Excerpt from “The Brown Stocking,” by Erich Auerbach (from Mimesis:
The Representation of Reality in Western Literature [1946], trans.
Willard R. Trask)

This piece of narrative prose is the fifth section of part 1 in Virginia
Woolf's novel, To the Lighthouse, which was first published in 1927. The
situation in which the characters find themselves can be almost
completely deduced from the text itself. Nowhere in the novel is it set
forth systematically, by way of introduction or exposition, or in any other
way than as it is here. I shall, however, briefly summarize what the
situation is at the beginning of our passage. This will make it easier for
the reader to understand the following analysis; it will also serve to bring
out more clearly a number of important motifs from earlier sections
which are here only alluded to.

Mrs Ramsay is the wife of an eminent London professor of
philosophy; she is very beautiful but definitely no longer young. With
her youngest son James — he is six years old — she is sitting by the
window in a good-sized summer house on one of the Hebrides islands.
The professor has rented it for many years. In addition to the Ramseys,
their eight children, and the servants, there are a number of guests in the
house, friends on longer or shorter visits. Among them is a well-known
botanist, William Bankes, an elderly widower, and Lily Briscoe, who is a
painter. These two are just passing by the window. James is sitting on the
floor busily cutting pictures from an illustrated catalogue. Shortly before,
his mother had told him that, if the weather should be fine, they would
sail to the lighthouse the next day. This is an expedition James has been
looking forward to for a long time. The people at the lighthouse are to
receive various presents; among these are stockings for the lighthouse-
keeper's boy. The violent joy which James had felt when the trip was
announced had been as violently cut short by his father's acid observation
that the weather would not be fine the next day. One of the guests, with
malicious emphasis, has added some corroborative meteorological
details. After all the others have left the room, Mrs Ramsay, to console
James, speaks the words with which our passage opens.

The continuity of the section is established through an exterior
occurrence involving Mrs Ramsay and James: the measuring of the
stocking. Immediately after her consoling words (if it isn't fine
tomorrow, we'll go some other day), Mrs Ramsay makes James stand up
so that she can measure the stocking for the lighthouse-keeper's son
against his leg. A little further on she rather absent-mindedly tells him to

stand still — the boy is fidgeting because his jealousy makes him a little
stubborn and perhaps also because he is still under the impression of the
disappointment of a few moments ago. Many lines later, the warning to
stand still is repeated more sharply. James obeys, the measuring takes
place, and it is found that the stocking is still considerably too short. After
another long interval the scene concludes with Mrs Ramsay kissing the
boy on the forehead (she thus makes up for the sharp tone of her second
order to him to stand still) and her proposing to help him look for another
picture to cut out. Here the section ends.

This entirely insignificant occurrence is constantly interspersed with
other elements which, although they do not interrupt its progress, take up
far more time in the narration than the whole scene can possibly have
lasted. Most of these elements are inner processes, that is, movements
within the consciousness of individual personages, and not necessarily of
personages involved in the exterior occurrence but also of others who are
not even present at the time: 'people’, or 'Mr Bankes'. In addition other
exterior occurrences which might be called secondary and which pertain to
quite different times and places (the telephone conversation, the
construction of the building, for example) are worked in and made to serve
as the frame for what goes on in the consciousness of third persons. Let us
examine this in detail.

Mrs Ramsay's very first remark is twice interrupted: first by the visual
impression she receives of William Bankes and Lily Briscoe passing by
together, and then, after a few intervening words serving the progress of
the exterior occurrence, by the impression which the two persons passing
by have left in her: the charm of Lily's Chinese eyes, which it is not for
every man to see — whereupon she finishes her sentence and also allows
her consciousness to dwell for a moment on the measuring of the stocking:
we may yet go to the lighthouse, and so I must make sure the stocking is
long enough. At this point there flashes into her mind the idea which has
been prepared by her reflection on Lily's Chinese eyes (William and Lily
ought to marry) — an admirable idea, she loves making matches. Smiling,
she begins measuring the stocking. But the boy, in his stubborn and
jealous love of her, refuses to stand still. How can she see whether the
stocking is the right length if the boy keeps fidgeting about? What is the
matter with James, her youngest, her darling? She looks up. Her eye falls
on the room — and a long parenthesis begins. From the shabby chairs of
which Andrew, her eldest son, said the other day that their entrails were all
over the floor, her thoughts wander on, probing he objects and the people
of her environment. The shabby furniture . . . but still good enough for up



