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INTRODUCTION 

Works of literature as poetic, oblique, and mystic as 

those of Virginia Woolf invite speculation and analysis. 

Woolf 's novels have undergone diligent study by scholars 

because of their capacious yet elusive quality. Her later 

nove ls are highly esteemed for their ingenious experiments 

with style and content. In what many critics consider her 

masterpiece--The Waves, a series of soliloquies--W6olf pre­

s e nts a unique approach to human personality and to death. 

In To the Lighthouse, she experiments with the application 

of various stream-of-consciousness techniques to auto­

biographical material. And in another important novel which 

has received much critical attention, Mrs.~Dal~wa~, she 

studies the inner life of a wealthy society woman. She pre­

sents several theme s again and again throughout her nove ls: 

the search for self, the relationships between men arid women, 

and the ever-present reality of death. 

But it is an early work which initiates Woolf's treat-

me nt of these themes. The Voyage Out is essential to r eaders 

who wish to h ave more than a passing acquaintance with 

Woolf' s work. It contains the seeds of all her later novels 

and provides a valuable foundation on which to build an 

unders tanding of her literary endeavors. Nevertheless, many 

1 
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critics have dismissed The Voyage Out as an insignificant 

first novel& The traditional style of writing and the seem­

ingly inauspicious story of a young girl falling in love and 

dying has deterred many readers from discovering deeper 

leve ls of meaning. Some refrain from discussion entirely 

while othe rs give it only a perfunctory nod. However, as 

Jean Guiguet remarks, "It is immediately obvious that the 

interest of this novel does not lie in its incidents. 

One might quote about this first book a remark of Proust's 

wh ich applies to all the rest and to which Virginia Woolf 

would c ertainly have subscribed: 'The plot. . the plot, 

my dear fellow, what is the Plot? What is the plot of the 

Divine Comedy or of Shakespeare's Sonnets, or Tristram 

Shandy, or Ecclesiastes?' 111 Obviously, Guiguet sees sig­

nificance not in the plot itself but in what lies beyond the 

p lot. In addition, David Daiches notes that Virginia Woolf's 

central concern is with the inner life. 2 It would follow 

the n tha t the interior of Rachel Vinrace's mind is the 

essence of The Voyage Out. Her reactions to the people and 

activities around her and the processes her mind goes through 

1 J ean Guiguet, Virginia Woolf_ and Jier Works (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1965), p. 199. 

2 David Daiches, The Novel and the Modern World 
(Chicago: The Univ. of Chicago Press, 1960), p. 188. 
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in an attempt to integrate new experiences and ideas are more 

important than actual events. Alice Kelley studies the novel 

in terms of two opposing views of the world: the factual 

view and the visionary view.3 According to Kelley, Rachel 

perceives the world from a visionary angle while various 

other charac ters, including St. John Hirst and Ridley 

Ambrose, perceive it from a totally factual angle. Such an 

analysis is similar to Nancy Bazin's focus on the masculine 

and feminine minds in the novel. 4 The masculine mind is 

synonymous with the factual, and the feminine mind is linked 

closely with the visionary. Bazin asserts, as does Woolf, 

that a combination of the two viewpoints provides the indi­

vidual with a proper balance. 

Avrom Fleishman, however, introduces an approach to 'The 

Voyage Out which is singular in its significance and which 

merits a detailed exploration. He states: 

The elementary narrative of a heroine's develop­
ment is here given greater universality by being 
treated as a journey in quest; her social matura­
tion and growth of consciousness are informe d 
by their relations with widespread patterns of 
initiation; and her experience of love and death 

3 Alice van Buren Kelley, The Nove l s of Virginia Woolf: 
Fact and Vision (Chicago: The Univ. of Chicaqo Press, 1971), 
p. 4. 

4 Nancy Topping Bazin, Virginia Woolf and the Androgy­
nous Vision (New Brunswick: Rutgers Unive Press, 1973), 
p. 54. 
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is heightened by being set in a landsca pe of 
primal n~ t ure and primitive man.5 

Viewing the novel in terms of the archetypa l journey or quest 

provides a means of seeing the novel as a totality rather 

than s eeing only certain aspects of it. Such an archetypal 

approach to the novel views the structure in terms of a 

three-fold pattern: separation, initiation, and return. 

Northrop Frye describes the three stages of the quest as 

11 the agon_ or conflict, the p--9-U?os or death struggle, and the 

anagnorsis or discovery. 11 6 Bernard Blackstone perceives the 

same kind of structure in Woolf's work. He writes of a 

"movement of uncertainty, of discovery and relief. 11 7 'This 

inner action when seen through the lens of the archetypal 

journey elucidates The Voyage Out and provides an understand­

ing of the significance of Rachel's experience. As Rachel 

make s a physical journey, she also embarks upon a spiritual 

journey in seurch of self. Before she can reach a state of 

completion, she must pass through the stages of the arche -

typal journey . The first stage the protagonist experiences 

5 Avrom Fleishma n, Virginia Woolf: A Cr itical Reading 
(Bal timore : John s Hopkins Univ .. Press, 1975), p. 14. 

6 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays 
(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1957), p ., 187. 

7 Bernard Black ~;tone, Vi r ginia. Woolf: British Write.rs 
and The ir Work (Lincoln~ Univ. of Ne braska Press, 196'1) , · 
P . 3 :c:-·-- ------· ----·· 
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is the act of separation from all that is familiar; here 

Rache l is separated from her homeland and all that it repre-

sents .. Next, the protagonist expe riences an initiation 

whi ch may consist on one event or a series of events which 

lead him to insight and maturity; by severing herself from 

Eng l and, Rachel becomes open to many new experiences, which 

serve as initiatory events. The next phase of the archetypal 

journey is tha t of the return. After the separation and the 

i nitiation, the protagonist returns with new awareness or 

maturity, which suggests a rebirth or completion; Rachel's 

trek up the river and her ensuing death complete her spiri­

tua l odyssey . Admittedly, the inherent meaning of !he 

Voyage Out is greatly illuminated by Woolf's employment of 

the archetypal journey. 



CHAPTER I 

THE JOURNEY: PHASE ONE 

The pattern of the archetypal journey which is inherent 

in western literature occurs throughout the various ages and 

c ultures. One finds it in 9edipus, in Hamlet, and in 

Huck l ebe rry Finn. Here too the three phases of the arche­

typa l journey--the separation, the initiation, and the 

r e turn--give structure to these works, for each phase is 

signif icant and essential to the development of the pro­

tagonist .. However, the separation phase is of utmost 

i mportance if growth is to occur, as is evidenced in Oedipus. 

Upon being told by the oracle that he will kill his father 

and marry his mother, Oedipus determines never to return to 

Corinth. He therefore separates himself from all that is 

fami liar to him and begins a journey in which he will have 

to overcome great obstacles before he can save a kingdom and 

marry the queen. Similarily, the journey in Hamlet is meta­

phorical; yet the three stages are present. Hamlet must 

separate hims e lf from his innocent, carefree youth before 

he can be initiated and gain self-knowledge. Additionally, 

Huckleberry Finn is a wanderer, and is "separated from his 

culture , idealj_stically in search of a reality more profound 

6 
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than that embraced by the materialistic society he has 

r ejectedo " 1 Thus, the separation of the hero from that 

which is familiar, whether it is from a way of life, a land, 

o r an atti tude, is the primary significance. 

