
Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway is often considered to be amongst the great 

modern novels. “In the modernist novel reality is represented through fallible, selective 

points of view. Events may be described from an uncertain position (or a number of 

different positions). They may be presented discontinuously, according to a subjective 

experience in which reality, perception and the unconscious get caught up in each other. 

Historical or ‘clock’ time may get mixed up with the personal time of emotion and 

memory. Characters struggle against their own disintegration in the face of modern life. 

Deep truths about the world and our place in it can be perceived, however fleeting. 

Modernism is concerned with consciousness and experience. It asks: How can we know 

reality?” (Ward 39). 

Ironically, this exact definition for modern literature could serve as the blurb for 

Mrs. Dalloway. In fact, I would go as far to say that if you replaced the phrase “modernist 

novel” or “modernism” with “Mrs. Dalloway,” the statement would still be accurate. 

Other features of modern literature that could be found in the novel are elitism and an 

emphasis on pursing absolute knowledge. Modern novels also are focused on form, 

structure, and class. Authors of the modern period saw themselves as having superior 

insight into what is best, what art should be valued, and rejected sentimental subject 

matters and frivolous writing styles.  

Woolf ‘s highly stylized and unconventional voice, use of a thematic opposition 

between high culture and low culture, exploration of self-discovery and experimental use 

of form all in Mrs. Dalloway all reflect the most important aspects of the modern novel. 

Although it would be easy to prove why Mrs. Dalloway is a piece of modern literature, 



which it almost undisputedly is, this essay will examine the way in which, Virginia 

Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway is an early exploration of postmodernity.  

The postmodern period is said to have begun some 40 years after Mrs. Dalloway 

was published. The movement in literature is marked by an author’s “ambivalent stance 

towards realism,” the use of metafiction, fragmentation, and eclecticism. Unlike the 

modernists, postmodernists don’t delineate a difference between high and low culture; all 

culture lies on the same level. Postmodernists don’t believe the past is important and they 

challenge the idea of identity as well as any type of ultimate truths. “The postmodern 

novel is concerned with being fiction, and with being about fiction. It asks: Can reality be 

separated from the stories we tell about it? It uses metafictional devices to suggest that 

novels are just one kind of fiction among countless others, none of which can adequately 

express the complexities of contemporary experience. It sees modernism as just one aisle 

in a supermarket of styles from which the author can choose” (Ward 39).  

At first glance, postmodernism seems to fly directly in contrast with Mrs. 

Dalloway. In the novel, Woolf places a huge emphasis on high culture vs low culture and 

the ever-evolving self-identity. In addition, Woolf experiments with writing form and 

style to try and reflect an ultra realistic portrait of the inner workings of the human mind 

and consciousness.  However, upon a close examination, one could find many examples 

of postmodern ideas and tendencies sprinkled throughout Mrs. Dalloway. The novel is 

filled with metafiction, its syntax and narration is highly fragmented and challenges 

realism all of which suggest that the book itself is aware of its status as a book; it is 

fiction that is transparent about being fiction.  



From the very first page of the book, Mrs. Dalloway reveals its postmodern 

undercurrent: 

“Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers for 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!” (3). 

 

As readers we are thrust into the story almost as if Woolf is throwing us in mid-thought.  

No regard is given to setting or context. The reader feels bewildered as they try and make 

out where Woolf has dropped them. Each sentence seems fragmented and unrelated to on 

another and the reader is presented with the challenge of deciphering who the narrator is, 

which is not an easy feat.  

All of these challenges make the reader hyper aware that they are reading a book. 

But if that isn’t enough, the narrator talks directly to the reader. “What a lark! What a 

plunge!” it says. For someone who hasn’t read the whole book, this statement seems odd, 

but still rather insignificant. However as the book progresses, we discover that we have 

multiple narrators who assume other characters perspective and that this particular 

narrator only appears in the book a handful of times. When the narrator says “What a 

lark! What a plunge!” it is commenting from its own perspective independent from the 

other characters. This is important because it means that when Virginia Woolf writes, 

“What a Lark! What a plunge!” she is essentially breaking the fourth wall.  This happens 

again on the last page of the book: 

‘I will come,’ said Peter, but he sat on for a moment. What is this terror? What is 

this ecstasy? he thought to himself . What is it that fills me with extraordinary 

excitement? 