here; the advantages of the summer place; so cheap, so good for the
children, for her husband; easily fitted up with a few old pieces of
furniture, some pictures and books. Books — it is ages since she has had
time to read books, even the books which have been dedicated to her
(here the lighthouse flashes in for a second, as a place w/here one can't
send such erudite volumes as some of those lying about the room). Then
the house again: if the family would only be a little more careful. But of
course, Andrew brings in crabs he wants to dissect; the other children
gather seaweed, shells, stones; and she has to let them. All the children
are gifted, each in a different way. But naturally, the house gets shabbier
as a result (here the parenthesis is interrupted for a moment; she holds
the stocking against James's leg); everything goes to ruin. If only the
doors weren't always left open. See, everything is getting spoiled, even
that Cashmere shawl on the picture frame. The doors are always left
open; they are open again now. She listens: Yes, they are all open. The
window on the landing is open too; she opened it herself. Windows must
be open, doors closed. Why is it that no one can get that into his head? If

you go to the maids' rooms at night, you will find all the windows closed.

Only the Swiss maid always keeps her window open. She needs fresh air.
Yesterday she looked out of the window with tears in her eyes and said:
At home the mountains are so beautiful. Mrs Ramsay knew that 'at
home' the girl's father was dying. Mrs Ramsay had just been trying to
teach her how to make beds, how to open windows. She had been talking
away and had scolded the girl too. But then she had stopped talking
(comparison with a bird folding its wings after flying in sunlight). She
had stopped talking, for there was nothing one could say; he has cancer
of the throat. At this point, remembering how she had stood there, how
the girl had said at home the mountains were so beautiful - and there was
no hope left - a sudden tense exasperation arises in her (exasperation
with the cruel meaninglessness of a life whose continuance she is
nevertheless striving with all her powers to abet, support, and secure).
Her exasperation flows out into the exterior action. The parenthesis
suddenly closes (it cannot have taken up more than a few seconds; just
now she was still smiling over the thought of a marriage between Mr
Bankes and Lily Briscoe), and she says sharply to James: Stand still.
Don't be so tiresome.

This is the first major parenthesis. The second starts a little later,
after the stocking has been measured and found to be still much too
short. It starts with the paragraph which begins and ends with the motif,
'never did anybody look so sad'.

Who is speaking in this paragraph? Who is looking at Mrs Ramsay here,
who concludes that never did anybody look so sad? Who is expressing
these doubtful, obscure suppositions? — about the tear which — perhaps —
forms and falls in the dark, about the water swaying this way and that,
receiving it, and then returning to rest? There is no one near the window
in the room but Mrs Ramsay and James. It cannot be either of them, nor
the 'people' who begin to speak in the next paragraph. Perhaps it is the
author. However, if that be so, the author certainly does not speak like one
who has a knowledge of his characters — in this case, of Mrs Ramsay — and
who, out of his knowledge, can describe their personality and momentary
state of mind objectively and with certainty. Virginia Woolf wrote this
paragraph. She did not identify it through grammatical and typographical
devices as the speech or thought of a third person. One is obliged to
assume that it contains direct statements of her own. But she does not
seem to bear in mind that she is the author and hence ought to know how
matters stand with her characters. The person speaking here, whoever it is,
acts the part of one who has only an impression of Mrs Ramsay, who looks
at her face and renders the impression received, but is doubtful of its
proper interpretation. 'Never did anybody look so sad' is not an objective
statement. In rendering the shock received by one looking at Mrs
Ramsay's face, it verges upon a realm beyond reality. And in the ensuing
passage the speakers no longer seem to be human beings at all but spirits
between heaven and earth, nameless spirits capable of penetrating the
depths of the human soul, capable too of knowing something about it, but
not of attaining clarity as to what is in process there, with the result that
what they report has a doubtful ring, comparable in a way to those 'certain
airs, detached from the body of the wind', which in a later passage (2, 2)
move about the house at night, 'questioning and wondering'. However that
may be, here too we are not dealing with objective utterances on the part
of the author in respect to one of the characters. No one is certain of
anything here: it is all mere supposition, glances cast by one person upon
another whose enigma he cannot solve.

This continues in the following paragraph. Suppositions as to the
meaning of Mrs Ramsay's expression are made and discussed. But the
level of tone descends slightly, from the poetic and non-real to the
practical and earthly; and now a speaker is introduced: 'People said'.
People wonder whether some recollection of an unhappy occurrence in her
earlier life is hidden behind her radiant beauty. There have been rumors to
that effect. But perhaps the rumors are wrong: nothing of this is to be
learned directly from her; she is silent when such things come up in
conversation. But supposing she has never experienced anything of the



sort herself, she yet knows everything even without experience. The
simplicity and genuineness of her being unfailingly light upon the truth
of things, and, falsely perhaps, delight, ease, sustain.

