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ABSTRACT 

In this thesis,I explore the influence ofthe experimental avant-garde cinema on 

the Virginia Woolfs novel The Waves As evidentfrom her diaries before the 

publication ofThe Waves m 1931,Woolffound herselfincreasingly frustrated with the 

medium oflanguage and novelforms already exhausted in the nineteenth century In 

addition,Woolffelt pressure to protect her artfrom,the novel,from the encroaching film 

industry,which she believed had the power to usurp the literary audiences she enjoyed 

before the adventoffilm In her 1926 article"The Cinema,"she contends thatfilms only 

create lazy audiences who will inevitably lose appreciation for"true" art. 

However,her rhetoric in"The Cinema"also demonstrates that she also believed 

thatfilms had access to extraordinary techniques that were not properly realized in 

contemporary popular cinema. Woolfs clear understanding ofcinematic techmques in 

the article as well as her connection to the contemporary avant-garde film movementin 

France and Russia led her to incorporate cinematic techniques into her mostexperimental 

novel,The Waves. 

Yet,Woolfdoes not merely surrender to the cinema and declare it the superior art 

form in The Waves. Instead,she surreptitiously reappropriates the techniques ofavant-

garde film into her novel and creates anew language that concomitantly combines 

linguistic and cinematic artforms. 
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INTRODUCTION 

For masterpieces are not single and solitary births; they are 
the outcome of many years of thin^g in common, of 
thinking by the body of people, so that the experience of 
the mass is behind the single voice. 

—A Room ofOne's Own 

The purpose ofthis thesis is to explain that Virginia Woolfs narrative strategies 

m her 1931 novel The Waves are not merely experimental,but are,more precisely, 

cinematic in technique. With her increasing frustration with the medium oflanguage 

and her fear thatthe burgeoning popular cinemaindustry would soon take overthe novel 

as an important artform,Woolfsearched for a new wayto communicate in her writing. 

While popular cinema did not appeal to Woolfas evidentin her 1926 article"The 

Cinema,"she does simultaneously acknowledge that creative power ofcinematography 

However,she would find thatthe techniques she soughtto develop m her novels were 

surfacing in the contemporary avant-garde film movementgrowing in France and 

Russia. Woolfs knowledge the movementin France and Russia led herto usurp the 

experimentaltechniques developed by avant-garde filmmakers and use them in her 

masterpiece and mostexperimental novel.The Waves. By doing so,Woolfestablishes a 

new artform thatcombines the cinematic with the linguistic without compromising the 

integnty ofthe differences ofeither artform. Furthermore,as she explains in A Room of 

One's Own,masterpieces do not have singular births that have no other influences from 

the past,and reading them as solitary works does little to explain the real significance of 

the author's meaning For too long,Woolfscholarship hasignored the influence ofthe 

avant-garde cinema on The Waves,and,as a result,has compromised notonly its 

aesthetic meaning,but also its accomplishment as a progenitor ofthe cinematic novel. 
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Diaries spanning 1925-1930 confirm that Virginia Woolfwason the verge of 

something phenomenal m her writing. Her frustrations with language would culminate 

in an explosion ofexperimentation in her 1931 novel The Waves Her diaries, moreover, 

show her interest in making the visual linguistic. It is my argumentthat The Waves 

gleans techniquesfrom the burgeoning avant-garde film circle ofthe 1920s and 30s. 

The diaries also give glimpses into her personal perception ofseeing the world. We 

witness her struggle as an artistto translate her vision into words. Often,she admits 

fhistration with her artform;for example,two early entries m 1928 depict what must 

have been an exhausting struggle for her: 

Saturday 11 February 

I am so cold I can hardly hold the pen The futility ofit all~so I broke 

off,... Iknow the feeling now,whenI can't spin a sentence,&sit 

mumbling&turning;&nothing flits by my brain which is as a blank 

window . My pen protests. This writing is nonsense,it says.... (174-

75) 

Wednesday20June 

So sick ofOrlando Ican write nothing. I have corrected the proofsin a 

week,&cannotspin another phrase. I detest myown volubility. Why be 

always spouting words'^... Allseems insipid& worthless. {Diaries,[3], 

186) 

Ofcourse,frustration with language is not unusualfor artistically successful authors. 

However,this time for Woolfseems pivotal because she is on the threshold ofwriting 

The Waves. Her expression ofafhistration with language suggests that she would reach 



into other artforms to continue to push her own writing againstthe margins of 

conventional literature. In fact,in April of1928,she states m her diary entry that"[a]t 

461am notcallous; suffer considerably;make good resolutions—still feel as 

experimental&on the verge ofgetting atthe truth as ever"(180). 

IfWoolfwas,indeed,feeling frustrated with wnting and the linguistic tools that 

language offered,then an experimental"resolution"ofhers may have been to attemptto 

be more visual with her writing. However,this resolution again brings another problem 

ofputting the visual into the aural and the linguistic. Her 1928 diary entries show an 

initial attemptto wade through this linguistic-visual conundrum-

[W]hy did my eye catch the trees? Thelook ofthings has a great power 

over me. Even now,I haveto watch the rocks beating up againstthe 

wind,which is high.Sc still I sayto myselfinstinctively'Whatsthe phrase 

for that?'&try to make more&more vivid the roughness ofthe air 

current&the tremor ofthe rocks wing[deep breasting it]slicing—as if 

the air were full ofridges&ripples&roughnesses,they rise&sink,up& 

down,as ifthe exercise[pleased them]rubbed&braced them like 

swimmers m rough water. But whata little I can getdown with my pen of 

whatIS so vivid to my eyes,&notonly to my eyes: also some nervous 

fiber orfan like membrane in my spine (190-91) 

A filmmaker could,in effect,easily show the effects ofwind within oneframe offilm; 

however,Woolfeven wantsto push the limits ofvisibility with words Much like the 

musingsofBernard in The Waves—indeed,the phrasing is almostexactly similar ^this 

diary entry ofWoolfs contemplates categorizing whatthe eyes see with her pen. In the 
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diary passage,Woolfexplores making images outofinvisible phenomena like wind 

through words. Interestingly as well,she posits thatthe visual touchessome rarely 

disturbed"nervous fiber orfan like membrane in[her]spine." However,she admits that 

there is a connection between eye and some level ofknowing which her pen—atthe 

moment—cannotreach. Again on August31,1928,her diary reads,"The clouds—ifI 

could describethem I would"(192). The factthat she later in November of1928 calls 

The Moths"an abstract mystical eyeless book"(203)certainly does not dismiss her 

attemptto create the cinematic novel with The Waves. Woolfdoes not use the term"eye" 

m the traditional sense ofvisual. Instead,she meansthatthe novel that would become 

The Waves would visualize in a new way,which is precisely the goal ofnot only avant-

garde filmmakers,but also Modemistauthors. 

Moreover,when Woolfdiscusses this"nextbook,"which would be The Waves, 

she often frames it within a discussion ofabstractthoughts. Similar to the structure ofthe 

actual novel,a narrative interrupted by abstract montages,Woolfs method ofwriting in 

her diaries at this time ebbs between the abstract and concrete as in the following passage 

while she actually discusses making the abstract concrete(making written words visible): 

"I ask myselfsometimes whether one is not hypnotised,as a child by a silver globe,by 

life;& whether this is living. Its very quick,bright,exciting.. I should like to take the 

globe in my hands&feel it quietly,round,smooth,heavy &so hold it, day after day" 

(209) Contemplating the desire to take the abstract oflife as"quick,bright,exciting"and 

place It into a"roimd,smooth,heavy"globe in her handstakes Woolfimmediately into a 

discussion ofThe Wavesand her desire to make this next book. In addition,from her 

papers that make up the body of"A Sketch ofthe Past"and other essays m Momentsof 
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Being,wefind that Woolfs philosophy centers on visual abstractions ofher past 

The papers,which later culminated in MomentsofBeing,were originally 

delivered between 1920 and 1936to the Memoir Club. In her Introduction to Momentsof 

Being,Jeanne Schulkind describes the club as"a group ofclose friends oflong standing 

who gathered at intervals to read memoirsin which they were committed to complete 

candour"(64). Provided that Woolfs persona m these papers is as genuine as her 

personain her diaries Schulkind suggests,they provide greatinsight into why Woolf 

might be influenced by avant-garde film and to whatends she believed that it would 

benefit her own writing. Particularly in"A Sketch ofthe Past," Woolfexplains thatthe 

deepest partofher own psyche rests in a visual and aural memory ofan experience in her 

childhood nursery: 

Iflife has a base that it stands upon,ifit is a bowlthat one fills and fills 

and fills—^then my bowl withouta doubtstands upon this memory. It is of 

lying halfasleep,halfawake,in bed m the nursery at St Ives. It is of 

hearing waves breaking,one,two,one,two,and sending a splash ofwater 

overthe beach,and then breaking one,two,one,two,behind a yellow 

blind It is ofhearing the blind draw its little acorn across the floor asthe 

wind blew the blind out It is oflying and hearing this splash and seeing 

this light and feeling,it is almostimpossible thatI should be here;of 

feeling the purest ecstasy I can conceive. .. Butofcourse there was one 

external reason for the intensity ofthis first impression: the impression of 

the waves and the acorn onthe blind;the feeling,as I described it 

sometimesto myself,oflying in a grape and seeing through afilm of 



semi-transparent yellow—(65) 

Several aspeets in this passage draw attention to themselves when thinking about The 

Wavesand avant-garde cinema. The choice in diction nodsto the cinematic art when she 

compressesthe experience into one statement: "I described it sometimes to myself,of 

lying in a grape and seeing through afilm ofsemi-transparent yellow." Mostimportantly, 

however,Woolfopenly claims thatthe visual and the aural,the quintessential elements of 

cinematic art,are whatshe bases her life's philosophy upon. Moreover,the experience is 

clearly the basis for the episode in The Waves which begins with this exact scene: 

The sun sharpened the walls ofthe house, andrested like the tip ofafan 

upon a white blindand made a bluefingerprintofshadow under the leaf 

by the bedroom window The blindstirredslightly, butall within wasdim 

and unsubstantial ... 

'Look atthe spider's web on the comer ofthe balcony,' said Bemard. 'It 

has beads ofwater on it, drops ofwhite light' 

'The leaves are gathered round the window like pointed ears,' said Susan 

'A shadow falls on the path,' said Louis,'like an elbow bent' 

'Islands oflight are swimming on the grass,' said Rhoda 

'The birds' eyes are bright m thetunnels between the leaves,' said Neville. 

'The stalks are eoverd with harsh,short hairs,' said Jinny,'and drops of 

water have stuck to them.' (8-9) 

Looking at both this passagefrom the beginning scene in The Wavesand the previous 

passagefrom"A Sketch ofthe Past"suggests that Woolf,indeed,meant The Wavesto 

"stand"uponthe visual and the aural—i.e the cinematic. In addition,the"Sketch" 
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passage also gives insightto why Woolfwould ever considerthe cinematic(visual/aural) 

worthy ofincorporation mto her narratives. Certainly,Woolfwantsto get as close as 

possible to real human experience,inner being,and"feeling,"and m the passage,she 

maintains thatthis memory upon which she bases everything m her life produces this 

extraordinary feeling,"offeeling the purest ecstasy[she]can conceive." 

Furthermore,Woolfgoesonto speculate aboutthe importance ofart captunng 

true human experience in"A Sketch ofaPast." She does not merely praise the ability of 

language m these speculations,butshe contemplates whatthe visual and aural have to 

offer language in the quest. Indeed,she posits that her first impressions in the nursery, 

which ground her life, are best represented through"sound and sight". "Everything 

would be large and dim;and what wasseen would atthe sametime be heard,sounds 

would comethrough this petal or leaf—sounds indistinguishable from sights Sound and 

sightseem to make equal parts ofthe first impression"'(66) Surprisingly,Woolf,it 

seems,does notconsider language to be the mostfluid medium ofher life, butsound and 

sight. 

However,later she indicates thatthere may,indeed,be some new invention to 

which can fully representthe mostcore"being"ofhumanity: 

Now ifthis IS so,IS it not possible—often wonder—^thatthings we have 

felt with great intensity have an existence independent ofour minds;are in 

fact still in existence'? And ifso,will it not be possible,in time,thatsome 

device will be invented by which we can tap them*? I see it—^the past—as 

an avenue lying behind;along ribbon ofscenes,emotions. There atthe 

'Interestingly,one ofthe most pivotal cmemajournals now m circulation isSightandSound 
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end ofthe avenue still, are the garden and the nursery. Instead of 

remembering here a scene and there asound,I shall fit a plug into the 

wall;and listen in to the past. I shall turn up August 1890. I feel that 

strong emotion mustleave its trace,and it is only a question of 

discovering how we can get ourselves again attached to it,so that we shall 

be able to live our lives throughfrom the start. (67) 

Rarely does Woolfso clearly pointto the cinema as a venue ofthe unexplored yetreal 

human feelings of"great intensity" as she does in this passage. It conjures animage of 

an invented mechanical device plugged into a wall and displaying ribbons ofscenesfor 

viewing. Certainly this mustbe a movie projector; however,it is equally certain that 

Woolfwould notabandon literature for an art becoming so popular among common,non-

literary circles. Yet,Woolfsown"device"is bom as a new language m The Waves. By 

conflating the techniques ofavant-garde cinema and language,she masters a new literary 

convention,the cinematic novel,which"taps"deeper into the inner"being"ofcharacters 

and exposesthe intense feelings unavailable to the wom narrative strategies ofthe 

mneteenth century. 



