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This paper examines Woolf’s portrayal of characters through a 
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Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, and The Waves, highlighting Woolf’s 

use of stream of consciousness to represent the fragmented and layered 
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character, who often struggles with societal expectations, personal 

desires, and unresolved emotions. Through this approach, this paper 

demonstrates how Woolf’s characters reflect universal psychological 

experiences while also addressing the unique 
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Introduction: 

“What is the meaning of life? That was all- a simple question; one that tended to close in on one with 

years, the great revelation had never come. The great revelation perhaps never did come. Instead, there 

were little daily miracles, illuminations, matches struck unexpectedly in the dark; here was one.” 

― Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse 
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Virginia Woolf, one of the most celebrated modernist writers of the 20th century, is known for her 

unique and innovative approach to storytelling. Her novels focus not only on events or external actions, 

but also delve deeply into the inner lives of her characters. Woolf’s ability to portray complex emotions, 

thoughts, and psychological states sets her apart from many of her contemporaries. By using techniques 

such as a stream of consciousness, she invites readers into the minds of her characters, making their 

inner worlds as important as their external realities. 

In Woolf’s novels, characters are not just individuals, but reflections of larger human experiences, 

including identity, memory, and emotion. Her female characters in particular stand out for their depth 

and complexity. They navigate a world that often restricts their desires and ambitions, revealing the 

struggles of women in patriarchal societies. These characters are not just shaped by their surroundings, 

but also by their inner conflicts, making them ideal subjects for psychoanalytic studies. 

 Psychoanalysis, as developed by figures such as Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, focuses on the 

unconscious mind, repressed desires, and influence of past experiences on behavior. Applying 

psychoanalytic theories to Woolf’s characters helps us to understand the hidden motivations and 

psychological layers within them. For instance, Woolf’s characters often grapple with unresolved 

emotions, childhood memories, and societal pressures that influence their choices and identities. 

(Rayner, 2020). This paper explores the art of characterization in Virginia Woolf’s novels using a 

psychoanalytic lens. By examining key characters from works like Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, 

and The Waves, this study seeks to uncover how Woolf portrays the inner workings of the human mind. 

It will highlight how her characters embody universal psychological struggles while also addressing 

issues of gender, identity, and social roles. Through this approach, this paper aims to show how Woolf’s 

art of characterization continues to resonate deeply with readers and contributes to our understanding of 

human nature. 

Unconventional art of characterization: 

 Mrs. Woolf never crowded her novels with traditional heroes and heroines, villains, and rogues. 

Nothing dramatic or adventurous may be in their lives. They have no fat skin; therefore, they do not pull 

their hair off. Consequently, unlike her predecessors, her novels lack a memorable cast of characters. E. 

M. Forster specifically points out this shortcoming, which Virginia Woolf considered a strength. Critics 
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have noted that her characters tend to fade from memory quickly. However, despite these observations, 

her character portrayals are still vivid and skillfully crafted. 

 Throughout the history of literature, authors have employed two primary techniques for portraying 

characters: descriptive and dramatic approaches. Dickens, Hardy, Thackeray, Galsworthy and a host of 

other novelists have followed descriptive method. The descriptive method centers on the external 

appearance and manners of the people; it also takes interest in describing their oddities and peculiarities 

of dress and behavior. Even if the chords of the soul are to be touched, the novelist himself does so or 

creates another character to perform such a duty. In the dramatic method of character presentation, the 

novelist does not describe his characters nor does he attempt an analysis of their nature. He allows them 

to reveal themselves through speech and actions. The former is the direct method of characterization, the 

latter the indirect method, because a novelist like a dramatist never comes in picture to reveal his 

character. Sometimes, a novelist is seen using both methods in a single work. Hardy can be cited as an 

example of this. 

Virginia Woolf's method of characterization is dramatic like other novelists of the psychological school 

of novels. This method was also used by Jane Austen and Joseph Conrad but with a lower degree of 

success. Mrs. Woolf's purpose is to reveal the soul or psyche of her dramatic personae. Her innovative 

writing methods, especially the incorporation of stream of consciousness and free indirect style, 

transformed the modern novel and still shape literary works in the present day. (Ferrer, 2018). hence, she 

did not directly describe the characters. Our understanding of her characters is formed through their 

impact on the thoughts and perceptions of other figures within the novel. "Her method is cumulative, 

and her characters cannot be taken out of the context and judge in isolation." 

