AboutUs: http://www.the-criterion.com/about/
Archive: http://www.the-criterion.com/archive/
ContactUs: http://www.the-criterion.com/contact/
EditorialBoard: http://www.the-criterion.com/editorial-board/
Submission: http://www.the-criterion.com/submission/
FAQ: http://www.the-criterion.com/fa/

ISSN 2278-9529

Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal
www.galaxyimrj.com

The Criterion: An International Journal in English Vol. 12, Issue-VI, December 2021

ISSN: 0976-8165

The Changed Concept of Time in the Novels of Virginia Woolf
Dr. Sucheta Chaturvedi
Associate Professor
Department of English
Lakshmibai College
Delhi University
India.
Article History: Submitted-10/12/2021, Revised-25/12/2021, Accepted-26/12/2021, Published-31/12/2021.

Abstract:
The modernist movement resulted in a revolution in both form and content with respect to
the genre of the novel. Along with human character, the concept of time that had governed the
novel also underwent a considerable change. Time emerged as a fluid concept where past, present
and future mingled in a flux. Henri Bergson influenced the stream of consciousness novelists. The
novelists started experimenting with the presentation of time. Past, present and future need not
appear in a sequential order. The subjective concept of time started complementing the new
techniques of characterization.
Virginia Woolf's disgruntlement with the realist modes of representation is well known. In
her prose pieces and essays such as “Modern Fiction” she expressed her dissatisfaction with the
obsolete techniques of characterization and time. This essay attempts to examine the changed
concept of time in Woolf’s novels such as Mrs. Dalloway and Between the Acts. The pioneering
experiments of Woolf became the leading light for future modernists.
Keywords: Time, Bergson, flux, psychological time, fragmentariness, stream of
consciousness.
Introduction
“In or about December 1910 human character changed”- one of Virginia Woolf's
statements, so hackneyed with time that it does not seem to require a footnote (“Mr. Benett and
Mrs. Brown”, Woolf, 320). However, one may also add that along with human character, the
concept of time that had governed the novel up to then also underwent a considerable change. It is
significant that the English translation of Henri Bergson's Time and Free Will also appeared in the