CHAPTERI 

PLACING WOOLF WITHIN AVANT-GARDECINEMA 

Throw awaythe lights,the definitions, 
And say ofwhat you see in the dark 

—^Wallace Stevens,"The Man with the Blue Guitar" 

The method used in constructing an argumentabout Virgima Woolfs novel The 

Wavesm this thesis will be modernistic in approach. By"modermstm approach,"I mean 

1)synchronic,2)reconciling contradictions,and 3)intemational. In"The Name and 

Nature ofModermsm,"Malcom Bradbury and James McFarlane argue that atthe heart of 

modernism is asynchromc(rather than diachromc)vision. Regarding the nature of 

modernism,Bradbury and McFarelane state that"[0]ne feature... is thatthey tend to 

see history or human life not as a sequence,or history not an evolving logic; art and the 

urgentnow strike obliquely across"(50). Thatis,ifone visualizes a history and human 

life progressing m a linearfashion,art and all that is important at a specific moment 

intersects and cuts across the line at singular points and creates momentary yet dynamic 

layered cross-sections. Bradbury and McFarlane further explain: 

Modemist works...tend to work spatially or through layers of 

consciousness,working towards a logic ofmetaphor orform... to 

impose that synchromcity which is one ofthe staples ofModemiststyle.. 

.. Modernism thustends to have to do with the intersection ofan 

apocalyptic and modemtime. .(50) 

And a modelfor approaching Woolfs novel surfaces with this spatial conceptof 

modemism. Moreover,the spatial conceptofa cross-section allows for multidisciplinary 

approachesto the novel,which will further be considered. 
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A specific cross-section ofthe modernist period can show a wide variety of 

possible intersections For my purposes,I will look atthe intersection ofinternational 

modernism,avant-garde film,and Virginia Woolfs narrative strategy in The Waves 

(1931). The world Virginia Woolfcirculated in was not only couched m modernist 

movements in other countries butalso her surrounding intimate Bloomsbury group. 

However,modernism does not merely have one venue ofexpression in literature;instead. 

It manifests itselfin all artforms and even creates new artforms like cinemathrough its 

manifestations. WhatI will look at in this study is the specific cross-section ofVirginia 

Woolfs narrative strategy m The Waves with the surrounding aesthetic motivations and 

goals ofemerging avant-gardefilm techniques within the even larger international 

aesthetic movementofmodernism. In fact,cinema is not merely a new artform,buta 

conglomerate ofolder arts—language,theatre,painting,and later, music and the aural. 

One mightenvision the emerging art ofcinemaas a cross-section itself—a cross section 

ofthe preceding arts. Moreover,the actofcombining seemingly oppositionalforms of 

expression within the space ofcinematicform is itselfa modernist characteristic. 

Indeed,modernism couples oppositional elements or forces so thatthe two exist 

within the same space and without canceling one or the other out. In"The Mind of 

Modernism,"James McFarlane posits that"[w]hat is distinctive—and difficult—about 

the modernist mode is that it seemsto demand the reconciliation oftwo distinct ways of 

reconciling contradictions,ways which in themselves are also contrary"(87). McFarlane 

further explains these two different ways ofreconciling contradictions: 

Onthe one hand,itrecognizes the validity ofa largely rational 

mechanistic,Hegelian synthesis,a higher unity which preserves the 
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essence ofthe two conflicting elements whilst atthe same time destroying 

them asseparate entities .But atthe same time,the Modernist mind 

also seems to wantto... approve instead his[Kierkegaard's]concept of 

'either/or'in place ofthe Hegelian'both/and.' 'Either/or,' Kierkegaard 

claimed,should not be considered as disjunctive conjunctions;rather they 

belong so inseparably together thatthey oughtreally to be written as one 

word. Their unique function is to bring life's contraries into the most 

intimate relationship with each other, whilst atthe sametime preserving 

the validity ofthe contradiction between them Dauntingly,then the 

Modernistformula becomes'botli/and and/or either/or.'(emphasis mine, 

87-88) 

The emphasized words highlightthe modernistagendaofumfying opposites yet 

validating their contradictions that makethem separate. Moreover,the confusing formula 

of"both/and and/or either/or"can actually reconcile contradicting features ofWoolfs 

aesthetics and narrative strategies in her fiction—specifically. The Waves For why 

would a novelist so conunitted to guarding the novel as one ofthe highestforms ofart 

genuflectto alow-brow,popular art such as the cinema? One might say thatreconciling 

Woolfs disregard for the cinema and her narrative strategies which seem to embrace 

cinematic qualities is,in fact,the very nature ofmodernism. In fact,Don Macpherson, 

editor ofTraditions ofIndependence British Cinema in the Thirties,claims in his 

chapter about avant-garde cinemathat 

[tjhe different historical phases ofthe European avant-gardes metin 

Britain either with outright repression(e.g. Oscar Wilde)or with a gradual 
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absorption into an already established natural culture(e.g.the Bloomsbury 

tradition). (165) 

Macpherson,in effect,articulates much ofwhatI will explore in The Waves. While the 

avant-garde film movementwas most prolific in other countries like France and Russia 

from the 1910s to the 1930s,Woolfseems to have slowly"absorbed"a cinematic 

narrative structure within her own aesthetics. 

France in the 30s was,indeed,the avant-garde film crest. The avant-garde films 

stemmingfrom France during this time were directly influenced by the cubist,surrealist, 

Dadaist,and futurist movementsin art Similarto Woolfs desire to use abstractions m 

literature to tap into the inner being ofcharacters,the French avant-garde often attempted 

to enter into the inner-mostrealm ofthe dream. Much ofthis abstraction,according to 

Edward S Small in Direct Theory ExperimentalFilm/Video,surfaces through a non 

linear narrative and unconventional cinematic abstractions like split screens,which 

provide simultaneous multiple perspectives,lens distortion,and unrelated montage. The 

mainfocus ofthese French film artists was to not only reject"artistic norms and values," 

but also to"emphasize]... dreams and the'inner eye"(Small27) Certainly literary 

modernism and the avant-garde filmmakers in France have a similar concernfor using art 

as a venue into the mostinner being ofthe conscience 

In addition to France,strides in experimental avant-garde film were 

concomitantly advancing in Sovietcinema. While Virginia Woolfand others were 

attempting to revolutionize the art ofthe novelto be something set apart and strikingly 

differentfrom the nineteenth-century novel,Sovietfilmmakers such as Sergei Eisenstein 

were revolutionizing the art oftheatre through his films and essays film form and theory 
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In a manner similar to the modernist desire to reconcile contradictions in contradicting 

ways,Eisenstein developed his entire method offilm making around the theory of 

conflict or collision. The Sovietfilm tradition focused on editing as a way to shock its 

audience and bring attention to certain parts. In"A Dialectic Approach to Film Form" 

(1929),Eisenstein lays out his theory ofconflict: 

Thefoundation for this philosophy is a dynamic concept ofthings: 

Being—asa constant evolutionfrom the interaction oftwo contradictory 

opposites. Synthesis—arisingfrom the opposition between thesis and 

antithesis. A dynamic comprehension ofthings is also basic to the same 

degree,for a correct understanding ofart and ofall art-forms. In the realm 

ofart this dialectic principle ofdynamics is embodied in CONFLICT as 

the fundamental principle for the existence ofevery art-work and every 

art-form. For art is always conflict. (45-46) 

Eisenstein interestingly uses diction which corresponds to one ofthe majortenets ofthe 

modernist movements—synthesisofcontradicting elements,yet maintaining essential 

differences through conflict For Eisenstein as well as literary modemists,synthesis in 

art surfaces through a conflict or collision between elements Hefurther explains his idea 

ofconflict as a collision ofsingular shotsjuxtaposed through his theory ofmontage: 

"Montage is an ideathat arises from the collision ofindependentshots—shotseven 

opposite to one another"(49). Collision between shots surfaces in numerous ways from 

graphic changes,sudden movementofcamera angle,and insertion ofnon-diegetic 

images within a montage. In"A Dialectic Approach to Film Form,"Eisenstein further 

enumerates examples of"conflict within the shot,as well asfor the conflict between 
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colliding shots,or,montage"as well as provides visual examples ofsuch conflict. He 

enumeratesthe vanoustypes ofcolliding conflicts 

1. Graphic conflict 
2. Conflict ofplanes 
3. Conflict ofvolumes 

4. Spatial conflict 
5. Light conflict 
6. Tempo conflict 
7. Conflict between matter and view point(distortion with camera 

angle) 
8 Conflict between matter and its spatial nature(lens distortion) 
9 Conflict between eventand its temporal nature(slow-motion,etc) 
10. Conflict between the whole optical complex and a quite different 

sphere (54) 

Eisenstein's categories ofconflict certainly do not restrict themselves;indeed,as will 

later be demonstrated m The Waves,they elude categorization to the cinema and appear 

m literature as well. Moreover,Eisenstem,like Woolf,felt the need for film to separate 

itselffrom the shackles oflinear narrative, which conventional theatre and literature were 

tied to atthe time.' 

In"Through Theater to Cinema"(1934),Eisenstem examines his 1924film Strike: 

Atthe same time,the break with the theater in principle was so sharp that 

m my'revolt against the theater'I did away with a very vital elementof 

theater—^the story. ..In 19241 wrote,with intense zeal: 'Down with the 

story and the plot!' Today,the story,which then seemed to be almost'an 

attack ofindividualism'upon our revolutionary cinema,returns in afresh 

form,to its proper place,(emphasis mine,16-17) 

'However,Eisenstem was actually very enthusiastic for the Japanese Kabuki theatre and explored this 
fascination with Japanese culture beyond theater and often examinesthe very nature ofthe Japanese 
language,which is dependent on image andfoim for meanmg For further discussion,see "The 
Unexpected"[1928]and"The Cinematographic Prmciple and theIdeogram"[1929] 
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For Eisenstem,the"fresh form"he discusses in this passage is avant-garde film; 

however,for as will be shown,Woolfs"freshform"is notcinema alone,butthe 

reappropriation ofavant-garde cinematography in language. Indeed,even Eisenstem 

concedesto the coimection between literature and film: "we have another creditto list— 

the value ofprofound ties with the traditions and methodology ofliterature"(17) 

And yet,because modernism is,indeed,an international movement,the avant-

garde cinema movementreached an intellectual audience in England. AsDon 

Macpherson claims,the "different historical phases ofthe European avant-gardes metm 

Britain either with outright repression(e.g. Oscar Wilde)or with a gradual absorption 

into an already established natural culture(e.g.the Bloomsbury tradition)"(165). While 

Bloomsbury and other high-intellectual circles were reappropriating avant-garde 

techniquesfor their own use in various arts, other circles like the populace were 

repressing the impulse with popularfilm. And in 1927,England passed the 

Cinematograph Films Act,which made it possible for British film makersto increase the 

production ofpopular films; however,it caused more damage as far as quality is 

concerned. In his article"Cinema-going Preferences in Britain m the 1930s,"John 

Sedgwick recalls Rachael Low's statementthat 

[t]he 1927 quota legislation intended to solve all the industry's problems 

was afailure. Film production doubled during the thirties, butthe increase 

consisted almost entirely ofcheap and inferior films,the famous quota 

quickies and others not much better, which took advantage ofthe 

protected market and wentfar to ruin the reputation ofBritish production 

as a whole. (2) 
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In other words,the legislation did nothing to advance the quality ofpopular British films, 

yet increased the quantity ofproduction in England. Moreover,in addition to domestic 

films in England,the most popularfilms—^those with the largest audiences—^were 

produced in the Hollywood studio system in America. Studios like Paramount,MGM, 

Warners,RKO,Fox,Columbia,and Universal all did wellin notonly the United States, 

but also England. Partoftheir success stemmed from their conventional narrative forms 

ofa clear male protagonist with clear goals and a romantic love interest ofthe opposite 

sex as well as a closed ending. Moreover,the cinematography in Hollywood films rarely 

broke continuous editing rules which were established to only facilitate audience 

comprehension ofthe plot Because England wasinfested at this time with a plethora of 

conventional and low-brow cinema-art,an equally resistant supportofavant-garde film 

art rose in the high-brow intellectual circles like Bloomsbury. 

While the United Kingdom actively lagged behind the international avant-garde 

film movement,intellectual circles were well aware ofSovietand French experimental 

film movements. In 1927,the same year as the Cinematograph Films Actin England,the 

English filmjoumal Close Up(PoolPublishing)wasfounded by Kenneth Macpherson, 

Winifred Bryher,and Hilda Doolittle, which contained frequent articles,twenty three 

total,by Woolfs contemporary and literary rival,Dorothy Richardson. Richardson's 

articles focus mostly ontheory offilm form rather than particular films Thejoumal was 

in printfrom July 1927to December 1933 and was dedicated to a"high aesthetic quality" 

and an awareness ofinternational film movements. As Susan Gevirtzreports in 

Narrative'sJourney The Fiction andFilm WritingofDorothy Richardson,one ofthe 

main tenets ofthejoumal was exploration ofthe"impactofSovietfilmmaking and film 
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theory"with multiple articles on people Eisenstein,Pudovkin,Hanns Sachs. High-brow 

intellectual groups like Bloomsbury were surely aware ofClose Up and regularly read it. 

