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Novel
Modernism

Take-Aways
	Mrs Dalloway is a modernist masterpiece. Its radical form, plot and perspective reflect the fragmentation of life in post–WWI London.
	Clarissa Dalloway plans a party and reflects on her life. Shell-shocked war veteran Septimus Smith waits in Regent’s Park for a doctor’s appointment. Clarissa’s ex-lover Peter Walsh visits her. The doctor, Sir William Bradshaw, wants to commit Septimus to an institution. Rather than let himself be taken, Septimus kills himself. Peter and Clarissa’s old friend Sally attends Clarissa’s party. Learning of Sepitmus’s suicide, Clarissa once again feels the beauty of living.
	Septimus Smith serves as both a memorial of the traumas of war and a critique of England’s involvement in the conflict.
	Woolf saw her novel as a study of “the contrast between life and death” as seen through the eyes of a pair of characters – one sane, the other insane.
	Mrs Dalloway cemented Woolf’s authorial reputation and was her first true commercial success.
	Woolf’s use of stream of consciousness lends greater psychological realism to her characters.
	In both the novel’s structure and plot, the past intrudes upon and affects the present moment.
	Mrs Dalloway frames death as a means of escaping oppression or as an inevitability which can make the beauty of living more evident.
	Woolf struggled with her own mental health and experienced a number of nervous breakdowns throughout her life.
	“This late age of the world’s experience had bred in them all, all men and women, a well of tears. Tears and sorrows; courage and endurance; a perfectly upright and stoical bearing.”


What It’s About
Life in Pieces
Consider an upper-class matron who is planning a party and a suicidal war veteran who sees visions of his dead commanding officer. This unlikely character pairing forms the heart of Virginia Woolf’s modernist masterwork, Mrs Dalloway. As Clarissa Dalloway goes about the events of her day, intrusions from her past – particularly, the re-emergence of her ex-lover Peter Walsh – disrupt her peace of mind about her life and marriage. Meanwhile, the shell-shocked Septimus Smith fights a different kind of battle with memory, one that his wife worries he won’t be able to win. Woolf’s brain-teasing experiments with plot structure, perspective, and stream-of-consciousness narration embody the unrest and fragmentation of British society and culture in the post-World War I years. But more than that, they transform an otherwise straightforward, day-in-the-life sketch of seemingly disparate characters into a poignant study of the effects of the trauma, the effects of memory, the meaning of death and the beauty of being alive.

Summary
Buying Flowers
Clarissa Dalloway leaves her London home to go buy flowers.
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