 Joan Bennett observes: "In Mrs. Dalloway a convention or art form has been evolved which is more 

than adequate to take the place of the older convention of narrative and characterization. The necessary 

circumscription is imposed by the narrow framework of time; the whole action takes place within one 

day. It moves between Mrs. Dalloway's preparation for her party in the morning and her presiding over 

it in the evening of the same day. Within this narrow frame, by means of the contracts she makes and the 

memories they evoke in her and in others, her life story from girlhood to her present age of fifty is 

gradually unfolded. The story of Septimus Warren Smith, who impinges upon her consciousness early in 

the day and whose death throws a shadow over her party in the evening, introduces another group of 

characters, a darker side of life, and a more profound sense of the historic background against which the 
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whole is set. The major characters are no more than five, and they stand out from the rest with a 

distinctive prominence, for it is they alone who reveal their thoughts to the reader in prolonged and 

repeated soliloquy as well as in conversation. These five major characters move round each other, as it 

were, in two concentric circles, Clarissa, Peter Walsh and (rather more faintly drawn) Richard Dalloway 

in the one, Septimus and Rezia Warren Smith in the other. Around each of these two inner circles there 

is a ring of minor characters, such as, Sally Seton, Lady Bruton, Hugh Whitbread, Elizabeth Dalloway 

and, that important foil to Clarissa, Doris Kilman round the Warren Smith orbit move Dr. Holmes and 

Sir William Bardshaw, through whose appearance at the party the two themes are ultimately interlocked. 

Further in the background are a number of figures, unimportant in themselves, but helping to compose 

the total scene and each one of them supplying an essential part of the pattern." 

  Mrs. Woolf's perspective on life led her to highlight the changeable nature of human personality rather 

than its constancy. She recognized the diverse impressions individuals make on those around them, as 

well as the ever-shifting awareness of the world and its effect on character. Consequently, she refrains 

from defining personalities outright, instead uncovering them by immersing herself in the minds of the 

characters she portrays or those they interact with. As a result, character is portrayed not as a fixed or 

predetermined entity, but as something that continually evolves and transforms. Specific moments and 

scenes are chosen to accentuate a character's traits, and through a series of such instances, a 

comprehensive understanding of that character's unique qualities is developed. This understanding 

accumulates gradually, rather than stemming from a single action or description by the author. 

"As I walk through the streets, buying flowers for my party, I can't help but wonder if this is all there is - 

this life of social gatherings and pleasantries. Do people truly see me, or just the facade I present? I've 

chosen a life of stability, of being the perfect hostess, but sometimes I feel like I'm drifting out to sea, 

alone with my thoughts, wondering if I made the right choices in life. Yet, even with these doubts, there's 

a beauty in the ordinary moments, the way the sunlight catches the windowpane, the laughter of 

strangers passing by - these are the things that make life worth living, even if they're fleeting.". (Mrs. 

Dalloway.) 

 In Mrs. Woolf's novels, personality is unveiled through internal monologue using the Stream-of-

Consciousness technique. "There is continual shifting from mind to mind, so that we as often perceive 

the impression given by one to another as the experience each receives." A critic has observed her 

characterization:  "Virginia Woolf's technique of character portrayal, therefore, consists of revealing 
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character through the consciousness of one or more characters in the novel. She does not describe her 

characters nor does she let them reveal their nature through speech and action. Likewise, she does not 

make a character talk about or analyze the nature of other characters. She only makes her characters 

think about one another, and we know about a character's nature from the thoughts of the other 

characters. It is how she employs Stream-of-Consciousness as a means of character portrayal." 

 Mrs. Woolf's range of characterization is limited. She can present a character generally from the circle 

she knew and lived. That is why most of her principal characters are from the upper middle-class and the 

aristocracy of the West End part of London. Poverty and ugliness are unknown to Virginia. Against the 

background of the mass of humanity, she presents only a few dominant people and concentrates on 

them. The villagers are also not portrayed by her. Her world is as crowded as in the streets of London. 