While Bloomsbury's contact with Close Up was not direct,indirect, yet real, 

connections can easily be drawn. Indeed,Bloomsbury memberRoger Fry was one ofthe 

founding membersofthe London Film Society,which was dedicated to having 

screenings ofexperimentalfilms ^ And in addition,selected articles m Close Up indicate 

an intimate knowledge aboutthe Film Society ofLondon. In article entitled"The 

IndependentCinema Congress"appearing in the October 1929 Close Up issue,Jean 

Lenauer acknowledgesthe efforts ofthe London Film Society to show Sovietfilms to 

audiences in their club Moreover,this article specifically relates a meeting of 

internationally well-known avant-garde filmmakers like Sergei Eisenstein among others 

from France,Germany,and England. While Woolfherselfwas not directly involved 

with the avant-garde movementin England,because her close friends such as Roger Fry 

were,she musthave come into contact with,and waslater influenced by,theories and 

ideas stemmingfrom avant-garde cinema movements 

Perhapsin reaction to the conventional cinematic and narrative strategies oflow-

quality films emerging in Britain and in supportofthe nebulous London Film Society, 

Virginia Woolfwrote her essay"The Cinema"in 1926,which gives a less than stellar 

view ofcurrent cinema productions. In fact,she begins the essay by comparing those in 

the frontrows ofthe cinema houses to savages: 

^ See Virginia Woolfs autobiography ofRoger Fry,RogerFry A Biography Also,David Dowlmg's 
book Bloomsbury Aestheticsandthe Novels ofForster and Woolf(London'Macmillan,1985)gives 
further msight into Roger Fiy's aesthetics 
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They [i.e those who remain optimistic abouthuman nature]have never 

seen the savages ofthe twentieth century watching the pictures. They 

have never satthemselves in frontofthe screen and thoughthow for all 

the clothes on their back and the carpets at their feet,no great distance 

separates them from those bnght-eyed naked men who knocked two bars 

ofiron together and heard in thatclangour a foretaste ofthe music of 

Mozart (268) 

It is interesting,however,that Woolfs contemporary—indeed,her artistic nval— 

Dorothy Richardson gives more credit to those sitting in the frontrows ofmovie houses 

In one particular Richardson article,"ContinuousPerformance VII: The FrontRows" 

(January 1928),she articulates much faith in those who sit in the darkened frontrows 

absorbing the flickering lights: "They are there m their millions,the frontrowers,a vast 

audience bom and made mthe lastfew years,initiated, disciplined,and waiting"(64) 

And m 1931 in another ofher Continuous Performance articles in Close Up entitled "This 

Spoon-fed Generation?"Richardson mocks people like Woolf—^whom some could label 

an intellectual snob—^when she says thatsome look down upon the everyday person 

because the art offilm enlightens"Everyman"in regards to events around the world and 

that"Everyman"does not have to experience the world through"tears" 

[T]he film educat[es]Everyman,making him athome in a new world. 

And this it is,this enlightenment withouttears,that makesso many of 

those who were brought up under different dispensation to cry without 

ceasing against both Radio and cinema as spoon-feeders ofan Everyman 

who becomes more and more a looker and a listener,increasingly 
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unwilling to spend his leisure otherwise than in being entertained. Up hill 

and down dale we may criticize both Radio and Cinema. Nothing is 

easier. (306-07) 

Richardson is clearly attacking ifnot Virginia Woolfherself,considering that 

Richardson's piecesfollow the publication ofWoolfscinema article,then high-brow 

artists like Woolf. It is certainly notuncommonfor Richardson and Woolfto be aware of 

each other's works and aesthetics. Indeed,their rivalry is well documented For it seems 

that Richarson's phrase that"Everyman becomes more and more alooker and a listener, 

increasingly unwilling to spend his leisure otherwise than in being entertained"could 

certainly be ajab at Woolfwhen she states in"The Cinema"that"The eye licks it all up 

instantaneously,and the brain,agreeably titillated, settles down to watch things 

happening without bestirring itselfto think"(Woolf268) Richardson's"Everyman"is 

none other than Woolfs"ordinary eye,"the"imaesthetic eye"(268). 

Bythe tone of"The Cinema"in regardsto coupling literature and film,one would 

think Woolfnever incorporated cinematic devices within her own work. However,again, 

this is the modernist as well as the avant-garde filmmaker's penchant—^to wed and 

juxtapose elements thatseem to collide and cause conflictin order to delve deeper into 

the conscience than conventional artforms allow. In response to the prospectof 

literature and film working together,Woolfsays, 

[s]o many arts seemed to stand by ready to offer their help [to film]. For 

example,there was literature. All thefamous novels ofthe world,with 
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their well-known characters and theirfamous scenes,only asked,it 

seemed,to be puton the films Whatcould be easier and simpler?(269) 

However,while Woolfclearly believes there is nothing"simpler"than adapting afamous 

literary work into film,Richardson says there is,perhaps,one easier activity—^what 

Woolfis doing in"The Cinema." Indeed,Richardson claims thatthere is nothing easier 

than pointing the finger at film-goersfmd calling attention to their uncultivated,unrefined 

intelligence,which is what Woolfdoes in her article Woolfgoes on to state that 

The cinema fell upon its prey with immense rapacity,and to the moment 

largely subsists uponthe body ofits unfortunate victim. Butthe results 

are disastrous to both. The alliance is unnatural. Eye and brain are torn 

asunder ruthlessly as they try vainly to work in couples So we lurch 

and lumber through the mostfamous novels ofthe world... in the scrawl 

ofan illiterate schoolboy (269) 

Woolfs diction—^prey,unfortunate victim,uimatural,illiterate schoolboy—is not merely 

intellectually snobbish,it is, more importantly,defensive ofher own art. For Woolf, 

there is nothing more unnatural than to reduce literature to film; however,she furtively 

never mentions appropriating film for literature And,indeed,with The Waves,we see a 

new experimentation wiih cinematic techniques within Woolfs narrative 

However,the second halfofher essay contemplates the"devices"ofcinema,and 

through her diction in this part,Woolfclearly respects the potential power ofcinematic 

techniques And further,this was a momentwhere Woolffirst concedes to converting the 

devices offilm into theories ofnarrative composition m her own works. In the section. 
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she reflects upon her experience ofviewing The CabinetofDr Caltgari. Although the 

film IS a wonderfulexample ofexperimental German expressionism atthe time,Woolf 

notices something much more subtle during her particular viewing She states. 

For instance,ata performance ofDr. Caligari the other day ashadow 

shaped like a tadpole suddenly appeared at one comer ofthe screen. For a 

moment it seemed as ifthoughtcould be conveyed by shape more 

effectively than by words. The monstrous quivering tadpole seemed to be 

feai'itself,and notthe statementT am afraid'In fact,the shadow was 

accidental and the effect unintentional Butifashadow ata certain 

momentcan suggestso much more than the actual gestures and words of 

men and womenin a state offear,itseems plain thatthe cinema has 

within its grasp innumerable symbols for emotion that have so far failed to 

find expression. (270) 

Clearly,Woolfhasthe eye ofan experimental,avant-garde filmmaker. Her analysis of 

an ephemeralshadow and feeling offear aretwo abstractideas almostimpossible to 

conveythrough written word or expression when she admits that otherformsof 

expression like literature have so far"failed" The sentimentoffailing language would 

later recur in her fiction in the character ofBernard,the artist,in The Waves. Woolf 

understands thatthere might by"some secret language which wefeel and see,butnever 

speak,and,ifso,could. be made visible to the eye"(271). What Woolfhas described 

^ Leslie-Katleen Hankms is the only Woolfcritic to connect Woolfto film without couching her argument 
withm discussions the new productions ofOrlando or Mrs Dalloway. See her articles"Acrossthe Screen 
ofMyBram' Virginia Woolfs"The Cinema'and Film Forums ofthe Twenties"and"The Doctor and the 
Woolf Reel Challenges- The CabinetofDr Caligari and Mrs Dalloway" 



22 

in her experience oiDr Caligari,an unexplainable,non-diegetic black blob thatlooms 

for a moment,is a type ofvisual—or graphic—collision that Eisenstein explains as one 

ofthe mostpowerfultechniques ofcinematic montage. In fact,in Woolfs concluding 

statements aboutthe cinema,she uses Eisenstein's very words: "Weshould see violent 

changes ofemotion produced by their collision"(272). To"see"a"collision"is the very 

essence ofEisenstein's montage theory;however,Woolfs opinions ofthe artistic value 

ofthe cinema continue to fluctuate throughoutthe essay 

While she admitsthe ability film has to communicate instantly through the visual, 

an effect words do not have,Woolfalways attempts to reclaim that ability for language. 

Although she insinuates thatfilm has extraordinary power,the insinuations always 

manifestthemselves as questions or with an overtone ofdoubtor disbelief. For example, 

Woolfimplies that"itseems plain thatthe cinema has within its grasp innumerable 

symbolsfor emotions that have so far failed to find expression"(emphasis mine,270) 

and later m theform ofa question,"Is there any characteristic which thought possesses 

that can be rendered visible withoutthe help ofwords?"(271) And again,Woolfdoubts 

the slippery future ofthe cinema as a serious artform: 

Yetifso much ofourthinking and feeling is connected with seeing,some 

residue ofvisual emotion which is ofno use either to painter or to poet 

may still awaitthe cinema seems highlyprobable...films may m 

time... be composed, (emphasis mine,271) 

Woolfs rhetoric attempts,m effect,to dwarfor undercutthe power and unique abilities 

ofthe cinema right after praising it, and reappropnate the power ofthe cinemafor the 

written word. An example ofthe latter surfaces in Woolfs example ofShakespeare: 
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Aseverybody knows,in Shakespeare the mostcomplex ideasform chains 

ofimagesthrough which we moimt,changing and turmng,until we reach 

the light ofday. Butobviously the imagesofa poet are notto be cast in 

bronze or traced by pencil. They are compactofathousand suggestions of 

which the visual is only the mostobvious or the uppermost. . All this, 

which is accessible to words and to words alone,the cinema must avoid 

(271) 

Woolfs rhetoric bluntly demandsthe superiority oflanguage as compared to film, 

however,within the argument also lies the sub-argumentthat it is the role oflanguage to 

usurp these unconventional cinematictechmques for literature "All this, which is 

accessible to words and to words alone,the cinema mustavoid." Here,Woolfclearly not 

only dwarfsthe importance ofthe new cinematic artform,but also belittles sculpture and 

painting; writing and poetry loom over and shadow the visual arts because for Woolf 

literature has the ability to makelanguage visible. Her descriptions m this particular 

passage,moreover,express an idea that anything visual is momentary and singular. That 

is,"cast"implies that only one momentofShakespeare can be captured in a sculpture or 

painting,and that momentis static and never dynamic Ofcourse,to place painting, 

sculpture,and the cinema into one category is premature ofWoolfbecause the cinema's 

mostimportant quality is that ofmotion,it can clearly never be static. Moreover, 

Woolfs cursory dismissal ofthe visual arts is somewhatsurprising considering the 

interest other members ofBloomsbury as well as her sister,Vanessa Bell and brother-in-

law,Clive Bell,shared in visual art and cinema More likely,however,it may have been 

their very interest in the visual artsfrom which Woolfs defensiveness ofliterature stems. 
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Nevertheless,Woolfshares a visionary coneeptofcinematic abilities with her 

contemporary avant garde filmmakersin other countries as well England. In the lasttwo 

paragraphs of"The Cinema,"Woolfexplores multiple possibilities ofthe cinema,yet, 

again atthe end,pokesfim at it as an adolescent artform Woolf,in effect,attempts to 

explain to the filmmaker exactly whatafilm"should"accomplish To Woolf,the 

filmmaker"should"use his"riches"so his"booty could be hauled in hand over hand" 

Woolfdirects imperative after imperative atthefilmmaker. 

[W]eshould be able to see thought in its wildness. .Weshould see these 

emotions mingling together and affecting each other Weshouldsee 

violent changes ofemotions... The mostfantastic contrasts could be 

flashed before us wth aspeed which the writer can only toil after in vain.. 

.. No fantasy could betoo far-fetched... The past could be unrolled, 

(emphasis mine,271-72) 

Clearly,nota sentence escapes Woolfwithoutthe conditional phrasing ofwhatan artist 

"could"and"should"in film. And exactly whatthe conditions are is not clear 

Apparently,Woolfdoes not believe thatfilm can achieve the level ofartistic value she 

speculates it could have ifproperly approached: "How all this is to be attempted,much 

less achieved,no one atthe momentcan tell us"(272). Again,Woolfcategonzes the 

impactoffilm as only a momentary phenomenon;"it is for a momentonly"(272). For 

Woolf,film is in its adolescent manifestation in the late 1920s and early 30s,and she 

doesn't believe muchfurther development possible as is clear in her concluding 

prediction: 
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It[i.e. cinematic art]is as ifthe savage tribe,instead offinding two bars of 

iron to play with,had found scattering the seashore fiddles,flutes, 

saxophones,trumpets,grand pianos by Erard and Bechstein,and had 

begun with incredible energy,but withoutknowing a note ofmusic,to 

hammer and thump uponthem all atthe same time. (272) 

By suggesting thatfilmmakers create only imsophisticated noise with the complicated 

tools available to them,Woolfimplies that others have the ability to create an appropriate 

aesthetic from cinematic techmques,and certainly,Woolfbelieves herselfas one with 

this ability For ifafilmmaker is too muchthe pedantic amateur to have the creative 

knowledge to use cinematic devices to an artistic ends,then a seasoned author with an 

established theory ofaesthetics should be able to create her masterpiece. The Waves, as 

she finally titles it in a 1929 diary entry,from the scattered "fiddles,flutes,saxophones, 

trumpets,[and]grand pianos" 

From her diary entriesfrom 1925-1930,it is clear that Woolfs intentions for The 

Waves(originally titled The Moths)were always conceptually cinematic For example, 

on June 18,1927,she writes abouttheform that her novel will take: 

then suddenly Iihapsodised&told overthe story ofthe Moths,which 

I think I will write very quickly,perhaps in between chapters ofthatlong 

impending book on fiction. Now the moths willfill outthe skeleton which 

I dashed in here: the play-room idea: the idea ofsome continuous stream, 

not solely ofhumanthought,but ofthe ship,the night&c,all flowing 

together' intersected by the arrivalofthe bright moths A man&a 

woman are to be sitting at table talking. Or shall they remain silent*? It is 



26 

to be alove story she is finally to letthe last great moth in. The contrasts 

might be something ofthis sort' she mighttalk,or think,aboutthe age of 

the earth: the death ofhumanity: then mothskeep on coming. Perhaps 

the man could be left absolutely dim....(139) 

The description ofwhat Woolfwishes to accomplish in The Waves is similar to her 

description ofthe black incidental"shadow shaped like a tadpole" appearing on the 

movie screen during her particular viewing ofThe CabinetofDr Caligari. Like the 

shadowy intrusion upon the narrative ofDr Caligari,Woolfwants her moths to flutter 

m and out ofher narrative~"intersecting" it, which will not only provide contrast, but 

also a shadowy visual presence. Clearly,the image Woolfdescribes in this diary entry 

IS ofa moth fluttering aroimd the light ofa candlelit table at night Even the smallest 

moth would inevitably cast aformidable shadow on the lighted surroundings. What 

Woolfwanted to accomplish with the quivering moth shadow is unclear at this point,but 

it is notimpossible thatthe non-diegetic blackimage inDr Caligari,which she writes 

aboutin 1926,is what"hovers some where atthe back of[hei]mind"m this 1927 

passage(190). 

