Introduction

I believe that Virginia Woolf’s book, Mrs Dalloway and Michael Cunningham’s book The Hours both try to capture the very essence of life.  They both look at why we carry on living, why we continue to search for happiness and why we continue to hope.  They show us how to appreciate the magic in small moments – the very moments that can make up our hours of happiness.

As Cunningham says through his Clarissa, “We live our lives, do whatever we do, and then we sleep – it’s as simple and ordinary as that.  A few jump out of windows or drown themselves or take pills; more die by accident and most of us, the vast majority, are slowly devoured by some disease or, if we’re very fortunate, by time itself.  There’s just this for consolation: an hour here or there when our lives seem, against all odds and expectations to burst open and give us everything we’ve ever imagined, though everyone but children (and perhaps even they) knows these hours will inevitably be followed by others, far darker and more difficult. Still, we cherish the city, the morning; we hope, more than anything, for more.”

The Books’ Stories

‘The Hours’ was Virginia’s Woolf’s working title for Mrs Dalloway and the book tells the story of how Clarissa Dalloway spends a day in June preparing for a party for the great and the good of London society she is hosting that evening.  She goes out to buy flowers, savouring the sounds and sights of a glorious London morning.  She returns home to mend the dress she will wear in the evening and she thinks back to when she was young - to an innocence of youth at her old home, Bourton, to the man she could have married (Peter), the girl to whom she was attracted (Sally) and the man she did marry (Richard).

Meanwhile, a First World War veteran, Septimus Warren Smith takes a walk with his Italian wife, Lucrezia – a milliner – to see a specialist in Harley Street in the hope that he can help treat Septimus’s incipient madness following his experiences in the War; the voices he hears and his guilt over the death of his officer, Evans.  

Also, on this day in June, Peter Walsh, Clarissa’s former lover, returns from India to help seek a divorce for his young bride-to-be.  He visits Clarissa and becomes emotional, crying as Clarissa’s daughter, Elizabeth, enters the room.  Clarissa also spends time thinking about Elizabeth and her companion, Doris Kilman and worries about the effect of this envious woman, this dowdy zealous Christian on her young and impressionable daughter.  

When out buying her flowers, Clarissa also meets Hugh Whitbread, another old friend from former times and it is with Hugh that Clarissa’s husband, Richard, the steady, dependable, rather boring Richard whose career in politics had not been all he hoped, attends a lunch with the formidable Lady Bruton.

On leaving Clarissa’s, having secured an invitation for the evening’s party, Peter sits on a bench near Septimus and Lucrezia and their stories continue side by side.  Like Clarissa, Peter thinks back to the argument that caused the break up of their relationship and her subsequent marriage to Richard.

As the day wears on and the evening of the party approaches, these separate stories continue to develop.  The book concludes with Septimus committing suicide by throwing himself out of his living room window rather than be taken to a rest cure. Meanwhile, Clarissa worries incessantly about whether her party will be a success, which it is and the main characters from her past congregate in her drawing room; her husband Richard, her daughter, Sally - now Lady Rosseter with five sons, Peter, Hugh Whitbread, Lady Bruton and Sir William Bradshaw, the overblown doctor who Septimus had consulted in Harley Street.  Thus all the pieces of Clarissa’s day merge into one and she is left in an ante room, considering her life, her London, her day as Big Ben strikes another hour.  She returns to the party where Peter and Sally have been discussing her and as Peter senses her enter the room, the book ends “It is Clarissa, he said.  For there she was.”

The Hours tells three separate stories of the life of Woolf’s Clarissa over one day in June and I believe that all three are Cunningham’s versions of Virginia herself.  Each story is firmly placed in a different place and time.  There is Virginia’s story as she writes Mrs Dalloway in Richmond in 1924; there is Laura Brown’s story as she searches for fulfillment with her uninspiring husband, her nervous son and her wavering feelings about her second pregnancy in Los Angeles in 1949 and Clarissa Vaughan’s story in 1990’s New York as she prepares a party for her dying friend, Richard before he is to collect a prestigious award for his recently published book.

The Hours starts with an account of Virginia Woolf’s suicide in 1941 and concludes with Richard’s suicide and his mother Laura’s return from her self imposed exile in Canada.