The first segment of the journey of Rachel is a separa-

tion t h a t is both physical and psychological. Rachel is 

p hysically separated from England and the aunts with whom 

s he lives. As the ship leaves England, so too is Rachel 

sa i ling away from her past: II . this voyage out becomes 

a symbol of Rachel's growing and going out into the world, 

of her facing life as it is. II 2 She is a young, 

i nexpe rienced woman leaving her homeland for the first time 

and venturing out to see what the world has to offer. 

Se tting out on the journey provides her infinite possi-

b ilities for growth, for adventure, for love. It mea ns 

mov ing out of the stasis of the routine daily life into the 

fl uidity of change: 

All the smoke and the houses disappe ared, and the 
ship was out in a wide space of sea very fresh 
and clear though pale in the early light. 
[Rache l and other passengers] had left London 
sitting on its mud. . • They were free of 

2 N. c. Thakur , rrhe Symbolism of Virginia Woolf (London: 
Ox fo rd Univ. Pre ss, 19 65 ), p. i4. 
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roads, free of mank i nd, and the same exhilara­
tion at their fre e dom ran through them all.3 

The s t ability and solidarity p r ovided by having the e a rth 

beneath one 's f e et is gone; it is replaced by the ever­

changing mo tion of the sea. Rachel has left the sta i d, 

s he ltered environme nt of her aunts' home to join the flow of 

l ife out s ide. As the ocean dips and swirls, Rachel, whose 

name means "sleep, 11 ''lamb, 11 and · " innocence," 4 is thrust out 

of the s afe ty of a world bounded by maiden aunts. The 

enr i chment that new experiences bring provides a catalyst 

fo r inne r growth; therefore, the voyage outward to e x p e ri-

ence coinc ide s with a voyage inward to self-awareness. 

Na r e mo r e equates Rachel's literal voyage out with a 

"spiritua l voyage inward 11
:

5 

Jame s 

In departing from the brightly-lit busy streets 
of London and voyaging to a village with the 
exotic, watery name of Santa Marina . 
[Rachel enters] a strange, passionate, half­

obscured world which is analogous to the private 
self.6 

3 Virgini a Woolf, The Voyage Ou~ (N ew York and London: 
Harcou rt Brace Jovanovich, 1948), p. 27. All furthe r refer­
e n ces to thi s wo r k appea r in the text. 

4 Jame s Ha fl ey , The Gl a ss Ro o f: Vi rg inia Woolf as 
Nove list (N ew York: Rus-s e ll- a nd-Ru s s e ll~ Inc .. , 1963), p. 168 .. 

5 LT a me s Na r er.10re , The Wo r ld _wi -~hout A Se lf: Virginia 
Woo l f ancl th e Nove l (N ew Ha ven: Yale Univ. Pr ess, 1973), P~ 31. 

6 Na r €more , p . 31. 
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Rachel's previous life has consisted of the affectation 

o f propriety rather than the development of the private 

s elf. It is not what one is that is important but what one 

appears to be. Rachel's aunts have taught her how to serve 

tea properly but not how to think for herself; they have 

tau g h t her to be a lady but not to trust her own instincts. 

She is familiar with the social graces but totally unfamiliar 

with her own inner resources. At the beginning of the 

voyag e she is like a fragile eggshell: smooth on the out-

side , but with very little on the inside; she is exceedingly 

insub s tantial. Although her aunts have provided her with 

knowl e dge of the correct social amrnenities, her inner form­

lessness shows through. Helen perceives her weaknesses: 

Her face was weak rather than decided, saved from 
insipidity by the large inquiring eyes; denied 
beauty, now that she was sheltered indoors, by 
the lack of color and definite outline. More­
over, a hesitation in speaking, or rather a 
tendency to use the wrong words, made her seem 
more than normally incompetent for her years. 
(p. 20) 

Su c h a lack of substance is definitely a product of concen­

t ra tion on the exterior rather than the interior person. 

That Ra chel is insubstantial is not surprising, since 

h e r mother died when she was eleven. At that time she was 

l e ft in the hands of an insensitive father, who soon 

entru s t e d her to her aunts for safekeeping. The fact that 
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Virginia Woo l f' s own mother died when she was thirteen may 

be significant here. An adolescent who is trying to estab­

lish an identity needs a strong, loving, caring, supporting 

relationship with an adult--preferably a mother. Rachel 

remembers her Aunt Lucy saying to her, "But you know I care 

for you, don 't you, dear, because you're your mother's 

daughter, if for no other reason. II (p. 36). Such 

obvious lack of genuine feeling for Rachel as an individual 

is traumatic for the girl. The aunts attempt to present the 

appearance of love by attending to the superficial require­

ments rather than the more profound needs of the individual. 

The result is a twenty-four-year-old girl who seems "more 

than normally incompetent for her years" (p. 20). 

However, shortly after Rachel begins the voyage, her 

personality begins to take on definition. Just as the ship 

is moving toward a particular destination in South America, 

Rachel begins moving toward selfhood. The ship becomes a 

metaphor for Rachel: 

Europe shrank, Asia shrank, Africa and America 
shrank, until it seeme d doubtful whether the 
ship would ever run against any of those wrinkled 
little rocks again. But, on the other hand, an 
immense dignity had descended upon her; she was 
an inhabitant of the great world, which has so 
few inhabitants, traveling a ll day across an 
empty universe with veils drawn before her and 
behind. She was more lonely than the carava n 
crossing the desert; she wa s infinitely more 
mysterious, moving by her own power and sustained 
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by her own resources. The sea might give her 
death or some unexampled joy, and one wou ld know 
of it. She was a bride going forth to her hus­
band, a virgin unknown of men; in her vigour and 
purity she mi ght be likened to all b eautiful 
things, worshipped and felt as a symbol . (p .. 32) 

An examinat ion of this passage reveals an analogy of ship to 

Ra chel herself. As the ship moves away from the cold, suf­

focating atmosphere of her aunts' home, Rachel is liberated 

from the narrow confines of her past as the ship is liberated 

from the channel when it reaches the ope n sea~ The signifi-

cance of England and the way of life it represents shrinks 

in Rachel 1 s mind as the land appears visibly to shrink. The 

dignity of the ship "traveling all day across an empty uni­

verse" compares to the dignity of Rachel's inne r journey, 

because the search for self is a noble endeavor. The uni-

verse may seem empty because the search is such a solitary 

v enture , and while one is looking inward he is momentarily 

unaware of an outside world. 'rhe ship is "lonely" and 

"mysteriou s , 11 just as the individual is ultimately alone on 

the inward journey. A certain isolation is necessary .. The 

ship is mysterious because, like a person, the exterior 

reveals only a small portion of the total b e ing. On e view-

ing the ship from the outside cannot know what the inside is 

like, and there is always myst~ry involved ir. r elation ship s , 

because one person cannot totally know ano tll er. Since there 
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is a definite division between individuals, Rachel must 

depend on her own power and her own resources as the ship 

does. Later, Helen and other persons assist Rachel, but 

essentially she must rely on herself. It is what is inside 

her that will support her--not what is outside. Moreover, 

the sea is not holding the ship afloat; the ship is holding 

itself afloat. If the sea may be seen as "life itself," 

then it has the potential power of bringing death or ''some 

unexample d joy 11 to Rachel. It has the power both to destroy 

and to create delight. Although Rachel possesses a great 

deal of power over the person she is to become, there are 

outside forces over which she has no control; life will give 

Rachel moments of "unexampled joy" and ultimately death. 