Moreover,we get a first indication thattheform ofThe Waves will be distinctly 

non-linear,which is a main tenetofavant-garde cinema The image ofa plot narrating 

the events between a woman and a man being rhythmically interrupted by an abstract 

imageforeshadowsthe structure The Waves ultimately takes—a narrative periodically 

interrupted by abstract and disconnected scenes oflight and shadow. In addition,Woolf 

suggests that"contrast" will be importantto the structure ofthe novel,which again points 

to the theories ofEisenstein's theories ofconflict and collision. The narrative will clearly 
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hinge on the visual,just as she claims her own life's narrative does in"A Sketch ofthe 

Past" 

Indeed,The Waves centers itselfaround the visual senses,and Woolfdoes this so 

that she can tap into those deep emotions she claims to base her life on in"Sketch." 

Clearly,she wasindeed part ofa cultural climate in England thatembraced the avant-

garde cinema as a valid ait-form And while she felt tlireatened as a writer and openly 

challenged cinema's capabilities,she was obviously intrigued by cinematic capabilities in 

literature. Moreover,much ofher essay and diary writings expresses afrustration with 

language and need to push the margins and limitations ofconventional narrative to touch 

the real"being"ofher characters. In"A Sketch ofthe Past"she calls the literature she 

produces her"so-called novels" hill of"non-being" And,ofcourse,her diaries express 

absolute frustration with the written word: '^Saturday 11 February,The futility ofit all— 

so I broke off;.. My pen protests. This writing is nonsense,it says.. Wednesday20 

June,Why be always spouting words'^ .. All seems insipid&worthless"(174-75,186) 

And in The Waves,Virginia Woolfdoes,indeed,finally break offfrom thejaded 

conventions ofthe nineteenth century to form anew literary genre—^the cinematic novel. 
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CHAPTER II 

THECINEMATICNARRATIVESTRATEGYOF THE WAVES 

We have come together... to make one thing,not enduring-
-for what endiires?~but seen by many eyes simultaneously 
There is a red camation in that vase. A single flower as we 
sat here waiting, but now a seven-sided flower, many-
petalled, red, puce, purple-shaded, stiff with silver-tinted 
leaves—a whole flower to which every eye brings its own 
contribution 

—Bernard,The Waves 

Visual impressions often commumcate thus briefly 
statements that we shall in time to come uncover and coax 

into words. 

—^Bernard,The Waves 

From the previous detailed discussion ofWoolfs"Cinema"essay,it is clear that 

while she recognized thatthe cinematic medium had enormous potential artistic value, 

she was certainly notconvinced that contemporary film directors possessed the 

knowledge or ability to create meaningful works offilmic art. Concomitantly,Woolf 

was aware thatthe narrative strategies ofthe nineteenth-century novel were problematic 

on a number oflevels. First,the novelform had become conventional,and it wasthe 

agendaofmost modernist writers to break up the static narrative structure ofthe novel to 

make it strikingly different,strange,difficultfor readers,and,thus,unconventional The 

goal was,in effect,to cause struggle for the reader rather than the ability to read quickly 

with only cursory attention to deeper levels ofmeaning. Woolfand other modernist 

authors attempt to shock readers into consciousness with the strangeness oftheir 

narratives. Second,by the time ofthe publication ofThe Waves,witten language 

seemed to be m direct competition with an ever encroaching popular film industry,which 
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wasthreatening to make the novel an obsolete artform, Woolfwas clearly aware ofthis 

situation and wanted The Wavesto carry the burden ofproving the eternal experimental 

nature oflanguage—specifically,the language ofnovel. 

Indeed,from her diary entries during the years ofcomposing The Waves,Woolf 

continually asserts that The Waves mustbe her mostexperimental ofnovels. AsBernard 

states m the novel,"All is experimental and adventure"(118). Woolfwanted her novel to 

be anything but conventional,hov/ever,it is my claim that Woolfdoes not merely 

dismiss the experimental nature offilm in her effortto create her most unconventional of 

novels. I will show that while it is Woolfs admitted agendato prove the novel a superior 

artform,she actually incorporates avant-garde experimentalfilm techniques into her 

narrative and narrative structure Thatis,she covertly disguises cinematic techniques 

within The Wavesin hopesto posit thatlanguage has always had the ability to 

accomplish all thatthe cinema could ever aesthetically offer. Moreover,from her 

"Cinema"essay,it is clear that she imderstood the ability ofexperimental film techniques 

to delve deeper into the psyche ofa character than even traditional narrative styles allow; 

however,for Woolf,the cinema alone could notachieve the essence of"being,"as 

described in"A Sketch ofthe Past,"for a human. For Woolf,only the newform of 

language used m The Wavesthat appropriates the abstractions ofthe avant-garde cinema 

can give momentary glimpses ofthe purest human feeling and emotion. 

Woolfoften speaks through Bernard or seems mostlike Bernard than the other 

characters. There is no doubtthat Bernard is the artist ofthe group offnends and the one 

mostconcerned with language and hisow production ofsome valid work ofliterature. 
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Indeed,the majority ofBernard's soliloquies center around the struggle to find the right 

word for things. The task seems simple enough,but as any person inundated m language 

knows,it is often the most difficult To exacerbate the situation,however,Bernard's 

conundrum compounds because ofhis attemptto filter the visual through language. 

Moreover,he often explores the problematic ofmaking the visual linguistic by thinking 

ofhis language as images and then,ofcourse,putting that back into linguistic forms for 

the reader. The multiple changes—^linguistic to visual to linguistic—can only,according 

to some theorists such as Derrida,differ meamng even flirther from its original state. 

Moreover,the level at which Bernard successfully accomplishes this endeavor is entirely 

questionable. However,more importantly,this does not meanthat Woolfis questioning 

the ability oflanguage to surpass the visual aspects offilm as an artfrom. It is important 

to keep m mind that Woolfs aesthetics are not specifically articulated through Bernard 

alone,butthrough The Waves as a whole work. What Woolfmore likely suggests,asI 

will argue throughout,is thatlanguage hasthe capacity to encompass everything thatthe 

techniques offilm can create. The Waves becomes Woolfs manifesto for the most 

experimental ofnarrative styles—^the cinematic novel 

With Bernard,Woolfbegins her argumentthat conventional narrative styles lack 

the ability to communicate m atechnologically modem culture. Bernard spends much of 

his time attempting to imitate the writers ofthe generationsjust before him. Hefancies 

himselfByron and pains himselfto enter rooms with a romantic flourish,tossing his dark 

cloak carelessly across the room. Asan older man looking back on his life, Bernard says, 

"ForI changed and changed,was Hamlet,was Shelley,wasthe hero,. .but wasByron 
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chiefly. For many weeks at atime it wasmy partto stride into rooms and fling gloves 

and coaton the back ofchair,scowling slightly"(249). For mostofhis life—ifnot all of 

it—^Bernard only plays the"part"or role ofthe artist Only in his old age does he seem to 

recognize that his art was merely performed and m no way original For Woolf,to 

merely perform or repeatthe artwork ofthe past is notenough because it will inevitably 

become trite m the eyes ofan audience already desensitized to suchformsthrough 

endless repetition. Indeed,much like Stephen Daedelus ofJoyce's Ulysses,Bernard's 

artistic outputis paltry,his whole repertoire consists largely ofajournal ofcollected 

phrases and aroom"always scattered with unfinished letters"(84). And his childhood 

desire to write his novel—"WhenIam grown up I shall carry anotebook—afat book 

with many pages,methodically lettered. I shall enter my phrases . If,in my novel,I 

describe the sun onthe window-sill,I shall look undei B and find butterfly powder" 

(36)—collapses into nothing morethan hisjournal. "[I]t falls flat," he tells us(79). 

YetBernard's phrase notebook explores an important challenge forthe writer, 

which is to compress the world,visual and beyond,into words in hopes ofmaking the 

world visual for the reader. While itseemsthata more direct approach—film for 

example,which represents the world throughimages—to this challenge would more 

easily succeed in the task,Woolfbelieves literature more appropriate. And,indeed, 

Bernard sedulously studies ways in which to find precise phrases that describe the world. 

Yet,to reduce a person to a word or a tnte,"ready-made"phrase(50)is nothing but 

stereotyping and generalizing. Bernard rather flippantly categorizes his experiences as 

well asthose he knowsas Neville observes. 
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He[Bernard]talked as easily to the horse-breeder or to the plumber as to 

us. ... But whatdid Bemard feel for the plumber? Did he notonly wish 

to continue the sequence ofthe story which he never stops telling himself? 

He began it when he rolled his bread into pellets as a child One pellet 

was a man,one was a woman. We are pellets. We are all phrases in 

Bernard's story,things he writes down in his notebook under A orimder 

B. Hetells our story with extraordinary understanding,except ofwhatwe 

mostfeel.. He has missed his connection. (69-70) 

Neville's condemnation ofBemard's art clearly cuts to the core ofWoolfs argument 

about writers who carelessly use language For Woolf,a writer like Bemard exists on the 

same level as the filmmakers she describes in"The Cinema"who bang saxophones, 

pianos,and violins in discordantcacophony. To reduce a whole human being to one 

phrase or pithy epithet—a pellet—^misses everything,and Neville adroitly identifies 

Bemard's misuse ofthe linguistic medium. Bemard simply defines people asinanimate 

things for hisown agenda and never stops to feel the person,consequently,he loses the 

"connection"he so proudly touts. And,ofcourse,Woolfwould also argue thatto reduce 

a person or eventto a mere image onthe cinematic screen limits real understanding of 

feeling and connection to one point-of-view Just as Bemard cannot make"stories that 

follow people into their private rooms"(51),their innermost being,neither can receiving 

a narrative through one perspective or one sense provide any realtmth into human nature. 

Indeed,Neville,the mostsensual ofmale characters in the novel,almost 

vehemently distrusts the deceptive nature oflanguage—^particularly how Bemard 
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manipulates language for his own benefit. For Neville,"words ofauthority are corrupted 

by those who speak them"(35). In Neville's eyes,Bernard litters the world with"half-

finished phrases"(70)and never gets to the core ofwhathe tries to capture with 

language. Neville"detect[s]a certain effort,an extravagance,in[Bernard's]phrase"as if 

his words are artificial and contrived(39) Indeed,Neville asserts that"Bernard's power 

fails him"(39) Moreover,Neville often complains ofthe violence that distinctions do to 

him and others By distinctions,Neville means distinguishing one person or thing from 

another m order to place labels and categories on people. However,Bernard does not 

understand this and runs around placing labels on everyone and everything. And yet 

Neville finds himselfwithin the confines oflanguage when he works himselfinto an 

ecstatic state v/hile voyeuristically watching half-naked boys toss banana peels into the 

river,he becomesfhistrated withthe inevitability ofthe feeling converting into words' 

Now begins to rise in methe familiar rhythm' words that havelam 

dormantnow lift, now toss their crests,and fall and rise,and fall and rise 

again I am poet,yes. Surely Iam a great poet .. I see it all I feel it all. 

I am inspired My eyes fill with tears Yeteven asI feel this,I lash my 

frenzy higher and higher Iffoams. It becomes artificial,insincere. 

Words and words and words,how they gallop—^how they lash their long 

manesand tails,butfor some fault m myI cannot give myselfto their 

backs (82-83) 

In a momentofgreatfeeling,seeing,and emotion,Neville realizes that as he puts such 

ecstasy into words,he betrays the impactand reduces the effect ofthe situation, which to 
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Neville is unjust Unlike Neville,who fears language and its reductive qualities,Bernard 

does not understand Neville's perspective until the end ofhis life. 

However,perhaps Bernard's real talent is to facilitate communication between 

people through story telling. Notonly can Bernard connect people through his stories, 

but also his words and phrases appear almosttangible to Bernard,the reader,and listener 

for that matter "ButifI find myselfin company with other people,words at once make 

smoke rings—see how phrases at once begin to wreathe offmy lips . .A smoke nng 

issues from my lips(aboutcrops)and circles him,bringing him into contact"(67-68). 

Bernard's art ofconversation and weaving stonesfor others creates a connection between 

people;the connection is entirely ephemeral. Interestingly,however,Bernard visualizes 

his phrases assmoke rings,which linger momentarily,but cannot last. 

Certainly,Bernard questions his ability to write at crucial points m his life. For 

example,atthe end ofhis life as he"sums up"his experiences,he recogmzesthe folly of 

his pursuit He sighs. 

Butin order to make you understand,to give you my life,I musttell you a 

story.. none ofthem are true... How tired Iam ofstories,how tired I 

am ofphrases thatcome down beautifully with all their feeton the 

ground' Also,how I distrust neat designs oflife that are drawn upon have 

sheets ofnotepaper. I begin to lookfor some little language such as lovers 

use,broken words,inarticulate words,like the shuffling offeeton the 

pavement. I begin to seeksome design... (238-39) 
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Clearly,Bernard questions language as a meansofconveying truth to others and wonders 

if there is such a medium or alternative language that does not rely on already established 

meanings. The beautifiil phrases ofhis pastthatseemed to fit so perfectly on all fours 

now appear deceitful and dangerous. What Woolfis getting at is the idea ofhow difficult 

is it for a writer to break outofalready established,ready-made,phrases,constructions, 

or definitions ofthings,people,etc. Indeed,the task ofcreating a different way of 

commumcatmg through language is almostimpossible,however,just as Bernard begins 

"to seek some[new]design"to express himself,so does Woolfwithin the experimental 

construction ofthe novel. 

