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Haunted Modernism: An Introduction 
 

Falling towers 
Jerusalem Athens Alexandria 
Vienna London 
Unreal 

T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land 
 

Palaces tumble adown (they resumed), Babylon, Nineveh, Troy… 
And Caesar’s great house… all fallen they lie… 

Virginia Woolf, Between The Acts 
 

 
 
The ghostly presence of the past haunts the experimental literature of high 

modernism in the interwar period.1 In order to achieve imaginative originality and 

‘make it new’, the modern artist must possess what T. S. Eliot famously calls the 

“historical sense,” which he defines as “the perception not only of the pastness of the 

past, but of its presence.”2 In this formulation, modernity itself is a ghostly state of 

being, in which the past and present coexist, breaching the linear chronology of 

history. Indeed, the modern writer is perpetually wrestling with the ghosts of the 

literary past, since all artists inevitably are judged, in Eliot’s words, “for contrast and 

comparison, among the dead.”3 

This paper explores how and why T. S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf rely on such 

Gothic language and iconography in order to express the modern experience of 

history and its legacies. In particular, they are indebted to a Gothic vernacular of 

terror and horror in their descriptions of modern life in their literary and critical 

                                                   
1 I use the term ‘high modernism’ with the qualification that the distinction between 
2 T. S. Eliot “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” The Sacred Wood (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1921; Bartleby.com, 1996) I.3 
3 T. S. Eliot “Tradition and the Individual Talent” I.4 
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works, despite ostensibly rejecting such campy and archaic literary practices.4 “The 

old methods are obsolete,” Woolf wrote with characteristic modernist bravado in 

1921, referring to the ghost stories of Henry James, “it is the business of a writer to 

discover new ones.”5 The ghosts of modern fiction, according to Woolf, “have their 

origin within us. They are present whenever the significant overflows our powers of 

expressing it; whenever the ordinary appears ringed by the strange.”6 In other words, 

the modernist horror story is not one that aims to terrify, but rather to express the 

horrors inherent in modern life. In Between The Acts and The Waste Land, Woolf 

and Eliot (respectively) invoke the Gothic as a mode of expressing the uncanny 

modern experience of being haunted by the past. Their use of Gothic discourse calls 

into question the chronological and conceptual boundaries between the genres of 

Gothic and modernism, illuminates the relationship of literary modernism and the fin 

de siècle Gothic tradition, and vividly expresses the modern yearning for individuality 

in the face of the overwhelming history of human existence. 

For Woolf and Eliot, the Gothic is a symbolic repository for all that is not 

modern, and therefore operates within their works as a mode of relating to the dark 

past.7 We can think of this in fairly clear metaphoric terms—ghosts and the undead 

structurally represent unsettling traces of the past that persist into the present.8 These 

                                                   
4 Four critical studies loom large over the subject of Gothic Modernism: David 
Punter’s The Modern Gothic; John Paul Riquelme’s Essaying Dark Modernity, 
Andrew Smith’s Gothic Modernisms, and Victor Sage and Allan Lloyd Smith’s 
Modern Gothic. See bibliography for details. 
5 Virginia Woolf, “Henry James’s Ghost Stories” (1921) in The Essays of Virginia 
Woolf, Vol. 3, ed. Andrew McNeillie (London: Hogarth Press, 1988) 323 
6 Woolf, “Henry James’ Ghost Stories” 321 
7Robert, Mighall A geography of Victorian Gothic fiction: mapping history’s 
nightmares (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003)  
8 Roger Luckhurst, “Introduction”, Late Victorian Gothic Stories (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005) xii 
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undead Gothic icons, divested of their power to inspire crude terror in the wake of the 

all-too-real calamity of the First World War, now operate symbolically to express the 

instability of modern existence. In other words, both Woolf and Eliot draw on the 

Gothic in order to express the “historical sense”—the lingering presence of the past in 

the present moment. In particular, Woolf’s Between The Acts and Eliot’s The Waste 

Land and are explicitly concerned with finding literary mechanisms of representing 

the instability of the present in the context of vast panorama of human history, and 

locating the individual experience among the collective. In both these works, Gothic 

imagery and language suffuse the explorations of the tension between the transience 

and ephemerality of the individual human life, and the inexorable cycle of 

civilization’s death and resurrection.  

Moreover, since the Gothic itself is a relic of the literary past that refuses to die, 

it is useful to think of its presence in Woolf’s and Eliot’s works as a form of literary or 

textual haunting. In other words, the very presence of the Gothic within modernist 

texts is a manifestation of the tyranny of the past over the modern imagination, which 

is exorcised through reworking and reinvention. Woolf’s famous essay “Professions for 

Women,” in which she describes killing the Angel in the House, illustrates how the 

Gothic haunts modern narratives: 

I discovered that if I were going to review books I should need 
to do battle with a certain phantom… It was she who 
bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me that 
at last I killed her…She died hard. Her fictitious nature was of 
great assistance to her. It is far harder to kill a phantom than 
a reality.9  
 

                                                   
9 Virginia Woolf, “Professions for Women”, The Death of the Moth, and other essays 
(Orlando: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1942) 235 
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Woolf describes her experience of wrestling with the literary past using the Gothic 

image of battling phantoms, a metaphor that is cleverly reinforced by the intrusion of 

Gothic language into her narrative. Just as the phantom of the Angel in the House 

returns, unbidden, despite Woolf’s best efforts to free her imagination from the 

constraints of the past, so Gothic language haunts her modernist prose in the very 

expression of these ideas.  

 Since ghosts and hauntings feature particularly prominently in Woolf’s and 

Eliot’s writing, it is important to distinguish between the Gothic and other cultural 

sources of ghost-lore at play in the twentieth-century (such as spiritualism and 

psychical research) and to explain why the Gothic in particular is essential to this 

examination of modernist phantasmagoria. While certainly spiritualism, psychical 

research, and the Gothic are all cognate cultural strands, they conceive of ghosts in 

entirely different ways to suit different purposes. Both spiritualists and the Society for 

Psychical Research considered ghosts to be plausible scientific phenomena, neither 

supernatural in essence, nor terrifying. This modern impulse to naturalize the 

supernatural element of ghosts is rooted in an embrace of the idea of contact with the 

spirit world, and a desire to open the channels of communication between the voices 

of the dead and those of the present. This attitude likely derives from the wishful 

longing for immortality of the human spirit in the wake of the decline of religion, 

developments in evolutionary and natural sciences, and the horrible loss of life in the 

War. This conception of the ghost—a comforting, natural presence that indicates the 

sustained presence of human beings on earth after death—certainly provides an 

interesting perspective on the occurrence of mediums and séances in modernist 

literature. Indeed, in Ghostwriting Modernism, Helen Sword considers the influence 
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of spiritualism on modernist writers, demonstrating that the Victorian spiritualist fad 

flourished into the twentieth-century.10 She identifies a complex relationship between 

mediumistic discourse and modernist literary aesthetics, in which she compares the 

modernist pursuit of originality under the influence of the past to the artistry of the 

medium’s communication with the dead.  

However, in rooting her analysis in the context of spiritualism, Sword 

disregards the ghost’s significant literary history as an instrument of terror in the 

Gothic tradition and ghost story. While the spiritualist lens yields some interesting 

insights into how mediumship probes the ontological boundaries of selfhood, it 

crucially ignores the anxiety and fear that shrouds such ontological instability. 

