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12 Facts about Mrs Dalloway

Here is some information about the novel Mrs Dalloway.
❚❚ Working in pairs or small groups, talk about:
࢝࢝ Anything that strikes you as interesting
࢝࢝ Any connections you can see between this information and the quotations (pages 8-11)
࢝࢝ The expectations you now have of the novel.

1. Mrs Dalloway takes place on a single day.
2. The novel is set in London.
3. It is set in 1924, six years after the end of World War 1 and the influenza epidemic
which killed an estimated 20 to 50 million people worldwide.
4. The chimes of Big Ben (and other London church clocks) mark the passing of the
day.
5. During the day, characters travel through the city.
6. The reader enters the minds of different characters, seeing events from their point of
view and hearing their thoughts.
7. Some of the characters know each other and meet during the day.
8. Some of the other characters’ paths cross but they do not make contact.
9. Several of the characters who have known each other since they were young each
remember a summer spent at Bourton.
10. The points of view and thoughts of four characters are particularly important:
a. Clarissa Dalloway who is holding a party in the evening
b. Peter Walsh, newly returned from India, who knew Clarissa in his youth
c. Septimus Warren Smith, a veteran of World War 1
d. Rezia Smith, a young Italian woman married to Septimus.
11. The working title for the novel was The Hours.
12. Although the first published edition of Mrs Dalloway was divided into 10 sections,
Virginia Woolf’s manuscript divided the novel into 12 sections.

12
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Text 6: Cubism – The Tate’s Definition
According to the Tate Modern website, ‘Cubism was a revolutionary new approach to representing
reality invented in around 1907–08 by artists Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque. They brought different
views of subjects (usually objects or figures) together in the same picture, resulting in paintings that
appear fragmented and abstracted. […] By breaking objects and figures down into distinct areas – or
planes – the artists aimed to show different viewpoints at the same time and within the same space and so
suggest their three dimensional form.’
Text 7: The Bloomsbury Group – An Introduction from the Tate
What was it about the Bloomsbury Group [who included Virginia Woolf, her husband and sister]
that outraged people at the time and still fascinates people today? They came from wealthy backgrounds,
which had given them social advantages and self-confidence. But they were linked by a spirit of rebellion
against what they saw as the unnecessary conventions, restraints and double standards of their parents’
generation. They wanted freedom to develop their own ideas and lifestyles. They were politically liberal.
They also had liberal ideas about sex.
Text 8: Umberto Boccioni (1882-1916): The Street Enters the House
An example of a
Futurist artist Umberto
Boccioni also drew
on the innovations of
artists such as Picasso,
using angular lines and
intersecting planes as
a way of representing
multiple viewpoints
in a two-dimensional
image.

Public Domain

Text 9: Language After World War 1
One contemporary event, the Great War, highlighted the problem of an inadequate language. The war
is a perfect example of an event that could not be conveyed through traditional language [...] simplicity in
language seems insincere [...] irrelevant to the sense of external complexity that pervades the modern age.
Randy Malamud: The Language of Modernism (1989)

16
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SECTION 1
From Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself to as if those motor cars, those
tyres of motor cars, were all her fault.

Before Reading
A Creative Writing Activity
Mrs Dalloway begins:

Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.
For Lucy had her work cut out for her. The doors would be taken off their hinges; Rumpelmayer’s
men were coming. And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, what a morning – fresh as if issued to
children on a beach.
What a lark! What a plunge!
❚❚ As a class, share your first thoughts about this opening, using the prompts below:
࢝࢝ Who do you think might say these words
࢝࢝ What sort of novel does it seem to be from
࢝࢝ What do you notice about the style of writing
࢝࢝ What are your expectations of the novel?

❚❚ Copy out these opening lines and then, without thinking too much, write for ten minutes,
continuing the novel’s opening in any way you want.
❚❚ After ten minutes, stop and get it into groups of four. Take it in turns to read out your openings.
Discuss the similarities and differences in what you chose to write and the style you used.
❚❚ Pull out one or two things that strike you about the way you each (or all) of you chose to write, to
feed back in whole class discussion.

During and After Reading Section 1
A First Reading
❚❚ Read to the end of the section (as if those motor cars, those types of motor cars, were all her
fault), and share your first response:
࢝࢝ What happens
࢝࢝ What is it about
࢝࢝ What are your impressions of it.

❚❚ Thinking about your experience as a reader, what is it like to read this novel?

22
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After Reading Both Sections 4 and 5
Through the Lens of the Themes – Thinking About Structure
Here are some of the themes which readers have identified as being key to Mrs Dalloway.
1. Ageing

12. Illness

2. Authority

13. Loneliness

3. Change

14. Love

4. Class

15. Memory and remembering

5. Compassion and kindness

16. Obsession

6. Social expectations

17. Outsiders

7. Death

18. Past and present

8. Disappointment

19. The state and the
individual

9. Freedom

20. Time

10. Mental illness

21. War

11. Identity

22. Women’s lives

❚❚ Working in pairs, use a table like the one below to help you think about which themes seem to run
throughout the novel and which seem to be especially important in particular sections.
❚❚ Join up with another pair and compare your tables. Take it in turns to explain your decisions.
Section 1

Section 2

Section 3
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CASE STUDY – THE HANDLING OF TIME
A tunnelling process by which I tell the past by instalments as I have need of it.
Virginia Woolf: Diary entry, 15 October 1923

Number Crunching Time
❚❚ Share your first thoughts about the following statistics in Mrs Dalloway. They show the number of
times each word occurs in the novel.
Time: 93