Radial versus Linear Writing

Virginia Woolf wrote Mrs Dalloway in 1924 and it was published in 1925.  She was, at the time, regarded as an experimental writer, one who was pushing against the boundaries of her heritage and her age.  Her genius and her reputation were by no means assured and she and her husband, Leonard, lived frugally against the ever present threat of her mental breakdowns.  

Mrs Dalloway has been termed an experiment in ‘radial’ writing.  When she sent the proofs of the book to the painter Jacques Raverat in 1925, they entered into a debate on this subject.  They argued whether one can only write or read one thing at a time as in ‘linear’ writing or whether writing could be like casting pebbles into a pond, ie. “There are splashes in the outer air in every direction, and under the surface waves that follow one another into dark and forgotten corners.”
 

In his 1972 biography of his aunt, Quentin Bell writes “It is possible in Mrs Dalloway to find an attempt of this nature, a desire to make literature ‘radial’ rather than ‘linear’, to describe at once “the splashes in the outer air” and “the waves that follow one another into dark and forgotten corners”.”  Indeed, in her next book To the Lighthouse, her friend and critic, Roger Fry feels that she is able to move on from this experiment, that she is “no longer bothered by the simultaneity of things” and that she is able to “go backward and forwards in time with an extraordinary enrichment of each moment of consciousness”.

I agree with the definition of Mrs Dalloway as radial and believe that the themes, characters and messages in the book are like the ripples from a pebble thrown into a pond.  As concentric circles, they radiate outwards, getting nearer to the shore and to the hand that threw the stone with each passing second.  Moreover, seventy-five years later, with The Hours, Michael Cunningham has thrown a further pebble into the same pond and the ripples have interlaced.  

My Questions

My questions are:

1. Why are the books so compelling and what are their messages?

2. Do the books work, either individually or as a pair?

I will attempt to answer these questions by using the following format:

1. Background on Virginia Woolf

2. Background on Michael Cunningham

3. Similarities between the two books

4. Differences between the two books

5. Conclusion

1.
Background on Virginia Woolf

Virginia Woolf was born Virginia Stephen in 1882.  She was the third child of Leslie Stephen and Julia Duckworth.  Her father’s first marriage to W. M. Thackeray’s daughter Harriet had ended in 1875 with Harriet’s death.  Their only daughter, Laura, suffered from mental health problems and was hospitalized for much of her life.  His second marriage to the widow of Herbert Duckworth was a great success and the central character in To the Lighthouse is an affectionate portrait of Virginia’s mother.  Virginia had an older sister, Vanessa (later the artist Vanessa Bell), an older brother Thoby and a younger brother Adrian.  She also had 2 half brothers, George and Gerald Duckworth and a half sister, Stella, children of Julia’s first marriage.

As a family they were part of the Victorian upper middle class.  They lived comfortably, but not ostentatiously and Leslie Stephen (later Sir Leslie Stephen, KCB – he was knighted in 1902, two years before his death) worried constantly about money.  Moreover, Virginia’s youth was punctuated by tragedy.  Her mother died when Virginia was 13 and her half-sister, Stella, died 2 years later.  Virginia had a frail constitution and was prone to fits and headaches that were to haunt her all her life.  Moreover, the dramas and intrigues of a large family wore down her nerves and the loss of their holiday home in Cornwall was a source of great sadness to her, reflecting as she thought the loss of innocence and of her carefree youth which, with the absence of a maternal figure, weighed heavily on her mind.  This attachment to a former place is revisited in both books.  The death of her brother, Thoby from typhoid fever in 1906 was a huge blow and the sisters were left to fend almost for themselves.  There is some indication in Quentin Bell’s biography that, as a child, Virginia suffered sexual abuse from her half-brother George , who was 14 years her elder, and much has been written on this and her later frigidity.  Her exposure to and participation in the Bloomsbury set, as it was known, also stretched her mind in new directions, bringing with it as it did intellectual debate, homosexuality and a breaking down of the Victorian shackles that had held her and her close friends in their youths.