Moreover, since the Gothic is a genre of popular literature, rather than a posh 

religious fad or a pseudo-science, it’s embrace of the supernatural is affective and 

entertaining, rather than spiritual or instructive. Indeed unlike spiritualism and 

psychical research, which are both rooted in the belief that ghosts actually exist, the 

Gothic’s willingness to entertain the supernatural makes no such blunt metaphysical 

claims. Instead, it occupies a vast spectrum of attitudes toward the supernatural, its 

terrors ranging from the physiological to the psychological. The supernatural appears 

in Gothic literature to stage moments of transgression of established boundaries, to 

explore and delineate categories of being. In other words, the Gothic is a genre with 

encoded ontological implications, which resonate across cultures in different degrees 

at different times. Roger Luckhurst perfectly explains how the Gothic functions as a 

historical record of cultural anxiety, luridly embodying the abstract tensions in the 

psyche of an era: 

                                                   
10 Helen Sword, Ghostwriting Modernism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002)  
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The enduring icons of the Gothic are entities that breach the 
absolute distinctions between life and death (ghosts, 
vampires, mummies, zombies, Frankenstein’s creature) or 
between human and beast […] or which threaten the 
integrity of the individual ego. […] Indeed, one of the 
principal border breaches in the Gothic is history itself—the 
insidious leakage of the pre-modern past into the skeptical, 
allegedly enlightened present.11 
 

This is undeniably quite a theoretical rather than practical characterization of the 

Gothic, but it is an illuminating deconstruction of the workings of a genre that is so 

flexible that it is often impossible to define. It is in precisely in this abstract form that 

the Gothic operates within modernist texts.  

Locating the modernist discourse of ghosts and the supernatural within the 

literary tradition of the Gothic illuminates certain crucial parallels between the two 

genres. Obviously, the Gothic does not operate within modernist narratives as a set of 

literary conventions—the evil nuns and lusty monks of Ann Radcliffe’s fiction are 

nowhere to be found in The Waste Land and the fiction of Virginia Woolf. Instead, as 

Kelly Hurley persuasively argues, it is useful to think of Gothic horror and sensation 

fiction of the fin de siècle as having paved the way for British literary modernism, by 

undermining the assumptions and conventions of the Realist novel.12 Hurley argues 

that the Gothic imbibed and digested the swirling nineteenth-century discourses of 

evolution, degeneration and psychology, which challenged traditional ideas of human 

identity on scientific and cultural grounds, and began to experiment with narrative 

form in order to accommodate this new unstable self. The Gothic’s innovative 

                                                   
11 Roger Luckhurst, Late Victorian Gothic Tales xii 
12 Kelly Hurley, “The Modernist Abominations of William Hope Hodgson”, Gothic 
Modernisms, eds. Andrew Smith, Jeff Wallace (London: Palgrave Publishers, 2001) 
129 
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rejection of narrative objectivity and omniscience are detectable in the modernist 

experimental expression of consciousness through narrative.  

In this vein, in Modern Gothic, Victor Sage and Allan Lloyd Smith cleverly 

recast the Gothic as a language or mode, rather than a distinct genre: “it is a language, 

often an anti-historicising language, which provides writers with the critical means of 

transferring an idea of the otherness of the past into the present.”13 This description of 

the Gothic recalls Eliot’s articulation of the “historical sense”—“the perception not 

only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence.”14 Both the Gothic and modernism 

centrally revolve around expressing the eerie presence of the past in the present, an 

idea that perhaps is best expressed by Sigmund Freud’s theory of the uncanny. Freud 

defines the Uncanny as the uncomfortable intersection of familiarity and otherness—

in Woolf’s words, “the ordinary ringed by the strange.”15 Encounters with mortality, in 

particular, produce a shiver of realization that the human experience is governed by 

primeval instincts—that faced with death, “almost all of us think as savages do.”16 The 

uncanny inhabits the cognitive dissidence of feeling sublimely alive in the 

comprehension of the certainty of death; a profoundly isolating experience that also, 

by being primitive and instinctual, dissolves the individual into the collective human 

species. 

                                                   
13 Victor Sage and Allen Lloyd Smith, Modern Gothic (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1996) 1 
14 James Longenbach examines Eliot’s work in the context of Freud, determining that 
by “representing ghostly experience,” Eliot develops “a casual taxonomy for what 
Freud has taught us to call the ‘uncanny’.” See “Uncanny Eliot” in T. S. Eliot: Man and 
Poet, Vol. 1 (Orono: National Poetry Foundation, University of Maine, 1990) 48. 
15 Woolf, “Henry James’ Ghost Stories” 321 
16 Sigmund Freud, ‘The Uncanny [Das Unheimliche]’ (1919) The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XVII (1917-1919) 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1953) 241 
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In The Waste Land and Between The Acts, Eliot and Woolf delve into the 

labyrinthine and unfathomable depths of the human experience, creating enduring 

works of art that seek to impose permanence on what is inherently ephemeral. 

Crucially, both rely on spatial and architectural demonstrations of psychological 

experiences—as H.D. wrote, “we are all haunted houses.”17 Indeed, it is particularly 

fruitful to think of Woolf and Eliot’s twisting urban landscapes and historical 

panoramas as modernist manifestations of the haunted Gothic castle—they all 

produce the sublimely awesome and terrifying sensation of being both psychologically 

and spatially overwhelmed and disoriented. Indeed, what the Gothic castle 

represented in the eighteenth century, the modern landscape, scarred by remnants of 

past civilizations, represents to the twentieth century. It is the stage for the realization 

that, while civilizations crumble and decay, life inexorably goes on. 

 

The Waste Land: Mapping Modern Horror 

 
He is haunted by a demon, a demon against which he feels 
powerless, because in its first manifestation it has no face, no name, 
nothing; and the words, the poem he makes, are a kind of exorcism 
of this demon. 

 T. S. Eliot, The Three Voices of Poetry18 
 

I readily admit that I am haunted by the overwhelming amount of scholarship on The 

Waste Land. I neither attempt to take every critical perspective into account, nor do I 

pretend that my own analysis is original in the sense that it is unique. Andrew Smith, 

Victor Sage, Catherine Spooner, Emma McEvoy, David Punter and certainly others 

have observed that there are Gothic elements in The Waste Land—in particular, most 

                                                   
17 Hilda Doolittle, “Advent”, Tribute to Freud (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 1985) 146. 
18 T. S. Eliot, “The Three Voices of Poetry” (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1955) 18 
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critical attention focuses on the spooky reference to Count Dracula climbing down the 

castle wall head first in “What The Thunder Said.” I do not propose to catalogue and 

analyze all of the Gothic tropes and images in the poem. Rather, I offer a brief reading 

of The Waste Land as a modernist reinterpretation of horror, in the hope of 

illuminating how modernist ideas of history and time are crucially shaped by fin de 

siècle Gothic. Indeed, the Gothic operates within the poem in its dual capacity as both 

the vernacular of horror and as a mode of relating to the past, as Eliot ironically 

drapes the quotidian world in fin de siècle Gothic trappings in order to reveal how the 

present is haunted by literary ghosts and fallen civilizations. 

 

The epigraph of The Waste Land announces the poem as a monument of 

literary modernism—an opus pieced together out of the “fragments” and “broken 

images” of a marmoreal Classical past.19 Indeed, the Cumaean Sibyl embodies the 

crucial tension running through The Waste Land between the opposing impulses of 

monumentalizing classicism and cryptic phantasmagoria. Of all the icons of classical 

mythology, the Sibyl is inherently a double agent—a mysteriously shadowy female 

figure in the heroic tradition.20 In keeping with Eliot’s theory that the past is 

reanimated by the present, the Sibyl is revivified by The Waste Land, even as she gives 

                                                   
19 T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land  (New York: Horace Liveright, 1922; Bartleby.com, 
2011) l. 430; l. 22  
20 In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the god Apollo grants the Sibyl her wish of extended life 
in return for her virginity. When the Sibyl refused to uphold her part of the bargain, 
Apollo curses her to physically deteriorate until all that remains of her is her voice. 
The formulation of the Sibyl-as-modern civilization-as-Gothic heroine is thematically 
reinforced by the Philomel myth, and the episode with the typist—in each, a pure 
woman is persecuted, but clings to dignity and innocence. 
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voice to the exhausted death wish of the war-ravaged modern generation.21 In the 

epigraph, the immortal Sibyl languishes, longing for death in Ancient Greek within a 

Latin text within an English poem by an American22—a disembodied, ghostly voice, 

two civilizations removed from her own era, but still alive. The quotation is so familiar 

that it seems redundant to copy it out, but I include it here to display the arresting 

visual effect of the three languages:  

Nam Sibyllam quidem Cumis ego ipse oculis meis 
vidi in ampulla pendere, et cum illi pueri dicerent: 
Σιβυλλα τι θελεις ; respondebat illa : απο θανειν θελω. 