Significantly, the ship also is referred to as ''a bride 

going forth to her husband, a virgin unknown of men." At 

the risk of being too obvious, again the connection must be 

made between Rachel and the ship. She has no sexual experi­

ence; indeed, she has little experience in human relation­

ships. She is the untarnished, untainted symbol of purity 

embarking on a journey to knowledge and fulfillment. Just 

as a bride is on the threshold of a new life in marriage, 

Rachel is on the threshold of life itself. 

The last phrases of the passage contain the words 

"vigor," "beauty," and "worshipped ." We are reminded of the 

energy and effort that are require d for any journey and 
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especially for an expedition of self-discovery. There is a 

certa in splendor associated with self-knowledge--not that 

the self is necessarily beautiful but that the knowledge is 

beautiful. It is something to be admired, worshipped. 

Woolf then says explicitly that the ship is a symbol. 

Although she does not say what it symbolizes, the implica­

tions are quite clear that the ship is symbolic of Rachel. 

Critics indeed agree that the ship symbolizes Rachel 

and that the voyage represents her personal journey. 

fe els tha t she resembles the ship as she leaves the 

Kelley 

11 Victor ian" world of her aunts, "but she needs to find an 

identity distinct from the rest of the world before she will 

be ready to unite herself with another. 11 7 Guiguet agrees 

whe n he states that all of the characters on the ship have 

escaped ''from that setting of space and time within which 

e vents are inscribed and within which we inscribe our own 

lives, and become merely centres of feeling, consciousnesses 

reduced to what is purely inward. 118 In addition, 

Kelley states that personal growth is the theme of the novel.9 

7 Alice van Bure n Kelley, The Nove ls of Virginia Woolf: 
Fact and Vision (Chicago: The Univ. of Chicago Press, 1973), 
p . 15. 

8 J ean Guiguet, Virginia Woolf and Her Works, trans. 
J ean Stewart (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1965), 
p. 199. 

9 
Ke lley, p. 8. 
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It should be asserted here that such a "reduction" is essen­

tia l to Rachel's development. Without it she would continue 

to b e a mere facsimile of a person rather than an actuality. 

It must be suggested that Rachel's inner voyage is made 

possible only be cause of the literal sea voyage. The separa--

tion from her aunts and from the Victorian atmosphere of 

their home is necessary to Rachel's growtho For in addition 

to looking inward, she needs new and varied experiences to 

h e lp h e r shape herself. She therefore must separate herself 

from the limited world her aunts have created. 

Furthermore, the process of separation, for Rachel, 

involves disengaging herself from old patterns of behavior. 

By viewing her behavior early in the novel, we see what an 

insecure , formless young woman she is. We can also see 

clearly how she changes. Early in the novel, Rachel has a 

tendency to stamrner when she talks. Stammering seems to be 

a physical expression of an emotional struggle. The hesi­

tation involve d in articulation depicts the hesitation Rachel 

feels abo ut herself and her abilities. Her difficulty in 

expressing herse lf is related to her fear of rejection. 

Rachel is exceedingly unsure of her ident ity ; therefore, it 

is a conside rable risk for her to express anything about 

herself. People may find her unacceptable , and to a person 

with a weak identity, such a fear of rejection is over-

h J · mherefore, the hesitation in her speech reflects w e _nung.. J.. 
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the hesita tion within~ Later, as Rachel simultaneously gains 

soc ia l experience and con f idence, the stammering disa ppears. 

Ne v e rthe l e ss, until she a ttains a degree of confidence , 

Rachel f inds it nece ssary to withdraw. To a p e rson who is 

inse c u re , a n e f fective me thod o f withdrawal is important. 

Rache l ne e ds a me an s of e s c a pe whe n dealing with the outside 

world b e come s too difficult. The method she chooses is that 

of p l a y ing the piano. After trying to communicate with her 

aunts , she concludes: 

He r efforts to come to an understanding h a d only 
hurt h e r aunt s ' f ee lings , and the conclusion must 
be tha t it is be tte r not to try. To fe e l strong l y 
wa s to crea t e an a b y ss b e twee n oneself and othe rs 
who fee l strongly p e rha ps but diffe r e ntly . It wa s 
far b e tte r to pl ay the piano and forget all the 
rest. (p. 36) 

CerLainly , Rache l finds many risks involved in relating to 

o t hers , for words a nd actions are easily misinterpreted, a nd 

these unwa rrante d impres sions lead to rejection. But the 

so l itary a ctiv ity of playing the piano offers a release for 

Rac h e l . It a llows her to v ent her emotions in a way that i s 

s a fe a n d pr iva t e . For Ra che l, music is a form of the rapy, 

y e t it s r ole changes as he r needs cha nge . Later she uses it 

a s a means o f at t a ining vi s ion, a wa y of coming int o conta ct 

with h e rs e l f.. At the mome nt, though, she uses it as a muc h -· 

n e e d e d r etreat f r om t h e worl d . 
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The small bit of information we receive concerning 

Rachel's relationship with her aunts is useful in elucidat­

ing the reason Rachel finds others a source of tension. 

Since "to feel strongly" creates "an abyss between oneself 

and others, " the need to numb her feelings is intense.lo 

Thus, she uses music not only as an emotional outlet but as 

a means of controlling herself: 

Absorbed by her music she accepted her lot very 
complacently, blazing into indignation perhaps 
once a fortnight, and subsiding as she subsided 
now. ( p. 3 7) 

Phyllis Rose compares Rachel with her creator, the young 

Virginia Stephen, who like the heroine was uncomfortable in 

the role of hostess. 1 1 In the novel the first time Rachel 

retreats to her piano is shortly after she has had to act 

as hostess to the passengers on the ship: "Rachel copes 

with her difficult position by retreating from it and bury­

ing herself in her own cabin with her piano. 1112 Rose sees 

Rachel as the shy, dreamy, withdrawn, secluded par t of 

10 Mitchell Leaska, The Novels of Virginia Woolf from 
Beginnin g _!.9 End (New York : The John J. a y Press , 19 7 7 ) , p. 2 6 ~ 

11 Phyllis Rose, Wotnan of Letters: A Life of Virginia 
Woolf (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1978), p. ~l. --
- ---

12 Rose, p. 53 .. 
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Virginia Stephen.13 The responsibilities of serving tea 

properly while being charming and entertaining practically 

overwhelm Rachel. Although she has been taught the social 

graces, she is crippled by the lack of inner resources which 

provide confidence and a strong sense of self. She is indeed 

socially inept. Leaska observes that Rachel 11 finds human 

associations an enormous strain and is disproportionately 

anxious . 1114 

There is another reason, however, for Rachel's retreat 

to music. In addition to relieving her anxiety over her per-

formance as a hostess, music compensates for the lack of 

communication on the part of others. It is true that she 

ha s great difficulty expressing herself, but she also sees 

othe rs as being deficient in the act of relating: 

It appeared that nobody ever said a thing they 
meant, or ever talked of a feeling they felt, 
but that was what music was for.. (p. 37) 

Music atones for the deficiencies in human relationships. It 

neutraliz e s to some extent the intense need for communion 

with others~ To truly know and be known by other human 

beings is a terrifying prospect to many persons. Hence, 

people do not say wha t they mean. While Rachel is guilty of 

13 Rose , p. 51. 

14 Leaska, p. 26~ 
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such dishonesty herself, she is appalled at the realization 

that others are equally deceitful; the music serves to 

assuage her feelings~ James Hafley sees the main concern 

of The Voyage Out as the ''dispute between the invididual and 

society,'' and he sees Rachel as struggling to find where she 

fits in~ 15 In these early segments, she seems to find com­

fort only with her music in the solitary confines of her 

room . 