Minutes: 5

Times: 7

Day: 57

Bell: 6

Days: 27

Clock: 21

Hour: 34

Moment: 57

Hours: 10

Moments: 12

Strike: 2

Minute: 3

Striking: 11

Included on pages 58-61 are all the references to time in Mrs Dalloway.
❚❚ Read the quotations, looking out for patterns in the way time and its passing are referred to and
used. Share your thoughts on what Woolf seems to be saying about time.
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STYLE
Critical Fragments – Speed-dating

Included on page 66 are 22 very short critical fragments drawn from reviews and criticism of Mrs
Dalloway since it was published. You may already have looked at six of these after reading the first
section of the novel.
❚❚ Share out the critical snippets so you each have one. (If you need to, double up the snippets.)
❚❚ When your teacher tells you to stand up and get into pairs. Take it in turns to read your critical
snippet to each other and together explore them, discussing the different angles they give on the
novel or any connections.
❚❚ Repeat this four or five times, clarifying, sharpening and deepening the ideas and insights
prompted by the critical snippet.
❚❚ As a class, collect together new insights you’ve got into Mrs Dalloway.
Sources

12: Gwen Raverat, letter to V. Woolf, 22 April 1925

1 & 2: The Daily Herald, Chicago, 1925

13 & 14: Yale Review, 1926

3 & 11: Jane Goldman: The Cambridge Companion to Virginia Woolf,
2010

15: Carol Ann Duffy, 2000 in the Vintage Classics edition

9 & 10: Jane Goldman: The Cambridge Introduction to Virginia Woolf,
2006

16: British Library Collection items note

5, 6 & 17: Elaine Showalter: Introduction to the Penguin edition
ed. S. Nichols, 1992

18: M. Whitworth: V. Woolf Authors in Context, 2009

4: Nataliya Gudz: seminar paper (online)

19: Western Mail Review, 1925

7: Virginia Woolf: travel notebook 1906-09, talking about her aims

21: TLS, 1925

8 & 20: Jane Goldman: EMC lecture, 2017

22. S.F. Holmes, Calendar of Modern Letters, 1925

Capturing the Style
The ‘Peculiar Texture’
In 1951 the structuralist critic Reuben Bromer foregrounded the difference between what he
described as the ‘outline’ of events and the ‘remembered experience’.
❚❚ As a class, construct a simple and spare outline of the novel that you can all agree on.
❚❚ Now, try to capture in writing your remembered experience of the novel and what you think is
most distinctive about it – what Bromer called ‘its peculiar texture’.
❚❚ Take it in turns to read out your remembered experiences. Work to identify both common threads
and anything which has been remembered or foregrounded by only some people. Discuss the
possible reasons for this.
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An Imaginative Transformation
❚❚ Explore Virginia Woolf’s representation of male and female characters, their roles and relationships
by imaginatively reversing the gender of the following characters:
࢝࢝ Clarissa Dalloway
࢝࢝ Millicent Bruton
࢝࢝ Sally Seton
࢝࢝ Septimus
࢝࢝ Peter
࢝࢝ Richard Dalloway
࢝࢝ Sir William Bradshaw
࢝࢝ Doris Kilman

Working in groups, share out the characters so that each person is only transforming two
characters. For your characters, select a short episode from the novel and simply swap the pronoun
from he to she (or vice versa). Make no other changes.
❚❚ In your group, then as a class, discuss what this imaginative exercise has revealed to you about:
࢝࢝ Your/the reader’s gendered expectations (did a character’s behaviour seem more or less

acceptable to you when the gender was reversed?)

࢝࢝ The gendered expectations of the characters in the novel (how they react to the behaviour

of characters who behave in conventionally expected gendered roles and to those who
challenge them)

࢝࢝ The extent to which in this novel Virginia Woolf confirms or challenges expectations of male

and female behaviour (and whether or not this is presented positively)

࢝࢝ The extent to which her characterisation confounds expectations.

A Zones of Proximity Activity

Included on page 76 are some of the issues (and questions) you might want to consider about any
text when thinking about the context of women in literature. Which of these are most relevant to, or
illuminating of, Mrs Dalloway? What about your second text?
For this activity each group will either need two sets of the issues cards, printed on different
coloured paper, as cut ups, or two different colours of sticky notes for you to write the issues on
yourself.
❚❚ In the middle of a large sheet of paper write ‘Women and Literature’.
❚❚ Arrange the issues around this title according to how relevant/illuminating they are. The nearer to
the title you place each issue, the more illuminating you consider it to be.
❚❚ Compare your ‘zones of proximity’ across the class.
❚❚ Now add the second set of issues cards, this time thinking about your other set novel.
❚❚ Choose one of the issues which, from your zone of proximity, looks as though it is significant to
both texts.
❚❚ In your group, prepare a short presentation on the (different) ways in which the issue is explored
or handled by the two novels.
❚❚ Take it in turns to present your findings to the rest of the class.
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Themes
AGEING

AUTHORITY

CHANGE

CLASS

COMPASSION AND
KINDNESS

CONVENTION

DEATH

DISAPPOINTMENT

FREEDOM

MENTAL ILLNESS

IDENTITY

ILLNESS

LONELINESS

LOVE

MEMORY AND
REMEMBERING

OBSESSION

OUTSIDERS

PAST AND PRESENT

THE STATE AND
THE INDIVIDUAL

TIME

WAR

WOMEN’S LIVES

BOURTON

SALLY SETON

DAISY

BEFORE THE WAR

DR HOLMES

VISION OF EVANS

INDIA

CLARISSA AND
THE OMNIBUS

LONDON AFTER THE
WAR

DINNER PARTY

Memories
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