 
Indeed, The Waste Land itself is the embodiment of “the new (the really new) work of 

art” as Eliot himself describes it in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”— and the 

most original parts of the poem are “those in which the dead assert their immortality 

most vigorously.”23 Before the poem was even published, Pound recognized it as both 

the statement of a new literary age and its crowning achievement: “Eliot’s Waste Land 

is… the justification of the ‘movement’, of our modern experiment.”24 Crucially, 

Pound’s recourse to scientific language in discussing the “modern experiment” of 

modernism demonstrates his conviction that eras are differentiated from one another 

by ‘movements’; that history is advanced by innovation and progress.25 In The Waste 

Land, however, Eliot complicates this assumption by juxtaposing neoclassicism with 

the Gothic—undermining the rational with the irrational, teleology with cyclical 

                                                   
21 Christine Froula, “Corpse, Monument, Hypocrite Lecteur: Text and Transference in 
the Reception of The Waste Land,” Text, Vol. 9, (1996), 297-314 
22 For an analysis of Eliot’s national identity, see James Edwin Miller’s T. S. Eliot: The 
Making Of An American Poet, 1888-1922 (University Park: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2005) 
23 Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” I.4 
24 A. Walton Litz, “The Waste Land Fifty Years After,” Journal of Modern Literature , 
Vol. 2, No. 4 (Nov., 1972) 456 
25 Echoed in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”: “Art may be said to approach the 
condition of science.” I.10 
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randomness.26 Indeed, the grotesque opening image of the ancient oracle hanging in a 

jar, her vitality extinguished and yet undead, immediately reveals the Gothic streak in 

Eliot’s modernist imagination. The epigraph’s ostentatious Classicism belies its 

haunting implication that The Waste Land is essentially a necromantic work of art, 

summoning and commanding the voices of the literary past—an original 

recombination of fragments, which, like Frankenstein’s monster, is both dead and 

alive, old and new, hideous and beautiful. 

 Rather significantly, Eliot originally intended to make his debt to the Gothic 

tradition explicitly clear at the outset of the poem. As the epigraph for the 1921 draft 

of The Waste Land, he chose the climactic lines of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, in 

which Marlowe describes Kurtz’s death:  

Did he live his life again in every detail of desire, temptation, 
and surrender during that supreme moment of complete 
knowledge? He cried in a whisper at some image, at some 
vision,—he cried out twice, a cry which was no more than a 
breath— 
 ‘The horror! the horror!’27 
 

Despite Pound’s misgivings that Conrad was not “weighty enough to withstand the 

citation,28” Eliot initially defended his choice, insisting that it was “the most 

appropriate… and somewhat elucidative.”29 Indeed, this original epigraph elucidates 

                                                   
26 Kate Ferguson Ellis discusses how the Gothic’s roots in romance “with its randomly 
circular wanderings” contribute to its devaluation in contrast with genres that 
embrace “linear teleology”. See A Companion to the Gothic, ed. David Punter. 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007)  
27 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (New York: Penguin Classics, 2007) 112 
28 Ultimately, Pound did not press the issue, responding: “Do as you like about […] 
Conrad; who am I to grudge him his laurel crown?” The decision to change the 
epigraph was Eliot’s own, and cannot not be as easily attributed to Pound as both 
Helen Sword and Christine Froula present it, especially given the vehemence of his 
other editorial interventions.  
29D. D. Paige, “Letters of Ezra Pound”, The Hudson Review , Vol. 3, No. 1 (Spring, 
1950) 54; 56 
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the centrality of the expression of incommunicable modern horror in The Waste 

Land, and moreover places the poem squarely in the context of the fin de siècle Gothic 

tradition.30 While admittedly Conrad is a liminal figure who bridges the Victorian and 

modernist eras, the “horror” of “desire, temptation” in Heart of Darkness is decidedly 

Gothic in nature. For all its proto-modernism, the apparatus of Heart of Darkness 

closely resembles its Gothic contemporary texts, most obviously Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula—in each, a journey undertaken into a ‘primitive’ land effectively transports 

the thoroughly modern hero into moral and psychological darkness, ultimately 

revealing the savage horror of human nature itself.31 Indeed, the furious proliferation 

of Gothic literature at the end of the nineteenth-century echoed the prevailing 

Victorian anxiety about civilization’s decay and degeneration.32 Max Nordau 

articulates these fears in the form of grim warnings in Degeneration, which Glennis 

Byron aptly deems “one of the most notorious and, in its way, most Gothic texts of the 

Victorian fin de siècle.”33 “One epoch of history is unmistakably in its decline, and 

another is announcing its approach,” writes Nordau, “The day is over, the night draws 

on.”34 In short, late-Victorian Britain, having made grown massively strong over the 

course of the century, had become aware of the dark side of its own progress, and 

                                                   
30Helen Gardner cautions against referring to early drafts of The Waste Land as 
‘original’, insisting “there is only one version of The Waste Land, and that is the 
published text.”  
31 Nicholas Daly, Modernism, Romance and the Fin de Siècle (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000) 156 
32 Glennis Byron, “Gothic in the 1890s”, A Companion to the Gothic ed. David Punter. 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007) 145 
33 Glennis Byron, A Companion to the Gothic, 145 
34 Max Nordau, Degeneration (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1895) 
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became terrified of its inevitable decline and decay. As Oscar Wilde sardonically 

expressed the degenerate mindset: “fin de siècle… fin du globe.”35 

In exchanging Kurtz’s dying words for the Sibyl’s bitter immortality, Eliot 

removes this Victorian Gothic framework from the novel, and offers his own 

quintessentially modernist reinterpretation of a horror worse than death—futile but 

endless existence. As the Sibyl’s predicament implies, Eliot’s conception of horror is 

rooted in a modern sensitivity to the inexorable passing of time, from which there can 

be no escape. The topographical title of the poem, moreover, invites a reading of The 

Waste Land as a map of modernity, an attempt to locate the present in its greater 

context. Indeed, in “Gerontion,” which Eliot considered publishing as a “prelude” to 

The Waste Land36, he describes history itself as labyrinthine, cryptic, and 

disorienting—“history has many cunning passages, contrived corridors.”37 This 

depiction makes full use of the Gothic trope of representing the awareness of one’s 

place in the world in spatial terms, extrapolating the workings of the Gothic castle 

onto the individual’s experience within the greater human universe.38 Using this vivid 

and recognizable motif, Eliot portrays history as cruelly impenetrable, a maze with no 

exit. Its victims are trapped inside, eternally doomed to run like rats trapped in an 

obstacle course, desperately seeking a clear path. This modernist experience of history 

is the product of disillusionment with teleology, perhaps brought on by the 

                                                   
35 “End of the century… End of the world.” Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray 
(London: Penguin Group, 2003) ed. Robert Mighall. In the footnote to this phrase, 
Mighall confirms that Wilde is alluding to Nordau. 
36 Eliot to Pound, <? January> 1922, “Letters of Ezra Pound” 56 
37 T. S. Eliot Poems (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1920; Bartleby.com, 2011) l. 34 
38 William Spanos attributes this modernist impulse to render literary form in spatial 
terms as the awareness of the “breakdown of notions of historical continuity” in 
"Repetition in The Waste Land: A Phenomenological De-struction”, boundary 2, Vol. 
7, No. 3, Revisions of the Anglo-American Tradition: Part 2 (Spring, 1979) 
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catastrophe of the First World War. But crucially, while the modernist vision of 

history is distinctly non-teleological, it is depressingly linear—like the Sibyl, human 

history ages indefinitely, losing vitality as time passes, but there is no unifying 

principle, no telos in sight.39 Hermione Lee attributes the “nihilism, skepticism and 

despair” of modernism to the collapse of anthropocentric worldviews, citing Joseph 