It is Clarissa, he said. 

For there she was. 

 



Breaking the fourth wall is one of the most recognizable hallmarks of postmodern fiction. 

When an author chooses to do it, they are disrupting the reader’s sense of reality and 

highlighting the novel’s artifice.  

To be fair, there is a limit to this fourth wall. K. Hills Miller makes an interesting 

observation and remarks that in Mrs. Dalloway, “the character is transparent to the 

narrator, but the narrator is opaque to the character” (83). Mills proposes “The narrator is 

that state of mind which exists outside the characters and of which they can never be 

directly aware. Though they are not aware of it, it is aware of them. This ‘state of mind’ 

surrounds them, encloses them, pervades them, knows them from within… they are at 

every moment possessed and known, in a sense violated, by an invisible mind, a mind 

more powerful than their own” (81). In many postmodern novels the characters are aware 

of their role in fiction and sometimes will even let the reader know that. In Mrs. 

Dalloway, it would be harder to prove that the characters know they are characters. There 

is only one instance in the novel where Woolf may or may not have hinted at such a 

notion, which is when Septimus commits suicide: 

There remained only the window, the large Bloomsbury-lodging house window, 

the tiresome, the troublesome, and rather melodramatic business of opening the 

window and throwing himself out. It was their first idea of tragedy, not his or 

Rezia’s (for she was with him). Holmes and Bradshaw like that sort of thing. (He 

sat on the sill.) But he would wait till the very last moment. He did not want to 

die. Life was good. The sun hot. Only human beings—what did they want? 

Coming down the staircase opposite an old man stopped and stared at him. 

Holmes was at the door. “I’ll give it to you!” he cried, and flung himself 

vigorously, violently down on to Mrs. Filmer’s area railings. (149).  

 

In this passage Septimus takes his life even though he says he didn’t want to die. Before 

he commits suicide he cries out, “I’ll give it to you!” Although Septimus is speaking to 

Holmes, and not directly speaking to the reader, he is still acknowledging that he is 



playing a role. He’s challenging the modernist notion of identity and instead is becoming 

the caricature the other characters in Mrs. Dalloway and the readers expected him to 

conform to. Everything in the novel has led up to this moment and Septimus is giving the 

people the story they’ve burdened him with. This challenges one of the fundamentals of 

modernism; the development of identity through self exploration. Septimus rejects that 

and in contrast emulates everyone’s projection of his identity, which the characters, the 

reader and societal expectations, have thrust upon him.  

In an essay Virginia Woolf wrote for the Common Reader on modernism, Woolf 

she seems to praise the movement and it’s focus on form in reference to Ulysses. She 

champions that “Any method is right, every method is right, that expresses what we wish 

to express, if we are writers; that brings us closer to the novelist’s intention if we are 

readers.” However, later in the essay she seems to contradict herself when she claims, 

“But any deductions that we may draw from the comparison of two fictions so 

immeasurably far apart are futile save indeed as they flood us with a view of the infinite 

possibilities of the art and remind us that there is no limit to the horizon, and that nothing-

-no "method", no experiment, even of the wildest--is forbidden, but only falsity and 

pretense. ‘The proper stuff of fiction’ does not exist; everything is the proper stuff of 

fiction, every feeling, every thought; every quality of brain and spirit is drawn upon; no 

perception comes amiss And if we can imagine the art of fiction come alive and standing 

in our midst, she would undoubtedly bid us break her and bully her, as well as honor and 

love her, for so her youth is renewed and her sovereignty assured.” This statement seems 

provoke and pave the way for postmodern styled thought. Woolf is neutralizing the 

concept of high art and low art. She’s rejecting all the deeply philosophical and complex 



books of the modern times and promoting writing for the sake of writing, fiction for the 

sake of fiction. The idea that art is created equal is one of the only postmodern truths. 

Ultimately, Mrs. Dalloway is a modernist novel. And do I think that Virginia 

Woolf was intentionally proposing postmodern ideas? No, that’s impossible, since that 

period had yet to happen. However, I do believe that not only was Virginia Woolf ahead 

of her time and could see where the future of literature was heading, but also was a deep 

inspiration for many postmodern thinkers that would succeed her.  
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