Is it still 'people' who are speaking here? We might almost be
tempted to doubt it, for the last words sound almost too personal and
thoughtful for the gossip of 'people’. And immediately afterward,
suddenly and unexpectedly, an entirely new speaker, a new scene, and a
new time are introduced. We find Mr Bankes at the telephone talking to
Mrs Ramsay, who has called him to tell him about a train connection,
evidently with reference to a journey they are planning to make together.
The paragraph about the tear had already taken us out of the room where
Mrs Ramsay and James are sitting by the window; it had transported us
to an undefinable scene beyond the realm of reality. The paragraph in
which the rumours are discussed has a concretely earthly but not clearly
identified scene. Now we find ourselves in a precisely determined place,
but far away from the summer house - in London, in Mr Bankes's house.
The time is not stated ('once'), but apparently the telephone conversation
took place long (perhaps as much as several years) before this particular
sojourn in the house on the island. But what Mr Bankes says over the
telephone is in perfect continuity with the preceding paragraph. Again
not objectively but in the form of the impression received by a specific
person at a specific moment, it as it were sums up all that precedes - the
scene with the Swiss maid, the hidden sadness in Mrs Ramsay's beautiful
face, what people think about her, and the impression she makes: Nature
has but little clay like that of which she molded her. Did Mr Bankes
really say that to her over the telephone? Or did he only want to say it
when he heard her voice, which moved him deeply, and it came into his
mind how strange it was to be talking over the telephone with this
wonderful woman, so like a Greek goddess? The sentence is enclosed in
quotation marks, so one would suppose that he really spoke it. But this is
not certain, for the first words of his soliloquy, which follows, are
likewise enclosed in quotation marks. In any case, he quickly gets hold
of himself, for he answers in a matter-of-fact way that he will catch the
10.30 at Euston.

But his emotion does not die away so quickly. As he puts down the
ceiver and walks across the room to the window in order to watch the
work on a new building across the way — apparently his usual and
characteristic procedure when he wants to relax and let his thoughts
wander freely — he continues to be preoccupied with Mrs Ramsay. There
always something strange about her, something that does not quite go

with her beauty (as for instance telephoning); she has no awareness of her
beauty, or at most only a childish awareness; her dress and her actions
show that at times. She is constantly getting involved in everyday realities
which are hard to reconcile with the harmony of her face. In his
methodical way he tries to explain her incongruities to himself. He puts
forward some conjectures but cannot make up his mind. Meanwhile his
momentary impressions of the work on the new building keep crowding in.
Finally he gives it up. With the somewhat impatient, determined matter-of-
factness of a methodical and scientific worker (which he is) he hakes off
the insoluble problem 'Mrs Ramsay'. He knows no solution (the repetition
of 'he did not know' symbolizes his impatient shaking it off). He has to get
back to his work.

Here the second long interruption comes to an end and we are taken
back to the room where Mrs Ramsay and James are. The exterior
occurrence is brought to a close with the kiss on James's forehead and he
resumption of the cutting out of pictures. But here too we have only an
exterior change. A scene previously abandoned reappears, suddenly and
with as little transition as if it had never been left, as though the long
interruption were only a glance which someone (who?) has cast from it
into the depths of time. But the theme (Mrs Ramsay, her beauty, the
enigma of her character, her absoluteness, which nevertheless always
exercises itself in the relativity and ambiguity of life, in what does not
become her beauty) carries over directly from the last phase of the
interruption (that is, Mr Bankes's fruitless reflections) into the situation in
which we now find Mrs Ramsay: 'with her head outlined absurdly by the
gilt frame', etc. — for once again what is around her is not suited to her, is
'something incongruous'. And the kiss she gives her little boy, the words
she speaks to him, although they are a genuine gift of life, which James
accepts as the most natural and simple truth, are yet heavy with unsolved

mystery.

Our analysis of the passage yields a number of distinguishing stylistic
characteristics, which we shall now attempt to formulate.