Although Rachel's utilization of her music separates 

and alienates her from the outside world, it also is a bridge 

to the outside. At first, she iTimerses herself in her music 

beca use of her physical and emotional separation from the 

other travelers. Eventually it becomes a catalyst which 

leads to self-knowledge and then to relationships with 

others. 

Before Rachel can experience her music as more than a 

retreat, she must begin encountering people who will aid her 

in her development. The ship provides her with the oppor­

tunity to escape the dullness of existence with her aunts 

and to enter the world of relationships. Hence, the physi-

cal separation from England allows her to separate herse lf 

from her old patterns of isolation and solitariness, as 

Thakur notes: 

15 Hafley, p. 16. 
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. for Rachel, who had lived a secluded life 
under the protection of old aunts, it was a 
voyage out into the world of experience and 
compre hension of life . Rachel's going out f rom 
the misty and cold London to the dazzling, 
sparkling heat of South America symbolizes her 
growing out of her cool and unsensuous girlhood 
into a warm and sensuou s maidenhood~l6 

Conse quently, to make the transition from total innocence 

into awareness , Rachel needs assistance. She must break from 

her solitary world and enter the world of the Dalloways and 

the Ambroses, who play a significant role in Rachel's 

enlightenment. They help her to disconnect herself from the 

meaningless fog she has been dwelling in, and through them 

she begins to see new possibilities for life. The ocean 

voyage is the beginning of her awakening ''from her private 

view of life .. 11 17 Richard Dalloway's kiss is a part of 

Rachel 's preparation for the world of reality .. Although she 

is in an amorphous state at the beginning of the novel, "her 

encounter with Richard Dalloway began the shaping process 

that would slowly create for her a definable selfhoodo "l8 

The ki ss itself may be viewed as the physical enactment of 

16 Thakur, pp .. 13-14. 

1 7 Jane Novak, 'The Razor Edge of Balance: 1-\ Study of 
Virginia Woolf (Coral Gables, Florida: Univ. ci1 Miami Press, 
1975) ( p. 73. 

18 Kelley, pm 19. 
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Rachel's separation from innocence. Although it is a rela-

tively innocent, impulsive act, it has great repercussions 

on Rachel 's life. Francis Shafer asserts that Dalloway 

introduces Rachel to passion,19 but this passion is emotiona l 

rather than physical. Her strong reaction indicates the 

extent of her ignorance and inexperience: 

Her head was cold, her knees shaking, and the 
physical pain of the emotion was so great that 
she could only keep herse lf moving above the 
grea t leaps of her heart. . She became peace-
ful too, at the same time possessed with a 
strange exultation. Life seemed to hold infinite 
possibilities she had never guessed at. (p. 76) 

Rachel suddenly realizes the re are aspects of life that she 

has b een totally unaware of. Her heart pounds with excite-

me nt at these infinite possibilities. This brief moment of 

awareness when she begins to realize the extent of her own 

ignorance is exactly what is neede d to prepare her for her 

later initiatory experiences. The break with innocence whi c h 

the kiss provides is an essential step in Rache l's journe y to 

selfhood. Alice Kelley b e lie ves that Richard represents the 

factu a l vi ew of life that Rache l ne e ds to be exposed to. 

Although Rache l will later be able to experience brief 

vis ionary moments , she n eeds the acuity that fact supplies 

19 LTosephinc O'Brien Schaefer, Th~ __ 1I1hree-Folc1Natu re __ of 
~eali ty jp the Nov_e l~ of Vtr.ginia Woolf (London: Morton and 
Co. , 19 6 5 ) , p. 3 3. 
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to create an individual out of the mass of nothingness of 

which she is comprised:20 

Only by seeing what vision is not can one 
recognize consciously what it is; only by recog­
nizing what one's self is not, can one form a 
complete ide ntity and choose one's path towa rd 
reality. And if one is defined by one's oppo ­
site, the potentially visionary Rache l, feminine 
and intuitive, will best be defined against a 
man, a masculine, factual man.21 

Rachel perceives the solidarity of Richard and feels that he 

has some spec i al knowledge about life. 22 This experience 

marks the b eg inning of Rachel's curiosity about life--a 

cur iosity which is necessary to her journey e Without such 

curio s ity one does not grow, and growth is the subj e ct of 

The Voya ge Out. 

Neve rtheless, Rachel's dream on the night following the 

kiss sugges ts a desire to return to her former innoc e nce: 

20 

She dreamt that she was wa lking down a long tunne l, 
which grew so narrow by degree s that she could 
touch the damp bricks on either side e At length 
the tunnel opened and became a vault; she found 
herse lf trappe d in it, bricks mee ting her 
where ver she turned, alone with a little deformed 
man who squatte d on the floor gibbering, with 
long n a ils. His face was pitte d and like the fac e 
of an a nima l. The wa ll behind him oozed with 
damp, which collected into drops and slid down. 
(p. 77) 

Kelley, p.. 14. 
21 Kell e y, p. 15. 22 Kelley, p. 15. 
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The connotations are blatantly sexual, as many critics agree~ 

The long damp tunnel which leads to a vault suggests the 

vagina .. The Freudian implication is that Rachel is experi-

encing a desire to return to the wombc That she has ventured 

out into the world both excites and terrifies here Although 

she f ee ls a momentary exultation as a result of the kiss, 

the dream reflec ts a deep-seated fear. She wishes to abort 

her journey or rather to change directions and to journey 

b a ck to the security of the womb. Bazin suggests that Rachel 

desires the oneness implied by a return to the womb, but that 

she "does not experience there the perfect love and complE:te 

security which she seeks in oneness; instead she experi.ences 

the t error of confronting her shadow-self. . represented 

by the deformed man. 1123 Bazin notes also the similarity 

between the dream and the death of the protagonist in 

Antigone, which Mrs. Dalloway mentions earlier: 

nou s 

The use of the brick vault in the dream. . was 
probably inspired by the story of Antigone who 
was imprisoned in a rock vault because she defi e d 
Creon, whose son she was to have married , and 
thu s the 'grave' was made her 'brida l chamber. ,24 

23 Nancy Toppin g Bazin, Virginia Woolf and the Androgy­
Vision (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ~ Press, 1973}-,-~6. 

24 Bazin, pp. 65-66. 
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The similarity to Rachel's circumstances is evident; in a 

sen s e, at the end of the novel she chooses death rather than 

c onunitment to Terence in marriage. Thus, he r grave is her 

bridal chamber. Viewing the dream differently, Phyllis Rose 

notes that "the horror. . does not lie in being trapped 

in that d amp space but in being trapped in it with someone, 

a deforme d brute of a man .. "25 To her, the dream indicates 

Rachel 's fear of violation rather than an encounter with 

self. 