Although Bernard's art slips into entertainment merely for the pleasure ofothers, 
i 

the elementofthe audience is an integral part ofhis aesthetic. And Woolf,indeed, 

conte.ids with the need ofan audiencefor written language,which,ofcourse,also is the 

mostimportant elementoffilm Bernard calls his stories"[tjoys I twist,bubbles I blow, 

one ring passing through another"(144) His art ultimately reduces to superficial tricks 

ofspectacle,which Woolfwould most certainly call mostfilms. Moreover,Bernard 

needs others in order to not only define himself,but also to give his art relevance. 

Because the purpose ofBernard's art in his mind is to bring others into momentary 

connection with him,he clearly needs an audience- "T need eyes on meto draw out 

these frills and furbelows. To be myself(I note)I need the illumination ofother people's 

eyes,and therefore cannot be entirely sure whatis my self"(116) Yetfor an artist to be 

aware ofalways having eyes watching him or her indicates thatthe author may be writing 
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only in response to that audience and not creating from his or her own consciousness' 

Nevertheless,in The Waves,Woolfclearly adumbrates that knowing and understanding 

arrives through multiple points-of-view—^that is,the opinions ofmany—^to achieve true 

consciousness ofathing.Bernard claims that"soliloquies in back streets soon pall. I 

need an audience Thatis my downfall"(115). 

However,Woolfcertainly does not meanthat ■writers shouldn't have an audience 

or that even film art will always essentially fail-as Bernard does—because it needs a 

viewing audience Instead, she more likely insinuates is an old philosophical debate* the 

essentialness of the self. Does the self or subjectivity have an essential quality or is our 

conscience only constructed by others through objectification'^ Bernard's struggle with 

words and language easily leads to a discussion of constructed or essential consciousness 

for it seems to be the challenge of art—despite the artists' agendas—to accurately represent 

the human heart and, for Woolf and other modemists, the human consciousness And 

clearly, Bernard as the poet/'writer does not succeed m doing this through mere imitation 

of past poets and repetition of trite phrases Later in his life, Bernard understands that his 

language is insufficient as an artist and must find a new language that gets at the heart of 

human consciousness* 

' This controlling effect that an audience may have on a work of an artist is precisely the reason that in A 
Room ofOne's Own, Woolf insists that for a woman to really be an artist, she must have a room of her 
own—m other words, a separation from social responsibilities and awareness of opinions of others in 
regards to her or her work 
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My book,stuffed with phrases,has dropped to the floor. It lies under the 

table to be sweptup bythe charwoman when she comes wearily at dawn. 

.. Whatis the phrase for the moon? And the phrase for love? By what 

name are we to call death? I do notknow. I need a little language such as 

lovers use,words ofone syllable such as children speak when they come 

into the room and find their mother sewing and pick up some scrap of 

bright wool,a feather,or a shred ofchintz. I need a howl;acry When 

the storm crosses the marsh and sweeps over me whereI lie m the ditch 

unregarded I need no words. Nothing neat. Nothing thatcomesdown 

wiih all its feeton the floor....false phrases. I have done with phrases 

(294-95) 

To find a phrase for the moon—forexample,"the moon"—betraysjust as much meaning 

as trying to define non-visual abstracts like love and death. Bernard speculates atthe end 

ofhis last soliloquy and the end ofthe novel as well that perhaps reducing words and 

phrases as much as possible is better than creating smoke ring after smoke ring. Indeed, 

he suggests a completely new type oflanguage,which would be more primal in the 

manner ofa howl,aery,or silence. To do away with false phrases to create a new 

language,however,suggests use ofa different medium rather than language as weknow 

itto convey ideas through reception ofthe senses. 

The character ofBernard provides,in effect,a transition into a discussion ofthe 

particular avant-garde film techniques used by Woolfin The Waves. Much like Woolf, 

the artist Bernard struggles with language and its inability to tap the core ofhuman 
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existence. We see Woolfsown frustration not only in her diaries atthe time of 

composting The Waves,but also in"A Sketch ofthe Past." She is aware ofthe struggle 

for writers to move beyond static narrative forms and find a dynamic linguistic vehicle 

that more clearly represents"being"; 

Often when I have been writing one ofmy so-called novelsI have been 

baffled by this same problem,that is,how to describe whatI call in my 

private shorthand—'non-being.' Every day includes much more non-

being than being.... These separate moments ofbeing were however 

embedded in many more momentsofnon-being. (70) 

Woolf,ofcourse,later describes"non-being"as the"cotton wool"m life It is mere 

existence—^thatis,the plain,everyday essentials that we as humans need to exist in life. 

Additionally,"non-being"intrudes uponthe way people think and choose to live their 

lives. With The Waves,Woolfinterrupts this pattern of"non-being"by incorporating 

cinematic elements within her text. The effect is two-fold: it makesthe reader more 

aware when reading,thus,more enlightened,and,more importantly,the appropriated 

avant-garde cinematechniques allow Woolfthe ability to enter deeper into the"being"of 

her characters,which was exactly whatavant-garde experimental filmmakers ofthe 

1920s and 1930s wanted to do with their experimental,abstracted film. 

However,Woolfs mostcinematic character in The Waves,Percival,is notonly 

constructed from multiple perspectives,but also atthe sametime deconstructed through 

their points-of-view. Indeed,like mostfilm until the"talkies"ofthe late 1920s whose 

characters had no audible voice,Percival is left voiceless as well. While the other six 
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characters build Percival up to be a"hero"with an entourage wbicb"assume[s]the sober 

and confident air ofsoldiers in the presence oftheir captain,"as Bernard claims,and one 

ofthe only people whom Louis admires,they concomitantly deconstructhim asa comical 

deity falling offa"flea-bitten mare"whistattempting to solve the"Oriental problem"m 

India. For Woolf,Percival encompassesthe epitome ofthe naive and conventional hero 

as well as asymbol ofconventional artistic form.^ He is,indeed,the embodimentofwhat 

the cinema without literature wasto Woolf—ajoke. And what Woolfshows m The 

Wavesis thatthe new language she seeks is a combination oflanguage and the cinema 

In his 1939 essay "Achievement," Eisenstein touts the enormous influence of 

Sovietfilm on all arts and specifically enumerates its influence upon each. He 

particularly mentionsthe influence ofSovietfilm on literature: "For literature—cinema 

is an expansion ofthe strict diction achieved by poetry and prose into a new realm where 

the desired image is directly matenalized in audio-visual perceptions"(182). However, 

Woolfwould contend with Eisenstein's statement and argue that while literature may be 

influenced by film techniques,language is by no means restricted by diction and can, 

moreover,directly materialize the desired image without audio-visual aids. And in The 

Waves,Woolfreappropriates the revolutionary sovietfilm technique ofmontage as atool 

oflanguage. AsEisenstein explains his theory ofmontage in his 1929essay"A Dialectic 

^ According to the Encyclopedia ofLiterature,Perceval is a"hero ofArthurian romance,distmguised by his 
quality ofchildlike(often uncouth)innocence,v/hich the origmal protects him from worldly temptation and 
sets hrni apartfrom other kmghts m Arthur's fellowship This quality also linlcs his story with the primitive 
folktaletheme ofa greatfool or sunple hero In Chretien de Troyes's poem Perceval, ouLe Conte du 
Graal(n"*century),Perceval's great adventure is a visitto the castle ofthe wounded king,where he sees a 
mysterious dish(or grail)but,having previously been scolded for askmg too many questions,fails to ask 
the question that would healAekmg Afterward,he sets offm search ofthe Grail and gradually learns the 
true meanmg ofchivalry and its close connection with theteachmgs ofthe church" 
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Approach to Film Form," it "is an idea that arises from the collision ofindependent shots-

-shots even opposite to one another: the'dramatic'principle"(49) And Woolfs 

narrative strategy ofhaving third person narration interrupt a narrative ofaltering first 

person narrators m The Wavescan certainly be described as a montage ofcolliding voices 

and pomts-of-view. 

While it may seem an obvious conclusion thatfirst-person narration collides with 

the third-person narration ofthe interludes in The Waves,further examination ofwhat 

Woolfis doing between and within these passages reveals the essence ofSoviet montage 

theory as described by Eisenstein. With a montage ofstark collisions ofimages within 

the interludes, Woolfis able to demonstrate a linguistic control over,and variety of, 

framing and rhythm,which are both among the most quintessential elements offilm 

form. Within the sixth interlude ofThe Waves,Woolfprovides a detailed example of 

filmic manipulation oflanguage 

The topmostleaves ofthe tree were crisped in the sun They rustled stiffly in the 

random breeze The birdssatstillsave thattheyflicked their headssharplyfrom 

side to side The dragon-flypoised motionless over a reedthen shot its blue 

stitchfuture through the air The river water held the reeds nowfixedas if 

glass had hardenedroundthem, and then the glass waveredand the reedsswept 

low Pondering,sunken headedthe cattle stood in thefields andcumbrously 

movedonefootand then another In the bucket near the house the tapstopped 

dripping, as ifthe bucket werefull, andthen the tap dripped one, two, three 

separate drops in succession The windowsshowederraticallyspots of 
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burningfire The blind hung red lightfellon chairs and tables The 

greenpotbulgedenormously The waves massedthemselves, curbed their 

backs andcrashed andleftpools inland, wheresomefish,stranded, lashed its 

tailas the wave drew back (166) 

Clearly,much like avant-garde film ofthe 20s and 30s,Woolfcreates a montage of 

imagesthat have no clear connection to each other Moreover,she expenments with a 

number ofcinematic framing devices,camera angle movement,and distance. The 

montage sequences that mamfestthemselves during the interludes,however,more 

importantly allow Woolfmuch in the manner ofexperimental montages ofthe Soviet 

tradition to establish a visual trigger or symbolthat later connects to a specific character 

within the narrative. The effortfor both Woolfand filmmakers like Sergei Eisenstem 

links essential human emotions and"being"with an visual montage ofimages that give 

form and heighten these abstract ideas. 

The passage gives the reader a much deeper understanding ofSusan's self. From 

her narrative,we know that Susan is more comfortable in the kitchen on afarm with 

children and animalsthan m the high-class atmosphere ofLondon;however,the interlude 

in this particular interlude sets a mental montage as wellto provide deeper and more 

three-dimensional understanding ofher character. The passage gives a briefvisual 

montage ofa pastoral scene to which Susan's monologues in the narrative hearken. The 

passage movesthe eye ofthe reader from alow angle gazing up atthe"topmost"leaves 

oftrees and pans down to birds on alower branch in the tree,to a dragon-fly on reeds in 

water,to the reeds themselves,to the water ofthe river,and finally culminating in a high 
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angle gazing down at stranded fish on the ground. In addition,the passage shows an 

experimentation with camera distance and how objects can beframed through language. 

Through acinematic vocabulary,the reader is first given a close-up ofthe topmostleaves 

on a tree,birds,and a dragon-fly on a singular reed to long or medium shots ofthe whole 

river and multiple "reeds." Woolfimmediately shifts immediatelyfrom long shots of 

cattle in the field to an extreme close up on not merely a bucket,butthe motions ofa 

singular drop ofwater from the tap. Her cinematic manipulation ofrhythm manifests 

itselfin the suddenjumpfrom the laconic rhythm ofcuts between random breezes in 

trees,a motionless dragon-fly,pondenng cattle,and three slowly falling drops ofwater to 

waves massing themselves,forcefully crashing upon the land,sweeping,spraying, 

leaping,and spattering(166). 

Woolfsreasoning for using a cinematic montage to interrupt her narrative rather 

than using the unconventional narrative strategies ofthe nineteenth century correlates 

with her desire to represent accurately the"being"ofher characters The reason avant-

garde filmmakers often use abstract montages within their films stemsfrom the aesthetic 

beliefthat abstraction and making something conventional strange not only coax readers 

into consciousness,but also give a new sense ofreality to the subjects oftheir work Like 

these avant-garde filmmakers,Woolfwanted desperately to find a linguistic medium m 

which she could shatter the restrictions conventional language placed on her writing to be 

able to representthe real consciousness ofher characters. And from her argumentin 

"Cinema,"weknow thatfor Woolfabstract visuals representthe deepest ofhuman 

emotions more accurately than a linear narrative. Within this particular interlude. 
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cinematic montagesexude a better imderstanding ofSusan's closeness to nature to be 

triggered every time Susan appears in the narrative. However,the montage sequences m 

Woolfs novel certainly do not limitthemselves to the interludes They merely setthe 

cinematic conflict that spills over into the narrative. 

Coupled with images colliding in the interrupting interlude montages,voices 

collide within the narrative as well.^ And to put it m cinematicterms,the changing pomt-

of-view demonstrates a collision ofcuts between camera angle. The effect creates a 

linguistic manipulation ofpoint-of-view that illustrates the importance Woolfplaces on 

changing subjectivity when trying to capture reality. Contemporary avant-garde 

filmmakers placed similar importance on changing point-of-view and,thus,subjectivity 

through their experiments with camera angles. In fact,the reader's first introduction to 

Bernard,Susan,Rlioda,Neville,Jinny,and Louis,surfaces through a montage of 

colliding voices,moreover,the voicesfocus on whatthey see or hear. 

'I see a ring,'said Bemard.. 

'I see a slab ofpale yellow,'said Susan... 