Krutch’s 1929 lament that “with increasing completeness science maps out the 

pattern of nature, but the latter has no relation to the pattern of human needs and 

feelings.”40 The opening lines of The Waste Land reinforce this notion of the horror of 

the endless progression of primordial time: “April is the cruellest month” precisely 

because it resurrects life from the brief rest of winter, refusing to grant the Sibyl her 

death wish.41  

(It also bears noting, though it is not necessarily relevant to the Gothic 

specifically, that the unseen bartender’s refrain of “Hurry up please it’s time,” can 

be read as the voice of Time itself, ushering the scene of modern life along. The refrain 

hovers between the naturalistic and symbolic—although ostensibly it is the persistent 

last call for drinks during war-time temperance, it resonates with implied universal 

meaning.42) 

                                                   
39 Spanos makes the argument that Eliot depicts history in The Waste Land as a 
“spiral shape.” His argument is heavily jargonistic and almost unreadable, so I have 
not included it in the body of my paper, but I did find this image persuasive and worth 
describing. Spanos describes Eliot’s view of history as a series of repetitive cycles, 
which are pulled into a helix by the continuity of primordial time—thus “linearizing 
recurrence.” (Spanos 238)  (This image is my own.) 
40 Hermione Lee, The Novels of Virginia Woolf, (Oxford: Routledge Press, 2010) 13; 
Krutch quoted on the same page. 
41 Eliot, The Waste Land, l. 1 
42 Hermione Lee notes that speech in Between The Acts functions this way also. (The 
novels of Virginia Woolf, 206) 
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The symbol of the time-ravaged, languishing Sibyl as an embodiment of the 

modern existence is reinforced later in the poem, as Eliot describes the city of London 

as a grotesque body, suspended between death and life: 

Unreal city 
Under the brown fog of a winter dawn, 
A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many, 
I had not thought death had undone so many.43 
 

The city, center of the British empire, the key site of fin de siècle Gothic monstrosity, 

is now hellish, unreal and undead. The apparition of Dante’s textual ghost asserts the 

tyranny of the past over the modern experience and transforms the quotidian city 

scene into a phantasmagoric nightmare. The unguent crowd flows like blood through 

the streets, each individual subsumed into one utterly passive substance: 

Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled, 
And each man fixed his eyes before his feet. 
Flowed up the hill and down King William Street, 
To where Saint Mary Woolnoth kept the hours 
With a dead sound on the final stroke of nine.44 
 

The zombie-like men, indistinguishable from one another, automatically put one foot 

in front of the other to the macabre intonations of the church-bells of Saint Mary 

Woolnoth at the heart of the city, as time pumps inexorably life onward. In Eliot’s 

vision, the city is horrific, but no longer as a seedy breeding ground of debauchery, a 

Gothic underworld of “dimly-lit streets… gaunt black-shadowed archways and evil-

looking houses.”45 Instead, what is horrifying about the “unreal city” is its generic 

modernity—the individual people who inhabit it are melded together into one soulless 

mass; just as the city itself is but one incarnation of the human city—following after 

Jerusalem, Athens, Vienna in the procession of history. The utter banality of 

                                                   
43 Eliot, The Waste Land, l. 60-63 
44 Eliot, The Waste Land, l. 64-68 
45 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (London: Penguin, 2003) 
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predictably repetitive patterns of modern life renders them overwhelmingly 

stultifying—transforming a mundane crowd of tired men walking to work at 9 A.M. 

into an image of Gothic horror. Eliot is not intrigued by the dark side of life, the evil 

double side of human nature, but rather promises to show the reader “something 

different” from our own shadows.46 Instead, he proclaims: “I will show you fear in a 

handful of dust.”47 The unmistakable echo of the funeral service in the Book of 

Common Prayer—“dust to dust”—haunts the phrase, a persistent reminder of the 

futility of mortality, the harrowing natural cycle of death and resurrection.  

But in the final section of the poem, “The Fire Sermon,” Eliot proposes a 

chance for escape through “asceticism,” mixing Christian salvation as represented by 

St. Augustine, Buddhist detachment from dukkha (suffering), and the Hindu 

exhortation “da, dayadhvam, damyata” which counsels to “give,” “sympathize,” and 

“self-control.”48 The desire for salvation and escape in The Waste Land is sincere, but 

its faith in the methods it proposes comes across as half-hearted. David Punter points 

out that modernism is characterized by this tension between sympathy with the 

Gothic expression of fragmentation and instability on the one hand, and on the other, 

the persistent impulse to impose order on chaos and create form out of fragments.49 

The “demons” facing the modern poet, according to Eliot, have “ no face, no name, 

nothing”—it is precisely the formlessness of the modern era that renders it so 

disturbingly vacuous. Ultimately, as The Waste Land itself illustrates, Eliot avows that 
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the creation of original art is an almost religious redemptive experience—the poet’s 

only hope for exorcism. The Waste Land leads and encourages the modernist 

‘movement’ to master the ghosts of the past and assert the possibility for life that is 

not haunted, but rather heroic50, resolutely inhabiting the present moment, and 

straining toward the future.51 

 

 
Time Passes 

 
Between the acts of this paper, as it were, almost twenty years elapses. Between the 

publication of The Waste Land in 1922 and Between the Acts in 1941, the tremendous 

productive energy of the tormented interwar generation had waned, and the Second 

World War had begun. Leonard Woolf wrote, 

The years 1930 to 1939 were horrible publicly and privately. 
The twilight was in one’s private as well as in public life… 
This erosion of life by death began for Virginia and me in the 
early 1930s and gathered momentum as we went downhill to 
war and her own death.52 

 
Hermione Lee points out that by the time Virginia Woolf began writing Between the 

Acts in 1938, her experimentation seemed to have outlasted the context in which it 

was most relevant.53 The authors with whom she identified and against whom she 

defined herself were either dead or had stopped writing, and the contemporary 

novelists of her generation did not seem to carrying out the heroic literary revolution 

                                                   
50 I am paraphrasing Michel Foucault’s idea that modernity heroizes the present by 
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that earlier high modernism envisioned.54 “Having lost both her adversaries and her 

collaborators,” as her nephew Quentin Bell wrote, “she stood very much alone.”55 In a 

diary entry in January of 1941, shortly before she took her own life, Woolf looks back 

at the modernist era as a “pre-historic world”—she recalls Roger Fry sending her the 

first chapters of Joyce’s Ulysses and arguing with Katherine Mansfield about its 

literary merit, but now, she writes with melancholic self-absorption, “Joyce is dead—

Joyce about a fortnight younger than I am.”56 

 This sense of isolation and of half-belonging to a dead world pervades Woolf’s 

diaries while she was writing Between The Acts, and infuses the novel as well. As its 

title implies, Woolf’s final novel looks back in hindsight on the interwar period as a 

distinctly bounded period in history and in the past. It also constitutes a return to an 

earlier literary style—in comparison to The Years and Roger Fry, Between the Acts is 

highly controlled and lyrical, in the vein of Woolf’s earlier novels. But, somewhat 

paradoxically, as Hermione Lee points out, the range of Between The Acts is broader, 

more philosophic, more historical than her more explicitly philosophic or historical 

writing. In her alienated state—compounded by the adjustment to country life, as she 

and Leonard had moved out of London after the beginning of the bombings of 

London—Woolf looks back on the modernist era and reevaluates it from a distance. 