Nonetheless, in both views, exultation after the kiss 

is countered by the nightmare. Paradoxically, he r narrow, 

sheltered upbringing which was designed to protect her is 

responsib l e for her exaggerated reaction to a kiss.26 Her 

overwhe lming fear of sex makes her wish to retreat into her 

former state of innocence. Of course, such a step backward 

is imposs ible . Rachel is separated forever from that state 

of utter n a ivete. 

When Rachel tells Helen of the kiss and her reactions 

to it , He l e n is duly shocked. She finds it difficult to 

belie v e tha t a girl of twe nty-four could be so naive. Never-

the l es s, the kiss is significant as a developmental step for 

Rache l. It also make s Hel e n a ware of the extent of Rachel ' s 

2 5 c: Rose, p. 5:::>. 

26 Rose, p.. 56 .. 
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ignorance, and Helen's reaction is exceedingly important 

since it is she who decides to tutor Rachel in the process 

of maturation .. She becomes a guide for Rachel's journey to 

self hood. Realizing that Rachel is 

ripe for further self-education, [Helen] makes 
preparations both symbolically and practically, 
for this second phase of the girl's journey; for 
she is determined that her niece must have all 
the free rein she needs, away from unyielding 
social demands, in order that she may define 
herself and apQroach life with an awakened 
consciousness. 2 7 

Helen then provides the essentials for Rachel's further 

separation from ignorance and formlessness. 

Once the ship approaches the coastal town of Santa 

Marina, the separation segment of Rachel's j,~urney is com­

plete. She has experienced the physical separation from 

England and her aunts; she has experienced a separation from 

lifetime patterns which are detrimental to growth; she is 

separated from ignorance about sexual matters. She has 

begun ''the voyage out of the social and sexual restrictions 

of her life among maiden aunts in England, out of her 

lonely room toward the embrace of something 'outside' .. 1128 

She has made the break from the past which is necessary for 

her participation in later initiatory rites. As Novak says, 

27 Kelley, p. 14. 

28 Naremore, Pe 230 
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"The voyage section is a self-sufficient microcosm of experi­

ence that awakens her from her autistic life. 1129 

29 Novak, p. 73. 



CHAPTER II 

THE JOURNEY: PHASE TWO 

In the literary tracing of any archetypal journey, a 

protagonist moves from the known world to the second phase 

of his journey, the initiation state. Free from the past, 

the protagonist is now open to the process of initiation. 

Being vulnerable to the offerings of life enables him to 

grow; away from familier surroundings and people, behavior 

patterns, or attitudes he is exposed to the possibilities of 

life. These experiences awaken the protagonist to new in-

sights into self and the world outside self, as Hamlet 

illustrates. When H~mlet separates himself from the care­

free days of the university, he is forced to confront the 

reality of his father's death and ultimately his own ability 

to act. Similarly, Huck Finn is separated from the innocence 

of youth and must brave the struggles which life places 

before him. Oedipus, another archetypal questor, must 

answer riddles and fight battles to prove his worth. Each 

of these archetypal heroes must survive the rites of initia­

tion b e fore he can reach maturity. Just as these literary 

works involve the process of initiation, so too The Voya9-e 

Out traces this process. Avrom Fleishman observes that the 

26 
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"action, symbols, dealings with innocence and enlightenment, 

love and death are brought together to create a story of 

initiation in line with the mythos of heroic quest."l 

Rachel Vinrace, as a result of her separation process, is 

prepared to continue her journey toward awareness and to 

proceed through various experiences which spur her growth. 

Rachel's initiation takes two forms. The first is the 

growth which results from solitude; the second is that which 

results from the influence of other people, particularly 

Helen , Hirst, and Terence. Admittedly, the two forms over­

lap ; the quality of her solitude is influenced by her experi­

ences with other persons, and the depth of her spiritual life 

relates directly to the impact that they have on her. As 

Ke lley notes, Rachel must define herself alone, through 

moments of vision and in respect to other people, before she 

can r each her destination. 2 The illuminations or initiatory 

e vents which Rachel experiences in solitude are fleeting 

moments when she perceives what Woolf would term "reality." 

Sometimes these moments occur during or after an encounter 

with another individual. 

1 Avrom Fleishman, Virginia Woolf: A Critical Reading 
(Baltimore : Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1975), p. 3. 

2 Alice van Buren Kelley, The Novels of Virginia Woolf: 
Fact and vision (Chicago: The Univ. of Chicago Press, 1973), 
p. 2 0. 
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Such moments of vision are quite similar to James 

Joyce 's epiphanies, which Morris Beja defines as " • a 

sudden spiritual manifestation, whether from some object, 

scene , event, or memorable phase of the mind--the manifesta­

tion being out of proportion to the significance or strictly 

logica l relevance of whatever produces it."3 Beja notes 

that such moments are to Woolf "far more important than the 

meanings they involve."4 Hence, it is the experience or the 

proces s itself that is significant--not the knowledge gained. 

Woolf "believes that not the fruit of experience, but experi­

ence itself is the end."5 It is through a series of such 

vi sionary moments during her time in South America that 

Rachel moves toward a conscious awareness of her selfhood. 

That the initiation phase of Rachel's journey transpires 

in South America is significant, for the coastal town of 

Santa Marina provides an exotic background for the matura­

tion process of a young woman. Harvena Richter notes that 

though the title of the novel is The Voyage Out, the voyage 

itself is definitely inward and that it is symbolized by 

Santa Marina, whose name suggests "the watery world of 

3 Morris Beja, Epiphanv in the Modern Novel (Seattle: 
Univ. of Washington Press, 1971), p. 18~ 

4 Beja, p. 114. 

5 Beja, p. 115. 
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emotion and the inner depths."6 Naremore perceives the 

South American landscape as being both beautiful and terri­

fy ing when he states that there is a "frightening and 

des tructive quality in all this beauty, which is not very 

far from death itself. 117 The lush, warm environment of Santa 

Marina presents a distinct contrast to the damp, gray atmo­

sphere of London. Woolf's description of the landscape is 

sign ificant because it reflects the breaking of old ties and 

the resulting emotional growth that Rachel experiences. The 

South American jungle, which is fertile, primitive, and 

bursting with life, is the appropriate setting for Rachel to 

come into contact with the depths of her being. Gone is the 

stullifying atmosphere of her aunts' home. 