The writer as narrator of objective facts has almost completely vanished;
almost everything stated appears by way of reflection in the consciousness
of the dramatis personae. When it is a question of the house, for example,
or of the Swiss maid, we are not given the objective information which
Virginia Woolf possesses regarding these objects of her creative
imagination but what Mrs Ramsay thinks or feels about them at a
particular moment. Similarly we are not taken into Virginia Woolf's



confidence and allowed to share her knowledge of Mrs Ramsay's
character; we are given her character as it is reflected in and as it affects
various figures in the novel: the nameless spirits which assume certain
things about a tear, the people who wonder about her, and Mr Bankes. In
our passage this goes so far that there actually seems to be no viewpoint
at all outside the novel from which the people and events within it are
observed, any more than there seems to be an objective reality apart from
what is in the consciousness of the characters. Remnants of such a
reality survive at best in brief references to the exterior frame of the
action, such as 'said Mrs Ramsay, raising her eyes . . .' or 'said Mr
Bankes once, hearing her voice'. The last paragraph ('Knitting her
reddish-brown hairy stocking . . .") might perhaps also be mentioned in
this connection. But this is already somewhat doubtful. The occurrence
is described objectively, but as for its interpretation, the tone indicates
that the author looks at Mrs Ramsay not with knowing but with doubting
and questioning eyes — even as some character in the novel would see her
in the situation in which she is described, would hear her speak the words
given.

The devices employed in this instance (and by a number of contemporary
writers as well) to express the contents of the consciousness of the
dramatis personae have been analyzed and described syntactically. Some
of them have been named (erlebte Rede, stream of consciousness,
monologue intérieur are examples). Yet these stylistic forms, especially
the erlebte Rede, were used in literature much earlier too, but not for the
same aesthetic purpose. And in addition to them there are other
possibilities — hardly definable in terms of syntax — of obscuring and
even obliterating the impression of an objective reality completely
known to the author; possibilities, that is, dependent not on form but on
intonation and context. A case in point is the passage under discussion,
where the author at times achieves the intended effect by representing
herself to be someone who doubts, wonders, hesitates, as though the truth
about her characters were not better known to her than it is to them or to
the reader. It is all, then, a matter of the author's attitude toward the
reality of the world he represents. And this attitude differs entirely from
that of authors who interpret the actions, situations, and characters of
their personages with objective assurance, as was the general practice in
earlier times. Goethe or Keller, Dickens or Meredith, Balzac or Zola told
us out of their certain knowledge what their characters did, what they felt
and thought while doing it, and how their actions and thoughts were to be
interpreted. They knew everything about their characters. To be sure, in
past periods too we were frequently told about the subjective reactions of

the characters in a novel or story; at times even in the form of erlebte
Rede, although more frequently as a monologue, and of course in most
instances with an introductory phrase something like 'it seemed to him
that. . .' or 'at this moment he felt that . . .'or the like. Yet in such cases
there was hardly ever any attempt to render the flow and the play of
consciousness adrift in the current of changing impressions (as is done in
our text both for Mrs Ramsay and for Mr Bankes); instead, the content of
the individual's consciousness was rationally limited to things connected
with the particular incident being related or the particular situation being
described. And what is still more important: the author, with his
knowledge of an objective truth, never abdicated his position as the final
and governing authority. Again, earlier writers, especially from the end of
the nineteenth century on, had produced narrative works which on the
whole undertook to give us an extremely subjective, individualistic, and
often eccentrically aberrant impression of reality, and which neither sought
nor were able to ascertain anything objective or generally valid in regard to
it. Sometimes such works took the form of first-person novels; sometimes
they did not. . . . But all that too is basically different from the modern
procedure here described on the basis of Virginia Woolf's text, although
the latter, it is true, evolved from the former. The essential characteristic of
the technique represented by Virginia Woolf is that we are given not
merely one person whose consciousness (that is, the impressions it
receives) is rendered, but many persons, with frequent shifts from one to
the other — in our text, Mrs Ramsay, 'people', Mr Bankes, in brief
interludes James, the Swiss maid in a flash-back, and the nameless ones
who speculate over a tear. The multiplicity of persons suggests that we are
here after all confronted with an endeavor to investigate an objective
reality, that is, specifically, the 'real' Mrs Ramsay. She is, to be sure, an
enigma and such she basically remains, but she is as it were encircled by
the content of all the various consciousnesses directed upon her (including
her own); there is an attempt to approach her from many sides as closely as
human possibilities of perception and expression can succeed in doing.
The design of a close approach to objective reality by means of numerous
subjective impressions received by various individuals (and at various
times) is important in the modern technique which we are here examining.
It basically differentiates it from the unipersonal subjectivism which
allows only a single and generally a very unusual person to make himself
heard and admits only that one person's way of looking at reality. In terms
of literary history, to be sure, there are close connections between the two
methods of representing consciousness — the unipersonal subjective
method and the multipersonal method with synthesis as its aim. The latter
developed from the former, and there are works in which the two overlap,



so that we can watch the development. . . .