Indeed, having famously declared that “on or about 1910 human character changed,” 

Woolf is now facing a barrage of evidence to the contrary—artistic experimentation 

seemed to be petering out, her own illness was returning, and Europe was once more 

                                                   
54 Quentin Bell, Virginia Woolf: A Biography, Vol. II: Mrs. Woolf, 1912-1941. 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1972) 
55 Lee, The Novels of Virginia Woolf 23 
56 Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Vol. 5 (London: Mariner Books, 1985) 
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at war. Moreover, the deaths of her friends, her breakdown, and national destruction 

are all linked to her own awareness that, as an artist, her reach was diminishing.57 In 

Between The Acts, Woolf faces the horrific possibility that the human trajectory from 

life to death is nothing but an ephemeral performance with “No audience. No echo.”58  

 Woolf alludes to The Waste Land subtly throughout Between The Acts, 

ironically participating in Eliot’s modernist regenerative movement, but depicting the 

future of literary art as one of increasingly bleak fragmentation. Indeed, Between The 

Acts is peppered with all kinds of fragments of speech from folksongs, to poetry, to 

common clichés and idioms—and yet, no one manages to communicate. Woolf 

reveals the limitations of Eliot’s modernism by showing the emotional barrenness of 

Between The Acts beneath its textual richness. Indeed, Eliot himself ghosts the 

character of William Dodge, a poet and clerk in an office, an outsider who appears by 

chance and communicates mostly in silence. He is recognized in the novel, in a 

reenactment of Eliot’s scene in “The Burial of the Dead,” in which the speaker, 

surrounded by zombies, finds a man he recognizes: 

 
“'You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon frère!'”59 
 
“There was Dodge, the lip reader, her semblable, her 
conspirator, a seeker like her after hidden faces.” 

 

In her last novel, Woolf recognizes Eliot as her semblable, her conspirator, but also 

depicts them both as shadowy figures now in a long procession of the living dead—

unable to communicate with the living. By including Eliot—ever allusively—in 
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Between the Acts, Woolf seems to say:   “He who was living is now dead / We who 

were living are now dying.”60 

 

Between The Acts: The Ghostly Pageant of History 
 

Surely… it was old fashioned, dowdy, savoured of moth-eaten 
furs, bugles, cameos and black-edged notepaper, to go 
ferreting into people’s pasts? 

 
Summer and winter, autumn and spring return… All passes 
but we, all changes…but we remain for ever the same. 

Virginia Woolf, Between The Acts61 
 
The New York Times review of Between The Acts, published shortly after Woolf’s 

death in 1941, declared that the “cream” of the novel “lies between the lines—in the 

haunting overtones.”62 On the surface, the main action of Between The Acts is 

centered around the Oliver family—the elderly siblings Lucy (née Oliver, now 

Swithin) and Bartholomew, and the young couple Giles and Isa—as they host a 

pageant of English history, performed by villagers to benefit the local church. But 

“between the lines,” as the reviewer noted, Between The Acts is indeed a haunting and 

a haunted novel—it takes place on a June day in 1939, just months before the Second 

World War. The looming war suffuses the novel with anxious anticipation about the 

impending horror of the unseen, although the characters are for the most part 

oblivious to what lies ahead.63 Written in hindsight, every moment of the novel is 

invested with portentous meaning, but which is imperceptible at the time. Like Mrs. 
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Ramsay leaving the dinner party in To The Lighthouse, Woolf casts a backward 

glance in Between The Acts at a world that was so recently inhabited, but which has, 

in such a short span of time, “shaped itself differently; it had become, she knew, giving 

one last look at it over her shoulder, already the past.”64  

The dramatic historical staging of the novel is reinforced by the pageant, which 

raises the issue of how any particular day fits into the larger pageant of history. In 

other words, the novel explores how the “scraps, orts, fragments” of the present fit 

into the context of the established past.65 When the pageant comes to the present 

day—having paraded through the Elizabethan and Victorian eras—the villagers 

appear onstage, carrying pieces of reflective mirrors, holding up the image of the 

present to itself, while gibbering their lines from all other eras. It is a “failure”—but 

succeeds in making the majority of the audience extremely uncomfortable, reminding 

them that the present is fleeting; that a place waits for them in the procession of the 

past. However, as in all of Woolf’s novels, the past does not stay in the past for long. 

The narrative repeatedly dives into the past through memory and history, 

illuminating the many layers of temporalities of any given moment. In Between The 

Acts, Woolf combines the two very different modes of exploring the experience of time 

that she developed in Mrs. Dalloway and Orlando: like Mrs. Dalloway, Between The 

Acts illustrates the vastness of temporal experiences that are condensed into a single 

moment; like Orlando, it expands the scope of the individual life to encompass the 

greater historical ‘life’ of England. Within the frame of the single day, three principal 

temporal levels are clearly established and juxtaposed—the individual life, the history 

of a nation, and the vast cosmic pageant of nature. The novel dips in out of these 
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levels, playing with temporal scale in order to explore the place of the individual in the 

context of greater history, and the even greater context of the godless cosmos. The 

effect is disorienting, but nevertheless suggests a primordial unity of time that 

encompasses all, paying no mind to the intricacies of human life.66 

The precise setting of Between The Acts on a day in June of 1939 at a middle-

sized English country house belies the otherworldliness of Pointz Hall: 

Empty, empty, empty; silent, silent, silent. The room was a 
shell, singing of what was before time was; a vase stood in the 
heart of the house, alabaster, smooth, cold, holding the still, 
distilled, essence of emptiness, silence.67 

 
The empty silence of the architectural space recalls not only Jacob’s Room, but also 

the basic structure of the Gothic castle. The Gothic castle is a haunting reminder of 

the lives that once inhabited it—its emptiness itself is a form of haunting, the 

presence of absence. Roger Luckhurst explains that Gothic novels set their narratives 

in the dark past, inhabiting an isolated architectural space in order to resurrect its 

ghosts, to forge identification across historical divides. Under the pretense of 

depicting a lost and foreign world, the Gothic reveals the profound similarities 

between barbarism and civilization—the familiarity of the other, and otherness of the 

familiar. Similarly, Woolf isolates Between The Acts in its distinctive historical 

moment, but then undermines the very premise of historical uniqueness—

illuminating instead how generic the human experience is, how humanity is 

fundamentally unchanged across all boundaries of time and space—throughout the 

pageant of existence.  
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Pointz Hall’s Gothic isolation is physical, psychological and temporal. In fact, it 

is only thirty-five miles from the sea—Bartholomew is certain of this, “as if he had 

whipped a tape measure from his pocket and measured it exactly,”—but it feels “from 

the terrace as if the land went on for ever and ever,” as if there were no channel 

separating it from the continent, as in prehistoric times.68 It is built in a valley—

strangely nestled into the land. The trains to and from London are slow and always 

late, despite the proximity of the heart of English civilization. Time moves slowly and 

mysteriously at Pointz Hall—the Olivers have been there for over a century, but they 

are relative newcomers—the families who lived there before them have become 

integrated into the foundations, they “lay in their deaths, intertwisted, like the ivy 

roots, beneath the churchyard wall.” At the end of the pageant, Lucy—“the old lady, 

the indigenous, the prehistoric”—is wheeled away by a footman, a dying professional 

breed, with distinctly unearthly associations. (The “eternal footman” of Eliot’s poem 

The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock comes to mind.69) And finally, since Lucy and 

Bartholomew grew up at Pointz Hall, they have a lifetime of memories within its 

walls, which rise up, ghostly, conjured by their surroundings. Their mother’s ghost is 

brought back to each of them within the first five pages of the novel: “in that very 

room” she gave Bart the works of Byron; “in that very room” she rebuked Lucy for 

daydreaming.70 Through each of her children, the ghost of Mrs. Oliver speaks in the 

present, snapping at Lucy, and eerily quoting Byron—“she walks in beauty like the 

night… so we’ll go no more a-roving by the light of the moon.”71  
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Indeed, throughout the novel, Woolf slyly entwines the conventions of the 