In this vibrant, unfettered environment, Rachel now 

begins the initiation phase of her journey. The first stage 

of the initiation evolves gradually. Helen provides Rachel 

with a room of her own where she has the opportunity and 

privacy to grow and thrive at her own pace: 

Among the promises which Mrs. Ambrose had made 
her niece ..• was a room cut off from the rest 
of the house, large, private--a room in which 
she could play, read, think, defy the world, a 
fortress as well as a sanctuary. (p. 123) 

6 Harvena Richter, Virginia Woolf: The Inward Voyage 
(Princeton: The Univ. Press, 1970), p. 14. 

7 James Naremore, The World Witho~t A Self: Virginia 
Woolf and the Novel (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1973), p. 31. 
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I nd eed, this room gives Rachel the space and solitude neces­

sary for self-growth. In this room Rachel reads Ibsen and 

var ious other "moderns" who cause her to question the mean­

ing of life. Three months pass and Helen reflects that 

Rachel" . has made up considerably. . for time spent 

in i nte rminable walks around sheltered gardens, and the 

household gossip of aunts .•• " (p. 124). Elsewhere in her 

wri tings Woolf also emphasizes the importance of having a 

particular space--"a room of one's own"--in which one can 

deve lop a nd begin to define oneself. Rachel does just this 

as she reads, explores ideas, and plays the piano in the 

unint errupted privacy of her room: 

Rachel re~d what she chose, reading with the 
curious literalness of one to whom written sen­
tences are unfamiliar, and handling words as 
though they were made of wood, sepa rately of 
great importance, and possessed of shapes like 
tables and chairs. In this way she came to con­
clusions, which had to be r emodelled according 
to the adventures of the day, and were indeed 
recast as liberally as anyone could desire, 
leaving always a small grain of belief behind 
them. (p. 124) 

Thu s , as Rachel's physical world has expanded by her voyage 

to South Ame rica, her intellectual world also begins to 

expand. In the solitude of her room she confronts ideas 

a nd conce pts as fresh and foreign to her as the jungle of 

sout h Ame rica is to a girl who is accustomed to the 

" s he ltered g a rdens" of London. 
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The mental stimulation which the books provide and the 

sec l u sion of the room combine to create an atmosphere which 

precipitates an important moment of vision. The signifi­

cance of the experience for Rachel is the subject of this 

pas s a ge: 

The morning was hot, and the exercise of reading 
left her mind contracting and expanding like the 
mainspring of a clock. The sounds in the garden 
outside joined with the clock, and the small 
noises of midday, which one can ascribe to no 
definite cause, in a regular rhythm. It was all 
very real, very big, very impersonal, and after 
a moment or two she began to raise her first 
finger and to let it fall on the arm of her chair 
so as to bring back to herself some consciousness 
of her own existence. She was next overcome by 
the unspeakable queerness of the fact that she 
should be sitting in an arm-chair, in the morning, 
in the middle of the world. Who were the people 
moving in the house--moving things from one place 
to another? And life, what was that? It was only 
a light passing over the surface and vanishing, as 
in time she would vanish, though the furniture in 
the room would remain. Her dissolution became so 
complete that she could not raise her finger any 
more, and sat perfectly still, listening and look­
ing always at the same spot. It became stranger 
and stranger. She was overcome with awe that 
things should exist at all •.•• She forgot that 
she had any fingers to raise •..• The things 
that existed were so immense and so desolate. 
She continued to be conscious of these vast masses 
of substance for a long stretch of time, the clock 
still ticking in the midst of the universal 
silence. (p. 125) 

Wool f makes this experience sound almost mystical; the sense 

of oblite r a tion Rachel experiences is paradoxical because at 

the same mome nt she is questioning whether or not she even 
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exists, she experiences depths of feeling and perception that 

int e nsify her existence. Such moments of deep reverie pro­

mote growth and thereby enhance her being. As with 

epiphanies 

some of these moments seem to be what might be 
called 'secular mystical experiences,' in which a 
person feels the sensations but not the convic­
tions of the mystic. He feels himself outside of 
time, in eternity; he experiences an irrational 
enlightenment, a new awareness of something that 
cannot be explained; he feels that he is becoming 
a part of a much broader unity. 11 8 

It i s as if the universe is opening up to Rachel for the 

firs t time. The vastness she perceives contrasts strikingly 

to t he limited world in which she grew up. At once she 

glimpses the vast possibilities open to her in the boundless 

universe ; at the same time, she sees her life as a light 

wh i ch p as ses over a surface and vanishes. She senses the 

ult i mate evanescence of her existence. That she asks her­

se l f the question of what life is signifies that she is 

beginning to expand her horizons. She no longer blindly 

d ri ft s through life; she pauses and asks what it means. The 

q ues tions themselves are signposts on the road to maturity, 

a nd the que stions, not the answers, supply Rache l with the 

beg i nnings of a sense of self. As these moments of vision 

8 Beja, p. 123. 
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accumulate in Rachel's experience, the indistinct outline of 

her personality begins to sharpen and to come into focus. 

But Rachel's journey to wholeness necessitates both 

sol itude and interaction with people. One of her first 

socia l engagements in Santa Marina consists of a picnic 

orga n i zed by Terence Hewet. It is on this picnic that Rachel 

first comes into contact with Hewet and St. John Hirst; both 

play important roles in Rachel's initiation. Several occur-

rences on the expedition combine to make a sizable impact on 

Rachel . It is an opportunity for her to observe other people, 

to observe a panoramic view, to listen to other persons con­

verse a bout trivial and important matters, and to be con­

fronted about her beliefs. It is important to note that the 

picnic takes place on a mountain which they ascend on don­

keys . The trek epitomizes the archetypal journey: the 

ascent represents the separation from the village which has 

become familiar to Rachel; the time on the mountaintop is the 

initiation phase in which she encounters other "human 

beings"; the descent is the return phase in which Rachel 

finds h er s e lf somewhat enlightened. 

During the meal and inunediately after, Rachel sits apart 

from the othe rs. Hewet notices that she is carefully observ-

ing the interactions between other guests. He crawls over to 

her on his knees; "'What are you looking at?' he asked. She 

was a little startled, but answered directly, 'Human beings''' 
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(p. 135). The knowledge one gains from exposure to "human 

beings" cannot be overstated. In Rachel's attempt to 

deve lop an identity, she must decide what she is not as well 

as what she is. Many of the minor figures in the novel are 

stereotypes which Woolf attempts to satirize. As Rachel 

comes into contact with them individually and collectively, 

she is influenced both directly and indirectly. Helen, 

Hewet, and Hirst directly influence Rachel, while the other 

characters influence her only indirectly by exhibiting those 

qualities which she does not wish to acquire. Some of the 

"types" she meets on the picnic are quite similar to her 

aunts from whom she is attempting to extricate herself. 

A few moments later Rachel observes "human beings" in 

quite a different encounter. As she and Hewet walk through 

the forest, they come upon a sight which disturbs Rachel 

irmnensely: Susan Warrington and Arthur Venning are rolling 

in the grass in an embrace. Rachel's reaction to the situa­

tion and IIewet's response reveal their ambivalence: 

"I don't like that," said Rachel after a moment. 
"I can remember not liking it either," said 

Hewet. "I can remember--" but he changed his mind 
and continued in an ordinary tone of voice, "Well, 
we may take it for granted that they're engaged. 
D'you think he'll ever fly, or will she put a stop 
to that?" 

But Rachel was still agitated; she could not 
get away from the sight they had j~st seen. 
Instead of answeringHewet she persisted: 

11 Love's an odd thing, isn't it, making one's 
heart beat." 
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"It's so enormously important, you see," Hewet 
replied. "Their lives are now changed for ever." 

"And it makes one sorry for them too," Rachel 
continued, as though she were tracing the course 
of her feelings. "I don't know either of them, 
but I could almost burst into tears. That's 
silly, isn't it?" 