www.the-criterion.com

119

The Changed Concept of Time in the Novels of Virginia Woolf

same year that Virginia Woolf had found so eventful for the history of literature. This coincides
with the date of the London Post- impressionist Exhibition as well which took place in 1910. This
was a milestone for transition to unconventional techniques of representation in art which provided
analogues for literature.
During this period research in psychology and philosophy made its influence felt on
literature and changed the concept of time in the modern novel. William James believed that the
consciousness of man cannot be seen as signifying linear progression. It cannot be perceived as a
chain or train, but as a continuous flux, a flow like a river or more appropriately a “stream” “of
thought, of consciousness, of subjective life” (John Batchelor,29). On the other hand, in the realm
of philosophy Bergson emerged as the dominant influence on the intellectual atmosphere of
Woolf’s time. In Time and the Free Will and later in The Creative Evolution, Bergson expounded
a concept of time which is similar to James' concept of consciousness of man. This concept is more
popularly known as Bergson’s concept of duration which according to him is the “continuous
progress of the past which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances” (Bergson,278).
Shiv K. Kumar's study of Bergson’s influence on the modern novel suggests that Woolf
had not read Bergson or her sister-in- law Karin Stephen's The Misuse of Mind: A Study of
Bergson’s Attack on Intellectualism (Shiv. K. Kumar,67-8). However, whether Woolf had read
Bergson or not hardly makes a difference for Bergson was a part of the intellectual climate of
Woolf’s time and Woolf could not have remained uninfluenced by him.
The Concept of Time in the Modern Novel
The Victorian and Edwardian novelists had adhered to a concept of time which was marked
by linear progression and was the artificial clock time. Their concept of realism and time was
therefore attacked in her essay “Modern Fiction” and discarded as obsolete.
Woolf, in her diary had stated clearly her aim as a novelist and vowed to write novels which
would be different from those that had gone before:
What I want to do is to saturate every atom…to eliminate all waste, deadness, superfluity:
to give the moment whole; whatever it includes. Say that the moment is a combination of
thought, sensation, the voice of the sea. Waste, deadness come from the inclusion of things
that don’t belong to the moment…(A Writer’s Diary,139)
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This “appalling narrative business of the realist, getting on from lunch to dinner” is
something she wished to avoid (A Writer’s Diary,139). Woolf’s aim as a novelist was depict reality
through a modus operandi which is markedly different from that of the realists. This entailed
changing the concept of time which had hitherto been artificial as it did not take into consideration
the psychological duration lived by the individual mind.
Henri Bergson’s aim in writing Time and Free Will was to redefine duration which
according to him is the result of the multiple conscious states within the mind of man which are
ever changing and in a state of flux. This duration is a succession which contains the past, present
and future and is not homogeneous and measurable as it has been seen by scientific minds who
have tried to divide it into hours, minutes and seconds on the face of a clock. The time lived by an
object cannot be equated with mind time. Duration, as Bergson rightly suggested, cannot be
measured by means of points in space. This is a falsification of true duration.
Clock time is artificial and is imposed from without on actual duration. Within the mind of
an individual “a process of organization or interpenetration of conscious states is going on which
constitutes true duration” (Time and Free Will,108). This is the subjective duration that shapes the
novels of Virginia Woolf such as Mrs. Dalloway, The Waves, To the Lighthouse and Between the
Acts.
Bergson’s work left a mark on most modern novelists. Woolf may have been influenced
by his ideas indirectly. His work was not merely a philosophical treatise. He had envisaged how
important this new concept of time would be for the aesthetics of the modern writer:
Now, if some bold novelist, tearing aside the cleverly woven curtain of our conventional
ego, shows us under this appearance of logic a fundamental absurdity, under this
juxtaposition of simple states an infinite permeation of a thousand different impressions
which have already ceased to exist the instant they are named, we commend him for having
known us better than we knew ourselves.” (Time and Free Will,133).
Bergson, however was conscious of the problems involved in representation and knew that
even such close representations would be only a “shadow” of reality (Time and Free Will,134).
Virginia Woolf was one such bold novelist. The pretence of representing reality is given
up by her. She redefines her concept of time which is closely related to Bergson’s concept of
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memory and character. In his later work, Bergson said of memory that “ it follows us at every
instant; all that we have felt, thought and willed from our earliest infancy is there, leaning over the
present which is about to join it, pressing against the portals of consciousness that would fain leave
it outside.” For him character is a “condensation of the history that we have lived from our birth”(
The Creative Evolution,278-79). However, though Virginia Woolf uses concepts of time, memory
and character which are similar to Bergson’s view about these, he cannot be used as a touchstone
to test her techniques.
The Changed Concept of Time in Mrs. Dalloway
In Mrs. Dalloway which was initially entitled The Hours, Woolf compresses within the
period of less than twenty-four hours of a summer day in June the memories and retrospective
visions of several characters, covering a period of about twenty years. In the novel, Woolf shows
her preference for simultaneity rather than linear progression and chooses to represent life as a
“luminous halo” rather than a “ series of gig- lamps symmetrically arranged” ( “Modern
Fiction”,106). Woolf does not simply state that at the age of eighteen Clarissa met Richard
Dalloway and the two got married, rather through the memory of Clarissa Dalloway, now a wife
and mother, she glances back into the past to show us the first meeting of the two. She engages in