English country house with those of the Gothic castle. Both are architectural relics of 

past eras, with corresponding, equally outdated literary forms. Robert D. Hume 

postulates that what distinguishes a Gothic novel from a “novel of manners or social 

conditions” is that it “makes a very distinct world of its own, far away from the 

reader’s sphere of experience.”72 Whereas the English country house envelops its 

characters in a miniaturized version of the greater society, providing welcoming nooks 

for social interaction and romantic escapades, the Gothic castle encloses and isolates, 

lust and tyranny lurk in corners. Hume makes the case that Herman Melville’s Moby 

Dick and William Faulkner’s Sanctuary are Gothic novels—the whaling ship and the 

deep American South, though obviously not classic Gothic locations, are self-

contained and inaccessible worlds of Gothic proportions. Similarly, the charming 

microcosmic world of the English country house is subverted in Between The Acts, 

rendered unsettling, haunted. On the surface, Between The Acts depicts an idyllic 

English garden party on a beautiful summer day; but Pointz Hall plays host to 

violently ambivalent emotions—childhood trauma, lust, and even death.73 Moreover, 

no one in the Oliver family feels particularly ‘at home’ at Pointz Hall—Lucy wavers 

every year about where she should live, and so lives at Pointz Hall by default; Giles 

spends the weekdays working in London, and returning to his childhood home on 

weekends infantilizes and emasculates him; Isa, living in a house that is not her own, 

loathes the domestic and the maternal.  
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The influence of Freud’s theories of the Gothic dynamics of the home 

reverberates throughout Woolf’s treatment of Pointz Hall as the modern Gothic 

castle. As Elizabeth Abel demonstrates, Woolf was reading widely in Freud at the time 

that she wrote Between The Acts, and, despite their irreconcilable differences of 

opinion regarding gender and patriarchy, she was particularly interested in his theory 

that the origins of collective societal dynamics can be found in the family circle.74 The 

concept of the home is central to Freud’s theory of the uncanny—literally translated 

from the German ‘unheimlich’ as ‘unhomely’. Woolf is clearly playing with this 

connection in Between The Acts—when “Home, Sweet Home” plays on the 

gramophone, Mrs. Lynn Jones wonders if there is something “not impure, that wasn’t 

the word—but perhaps ‘unhygienic’ about the Home?”75 The word “unhygienic” comes 

to her mind because it was suggested to her earlier, in a discussion about how girls 

used to wear “a great many petticoats” during the Victorian era.76 In true Freudian 

fashion, Mrs. Jones—a conventional everywoman of sorts—subconsciously associates 

girls wearing too many petticoats with the Home (with a capital H, denoting the 

institution of domesticity). Both, Woolf implies, are ‘unhygienic’—they smother and 

swaddle, they cover and conceal, giving shelter for filth to fester.   

Moreover, under the domestic veneer in Between The Acts, its subtext as a 

novel about a nation on the brink of a catastrophic war bubbles up, reinforcing the 

idea of the home as a microcosm for society, within which turbulent political and 

social dynamics are expressed through relationships masquerading as stable, safe and 
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secure. In this configuration, the reading of Pointz Hall as a Gothic castle is 

particularly illuminating as a social criticism of a society on the brink of war. Between 

The Acts echoes some of Woolf’s political ideas in Three Guineas, in which she linked 

her views about national conflict to her notions of masculinity, and considers the 

association between individual masculine aggression and political aggression. Giles, 

the virile man of the novel, is portrayed throughout as instinctively aggressive and 

violent. He feels irrational anger toward William Dodge, for his presumed 

homosexuality, frustration with his aunt Lucy, and hatred for himself for being lustful 

and a coward. Only decisive and violent action relieves his pent-up aggression: 

 
There, couched in the grass, curled in an olive green ring, was 
a snake. Dead? No, chocked with a toad in its mouth. The 
snake was unable to swallow; the toad was unable to die. A 
spasm made the ribs contact; blood oozed. It was birth the 
wrong way round—a monstrous inversion. So, raising his 
foot, he stamped on them. The mass crushed and slithered. 
The white canvas on his tennis shoes was bloodstained and 
sticky. But it was action. Action relieved him.77 
 

The frog and the snake, deadlocked in mutually assured destruction, is surely a thinly 

veiled metaphor for the political situation on the continent—France and Germany 

steeling themselves for a war that neither is prepared to lose.78 Such an obvious 

metaphor is uncharacteristic of Woolf, and she openly makes excuses for it by 

protesting that Giles himself has “no command of metaphor.”79 Indeed, precisely 
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because of Giles’ own lack of understanding of the metaphoric implications of his 

actions, his instinctive impulse for violence forms an explicit link between the 

intricate individual dynamics of the domestic world of Pointz Hall and the larger 

social and political situation. This episode builds on Woolf’s ideas about war and 

gender as she put them forth in A Room of One’s Own: 

 
Certainly it was a shock (to women in particular […]) to see 
the faces of our rulers in the light of shell-fire. So ugly they 
looked—German, English, French—so stupid.80 

 
Along these lines, Isa, seeing Giles after he has killed the frog and the snake, is 

entirely unimpressed with his display of virility. She perceives that he is in a primitive, 

childish emotional state, acting out like a “silly little boy, with blood on his boots.”81 

This domestic episode also echoes Woolf’s sarcastic use of Freudian terms in Three 

Guineas: “society it seems was a father, and afflicted with the infantile fixation.”82 The 

impulse for battle is not the complex result of interplay between civilizations and 

political leaders, Woolf implies, but rather the primitive, animalistic instinct of all 

men in all eras. 

This encryption of political anxieties within the domestic sphere implicitly 

places Between The Acts within the Gothic tradition, from which Freud derived many 

of his interpretations of elemental dynamics within the home. The motif of the Gothic 

castle literalizes anxiety about patriarchy by eliciting vicarious terror through 

identification with the virginal heroine, who is chased through medieval castles, 

which in turn represent systemic political repression and brutal consolidation of 

power. Domestic power, sexual power, and political power are further consolidated 
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within Gothic literature by frequently incestuous relationships between the tyrannical 

Gothic villain and the heroine.83 Crucially, Woolf carefully reinterprets this Freudian 

Gothic relationship between tyrannical father and virginal heroine in the relationship 

between Isa and Giles. The husband and wife, unlike father and daughter, are in 

equal relation to each other, and the sexual overtones of their relationship are 

transparent, rather than incestuous and horrific—allowing Woolf to explore 

masculine and female social dynamics without the paternalism inherent in Freud’s 

theories. With these alterations, Woolf invites the reading of Pointz Hall as a Gothic 

castle, compounding subtle associations with overt references. For example, we learn 

that Pointz Hall predates the Reformation, and that its larder has been converted out 

of a Catholic Chapel “with a carved arch.”84 Moreover, this Gothic larder supposedly 

contains a “concealed passage where once somebody had hid,” which terrifies the 

kitchen girls, who are sure they can hear “dead men rolling in barrels. They saw a 

white lady walking under the trees. No one would cross the terrace after dark. If a cat 

sneezed, “There’s the ghost!”85  

To be sure, Woolf is tongue-in-cheek about the Gothic horrors afoot at Pointz 

Hall, and her own cynicism is parroted in the novel. Mrs. Sands, the cook, laments 

that some gentlemen have planted these stories in the girls’ heads; and the Oliver 

family looks up the origin of various superstitions, demonstrating their reasoned, 

rational skepticism of the supernatural. But it bears noting that John Harker, the 

protagonist of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, is also obsessed with the origins of 
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superstitions, and in his quest for sociological knowledge, he finds himself face to face 

with a supernatural horror that he willfully refused to think possible. The impulse to 

categorize human beliefs and culture in from a detached, academic perspective is 

represented in Dracula as dangerously condescending—Harker’s sense of his own 

superiority to the peasants who believe in silly superstitions backfires terribly, leading 

him to ignore their real warnings. Similarly, in Between The Acts, modern cynicism is 

represented in the novel as tinged with paternalism and snobbery—Bartholomew 

harshly mocks Lucy’s religious beliefs, and patronizingly muses that “servants… must 

have their ghost.”(FN 25) Bartholomew, though rational and sensible, collides 

unpleasantly with the other characters, an ineffectual old tyrant who has lost his bite. 