'I hear a sound,'said Rhoda 

'I see a globe,'said Neville 

^ In her essay"Nature and Community A Study ofCyclical Reality m The Waves"{Virginia Woolf 
Revaluation andContinuity, ed Ralph Freedman, Berkeley UofCalifomiaP 1980 219-240),Madeline 
Moore sees conflict m The Waves asstemmmgfrom the subject-object dichotomy She states,"It was not 
Woolfs purpose m The Wavesto overcome the phenomenological opposition between subject and object, 
but ratlier to dramatize that conflict"(220) 
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'I see acnmson tassel,'said Jinny... 

'I hear something stamping,'said Louis... (9) 

While Rhoda and Louisfocus on something received through the ears rather than sight,it 

does not dimish what Woolfattempts to achieve in the passage Indeed,very soon after 

these statements,Rhoda and Louisfocus on shadow and light as do the rest ofthe 

characters,who are children at this point. The passage is disorienting because it swiftly 

cutsfrom a subjective angle ofone character,say Bernard,"'I see a ring'," immediately to 

another subjective angle,Susan,"'I see a slab ofpale yellow.'" And the term "subjective 

angle" is appropriate because Woolfintroduces usto these characters through whatthey 

see through their eyes and on whatthey uniquely focus. Theform ofquickly switching 

points-of-view repeats itselfthrough the entirety ofthe novel and works as a trigger for 

the reader to place ourselves wholly in the position ofeach particular character. 

In addition to an mcreasmg penchant ofavant-garde film to represent 

simultaneously multiple pomts-of-view,the abstracttechnique ofthe superimposition, 

when shotA and shotB concomitantly appear to the audience,also became perfected by 

the avant-garde. The technique was used niuneroustimes byfilmmakersto illuminate the 

inner being,thoughts,and emotions ofa character as seen in chapter two with 

Menilmontantand Entr'acte. In The Waves,Woolfuses the common experience ofthe 

reflection in a window to introduce the cinematic technique to language: 

Now weroar and swing into atunnel. The gentleman pulls up the 

window. I see reflection onthe shining glass which lines the tunnel. I 

see him lower his paper. He smiles at my reflection m the tunnel. My 
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body instantly ofits own accord puts forth a frill under his gaze. My 

body lives a life ofits own. Now the black window is green again. We 

are out ofthe tunnel. Hereads his paper. Butwe have exchanged the 

approval ofour bodies There is then a great society ofbodies,and mine 

is introduced;mine has come into the room where the gilt chairs are. 

Look—...(63) 

While Jinny sees the man's reflection in the window,which afilm scholar mightcompare 

to"shot A,"he sees her reflection,"shotB." However,the reader experiences both 

reflections simultaneously and,in effect,a cinematic momentwhere shotA and shotB 

are supenmposed Instead ofa description ofJinny and the man gazing directly at each 

other,the superimposed reflections more accurately describe the compound emotions and 

feelings ofJinny. That is,the combined experience ofboth gazes together encourages the 

reader to visualize the two superimposed images and the insights that it gives into the 

character ofJinny. For example,we better imderstand that Jinny has a directimpacton 

others who gaze at her—assymbolized through herimage superimposed on his. In 

addition,Woolfs visual impression provides an understanding ofJinny's comfort with 

performance in society She knov/s that her body—living a life ofits own—iswatched 

by others,and she uses thatto her advantage. 

Unlike the male characters in the novel.Jinny does not use conventional 

language,yetfinds mediums ofcommunicating and,indeed,controlling her own 

existence—something Bernard does not successfully achieve. Jinny m particular usesthe 

physical appearance ofher body to communicate and control others—specifically,it 
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seems,to eontrol the way men reaetto and gaze at her. In this way,Jinny's character 

suggests the cinematic medium itselfbecause film also controls the gaze ofthe audience 

through framing,which includes camera movement,position,angle,and distance. Even 

though Woolfdied approximately thirty four years before its publication,the issues 

raised regarding the gaze mLama Mulvey'sfamous"Visual Pleasure and Narrative 

Cinema" manifestthemselves m The Waves. Moreover,what Woolfis doing with this 

characteristic ofJinny almost anticipates the arguments that Mulvey would make m the 

mind 1970's,which ignited feministfilm studies. Instead ofthe male gaze controlling 

her,what Jinny does,how she appears,or whather fate will be.Jinny is the one 

controlling the gazes ofmen and,possibly,women. She is subjective as opposed to 

Mulvey's objective female fetish always atthe mercy ofthe male gaze The men are 

objects ofher control,wlrch she achieves through the medium ofher body. The mere 

factthat Woolfgives subjectivity to the female body is absolutely revolutionary for the 

time,ajid remains so even now However,whatMulvey was reacting to wastypical 

Hollywood films which still objectify the female body through the gaze ofthe male; 

experimental or avant-garde films,ofcourse,steer away from anything conventional like 

objectifying womenthrough a distinctly male gaze Therefore,Woolf,again,explores an 

avant-garde cinematic technique by giving Jinny subjectivity through the medium ofher 

body."^ 

Moreover,unlike Bemard and Neville,Jinny does not bother communicating with 

previously established modesofcommunication—^like language—^yetfinds,in effect,a 

See Chapter III foi fiirther detail aboutspecific avant-garde films that give subjectivity to thefemale—m 
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more primal language,her body. Indeed,Jinny's control over her own subjectivity 

echoesthe woman atthe beginning ofthe novel who"couched beneath the horizon" 

raises alamp to illuminate and give definition and being to all. Withoutthe light thatthe 

woman provides in the beginning interlude ofthe novel,nothing would have definition or 

subjectivity; m addition to directing movementwithin the interlude,she,moreover, 

directs the movementofthe readers' eyes,whatthey see—justas Jinny does with her 
« 

body. When Jinny enters aroom,Susan explains,everyone comes under her control: 

There is Jinny... She stands in the door. Everything seems stayed. The 

waiter stops The diners atthe table by the door look. She seemsto centre 

everything;round her tables,lines ofdoors,windows,ceilings,ray 

themselves,like rays round the star in the middle ofasmashed window-

pane. She brings things to a point,to order. Now she sees us,and moves, 

and all the rays ripple and flow and waver over us,bringing in new tides 

ofsensation.(120-21) 

Initially,this mightseem that Jinny acts as nothing more than a spectacle for others to 

gaze at; however.Jinny is the only dynamic element-moving,rippling,wavering—while 

all else is static In fact,the only other character who hasthe capacity to "centre" others 

like rays oflight is the enigmatic Percival However,this passage does not clearly 

articulate Jinny's power to control the gazes ofothers as alanguage ofcommumcation. 

particular, Un chien andalou 
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Indeed,Jinny exudes a new linguistic ability through her body—a visible 

element—asa medium ofcommunication. Rather than linguistic sign systems,Jinny's 

resembles visual sign systems And because her body is visible and nota static statue~it 

moves,waves,ripples—Jinny's sign system mostclearly echoes thatofthe cinematic arts. 

As Jinny's body ripples as ifa godly shower ofgold,she tames male bodies into docility: 

Rippling gold,1 say to him,"Come,"said Jinny. 'And he comes;he 

crosses the room to where 1 sit, with my dress like a veil billowing round 

meon the gilt chair. Our hands touch,our bodies burstinto fire The 

chair,the cup,the table—nothing remains unlit. All quivers,all kindles,all 

bums clear.(140) 

Woolfs quotation marks,ofcourse,do notalways indicate actual aural speech,and in 

this case,when Jinny says to him,"Come,"she says it with her body because he must 

cross a whole room to reach her In Jinny's new sign system,which worksrather 

effectively for her,she signals"come,"and he performs the obediently performs the 

request. And when 1 say Jinny controls her body,1 ofcourse also mean she controls her 

sexuality as is apparentin the sexually charged language ofWoolfmthe previous 

passage. Bodies bursting into fire, quivering,kindling,buming,and climaxing ofcourse 

indicates that Jinny's subjectivity ofherselfextends to her sexual activity—a 

phenomenally revolutionary statementon both Jinny's and Woolfs part. More 

poignantly,however.Jinny later describes the language ofher body in terms ofa sign 

system: 
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For now my body,mycompamon,which is always sending its signals,the 

rough black"No,"the golden"Come"in rapid runmng arrows of 

sensation,beckons. Some one moves. DidIraise myarm^ Did I look"? 

Did my yellow carfwith the strawberry spots float and signal? He has 

brokenfrom the wall. Hefollows. Iam pursued.. Now let us sing our 

love song—Come,come,come. Now my gold signal is like a dragon-fly 

flying taut,(my emphasis,176-77) 

Jinny's references to signaling to others through her body illustrates herimderstanding 

that she uses a different communication than linguistic forms and that she has total 

control over it. Additionally,Woolfagain echoes back to the woman raising alamp in 

the with her arm in first interlude ofthe novel when Jinny asks"Did I raise my arm." 

Conflating the woman raising the light, which gives subjectivity to the objects in the 

beginning ofthe novel,with Jinny who has enoimous cinematic qualities can only create 

animage ofafemale artist who appropriates the cinemafor language—Woolfherself. 

Moreover,with Bernard's narrative voice merging into the style ofthe interludes, 

her mostcinematic sequences,atthe end ofthe novel,it is not difficultto understand that 

Woolf,indeed,believed herselfwthin the avant-garde circle ofwriters who construct 

cinematic novels After pages and pages ofattempting to"sum up"(238)his life and the 

lives ofthe others with the language ofhis phrase book,Bernard's voice finally merges 

into that ofthe interludes,that ofthe cinematic. He proclaims that he needs a new 

language,"I need a little language such as lovers use,words ofone syllable such as 
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children speak... I need a howl;a cry.... I need no words... I have done"with 

phrases"(295),and then merges into filmic language 

The stars draw back and are extinguished. The bars deepenthemselves 

between the waves. The film ofmistthickens on the fields. A redness 

gathers onthe roses,even on the pale rose that hangs by the bedroom 

window. A bird chirps. Cottagers light their early candles. Yes,this is 

the eternal renewal,the incessant rise and fall and fall and rise again. 

(296-97) 

Woolfslanguage in Bernard's final passage finally mergesthe cinematic with the 

linguistic. Bernard gives a montage ofimagesreminiscent ofthe interludes. Further, 

Bernard identifies himselfwith the wavesthemselves,"And in metoo the wave rises," 

and as a wave,he wholly enters into the cinematic in the last sentence ofthe novel,"The 

waves broke on the shore"Theimage ofthe waves ultimately combines the literary 

artist, Bernard,and the cinematic interludes as Woolfs final proclamation ofanew 

linguisticform,the cinematic novel,which,as Woolfsees it, must be the new wave in 

literature. 
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CHAPTERIII 

AVANT-GARDEFILM TECHNIQUESIMPORTANTIN THE WAVES 

"Down with the story and the plot!"—Sergei Eisenstein 

Opusculum paedagogum. 
The pears are not viols, 
Nudes or bottles. 

Theyresemble nothing else 

They are yellow forms 
Composed ofcurves 
Bulging toward the base 
They are touched red. 

—"Study ofTwoPears," Wallace Stevens 

Although Woolfherselfwas notaregular filmgoer and only found The Cabinetof 

Dr Caligari worthy oflimited academic discussion,as explained in Chapter 1,it is clear 

that she was clearly in the midstofthe avant-garde film movementin England. It is 

hardly reasonable to suggestthat she was notin any way aware or,as Chapter2 

demonstrates,influenced by avant-garde cinema. And while it cannot be proven that 

Woolfactually viewed any ofthe films discussed m this chapter with the exception of 

Caligari,she was certainly quite aware ofthem,their directors,and,mostimportantly, 

their aesthetic devices. Moreover,the avant-garde film movementand Modernism were 

similar in philosophical spirit and aesthetic beliefs,consequently,the goals ofthe avant-

garde movementshared acommon interest with the modernist aesthetic movementofthe 

time,which crossed national boardeis and artistic disciplines as well 

This chapter will not only discuss and give specific film examples ofthe 

expenmental cinematic techniques being used by Woolfs contemporary avant-garde 

filmmakers ofthe 1920s and 1930s that Chapter2explores in The Waves,but it will also 
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highlightthe artistic concern ofdiscovering anew artform to give an accurate expression 

ofreality,which Woolfdoes within her character Bernard. Certainly,Woolfand other 

modernist authors like Richardson and Joyce,dedicated themselves to the 

experimentation ofform as a means ofconveying heightened feeling and means of 

delving into the consciousness as avant-garde filmmakers did. In fact,even Woolfs 

contemporary critics noticed the connection between avant-garde filmmakers and 

modernist writers. In his article published in Film magazine m 1932,RobertFairthome 

suggests that Joyce shares stylistic similarities inform with Eisnestein and Kuleshov 

"There is a verbal parallel in the methods ofJames Joyce"(172).Fairthome clearly had 

yetto read the fiction ofVirgima Woolfbecause he would have certainly claimed the 

same stylistic experimentation in her narrative structure as that ofJoyce,Eisenstein,and 

Kuleshov. 

Although film was still in its childhood in the 1920s and 1930s and,thus,anew 

and unconventional artform,by the 30s Hollywood conventions in narrative and film 

form were already beginning establishing themselves The result encouraged filmmakers 

to work within the limits ofnarrative and form construction set by Hollywood. Just as 

Woolfworked against established and popular nineteenth-century narrative constmctions 

m The Waves,contemporary avant-garde film artists worked to contradict nascent 

conventional film forms. In fact,m his first film BloodofaPoet(1930),Jean Cocteau 

explores the artist's responsibility to reinvent old forms rather than merely imitating them. 

Cocteau more importantly allowsfor a self-reflection and criticism ofhimselfand,as he 

says in the film,"how I let myselfbe caughtup in my ownfilm," as an artist in the film. 