Another stylistic peculiarity to be observed in our text - though one
that is closely and necessarily connected with the 'multipersonal
representation of consciousness' just discussed — has to do with the
treatment of time. That there is something peculiar about the treatment of
time in modern narrative literature is nothing new . . . We remarked
earlier that the act of measuring the length of the stocking and the
speaking of the words related to it must have taken much less time than
an attentive reader who tries not to miss anything will require to read the
passage — even if we assume that a brief pause intervened between the
measuring and the kiss of reconciliation on James's forehead. However,
the time the narration takes is not devoted to the occurrence itself (which
is rendered rather tersely), but to interludes. Two long excursuses are
inserted, whose relations in time to the occurrence which frames them
seem to be entirely different. The first excursus, a representation of what
goes on in Mrs Ramsay's mind while she measures the stocking (more
precisely, between the first absent-minded and the second sharp order to
James to hold his leg still) belongs in time to the framing occurrence, and
it is only the representation of it which takes a greater number of seconds
and even minutes than the measuring — the reason being that the road
taken by consciousness is sometimes traversed far more quickly than
language is able to render it, if we want to make ourselves intelligible to
a third person, and that is the intention here. What goes on in Mrs
Ramsay's mind in itself contains nothing enigmatic; these are ideas
which arise from her daily life and may well be called normal - her secret
lies deeper, and it is only when the switch from the open windows to the
Swiss maid's words comes, that something happens which lifts the veil a
little. On the whole, however, the mirroring of Mrs Ramsay's
consciousness is much more easily comprehensible than the sort of thing
we get in such cases from other authors (James Joyce, for example). But
simple and trivial as are the ideas which arise one after the other in Mrs
Ramsay's consciousness, they are at the same time essential and
significant. They amount to a synthesis of the intricacies of life in which
her incomparable beauty has been caught, in which it at once manifests
and conceals itself.
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.. .. Let us turn again to the text which was our starting-point. It breathes
an air of vague and hopeless sadness. We never come to learn what Mrs
Ramsay's situation really is. Only the sadness, the vanity of her beauty
and vital force emerge from the depths of secrecy. Even when we have

read the whole novel, the meaning of the relationship between the planned
trip to the lighthouse and the actual trip many years later remains
unexpressed, enigmatic, only dimly to be conjectured, as does the content
of Lily Briscoe's concluding vision which enables her to finish her painting
with one stroke of the brush. It is one of the few books of this type which
are filled with good and genuine love but also, in its feminine way, with
irony, amorphous sadness, and doubt of life. Yet what realistic depth is
achieved in every individual occurrence, for example the measuring of the
stocking! Aspects of the occurrence come to the fore, and links to other
occurrences, which, before this time, had hardly been sensed, which had
never been clearly seen and attended to, and yet they are determining
factors in our real lives. What takes place here in Virginia Woolf's novel is
precisely what was attempted everywhere in works of this kind (although
not everywhere with the same insight and mastery) — that is, to put the
emphasis on the random occurrence, to exploit it not in the service of a
planned continuity of action but in itself. And in the process something
new and elemental appeared: nothing less than the wealth of reality and
depth of life in every moment to which we surrender ourselves without
prejudice. To be sure, what happens in that moment — be it outer or inner
processes — concerns in a very personal way the individuals who live in it,
but it also (and for that very reason) concerns the elementary things which
men in general have in common. It is precisely the random moment which
is comparatively independent of the controversial and unstable orders over
which men fight and despair; it passes unaffected by them, as daily life.
The more it is exploited, the more the elementary things which our lives
have in common come to light. The more numerous, varied and simple the
people are who appear as subjects of such random moments, the more
effectively must what they have in common shine forth. . . . It is still a long
way to a common life of mankind on earth, but the goal begins to be
visible. And it is most concretely visible now in the unprejudiced, precise,
interior and exterior representation of the random moment in the lives of
different people. So the complicated process of dissolution which led to
fragmentation of the exterior action, to reflection of consciousness, and to
stratification of time seems to be tending toward a very simple solution.
Perhaps it will be too simple to please those who, despite all its dangers
and catastrophes, admire and love our epoch for the sake of its abundance
of life and the incomparable historical vantage point which it affords. But
they are few in number, and probably they will not live to see much more
than the first forewarnings of the approaching unification and
simplification.