In contrast, while Lucy’s views are often fluffier, they are also wiser, because her 

interest in origins is rooted in faith in overarching cosmic unity.  

Indeed, throughout the novel, rational cynicism breaks down in crucial 

moments, revealing Woolf’s own admission that there is some truth to the 

supernatural quality of perceptions and experiences. Even Bartholomew, it turns out, 

is susceptible to these uncanny moments—as he sits outside in the garden with Mrs. 

Manresa, “out of the corner of his eye,” he sees “a flash of white in the garden: 

someone passing.”86 The section of the novel ends on this note, with the insinuation 

that Bartholomew has seen a ghost. And indeed, in some way, Mrs. Manresa, who 

makes him feel young and enlivened, does conjure a ghost in Bartholomew—the ghost 

of his youth. As he enjoys her company, he relaxes his grip on reason and the material 

realm, allowing such ghosts to sneak into his consciousness. Of course, the next 

section, separated by a pause of a few spaces on the page, during which Woolf 
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entertains the possibility of a supernatural apparition, reveals that the flash of white is 

not a ghost—not someone ‘passing’—but rather someone literally passing by. 

Fittingly, it is a scullery maid, who braves a visit to the supposedly haunted lily pool, 

where she is convinced that a woman named Lady Ermyntrude has “drowned herself 

for love.”87 The tale has been debunked by empirical evidence—the lily pool was 

dredged, and all that was recovered was a single thighbone belonging to a sheep. 

Woolf has had her little joke—she chides the deceived reader for holding on to the 

hope for a real ghost, as scullery maids do. 

But in the face of such enlightened superiority, Mrs. Manresa protests that she 

is “on a level with… the servants,” not nearly as “grown up” as the others. In 

associating her susceptibility to common superstitions both with the lower classes and 

with “adolescence,” Mrs. Manresa buys into the idea that the servants with whom she 

identifies belong to an earlier stage of human rational development. This conception 

of civilization, metaphorically expressed as the collective development from infancy to 

maturity—personified in the pageant by the ascending ages of the actresses playing 

England from her childhood to height of power—runs throughout Between The Acts, 

and is challenged and ultimately rejected. Woolf’s own conceptions of civilization and 

history are deeply informed by Clive Bell, whose essay Civilization is clearly in the 

background of many of Woolf’s novels.88 Bell claims that “a Sense of Values and 

Reason Enthroned are the parent qualities of a high civilization,” and that among its 

values is “a dislike of vulgarity.”89 In Between The Acts, Woolf holds this idea of 
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civilization under a microscope. It is literally represented by the pageant, which 

portrays England growing up over the course of history, and it is undermined by the 

assembled audience, the representatives of the upper classes to whom the burden of 

civilization belongs, according to Bell.  The assembled members of civilization display 

all the characteristics Bell approves—a taste for beauty, a dislike of vulgarity, good 

manners—and yet, they are blindly headed into disastrous, violent, barbaric war. 

Despite the specificities of any given historical civilization, Woolf implies instead that 

human beings haven’t changed much from the time when "prehistoric man, half- 

human, half-ape, roused himself from his semi-crouching position and raised great 

stones."90 Only Mrs. Manresa associates herself with a primeval nature of this kind, in 

contrast to the others assembled: “A spring of feeling bubbled up through her mud. 

They had laid theirs with blocks of marble. Sheep’s bones were sheep’s bones to them, 

not the relics of the drowned Lady Ermyntrude.”91 (But even Mrs. Manresa, it bears 

noting, is not as unique as she thinks herself. When she scrambles after Giles across 

the lawn, affectedly pretending she needs to tend to her hair, “Cobbet in his corner 

saw through her little game. He had known human nature in the East. It was the 

same in the West.”92) 

Indeed, throughout Between The Acts, Woolf insists that the Enlightenment 

conception of civilization as the triumph of classical values over the common elements 

of human nature must be reevaluated. There is no point in ignoring the fact that “our 

life is largely at the mercy of dreams and visions which we cannot account for 
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logically.”93 Crucially, Woolf expresses this awareness that irrational beliefs and 

primitive instincts still dominate the human experience in terms of the return of 

repressed dreams, visions, apparitions, superstitions, which invade the mind 

regardless of civilization or barbarism. Indeed, in Between The Acts, Woolf presents 

an alternative to teleology or even linear history, which is rooted in the idea that all 

individuals are part of a collective human life, the smaller cycles of history fitting into 

a much larger pattern. Occasional sublime experiences of piercing awareness of the 

vast unified whole—‘moments of being,’ as Woolf calls them—transcend the quotidian 

experience, allowing the individual to fully inhabit the present moment of existence.  

One such experience is enacted in the pageant as the moment that “the hands of the 

clock had stopped at the present moment. It was now. Ourselves.” Freud’s language of 

the uncanny reverberates in Between The Acts as the fragmented voices of the 

audience discuss the strange and haunting feeling that the pageant has elicited:  

Did she mean, so to speak, something hidden, the 
unconscious as they call it? ... It’s true, there’s a sense in 
which we all, I admit, are savages still.94 

 
The audience is deeply uncomfortable with this conclusion—it offers little by way of 

comfort or validation. Quite the contrary, it disturbs the solidity of their individual 

lives, dissolving their distinctions from one another and from the dead. The 

psychoanalytic critic Marjorie Garber notes that theater is particularly effective in 

eliciting this disturbing awareness of life as part of one perpetually recurring loop, as 
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the brief reproduction of life on the stage heightens the audience’s uncanny awareness 

that their real lives are also ephemeral performances.95  

Woolf is poignantly aware of (and sympathetic to) the desperate psychological 

desire to distinguish the present from the past, and recognizes this impulse as the 

foundation of History itself: 

 
“Were [the Victorians] like that?” Isa asked abruptly.  

She looked at Mrs. Swithin as if she had been a dinosaur or a 
very diminutive mammoth. Extinct she must be, since she 
had lived in the reign of Queen Victoria.  

Tick, tick, tick, went the machine in the bushes. 
“The Victorians,” Mrs. Swithin mused. “I don’t believe” 

she said with her odd little smile, “that there ever were such 
people. Only you and me and William dressed differently.” 

“You don’t believe in history,” said William.96 
 
Even though Isa and William smile at each other behind Mrs. Swithin’s back, gently 

mocking her “one-making” tendencies, the ‘tick tick tick’ of the machine in the bushes 

serves as a reminder that time simply chugs on, indifferently, even as they are 

watching the pageant—they are all aging, war is drawing nearer, but none of them 

can sense its effects. If “History” is what William means, the assumption that the 

human experience at any given time can be known or defined in another time, neither 

Mrs. Swithin nor Woolf believe in it. Even Isa experiences an uncomfortably uncanny 

jolt when she suddenly remembers that “her dentist had told her that savages could 

perform very skillful operations on the brain. Savages had false teeth, he said. False 

teeth were invented, she thought he said, in the time of the Pharaohs.”97  

(Teeth and dentistry, it bears noting, are a recurring theme that Woolf seems 

to find particularly evocative and haunting. In Mrs. Dalloway, she envisions London 
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in the future as a wasted ruin, nothing but heaps of “bones with a few wedding rings 

mixed up in their dust and the gold stoppings of innumerable decayed teeth.”98 

Teeth—the only visible bones in the body—are an uncanny reminder of what lies 

beneath the living flesh, and what will remain of the body after death. Interestingly, 

David Punter observes that teeth, as the point of contact between the monster and the 

victim, are a central image of horror in Gothic fiction.99 He suggests that the 

association of fear and teeth expresses a larger anxiety about being consumed and 

absorbed by horror.) 