Much like Bernard in The Waves,the artist in BloodofaPoetonly imitates and idolizes 
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art ofthe past. When the film poet enters a mirror,he learns thatthe act ofmere 

reflection only leads to artistic suicide And upon exiting the mirror,the artist destroys 

the Grecian statue only to become a statue himselflater m the film. While the Bloodofa 

Poetis attimes pretentious,the narrative explores the shared concern among modernist 

literary figures like Virgima Woolfand avant-garde filmmakersto not merely imitate the 

classics in their art, butto make their arttotally new and unconventional. A.L Rees 

further explains the link between the narrative in BloodofaPoetto modernist and avant-

garde struggles' 

Cocteau's film finally affirms the redemptive power ofthe classic 

tradition,butthe dissolution ofthe hero's personal identity also 

underminesthe Western fixation on stability and repetition,asserting that 

any modem version ofclassicism was to be determinedly"neo"rather 

than"post" (47) 

In other words,artwork(be it literature or film)should he new inform;that is,there 

should he a clear mpturefrom pastforms rather than merely a continuance,or "post," 

movement. And considering Virginia Woolfs connection to the Film Society of 

England,filmmaker Man Ray,and the mtemational avant-garde movementin general, 

she was already familiar with the mptures being made by figures like Cocteau in the 

avant-garde film movements ofthe early 1910s and 20s,which began with films like The 

CabinetofDr Caligari 

While The CabinetofDr Caligari(1919,director Robert Wiene and writers Carl 

Mayer and Hans Janowitz)is certainly notthe mostexperimental ofearly films at the 

beginning ofthe avant-garde movement,it did act as a catalyst m not only Woolfsovm 
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writing—as is clearfrom Chapter 1—^butalso in film circles. In Experimental Cinema, 

David Curtis sees Caligari as an importantturning pomtin the European avant garde 

movement "In May 1921 [Louis]Delluc launched asecond magazine Cinea...and in 

the same year he wasresponsible for importing The CabinetofDr Caligari,which had 

just been a smash hiton Broadway"(9) Thus,it is not unreasonable that as "[rjomantic 

and expressionistic Germanfilms{Caligari, Nosferatu)stimulated a research into 

composition"for avant-garde film—^as Jacques Brunius,the French film critic, has 

implied(Curtis 10)—italso stimulated research into composition for modernist authors 

like Woolf. Interestingly,however,simultaneous with Caligari's catalyst affect on avant 

garde film was its extraordinary success as a popular film. And clearly,from Woolfs 

rhetoric concerning Caligari in her"Cinema"essay,she sees it as a popular film that 

disregards unconventional and experimental techniques 

Yet Woolfscommentaboutthe unintentional dark presence that interrupts the 

narrative sequence dunng her particular screening ofCaligari highlights precisely the 

innovative technique that German expressionism used to evoke emotionsfrom the 

audience and to explore the internal being ofhumans Caligari,like many other German 

expressionistfilms,useslow-key lighting to create high contrastin composition onthe 

screen. The result,according to Gerald Mastand Bruce F.Kawin in The Movies A 

ShortHistory,is that although the"camerawork is wretched and the direction is uneven,. 

.[Caligari]is a world withoutsunlight. Shadows oflight and dark,shafts where the sun 

would normally cast its shadow,have been painted on the sets"(154). In effect,Caligari 

and the following movements ofGerman Expressionism and avant garde experimental 

films that It inspired primarily use shadows—^the very technique Woolffinds most 
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exciting and believes is accidental—as its unconventionaltechnique to shock viewers 

For Woolfas well as the makersofCaligari,the power oflighting to depict 

unconventional visual compositions is a unique tool for film,and Woolfwould argue for 

fiction as well. As she posits her"Cinema" article,"ifashadow at a certain momentcan 

suggestso much more than the actual gestures and wordsofmen and women in a state of 

fear,it seems plain that the cinema has within its grasp innumerable symbolsfor emotion 

that have so far failed to find expression"(Woolf270). For Woolf,Caligari does not 

fully realize the potential the cinematic techniques available. 

In fact, with the exception ofone slight pan,Cabgari's employs little camera 

movement. And while the extreme shadows created by paint provide phantasmagoric 

sets m the film,the lack ofcamera movementconstitutes a feeling thatthe film is still 

conventional and does not fiilly realize the modernist agendaofstrangeness within texts 

that makesthe audience feel uneasy. Still, Caligari's mostsuspenseful moments occur 

when unidentified shadows"suggestso much more than the actual gestures and words of 

men and womenin a state offear"For example,the first victim ofthe Somnambulist, 

Cesare,the sleeping Adam,is not approached by Cesare's actualimage,butby his 

distorted,larger-than-life shadow that projected onto the wall Indeed,as we learn atthe 

end ofthe film,the fantastic world ofexaggerated shadows is none other than the tortured 

state offear within the consciousness ofa madman who believes Dr Caligari atthe 

hospital is the mythological Caligari who traverses the countryside methodically killing 

people with the aid ofhis black magic and somnambulist 

As discussed in Chapter 2,this cinematic intruding shadow manifests itselfin The 

Waves asthe framing technique ofthe interludes as well as within the image ofan 
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undulating "fin," which she describes through Bernard as"[t]his bare visual impression 

[that]IS unattached to any line ofreason,it springs up as one might see the fin ofa 

porpoise on the horizon. Visualimpressions often communicate thus briefly statements 

that we shall in time to come to uncover and coax into words"(Waves 189) Here Woolf 

admits that it is often the purely visible that captures what words cannot. Like the 

interrupting interludes in The Wavesthat give an unattached mental impression in the 

midstofher narrative in attempts to communicate that which cannot be putinto words, 

director Rene Clair's 1924 French-Surrealist short Entr'acte uses various experimental 

film techniques to do the same. In fact,during the final sequence ofthe film,a"fin"of 

sorts actually appears in the film as a magician who wasin the coffinjumpsthrough the 

"FIN"placard,which results in a questioning ofthe integrity ofthe whole film itself. 

And as Woolfs"fm"breaks the surface of"non-being"to shock usinto an extraordinary 

state ofconsciousness,Clair's FIN is itselfbrokenthrough by aperson who"springs" 

through its surface. 

ThroughoutEntr'acte, Clair assaults the audience's eye with compounding 

interruptions ofa simple plot—aman getting shot at a firing range and his funeral 

procession In fact,inA History ofExperimentalFilm and Video,A.L.Rees notes that 

Clair's Entr'acte which translates as"Interlude"was"premiered'between the acts' ofa 

Satie ballet"(45) The statementis interestingly ironic m reference to Woolfmtwo 

ways: First, Woolfsframing technique in The Waves is often referred to as"interludes," 

and it does,indeed,interruptthe narrative ofthe novel as Entr'acte apparently did forthe 

ballet;second,Woolflater wrote a novel called Between the Acts,which explores her 

continuing fascination with the interruption ofconventional narratives with alternative 
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"narratives." Similarly,Clair uses the various interruptions in the plotto create visual 

punsthat could not easily be expressed or"coax[ed]into words"as Woolfwould say. 

And as Woolfdoesin The Waves,Entr'acte creates narrative interruptions with 

visual impressions unattached to anyIme ofreason. Clair's interruptions coax us into 

new and different perspectives ofseeing something or someone,which is also important 

to Woolf. Clair makes it clear that his mainfocus is to reinvent"normal" visualization 

when a pair ofupside-down eyes invites the audience to see m oppositional ways. From 

the start ofthe narrative,asenes ofvisual puns interrupt. Whilethey have no connection 

to the narrative or each other,they deconstruct conventional ways ofseeing on the partof 

the spectator. Interestingly,the mostfamous narrative interruption manifests itself 

through an extreme change in camera angle. Through a glass floor,we observe a 

fragmented sequence ofthe legs ofa ballet dancer dressed in atutu. The final revelation 

ofthe sequence culminates in a straight-on angle shotofthe ballet dancer,which reveals 

whatseemsto be a bearded man.Clair's visual pirns continually interruptthe simple 

narrative m anumber ofways' blinking night lights become suspended white punching 

gloves,columns ofthe Parthenon become arow ofcigarettes,and achessboard is 

graphically matched with a superimposition ofalong shot ofatown square.Yet,the 

visual puns do more than simply break up the linear narrative,as do Woolfsinterludes 

between the narrative and recurring image ofthe fin Indeed,they also give the spectator 

multiple perspectives ofa single image in order to shock the viewer into a new 

understanding ofthe object. And as demonstrated in the previous chapter,one of 

Woolfs main agendae in The Waves wasto create multiple perspectives ofa single 

objectfor the purpose ofcreating afuller understanding ofthe inner being ofa character. 
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Moreover,the interruptions in the plot ofEntr'acte manifestthemselves in what 

Eisenstein would label conflict. While Clair incorporates a number ofconflicts thatcan 

be categorized by Eisenstein's criteria,the mostexperimental examples in Entr'acte are 

conflict ofplanes,tempo conflict,and light conflict. The conflicts cause not only a 

disruption m the narrative,but also encapsulate Eisenstein's idea that meaning in art 

arisesfrom conflict and collision. The conflicts also recall the modernistideal of 

reconciling opposites, yet maintaining integrity ofeach,within the same space During 

the famousfuneral sequence,Clair experiments with tempo conflict—atechnique that 

alters linear time much like Woolfs interludes—^by using slow and fast motion. And 

much ofthe light conflict exhibited in the film stems from tempo conflicts as well. 

Tracking shots from the casket and various other vehicles like roller-coaster seats 

increase in tempo to create a confusing montage offlickering lights that have a dizzying 

effecton the viewer. In addition,the most evidentexample ofplane conflict surfaces 

when atracking shotfrom the casket splits and tilts into the center ofthe screen on 

different planes. All ofGlair's visual conflicts within the film work to combine opposites 

within the same shots and create completely new ways ofseeing. 

Much like Woolfcreates conflict and collision between the style ofthe interludes, 

a disinterested third person,and the style ofthe narrative,shifting first-person neuration. 

Glair's collisions created in Entr'acte exemplify the essence ofSergei Eisenstein's theory 

ofcollision and conflict editing While Woolfs montagesofcolliding images and 

rhythms within the interludes are not used to enhance the feeling ofthe internal frantic 

fear within the fleeing masses as doesthe Odessa Steps sequence in Eisenstein's The 

BattleshipPotemkm(1925),as argued in Ghapter 2,her montages do,in effect,help get 
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closer to the inner being ofcharacters. And although it is improbable that Woolfever 

saw The BattleshipPotemkm since it was banned in England until after her death,she 

was clearly aware ofthe power ofconflict in imagistic and rhythmic montage as 

explained by Eisenstein in his essays m Film Form. 

Ofcourse,the mostfamous cinematic examples ofhis conflict manifest 

themselves on the steps ofOdessain The Battleship Potemkin. Eisenstein's acumenfor 

finding conflicts within his editing style makes his montages such an emotional 

experience for audiences. During the Odessa sequence,long shots ofthe masses are 

cross-cut with shots ofthe individual to create a graphic conflict Moreover,rapid cutting 

between soldiers marching m one direction across the screen and down the steps to 

civilians running m the opposite direction across the screen and alone woman climbing 

up the steps again givestwo powerful graphic conflicts that excite anxiety and empathy 

from the spectators for the helpless masses. In addition,Eisenstein's mostpowerful 

conflict oftempo surfaces during the cuts between the methodical,synchronized 

marching ofthe soldiers' boots and the frantic,out-of-control fleeing ofthe mass of 

civilians downthe steps. 

Another example ofEisenstein's conflictin The BattleshipPotemkin thatcan 

again be related to the narrative style ofWoolfs The Waves is the use ofthe nondiegetic 

insert within the film.^ Inserting animage that is not part ofthe narrative space during 

the sequence mimics what Woolfs"fm"represents—animage that only momentarily 

surfaces,as afin surfaces above the water,to break the continuity ofthe narrative and to 

'In Film Art AnIntroduction,Fifth Edition(New York McGraw-Hill, 1997), David Bordwell and 
Kristin Thompson define"nondieget'c msert" as a"shot or series ofshots cut into a sequence,showing 
objects represented as bemg outside the space ofthe narrative" 
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shock the reader into a revelation ofunderstanding ofthe text InPotemkin,Eisenstem 

interjects stills ofthree stone lions which actually were photographs from a museum in 

the Crimea To a Russian audience during the release ofPotemhn,these nondiegetic 

inserts would certainly be recognizable. David Bordwellfurther explains the importance 

ofthe lion inserts in his book The CinemaofEisenstem: 

[Tjhree shots ofsculpted lions combine to create the image ofa single 

lion leaping to his feet. ... Like thejerking woman atthe beginning of 

the sequence,they are quasi-diegetic. ... The rampantlion,[Eisenstem] 

says,exemplifies the 'artificially produced representation ofmovement' 

that yields a'primitive-psychological' effect. (77-78) 

For Eisenstem,the nondiegetic,or,as Bordwell calls them,"quasi-diegetic,"inserts are 

used to heighten the audience's sense ofalarm and also cause dynamic motion through a 

graphic conflict. Thatis,the graphic conflict caused by the nondiegetic inserts causes,in 

effect,afalse sense ofmotion through rapid edits between the static photos ofthe Crimea 

lions. The effort,again,is similar to what Woolfaccomplishes not only with the 

recurring image ofthe fin,but also with her rhythmical shifts between a narrative 

spanning an entire human life and interludes spanning only one day The montage ofa 

rising and setting sun during the interludes gives the narrative afalse sense ofsmooth 

transition dunng the lives ofthe characters. However,it also worksto create a cyclical 

rhythm which underscores Woolfsthemesoflife and death within the novel. Indeed,the 

theme ofconflating life and death is not unique to The Waves,but popular in such 

revolutionary films as The Battleship Potemkin. 
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Adding to Eisenstein's use ofthe nondiegetic static image inPotemkin and 