Virginia was considered by many as beautiful, articulate and somewhat frightening.  She was tall and thin and is reported to have had an elegance and poise that does not come over in photographs of her.  Her nephew tells us that it was only in seeing her move and hearing her speak that one could fully appreciate her beauty.  In 1912, after much soul searching and heartache, she married Leonard Woolf, a penniless Jew newly returned from India in the service of the Colonial Office.  It is Leonard’s devout care that saw Virginia through her many bouts of severe depression, some lasting as long as six months.  It is hard to say what treatment would be prescribed for her these days but then, she was confined to her room or in extremis, a nursing home and kept away from the stimulation of thought, writing or socializing.  It is against this regime that she is rebelling in Cunningham’s portrayal of her in The Hours and why she wants so much, during the relatively calm period of her writing Mrs Dalloway, to leave Richmond and return to London (remember that in the 1920’s, Richmond was considered ‘the country’!).

The First World War did not touch Virginia too closely as many of her friends became conscientious objectors.  During their marriage, she and Leonard set up The Hogarth Press (named after their rented house in Richmond) and it published works by T. S. Elliot amongst others.  She remained very close to her sister, Vanessa and they wrote to each other almost daily.  Indeed, Virginia carried on a mild flirtation with Vanessa’s husband, Clive, for many years, despite his other affairs and eventual estrangement from Vanessa following her setting up home with Duncan Grant.  She also had numerous affairs of the heart with formidable women, notably Vita Sackville West.  In later years, when fame and fortune came to her (she said after the publication of Mrs Dalloway and The Common Reader in April and May of 1925 that “Never have I felt so much admired”) she and Leonard had homes in Richmond, London and Monk’s House in East Sussex and traveled extensively in Europe.  Throughout her life, however, she had an uneasy relationship with her servants, as Cunningham explores in his book and this is borne out in the many references to domestic arguments in her biography.  In all, hers was not a comfortable life.  She did not seem to fit easily into her skin.  She hated eating and was constantly racked with doubt and worry about her books and their reception by her relatives, friends and the buying public. 

It was from Monk’s House that she departed on the morning of 28th March 1941, as described in the scene from the Prologue of The Hours, to drown herself in the River Ouse.  In reading her nephew’s account of her suicide, it is hard to say why she chose this occasion to succeed so successfully, why she weighted down her pockets with stones when her other attempts at suicide had failed.  She had enjoyed a period of relative good health in the 1930’s, although concerns about the Second World War, their location in Sussex under the flight path of the German bombers and particularly Leonard’s safety as a Jew should the Germans invade, was a constant worry.  Also, the death of her sister’s favourite child, Julian, in the Spanish Civil War in 1937 had had a huge impact on the family.   Whatever the reasons, her letter to Leonard, which is quoted in the Prologue of The Hours, attempts to justify her decision, although her loss to her family, friends and her reading public must have been and, to me, still are devastating.  Her final work Between the Acts, which she had just finished when she died, was published posthumously.

In The Hours Cunningham lifts the final sentence of her letter to Leonard in Richard’s last words to Clarissa on page 200 “I don’t think two people could have been happier than we have been.”

2.
Background on Michael Cunningham

I’m afraid I don’t know nearly as much about Michael Cunningham other than he was born in Cincinnati, Ohio in 1952 and that he grew up in Pasedena, California.  He got a BA in English Literature from Stanford and an MFA from the University of Iowa.  His first novel, A Home at the End of the World was published in 1990 to wide acclaim.  Another novel, Flesh and Blood, followed in 1995.  The Hours was published in 1999 and won the Putlizer Price for Fiction and the PEN/Faulkner Award.

I don’t think, however, that not knowing much about Cunningham is a problem!  The motivation behind him writing the book and his connection with Virginia Woolf is clear. His references to her in the book are alarmingly accurate, even down to her nickname “The Goat”.  In writing The Hours, he pays homage to Woolf and to her belief in the essence of things and with his Clarissa he gives Mrs Dalloway and therefore Virginia a 20th Century voice, one with which she can speak loudly and clearly about all the things she really wanted, sexual freedom, a role in society, fulfillment.  Using Mrs Dalloway as a template, he is rounding off Woolf’s inheritance to us, renewing the ripples in the water, reminding us anew of Woolf’s magic touch.

3.
Similarities between the two books

The similarities between the two books are numerous and, in my view, unify them.  These similarities can be seen on the macro and the micro level.

