrs  Dal loway  by
V i r g i n i a  W o o l f
remains  startlingly
r e l e v a n t .  I t s
exploration  of  mental
health  challenges  the
s t i g m a  t h a t  s t i l l
surrounds  psychiatric
illness. Its depiction of
women’s  lives—the
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n
domestic  duty  and
i n n e r
freedom—resonates
with  contemporary
conversations  about
identity and autonomy.
And  its  formal  daring
r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t
literature can do more
than tell a story: it can
mimic the very texture
of thought.
Reading  this  novel  is
an act of patience and
e m p a t h y .  W o o l f
demands that we slow
down,  that  we  attend
to  the  smallest  flickers
of  consciousness—to
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the way a memory can
be  t r i ggered  by  a
flower  or  a  street
noise.  In  an  age  of
quick  scroll ing  and
short  attention  spans,
Mrs  Dal loway  by
Virginia  Woolf  offers
a radical  invitation:  to
pause,  to feel,  and to
reconnect  with  the
interior  lives  we  all
carry  but  so  rarely
articulate.

CONCLUSION: A
NOVEL THAT LIVES
AND BREATHES

Mrs  Dal loway  by
Virginia Woolf  is not
merely  a  novel  to  be
r e a d — i t  i s  a n
expe r i ence  t o  be
inhabited.  Through
Clarissa’s  ordinary  yet
extraordinary  day,
Woolf  accomplishes

what  few  writers  can:
she makes time stand
still and simultaneously
flow,  she  makes  the
inner  life  visible,  and
she  affirms  that  even
in the midst of sorrow
and confusion, there is
beauty.  Septimus’s
final  cry  of  “nobody
knows”  is  answered,
however  imperfectly,
by Clarissa’s party, by
Woolf’s  art,  and  by
every reader who steps
into  this  luminous,
heartbreaking,  and
utterly  original  world.
Whether  you  are  a
first-time  reader  or
returning  to  it  after
many years, this novel
has the power to move
you, to challenge you,
and to change the way
you  see  the  ordinary
m i r a c l e s  o f
consciousness itself.