The frequent allusions to ‘savages’ and the prehistoric world stretch the radius 

of the novel even further, englobing Pointz Hall not only within human history, but 

within natural history as well. While vast temporal panoramas appear throughout 

Woolf’s works, these desolate images of the remains of human civilization in an earth 

returned to its prehistoric state are invested with special meaning in Between The 

Acts. Indeed, as Hermione Lee points out, during the time Woolf was writing 

Between The Acts, she felt that the imminent threat of the destruction of England was 

a plausible future reality.100 The idea that the world of Pointz Hall—the family, the 

town, civilization in general—could really be destroyed runs throughout the novel, 

raising central questions about whether immortality of any kind is achievable, and 

what forms the traces of human lives take after death. Woolf is poignantly aware of 

the durability of earth and landscape, and the relative impermanence of human lives 

and creations. Echoing Mr. Ramsay, who despairs that “the very stone one kicks with 
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one’s boot will outlast Shakespeare,” 101 Lucy Swithin hauntingly remarks, “That’s what 

makes a view so sad and so beautiful. It’ll be there when we’re not.”102 

The Christian Lucy Swithin is the mouthpiece for most of these vast historical 

panoramas, in keeping with the notion that modern “science… is making things (so to 

speak) more spiritual.”103 Lucy derives her scientific knowledge from her favorite 

reading, An Outline of History, by H.G. Wells, whose prolific success as an author of 

science fiction (profoundly influenced by Gothic fiction) eclipses his reputation as a 

historical scholar. Woolf’s insinuation of a close alliance between evolutionary history 

and the Gothic is, I believe, intentional—the Outline of History resonates with Lucy 

because of its fantastic images and disturbing implications. She indulges the uncanny 

pleasure of imagining the world when there were “rhododendron forests in 

Piccadilly,” and heaving dinosaurs trampling the continent of Europe.104 Evolutionary 

history, in Between The Acts, acts as a kind of ‘natural history Gothic,’ which blurs the 

spiritual and scientific, the natural and the supernatural, the familiar and the strange, 

and above all, produces an experience of transcendental homelessness and awareness 

of the ephemerality of human life. Just as, in the eighteenth century, the ruins of 

man-made Gothic castles inspired “reflections on the leveling power of time, the 

transient smile of fate, and the riverlike flow of human life on its journey to the sea of 

endless sleep105,’ in the modern age of Darwinian evolution, the contemplation of 

nature produces similar shivers. This ‘natural history Gothic’ is the modernist literary 
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mode that expresses the profound uncertainty about the place of the individual in the 

world that Woolf identified earlier in her career as the crux of modern life:  

 
The mind is full of monstrous, hybrid, unmanageable 
emotions. That the age of the earth is 3,000,000,000 years; 
that human life lasts but a second; that the capacity of the 
human mind is nevertheless boundless; that life is infinitely 
beautiful yet repulsive; that one’s fellow creatures are 
adorable but disgusting; that science and religion have 
between them destroyed belief … It is in this atmosphere of 
doubt and conflict that writers have now to create.106 

 
The finale of Between The Acts—the finale, indeed, of Woolf’s novelistic career—

embraces this monstrously hybrid world—acknowledging that modern life is ghosted 

by its own antithesis—“the primeval voice sounding loud in the ear of the present 

moment.”107  

In the lyrical but chilling ending of Between The Acts, calm and order are 

ostensibly restored and the continuity of life is ensured for the time being, but the 

distinctions between the past and the present, human and beast, individual and 

collective have been fundamentally destabilized. Indeed, the social and emotional 

intricacies of the day, which have formed the entire premise of the novel, are 

ultimately dissolved into the vast natural unity of being, in which human affairs are 

meaningless. Despite the unique historical setting of the day, and its myriad 

intricacies, at the end of the day “it was the night before roads were made, or 

houses.”108 Woolf reinforces this disturbing but unifying metaphysical obliteration by 

comparing Giles and Isa to animals, integrated into the natural world so that all the 
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specificities of their identities are eroded.109 Alone for the first time after the older 

generation drifts off to sleep, Giles and Isa are little more than foxes, fighting, 

embracing, procreating “in the heart of darkness, in the fields of night.”110 In making 

reference to Heart of Darkness in the last lines of Between The Acts, Woolf explicitly 

acknowledges what her novel has already shown—that modernity is Gothic; the past 

and present are in flux; time is nothing but duration, the passing of time brings 

“nothing but change.”111 As Patrick O’Malley puts it, “the Gothic as a genre has 

collapsed into the contemporary novel, because the Gothic, indeed, has come 

home.”112 

 
 

In Conclusion 
 
Primed by the fin de siècle Gothic tradition and mobilized by the First World War, 

modernist thinkers rejected rational and scientific approaches to reality, and 

gravitated instead toward the subjective and intuitive. The Gothic, which had been 

the medium that expressed these destabilizing doubts at the turn of the century, 

evolved into a series of conceptual paradigms for expressing non-teleological, non-

historicist, non-scientific interactions between the past and the present. In 1902 it 

was still possible for the historian J. B. Bury to “insist that history is a science no less 
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and no more.”113 In 1920, Eliot was depicting history as a metaphysical Gothic castle, a 

nightmarish, monstrous reality from which there is no escape. By the late thirties, 

Woolf was imagining human history as a pageant of ghosts—an ephemeral episode in 

a vast natural history in which epochs, millennia, millions of years, and summer days 

are all relative spans of time. Indeed over the course of the twentieth century, the 

notion that history is a science was gradually replaced with the idea that science is the 

only real history—one with “no relation to the pattern of human needs and 

feelings.”114In the context of the vast evolutionary scale of nature, human history is a 

ghostly wisp of time—rendering the past, present and future inconsequential 

temporal distinctions.  

 “The mere temporal duration of the pageant of history in itself,” wrote N. Sykes 

in 1934, “confers neither meaning nor dignity upon it.” Indeed, both Eliot and Woolf 

trace a gradual breakdown of dignity over the course of Western civilization.115 In The 

Waste Land, the ancient Sibyl languishes in a jar and Tiresias, who once walked 

alongside Odysseus, is reduced to watching a pimply man coerce a young woman into 

a sexual encounter. In Between The Acts, a cesspool is built on a Roman road, and the 

emphasis throughout the pageant on the contrast between the villagers and the 

characters they represent suggests a general change for the meaner: “From behind the 

bushes issued Queen Elizabeth – Eliza Clark, licenced to sell tobacco.”116 The pervasive 

inadequacy of the present attracts Eliot and Woolf to Gothic motifs and metaphors 
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and language, in order to simultaneously express the slippery and fragmented 

experience of modernity, and to capture the spark of the sublime in the face of horror.  

Indeed, David Punter observes that there is an eerie confluence between the 

motifs of the Gothic and the dominant ideas in twentieth-century literary criticism. 

Both, he argues, share an overwhelming awareness of the instability of historical 

narratives.117 Along these lines, in Between The Acts, Woolf anticipates Jacques 

Derrida’s 1993 notion of “hauntology”118—the idea that the inadequacy of the present 

orients modern experiences and aesthetic judgments in the context of a ghostly past:  

 
The Barn, the Noble Barn, the barn that had been built over 
seven hundred years ago and reminded some people of a 
Greek Temple, others of the middle ages, most people of an 
age before their own, scarcely anybody of the present 
moment, was empty.119 

 
The barn, which is to host the pageant if it rains, reminds no one of the present 

moment, because the present is indefinable, fragmented, slippery. The emptiness of 

the barn is fraught with metaphysical implications—the ‘house’ of history stands 

empty, the pageant takes place under the open sky, instead. All existence, Woolf 

implies, haunted though it is, is at least enveloped in the vast cosmos—the pageant 

goes on right up until the present moment, alongside the ominously threatening 

airplanes overhead and the cows’ “murmur of maternal lamentation” in the distant 

fields.120  
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