the interior monologue. In a diary entry Woolf refers to this technique that is the “tunnelling
process”, a technique which she uses to convey the “past in instalments” (A Writer’s Diary,61).
Through these techniques Woolf, the writer travels through the minds of Clarissa, Septimus and
others like Peter Walsh, Miss Kilman, Rezia etc.
Though London is the locale, yet through the minds of people Woolf takes the reader to
India through the memories of Peter Walsh who is a part of the imperialistic designs of the Empire
in India and then to Bourton through the memories of Mrs. Dalloway and Peter Walsh. Mrs.
Dalloway at Westminster in London recalls the memories of Sally Seton; her meetings with
Dalloway and Walsh and eventually takes us to Bourton. All these characters, later in the evening
meet at Clarissa Dalloway's party. Thus, the reader through the memories of these characters
traverses from London to India, Bourton and then back to London.
Septimus Warren Smith who had joined the army during the war after leaving his job as an
estate’s agent is depicted as having returned to London as a shell-shocked schizophrenic man. The
history of Septimus also begins in medias res. He is shown as sharing the same locale as Mrs.
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Dalloway, but his mind is shown as coloured by the memories of the war years; memories of his
dead friend Evans, while he takes a walk in Regent's park with his wife Rezia. Through the
technique of recalling the past and locales of the past, Woolf digs out “caves”, the caves of past
consciousness and her intention is that the caves should “connect” with each other in the present
(A Writer’s Diary,61).
These caves get connected and display the life of these characters on this June day. This
technique lends to the novel a realism far richer than that seen in novels that have gone before.
Minds revealing their workings; the day- dreamings of men and women, the wishful thinking
(specially of Peter Walsh); the flux of the past, present and future – this is what Mrs. Dalloway is
made of.
Septimus can see into the future and is traumatized. When Clarissa Septimus relates to Sir
William Bradshaw Septimus' suicide, she foresees her own death (Mrs. Dalloway,202). She sees
through him into the future when her own life will come to an end. She almost experiences death
when she tries to visualise Septimus' suicide to herself. Clarissa and Septimus have shared a
relationship that they do not share with others. Both are characters who live more in their minds
than in the world. To them inner time is important as it is to Woolf.
Superimposed on all these chaotic recollections of various people and their visions of the
future we have clock time. But the clock time symbolised and brought to mind at the striking of
the clock at Big Ben is in fact being ridiculed. The reader is being carried constantly from the
present moment to the past and future through the mind of a certain character so that all three get
jumbled up, so that the past very often becomes the present. It is in fact the sun (which is a recurrent
presence in the novel) which should be seen symbolic of actual duration. It is the spectator of the
past present and future that contains in itself all duration. It is like Bergson’s duration “a pure
heterogeneity” which has been and shall be a witness to man’s actions from the beginning to the
end of life. Big Ben is only a mockery and its “leaden circles dissolved in the air” as they cannot
really be registered (Mrs. Dalloway,5-6).
To weave all heterogeneity of the experience of the various characters in the novel, not
only is the framework of superficial time (i.e. twenty four hours) used but also the technique of
showing the major characters recalling the same incidents and commenting on the same events in
the novel. One such incident is when the Prime Minister’s car passes by and all the characters
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guess as to who may be in the car. This device brings together various minds which have been
diversely occupied till now. The interpretations of the sky-writing too differs from person to
person. Also, the old woman singing at the Tube Station appears to the various characters in a
different light. Thus, diversity gets woven into a coherent whole. The narrator has moved in and
out of various minds and has yet woven the narrative into an untangled web of subjective
experience. The problem of the modern novelist as of Mrs. Woolf in a novel like Mrs. Dalloway
in the words of William Troy is to “reconcile something that is immeasurable, which is what
experience as feeling very soon becomes” (William Troy,29).
Another novel which illustrates a kinship to the Bergsonian concept of time is Between the
Acts. In this novel as in Mrs. Dalloway we see Woolf spreading out the action of a single day and
the memories of the previous evening into the time span of the novel. Behind Bergson’s theory of
duration as a flux lies the premise of an “associationist concept of mind” (Time and Free Will,155).
Through this associatinism Woolf too sees her characters inseparably linked to their past and
future. In Between the Acts as in the earlier novel there is a narrowing down of the fictional duration
of action, while there is an opening up of actual or psychological duration. Woolf enters the mind
of the various characters and in doing so she differs from a co-practitioner of the stream- ofconsciousness novel namely James Joyce. Joyce in a novel like A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man presents us with the consciousness of a single major character (Stephen Dedalus) but Woolf
in Between the Acts and in Mrs. Dalloway has entered the consciousness of various characters.
This could have been the result of the influence of Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of
the Ego which Allen McLaurin supposes Woolf had read while writing Between the Acts
(McLaurin, 38-9).
The problem of a modern novelist is to convey the action in such a manner that the frame
of time within which the novel functions look like actual duration and not clock time. Woolf too
aims at this semblance to reality. However, it is a task of difficulty as Bergson also stated:
We instinctively tend to solidify our impressions in order to express them in
language. Hence we confuse the feeling itself, which is in a perpetual state of
becoming, with its external object, and especially with the word which expresses
this object.
(Time and Free Will,130)