Woolfs beliefthata"bare visual impression[that]is unattached to any line ofreason" 

can,indeed,"communicate thus briefly statements that we shall in time to cometo 

uncover and coax into words,"Man Ray,an American photographer who was also an 

experimentalfilmmaker and closely connected the French avant-garde,also places great 

importance on unattached visuals in his film Retour ala raison(1923),"Return to 

Reason." His composition is purely an exploration ofform and image—similarto parts 

ofWoolfs interludes. For often the interludes are composed ofpassages ofdancing light 

and shadow "Sharpstripes ofshadow lay on the grass, andthe dew dancing on the tips 

oftheflowersandleaves made the garden like a mosaic ofsingle sparks notyetformed 

into one whole"(29). And ManRay plays with the imagesthat he calls"animated 

'rayograms'which allowed the direct registration ofobjects on to film by physically 

placing them onthe photographic surface and exposing them to light"(Curtis 17) Ray 

creates a flickering sensation through rayograms ofnails,gyres,abstract black and white 

specs,and carmval whirling lights In addition,he experiments with castshadows 

created by asuspended mobile and attached shadows on a nudefemale torso.'^ The 

importance ofthis film to Woolfis not merely compositional Indeed,ManRay and 

Woolfwere both dedicated to using stark visualformsto return the human mind to a 

level ofconsciousness long forgotten. For ManRay,this is a"return to reason,"and 

^ Some ofthe mostfamous professional photographs ofWoolfwere taken by Man Ray during the early 
1930s 

^ Stan Brakhage,an expermiental filmmaker in the 1960s,explamed flicker as creatmg a physical sensation 
through quickly movmg shapes on the screen experienced with the eye See'"Giving Sightto the 
Medium' Stan Brakhage"m William Wees'From LightMovmg m Time. 
Accordmg to Bordwell and Thompson,an"attached shadow occurs when light fails to illummate partof 

an object because ofthe object's shape or surface features" And a castshadow is caused by a"body 
block[mg]outthe light"(178) 



62 

even Woolfexplains these unattached visual impressions as apartfrom any line of 

conventional"reason." Just as Woolfretumsto the montages ofunattached visuals in her 

interludes and in the beginning montage in the nursery,which was,ofcourse,areference 

to her earliest memory upon which she bases her life,Man Ray also considers the 

unattached visual image as something connecting to our deepest sense ofconsciousness. 

In fact,m Man Ray's later film L'Etoile de mer(1928),Ray's wholefilm 

structure seems to be a progenitor to the narrative ofThe Waves. While the interludes in 

The Waves are,indeed,the mostabstract partofthe novel,the images we get are 

presented to the reader in a clear fashion clear;thatis,there is no question what we are,in 

effect,seeing—a wave,aleaf,a chair,a bucket,a bird. However,the reception ofthe 

actual narrative arrives in afragmented array ofsimultaneous multiple voices. Reality of 

the characters is,thus,obscured. Ray'sL'Etoile de merfollows a similar pattern. Any 

imagesofthe conventional romantic plotofjealousy m the film are obscured through 

sometype ofgauze or frosted glass;thus,faces and action is obscured,and even the sex 

ofthe characters are often m question And inteijected into the film are crisp,close-up 

images captured in an iris ofa starfish,various still life pictures,extreme close-ups of 

scared hands,and celestial bodies. However,like Woolfs vivid images within the 

interrupting interludes,the interruptions in L'Etoile de mer give a better understanding of 

the inner emotions ofthe characters in the obscured plot. Moreover,Man Ray also 

experiments with interruptions ofsimultaneous multiple perspectives in the film as well 

m ashotofthe starfish in different positions. 

Multiple-perspectives were certainly used by Woolfin The Wavesthroughoutthe 

novel,but particularly when she composed the Percival character. Similarly,Man Ray 
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experimented with multiple perspectives through multi-screens,as well as Russian and 

French avant-garde filmmiakers. The technique was,indeed,an international experiment 

shared among aesthetic disciplines to demonstrate that,at all times,any object or being 

can be seen in a different way. For example in his documentary Man with a Movie 

Camera(1929),Dziga Vertov explores the multiple ways in which a director can frame 

objects or people for his or her audience. Atpomts,a street will appear spiced and canted 

in opposite directions, while other times,Vertov will again have a split screen showing 

oppositional motions on the same city streetfilmed at different times. Moreover,Man 

with a Movie Camera illustrates howthe medium ofthe camera itselfcontrols the 

perception ofits audience,and at several points during the film,Vertov shifts the 

perspectivefrom ourown eye,to the audience within the film,to the eye ofhis camera, 

and to the eye ofsomeone else filming Vertov himself. 

Additionally,the French avant-garde film movementexperimented with the split 

screen. In the 1924French experimental short Ballet mecanique,directors Femand Leger 

and Dudley Murphy also use the split-screen techmque to present simultaneous multiple 

perspectives ofthe same object—similar to Woolfstechnique when creating Percival 

through multiple perspectives And yet,despite the multiple perspectives that we do get 

ofPercival,he is never given a voice ofhis ovra,and Woolfs most visual and cinematic 

ofcharacters ultimately looks comical because the strictly cinematic view ofPercival 

cannot projectthe true selffor Woolf. However,to infuse language with the avant-garde 

cinematic technique,as Woolfdoes with her character,Bernard,is her linguistic-

cinematic accomplishmentin The Waves. 
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Ofcourse,as explained in Chapter2,another important avant-garde film 

technique incorporated by Woolfin The Waves is the superimposition/ Multiple 

examples may be givenfrom the experimental documentaries ofthe 1920s like Vertov's 

Man with a Movie Camera,Glair's Entr'acte,or Jean Vigo'sAproposde Nice(1930); 

however,a more relevant example that uses the superimposition as a means ofentering 

into the conscience ofa character is Dimitri Kirsanoffs Menilmontant(1926). Ata 

particularly desperate pointin the life ofthe main character,played by Nadia Sibirskaia, 

she contemplates either committing suicide byjumping in the river, murdering her child 

by doing the same,or both. To capture the desperate state ofthe character's conscience, 

he creates asuperimposed sequence. While a close-up image ofher head floats on 

screen,Kirsanofflayers images ofthe cityscape. Dizzying pans and tracking shots of 

suited men frantically walking the street,the pavement,and horse-drawn wagons stream 

across her lostface. The superimposition clearly works to make the audience empathize 

with her perspective ofwalking the streets alone with a hungry child and contemplating 

death while simultaneously giving us athird-person image ofher anxiety-ridden face. 

Woolfclearly mimicsthe editing device during the tunnel scene with Jinny. While the 

readers see whatJinny experiences through her eyes,they also getthe opposite 

perspective ofthe man,which works to bring us into a better understanding ofJinny's 

self. 

However,as explained in Chapter 2,Jinny also encompasses the aspects offilm 

itself. In essence,she presents herselfas in control ofher own gaze and in control of 

whatthose who gaze at her see. Atno pointin Woolfstext do those gazing at Jinny 

'Bordwell and Thompson explam the superunposition as"the exposure ofmore than one image on the 
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have control,on the contrary,she is always in control ofthe direction oftheir gazes at 

exactly whatthey see. The scenario indicates that Jinny is subjectofher own gaze and 

not an objectto others. This cinematic technique ofgiving the subjective gaze to the 

female,instead ofa male protagonist,as is the tradition ofconventional Hollywood film 

at this time,wasindeed pursued hy avant-garde filmmakers. In whatis probably the 

most well known avant-garde film, Un chien andalou(1929),by Luis Bufiuel and 

Salvador Dali,explores the control ofthe female gaze.^ For example,Bunuelshowsthe 

young girl,played by Simone Mareuil,gazing at a shirt and tie onthe bed and cuts to a 

subjective anglefrom the girl's pomt-of-view showing the tie suddenly tied. Further,she 

gazes atthe door,and the male protagonist suddenly appearsfor the first time in her 

apartment. Similar to Jinny's gaze,which has control over whatothers see,the young 

girl in Bunuel'sfilm controls whatappears to the audience. Moreover,like Jinny,who 

claims that her body"live a life ofits own,"Bunuel often uses camera angles that 

originate from the girl's breasts—^particularly whenthe man is caressing her. The camera 

angles give a subjectivity not only to afemale,which is one ofthe most unconventional 

ofcinematic techniques atthe time,but also to the girl's body. The technique directly 

relates to what Woolfdoes with Jinny. Moreover,Bunuel's mostfamous shotin Un 

chien andalou,an extreme close-up ofa woman'seye being sliced with arazor suggests 

that his film mvites the audience to see in a different and new way. In addition,the scene 

perhaps points to the female gaze as perhaps the origin ofthe"unconventional"vision 

that avant-garde filmmakers and modernist authors like Virginia Woolf,sought. 

same film strip" 
® For a more detailed discussion ofthe empowered female gaze m Un chien andalou,see The BrandedEye 
Buhuel's Un chien andalou by Jenaro Taldns(Minneapolis U ofMmnesotaP,1993) 



66 

The experimental film techmques used by the French avant-garde and Soviet 

filmmakers during the 1920s and 30s clearly parallel the cinematic techniques that 

Virginia Woolfincorporated into The Waves. Although the probability ofher seeing any 

ofthe mentioned films in this chapter is low,the spintoftheir experimentation was 

certainly well known among intellectual circles. And the cinematic influence upon her 

own literature certainly manifests itselfin The Waves Yet,although Woolfand these 

filmmakers use different mediumsto convey sometimes similar ideas,that does not mean 

thatone medium better depicts the idea or that it is even importantto show one superior 

to the other,as Woolfarguesfor literature in"The Cinema." Indeed,it is the dialog 

established between these two different waysofdepicting images,film and literature,that 

brings new understanding that would not be available withoutthe conflict between film 

and literature. 
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CONCLUSION/FIN 

'Now to sum up,'said Bernard. 'Now to explain to you the meaning.. 

WhenI initially began this project,it was under the assumption that The Waves 

would be a perfecttextfor an experimental film. The montage sequences within the 

interludes and the narrative as well as Woolfs manipulation oftime seemed to run like 

ribbons offilm through my mind in avant-garde fashion. However,upon completion of 

the project,I imderstand thatrepresenting The Wavesthrough only the medium ofthe 

avant-garde cinema would notdo itjustice For what Woolfdoes in The Wavesis not 

only cinematic or only linguistic; it is more certainly a combination ofthe two artforms 

and the two ways ofdepicting images Language posses the power to tap into the 

consciousness thatthe avant-garde cinemalacks,and,similarly,the avant-garde taps a 

partofhuman understanding thatlanguage itselfcannot grasp. 

In his bookIconology Image, Text,Ideology,W.J.T Mitchell explores the 

various ways ofdepicting images. Much ofhis argumentlingers onthe gap between the 

seenimage and the word representing thatimage. There seemsto always be alack in 

language,which inevitably defers meamng ofwhatreality is Mitchellfurther explains 

the gap: 

The image is the sign that pretends notto be asign,masquerading as(or, 

for the believer,actually achieving)natural immediacy and presence. The 

word is its"other,"the artificial, arbitrary production ofhuman will that 

disrupts natural presence by introducing unnatural elements into the 

world—^time,consciousness,history,and the alienating intervention of 

symbolic mediation. (43) 
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With this explanation ofthe gap between seen image and linguistic representation ofthe 

image,it seems a meaningless task to attempt poetic representation with words Any 

verbal translation ofthe image into language would inevitably fall short and produce a 

lack oftmderstandmg,an unjust representation,and even a harm to that which is seeking 

linguistic representation However,as Eisenstem would argue,outofconflicts rises all 

art. 

Indeed,Mitchell goes on to explain thatthe collision between seen image and the 

written word does not have to be reactionary. It should be,instead,a gap that stirs even 

more powerfulthoughts and ideas* 

Whatare weto make ofthis contest between the interests ofverbal and 

pictorial representation? The point,the^,is not to healthe split 

between words and images,butto see whatinterests and powers it serves. 

This view can only be had,ofcourse,from a standpoint which begins with 

skepticism aboutthe adequacy ofany particular theory ofthe relation of 

words and images,but which also preserves an intuitive conviction that 

there is some difference that is fundamental. (44) 

Mitchell's call to explore rather than attemptto close the fissure betweenimage and word 

and find hidden insights hearkens back to afundamental Modernisttenant. James 

McFarlane reminds us m his essay"The Mind ofModermsm"that Modernism couples 

oppositional elements or forces so thatthe two exist within the same space and without 

canceling one or the other out. Thatis, differences are not necessarily reconciled,butthe 

contradictory ideas ofimage and word ultimately exist within the same space without 

compromising them as separate and distinct entities 
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Writers will often claim thatthe cinema does not offer the depth ofcharacter that 

literature does,as Woolfdoes in her article"The Cinema." Vice-versa,experimental 

avant-garde filmmakers will inevitably argue that film is the ultimate medium of 

reality—^notto be confused with"realism." However,as we see in Woolfs novel The 

Waves,the combination ofthetwo may create an unconventional medium that takes 

advantages ofboth to depicta better image ofreality and the human consciousness In"A 

Sketch ofthe Past," Woolfwondersifsuch a device exists that can recall the image upon 

which she stands her whole life—^thatofher memory oflight,shadow,color,and sound 

m her nursery. 

Now ifthis is so,is it not possible—^I often wonder—^thatthings we have 

felt with great intensity have an existence independentofour minds;are in 

fact still in existence? And ifso,will it not be possible,m time,thatsome 

device will be invented by which we can tap them"^ I see it—^the past—as 

an avenue lying behind;along ribbon ofscenes,emotions. There atthe 

end ofthe avenue still, are the garden and the nursery. Instead of 

remembering here a scene and there asound,I shall fit a plug into the 

wall. (67) 

In my introduction,I suggestthatthis device which plugs into a wall and projects along 

ribbon ofpast scenes and emotions is none otherthan the movie projector;however,it is 

now clear that Woolfs"device"is,in effect,her cinematic novel.The Waves. 
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