"Just because they're in love," said Hewet. 
"Yes," he added after a moment's consideration, 
"there's something horribly pathetic about it, I 
agree." (pp. 140-41) 

Rache l's reaction recalls Richard Dalloway's kiss. The idea 

of sex threatens her extremely. Ironically, Hewet and 

Rac h e l f ee l pity for the lovers when they are themselves on 

t h e thre shold of love. Although the sight of the embracing 

love rs shocks Rachel, this moment opens her eyes to the 

reality of sex and love and prepares her for her own sexual 

a warenes s~ 

After this abrupt encounter with the lovers, Rachel 

perc e ive s the significance of the present moment and of her 

own life. As she and Hewet enjoy the view, each becomes 

quie t and thoughtful: 

When it became painful to look any longer, the 
great size of the view seeming to enlarge her 
eyes beyond their natural limit, sh~ ~ooked_at 
the ground; it pleased her.to scru~inise this 
inch of soil of South America so minutely that 
she noticed every grain of earth and made it 
into a world where she was endowed with the 
supreme power. She bent a blade of gr~ss, and 
set an insect on the utmost tassel of it, and 
wondered if the insect realised his adven-
ture. (p. 141) 
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Thi s awareness corresponds closely to the vision Rachel had 

in her room at the villa. The contrast between the vast 

expanse of the landscape and the inch of soil she scrutinizes 

recalls her vision of herself sitting in an armchair in the 

midst of the immense universe. At once she feels tiny and 

ins ignificant, yet somehow connected with the cosmos. Though 

she is a minute part of the universe, she realizes that she 

controls her being just as she controls the fate of the 

insect. Such a realization enhances Rachel's self-development. 

Shortly after this revelation, Helen and Hirst appear, 

and Rachel encounters yet another significant experience. 

After conversing on trivial topics for a few minutes, Hirst 

sugges ts that each of them give a short biographical sketch 

of himself. Each of the four presents data about himself; 

then He len initiates a more thought-provoking subject: 

"Tha.t's all 
a pause. "But 
questions that 
Christians?" 

very interesting," said Helen after 
of course we've left out the only 
matter. For ·instance, are we 

"I am not," "I am not," both the young men 
replied. 

"I am," Rachel stated. 
"You believe in a personal God? 11 Hirst demanded, 

turning round and fixing her with his eyeglasses. 
11 1 believe--1 believe," Rachel stanunered, "I 

believe there are things we don't know about, and 
the world might change in a minute and anything 
appear." . 

At this Helen laughed outright. 
she said. "You're not a Christian. 
thought what you are." (pp. 144-45) 

"Nonsense," 
You've never 
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Thus, they directly confront Rachel about her beliefs. 

Althoug h she states that she believes in God, this discussion 

lays the groundwork for h e r later deciding the opposite. 

James Haf ley notes that "Helen, Hewet, and Hirst are almost 

mili t a nt non-Christians, and after the church service Rachel 

joins the ir ranks."9 They force Rachel to examine her 

beliefs, an examination which results in a stronger, more 

def inite pe rsonality. 

The growth Rachel experiences during the day is 

ref l e cte d in the firework display which members of the group 

observe as they descend the mountain. In a twofold manner 

the fireworks symbolize Rachel's initiation. First, they 

are a symbolic celebration of Rachel's entrance into the 

larger world of men, sex, and ideas, for the various experi­

e nce s Rache l has on the expedition mark a significant initia­

t o ry eve nt. Second, the description of the fireworks 

s ymboli zes Rachel's journey: 

In a mome nt the slow yellow drop rose again from 
the plain below; it rose, paused, opened like a 
flower, and fell in a shower of drops. 

The "ye llow drop'1 leave s the earth just as Rachel leaves 

beh i nd innocence; it rises, pauses, opens like a flower just 

9 Jame s Hafley, The Glass Roof: Virginia Woolf as Novel­
is t (Ne w York: Russell and Ru s s e ll, Inc., 1963), p. 168. 
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as Rachel 11 blossoms" through her vision; it falls in a shower 

of drops just as Rachel returns fulfilled from her miniature 

odyssey . Through this brief symbolic action Woolf suggests 

that the pattern of the archetypal journey is also inherent 

in a mome nt of vision. 

Because of the insight gained from the journey up the 

mountain, the picnic has prepared Rachel for her third major 

initiatory experience--the dance. Here Rachel encounters 

another opportunity to interact with people in a social 

situation. She changes noticeably during the course of the 

e v e ning. At the beginning of the dance, she feels discomfort 

and distress, as illustrated by her first remark upon enter-

ing the ballroom: "This is my idea of hell" (p. 152). As 

the e v e ning progresses, her attitude changes gradually until 

she finally becomes absorbed in the music and dancing. 

Before she rea ches that point, however, she has a disturbing 

encounter with Hirst in which he arrogantly accuses her of 

being inte llectually inferior. Their unsuccessful attempt 

to dan c e toge ther reflects their inability to communicate 

ef fective ly: 

..• but Hirst had no taste for music, and a few 
dancing lessons at Cambridge had only put him into 
possess ion of the anato~y.of the ~altz, without 
imparting any of the spirit. A ~ingle t~rn proved 
to them that their methods were incompatible; 
instea d of fitting into each other their bones 
seeme d to jut out in angles making smooth turning 
an impossibility. (p. 153) 
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This passage suggests a clashing of the masculine and femi­

nine worlds rather than suggesting a sense of harmony. 

Rac h e l, although an inexperienced dancer, is a talented 

mus ician; therefore, she has an intuitive sense of rhythm. 

Hir st, a man of the factual world who knows the ''anatomy of 

the walt z ," has no conception of the spirit of the dance. 

Thus , the worlds of fact and vision are in discord. 

Following this unsuccessful attempt at social inter­

course , the y try their hands at a verbal exchange. Hirst 

quickly b e comes impatient with Rachel's weak intellectual 

background and says insolently, "You see, the problem is, 

c an on e r e ally talk to you? Have you got a mind, or are you 

like the r e st of your sex?" (p. 154). Hirst, though 

def inite ly overbearing and presumptuous, supplies an impetus 

t hat Rache l needs to continue her search for self. Rachel, 

infur i a t e d by the rema rk, recognizes her intellectual short­

c om i ngs as a result. She knows she has a mind but has failed 

t o d e v e lop or discipline it. 

He we t, howe ver, neutralizes Rachel's anger at Hirst by 

exp l ainin g that Hirst's discomfort in social situations is 

simi l a r to h e r own. He makes her laugh at the situation, and 

s h e sees tha t ''there was something ridiculous about Hirst, 

and perhaps about herse lf'' (p. 156). Rachel's responses to 

t he t wo young me n quite obviously differ. With Hewet she 

l a ughs, converses, and dance s with relative ease. The slight 
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a ttraction they may have felt for each other at the picnic 

ac c e lerates dur ing the dance. Thus, the two quite different 

encounter s with the young men further Rachel's initiatory 

proce ss. 

In addition to learning about relating to men, Rachel 

gain s n e w ins i g ht into the power of music. Until this point 

she us e s her music as a means of withdrawal; however, the 

dance causes her to perceive music as a powerful unifier. 

As s h e beg ins to play the piano after the other musicians 

have l eft, the guests respond by becoming less and less 

inh ibite d as the y move across the dance floor. They invent 

thei r o wn ste ps as they dance in pairs or alone: 

Once their feet fell in with the r11ythm they 
showe d a complete lack of self-consciousness. 
From Mozart Rachel passed without stopping to 
English hunting songs, carols, and hymn tunes, 
for as she had observed, any good tune, with a 
little management, became a tune one could 
dance to. (p. 166) 

Rache l now eme rges from her world of solitude into the larger 

wo r ld of communion. She begins to see the value of music as 

a mean s t o escape her loneliness. Thus, instead of accom­

modat ing withd r awa l, music encourages creative vision. 