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In order to overcome this hurdle of communication Woolf employs in Between the Acts,
the same technique as used in Mrs. Dalloway, of repetition; review of a certain situation by various
minds. Once again linearity is replaced by simultaneity.
Experiments with the Concept of Time in Between the Acts
In Between the Acts the setting of the novel is the countryside of pre-war England on an
early summer day. The major characters are Bartholomew Oliver a retired civil servant; Giles
Oliver, his son and a stock-broker; Isa his daughter- in-law and Mrs. Manresa alongwith William
Dodge who come together at Pointz Hall, the Oliver's residence. Later in the day, along with most
of the village and even outsiders they come out in the lawns and terrace to watch the pageant being
put up by the village folk under the direction of Miss La Trobe to raise money for lighting the
church.
The novel is an illustration of the technique of the modern novelist to depict reality. In this
novel Woolf is concerned with the concept of time. From the beginning there is a shift from present
to the future and past. Oliver remembers and tells Mrs. Haines how sixty years ago his mother
gave him a copy of Byron in the same room (Between the Acts,8). Through the stored memory of
a character's mind the present gets enlarged as it reinvokes the past. Similarly, Lucy Swithin's
Outline of History (which is considered a conflation of two works of H. G. Wells) brings alive to
her the past and prehistoric time with dinosaurs and rhododendron forests on its pages (Between
the Acts,10).
In both Mrs. Dalloway and Between the Acts, the enacted “mind time” is far longer than
the “actual time”. The “actual time” acts as a superficial framework- providing device and a device
to give unity to that diverseness of the consciousness. The actual duration of both the novels is less
than twenty-four hours but the psychological time is expanded. An instance of this takes place in
the beginning of the novel:
It took her five seconds in actual time, in mind time ever so much longer, to separate
Grace herself, with blue china on a tray, from the leather- covered
monster…(Between the Acts,11)
This inability of the mind to distinguish the maid from the mowing- machine, shows that
the mind cannot be pinned to the present. Mrs. Swithin, we are told is “given to increasing the
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bounds of the moment by flights into past and future” and she keeps recalling in snatches of her
memory her dead mother and things of the past (Between the Acts,11).
The pageant that traces the history of England from the time of Chaucer to the present
reinvokes the past. It also looks ahead to the present moment and the future. The open-air theatre
has as its background the sky which Woolf tells us in the novel has escaped notice. The sky is so
vast and ever-present that it’s dimensions cannot be measured. It stands for the vast and age-old
human consciousness which has survived from prehistoric times till date and shall remain the same
in the future. The sky which acts as a curtain against which the pageant is enacted has not only
been a witness to the drama that is registered by the clock in three hours, but also the drama that
occurs between the acts.
Woolf captures for us the conversation and workings of the minds of various characters in
the novel as Miss La Trobes' pageant proceeds. The memories of India and his youth in Oliver's
mind; Mrs. Manresa's sexual overtures; Isa's poetic rendering of the aborted life she has led and
Dodge’s unsuccessful marital life and homosexuality; Lucy's religiosity are all a part of the drama
and are inextricable. The present is therefore commingled with the past being depicted in the
pageant. The logical discontinuities of man’s consciousness get reflected in the snatches of poetry
that Isa keeps uttering to herself.
Through Between the Acts, Woolf tries to show the difficulty that the artist faces in
representing reality. This reality cannot be rendered in hours, minutes and seconds but through the
rendering of the consciousness as a flow. Psychological duration or “mind time” which very often
gets expanded, very often also gets compressed in a very small duration. Ages, for instance get
compressed in a pageant of about three hours.
The sighing trees and the mooing cows like the past are inextricable. Occasional episodes
of human history are enacted in this general drama of human consciousness. “To shut down the
cows, swallows, present time” is impossible for a true artist (Between the Acts,125). The echoes
from Shakespeare, Spenser, Shelley and Tennyson besides the nursery rhymes in the novel also
suggest that even literature of all ages has something in common, which is its subject- human
consciousness. The intertextuality is the result of a stored consciousness. The church bell like the
Big Ben of Mrs. Dalloway tries to impose order on the scene but remains supernumerary.
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In the “present time”, the audience at the end of the novel gets reflected in “scraps, orts,
fragments” (Between the Acts,123-29). This fragmented reflection shows symbolically that in a
moment of clock time, human consciousness can be reflected only as a fragment of the whole. It
can never capture human consciousness in its entirety. This changed concept of reality and time
may also be seen as a feminist gesture of separating oneself from the realism of the masculine
tradition. It is an attempt to the fore through the representation of the flux of human consciousness,
the hidden life which resembles the hidden life of women.
Conclusion
One cannot deny the similarity of this concept of time to that of Bergson’s in Time and
Free Will and The Creative Evolution. And if one looks for anything that can symbolise time, it
can only be the sun and the sky which are ever present and co- extensive with human
consciousness, and not the church bells of Mrs. Dalloway and Between the Acts. While what
Bergson said is true, it is impossible for a novelist to experiment with it in a novel because as he
acknowledged in the preface to Time and Free Will – “we necessarily express ourselves by means
of words and we usually think in terms of space” (Time and Free Will, xix). And as long as this
limitation remains, it will be necessary to retain this artificial time to retain order in the chaotic
consciousness of mankind and for the sake of communication.
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