Macro level:

· Both are ‘stream of consciousness’ novels;

· Both cover one day in June that ends with a party;

· Both have 3 points of view (Clarissa, Peter, Richard in Mrs Dalloway, Clarissa, Laura, Virginia in The Hours);

· In both books Clarissa is 52 years old;

· Both books contain a lunch scene with 2 men and 1 woman;

· The characters are the same even if they have different names and have different roles:

	Mrs Dalloway
	The Hours

	Clarissa
	Clarissa

	Richard
	Richard

	Septimus
	Richard

	Sally
	Sally

	Peter
	Louis

	Doris Kilman
	Mary Krull

	Elizabeth
	Julia

	Hugh Whitbread
	Oliver


· Both books include memorable places from yesteryear, eg. Bourton/Wellfleet

· Both books are set very firmly in time and place (the time of day as Big Ben 

strikes and the number of steps Louis takes around Clarissa’s apartment);

· Both books centre on the tragedy of a ravaged mind and suicide by falling from a window;

· Both books explore same sex relationships;

· Both books contain a elderly lady looking out of a nearby window;

· In both books Clarissa’s partner feels compelled to return home to tell her that she is loved.  Both partners fail but this does not matter.

Micro level:

· Both books open with Clarissa buying flowers for a party;

· Both books describe a backfiring car whilst Clarissa is buying the flowers;

· Both books describe a famous person mysteriously cocooned in a car/trailer (note the irony in The Hours of Clarissa hoping it is Meryl Streep as Meryl Streep played Clarissa in the film of the book!)

· In both books the returning ex lover cries and the daughter enters the room.

4.
Differences between the two books

There are some major differences between Cunningham’s book and the original.  In his book Richard is never owned the way Richard Dalloway is so completely enclosed in Mrs Dalloway’s world.  Instead, Richard Worthington Brown is an amalgam of the man Clarissa Vaughan wanted to be with and Woolf’s shell shocked Septimus however, his illness comes from AIDS rather than war, but both are man-made diseases.  There is also the difference in place, Mrs Dalloway is set in London and Laura and Clarissa live in the US; Cunningham’s Clarissa is hail and hearty and Woolf’s is fail and pale; Elizabeth has a father whereas Julia does not.  

However, for me, the character who is most out of place and whom I have the most trouble defining is Laura Brown although I believe, she is somewhat a literary tool to explain Richard (Richie’s) predisposition to introspection and insecurity and thus his ultimately futile search for truth.  She may also be a combination of all three personae, ie. she kisses Kitty, contemplates suicide and prepares for a party.

5.
Conclusion

In conclusion I believe that the books are compelling because they are like tapestries, the more you search the more you can see the individual threads of a pattern which tries to explain who we are, how we live and feel and to capture the very texture of life.

In answer to the question as to whether they work individually or as a pair, I believe that Mrs Dalloway stands on its own as a masterpiece in literary form, it is lyrical and flowing and as I get older I can step more and more into Clarissa Dalloway’s shoes and understand more intensely the perfection she seeks.  The Hours is clever, well written and tells a story which interweaves fact and fiction.  It tells finally of the tragedy which besets us all and which beset Clarissa Dalloway as she prepared to return to the end of her party.  This tragedy is that, despite everything, we still go on; we still want to go on regardless of all our lost moments of happiness.  

As Clarissa Vaughan says when thinking back to an evening with Richard when they were young, “It had seemed like the beginning of happiness, and (she) is still sometimes shocked, more than thirty years later, to realise that it was happiness; that the entire experience lay in a kiss and a walk, the anticipation of dinner and a book.”  She continues, “There is still that singular perfection, and it’s perfect in part because it seemed, at the time, so clearly to promise more.  Now she knows:  That was the moment, right then.  There has been no other.”   

I believe the messages these books give us are that we must cherish and treasure each moment for they are soon gone, making way for the next moment, the next hour, the next day and that we must not allow the weight of our memories to be too heavy to bear or they will break us as they broke Richard Worthington Brown and Septimus Warren Smith.  

In their Clarissas, both Woolf and Cunningham have given us a heroine who help us see our own way, to the next moment, the next hour, the next day; heroines who show us how to carry on hoping for more.
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