She did not know much about shopkeepers, traders and merchants, therefore, towards them her attitude 

is often patronizing and snobbish. They are used merely as ministers to the men and women of her 

limited world. She also creates some intellectuals and moral types. Besides these, there are some women 

of tact and sensibility like Mrs. Dalloway with a gift of creating harmony. Nonetheless, some of her 

principal female characters such as Dalloway, Doris Kilman, and Elizabeth are more attractive and 

appealing than men. Like Jane Austen, she is also more fit to create women than men. 

 It should be noted that Mrs. Woolf can fully communicate the experiences of a limited number of 

human types. In the main, because she focused her vision on the indefinable, fluid personality rather 

than on the definite and settled 'character,' she concentrated only on those characters in whose minds she 

could most fully enter and with whose eyes she could imagine herself looking out upon the world. The 

variety of people whom she knew so fully well and the range of experience over which she had complete 

mastery was small, indeed. It was only the upper middle-class society that Virginia Woolf lived in and 

fully understood. So naturally she draws most of her characters from that stratum of society. Despite her 

limited range, she was able to present her characters in moments of contemplation. Her characters 

change with the passage of time. She did not bother about moral qualities. They are not good or bad, 

noble or evil characters. However, they cannot be described as saints or sinners. They are men who 

reveal what is inside them. It should be noted that Mrs. Woolf is a female novelist. Naturally she is quite 

at ease in depicting female characters. She was able to provide female experience with ability and 

balance. As Joan Bennett remarks, "She describes more clearly perhaps, than any other novelist the 

peculiar nature of typically feminine modes of thought and apprehension, and their peculiar value as the 



       The Academic                                                                                  Volume 3 | Issue 1 | January 2025 

Santosh Kumar                                                                                      Page | 582  

complement of masculine modes." Her memorable female characters are Selly Seton, Mrs. Dalloway, 

Doris Kilman and Elizabeth. 

 

  Conclusion: 

 Virginia Woolf's novels demonstrate her exceptional skill in delving into the human mind through her 

characters. She employs groundbreaking methods like stream of consciousness to take readers past 

surface actions and into the inner thoughts, feelings, and struggles of her characters. Her emphasis on 

the subconscious hidden desires, and the effect of past events makes her work suitable to analyze using 

psychoanalytic theories. Though Woolf focuses on the upper-middle-class society she knew; her 

characters and themes capture experiences common to all humans. For instance, her female characters 

such as Clarissa Dalloway and Lily Briscoe, underscore the challenges of identity social expectations, 

and personal wants in a male-dominated world. Meanwhile, her male characters, like Septimus Warren 

Smith, show deep inner conflict and the mental toll of trauma. 

 Virginia Woolf's approach to character development transcends conventional narrative techniques. Her 

ability to craft psychological profiles remains impactful and intellectually stimulating. Her literary 

contributions continue to captivate readers and academics, providing enduring perspectives on the 

intricacies of human cognition and societal challenges. Her novels offer a profound examination of the 

human mind, presenting readers with an in-depth exploration of cognitive processes. By employing 

innovative literary methods such as stream of consciousness, Woolf weaves a complex tapestry of 

thoughts, feelings, and recollections that breathe life into her characters in an unparalleled manner. Her 

emphasis on the subconscious and suppressed desires enables readers to form intimate connections with 

her characters, making her work particularly suitable for psychoanalytical study. Although her 

characters often originate from the upper-middle-class milieu she was familiar with, their struggles and 

experiences strike a chord with readers across diverse social and cultural backgrounds. 

Woolf's capacity to elucidate the intricacies of human experience is particularly evident in her portrayal 

of both female and male characters. Female protagonists such as Clarissa Dalloway and Lily Briscoe 

contend with issues of identity, societal expectations, and personal aspirations in a milieu that often 

seeks to constrain them. Concurrently, male characters such as Septimus Warren Smith provide insight 

into the profound psychological impact of trauma and internal conflict. Through these multifaceted 
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characters, Woolf constructs a nuanced and thought-provoking examination of the human condition that 

continues to engage readers and scholars alike. Her work transcends conventional narrative techniques, 

offering timeless insights into the complexity of the human psyche and the challenges of navigating 

life's myriad obstacles. Consequently, Woolf's novels remain a rich source of intellectual discourse and 

analysis, inviting readers to engage in introspection and critical examination of both their inner selves 

and the world around them.                                                        
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