Be c a u se mus ic is a visionary art, Rachel is able to begin 

using i t t o discover her own truth. 1° Fleishman notes that 

10 Ke lley, p. 13. 
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Rachel's playing of Ba ch at the end of the dance reflects 

her vision and communicates it to others. Her insight into 

the powe r of music occurs simultaneously with her realization 

o f the value of communion with others. Such an illumination 

provides valuable assistance in her voyage to wholeness. 

Following the dance, Rachel reflects on the events of 

t he previous evening. She strolls to the villa with Hewet, 

Hirst, and Helen. The sun rises as they sit outside the gate 

mus ing over the dance. Rachel collects the stones around her 

and builds them into a pile, which symbolizes "the thinking 

out of her thoughts, and the building up of a pattern of 

life for herself .••. She was no longer a timid girl with 

her wits scattered all over the place •••. She had become 

p o s s essed o f all her faculties. 1111 Indeed, Rachel's amorphous 

q u a lity begins to diminish. 

More evidence of Rachel's newly acquired definition 

app e ars shortly when Rachel says: 

"I feel like a fish at the bottom of the sea. 11 

••. None of these people possessed any power to 
frighten her out here in the dawn, and she felt 
perfectly f amiliar even with Mr. Hirst. (p. 169) 

As Ra che l's sense of inadequacy diminishes, other people no 

longer threaten her a nd Rachel begins to acknowledge the 

11 Th k The Symbolism of Virginia Woolf N. C. a ur, 
(London: Ox ford Un iv. Press, 1965), P· 29. 
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power she possesses over her own life. Significantly, she 

calls herself "a fish at the bottom of the sea," which 

recalls the archetypal sea image associated with death and 

rebirth, timelessness and eternity, the unconscious, and 

t he "Mother of all Life. 1112 Rachel's former self--naive, 

innoc e nt, formless--is dying, and a new self--introspective, 

vi sionary, cognizant--is being born. The fish and sea images 

r e cur in The Voyage Out and reflect Woolf's concern with the 

li f e -de ath-rebirth cycle. 

As Rachel's identity continues to evolve, she again 

experi e nces a moment of vision reinforcing her sense of self 

a nd signifying the present moment in the context of eternity. 

She walks into the woods adjacent to the villa carrying with 

h e r volumes of Gibbon and Balzac. As she sits beneath a tree 

r eading, she ponders on the history of mankind. Her reading 

•.. seemed to drive roads back to the very begin­
ning of the world, on either side of which the 
populations of all times and countries stood in 
avenues, and by passing down them all knowledge 
would be hers, and the book of the world turned 
b a ck to the very first page. Such was her excite­
ment at the possibilities of knowledge now opening 
before her that she ceased to read. • For some 
time she observed a great yellow butterfly, which 
was opening and closing its wings very slowly on a 
little flat stone. 

12 Wilfred L. Guerin, Earle G. Labor, Lee Morgan, and 
John R. Willingham, A Handbook of Critical Approaches to 
Literature (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1966), 
p. 119. 
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"What is it to be in love?" she demanded. 
Hypnotised by the wings of the butterfly, and 
awed by t he discovery of a terrible possibility in 
life, she sat for some time longer. When the 
butterfly flew away, she rose, and with her two 
books beneath her arm returned home again, much as 
a soldier prepared for battle. (pp .. 175-76) 

Rac he l experiences new excitement at the prospect of learn­

i ng and growing. She realizes that she knows very little 

intell e ctually and experientially. Naremore observes that 

a s she views the butterfly she enters another consciousness: 

[ ~;he] falls into a euphoric state, this time 
described as hypnosis, brought on by her sexual 
awakening and her growing love for Hewet. She 
watches a butterfly opening and closing its wings 
and this establishes a rhythm for the moment.13 

Ins t ead of feeling inadequate or afraid, she feels exalted at 

t he thought of expanding her knowledge and experience. As 

s h e mar c he s home, she shows a determination to face life 

vi s-a-vis rather than attempting to escape it as she used 

to do. 

In addition to the excitement she experiences at the 

pote nti a l of her own life, she has a glimmer of insight into 

the va stne ss and the immeasurable expanse of the universe. 

Paradox i cally, this rea lization causes her to see the immen s e 

v a lue ra the r than the insignificance of the present moment in 

compar i s on with the seemingly infinite course of humanity. 

13 Nare more, p. 26. 
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Such visions are inextricably connected with Rachel's 

inc r ea s i ng ability to cornmunicate with others. She not only · 

lea rns to e xpress herself, but she also learns to listen to 

oth e r s with new understanding. Although she used to be 

eas ily influenced by others, she now learns to choose dis­

criminate ly the people she wants to associate with. One very 

important person whose presence earlier threatened her now 

become s an ally instead of an adversary. St. John's constant 

ins i s t e nc e upon intellectual honesty compels Rachel to con­

tinue s earching herself and seeking answers. Rose says that 

the character of Hirst derives from Woolf's lifetime friend 

Lytton Strachey. She points out that "He is a Gibbon-lover, 

devote d to reason and polished style, mannered, ungainly, 

d ec ide dly misogynous. 111~4 Certainly, Hirst forces Rachel to 

def ine a nd articulate her beliefs and serves as 11 • the 

shar p - c u t ting e dge of intellectual fact against whom Rachel 

mus t measure herself. 1115 Although the journey to self-. . . 
hood is e ssentially a solitary one, it cannot be completed in 

tota l i s ola tion. Rachel's interaction with other persons 

comprises an important part of her journey and promotes the 

in i t ia t o ry process. Her relationship with St. John Hirst 

14 Phylli s Rose , Woman of Letters~ A Life of Virginia 
Wool f ~Ne w York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1978), p. ~8. 
----

15 Kell e y, P~ 20. 
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p rovides her with the stimulation necessary to the pursuit 

of self. 

As Rachel moves toward self-knowledge she experiences 

yet another initiatory event as a result of the church 

service she attends at the hotel. Unlike the positive 

experiences she has at the picnic and the dance, the feel-

ings she has during the church service are negative. 16 

Although the experience it.self is not positive, it tends 

to define sharply the nature of religious belief. As she 

sits in the hotel chapel, 

. for the first time in her life, instead of 
slipping at once into some curious pleasant cloud 
of emotion, ... Rachel listened critically to 
what was being said. (p. 227) 

Again , the influence of both Helen and Hirst is evident. 

Aware tha t they are professed non-Christians, Rachel now 

liste ns with a critical ear; she concentrates carefully on 

the words the pastor enunciates. As she scans the faces in 

the chapel , she becomes increasingly uncomfortable: 

All round her were people pretending to feel what 
they did not feel, while somewhere above her 
floated the idea which they could none of them 
grasp, which they pretended to_gras~, always_ 
escaping out of reach, a beautiful idea, an idea 
like a butterfly. (p. 228) 

16 Nancy Topping Bazin, Virginia ~oolf and t~~-~ndrogy-

v . · (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, ..l._973), nous isJ_on 
p. 6 9 . 
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They all seek a religious experience to enhance the meaning 

of their lives, and when they do not find it, they pretend 

to. Rachel too seeks that which will unify the fragments of 

awareness she has achieved, but she now realizes that 

religion does not provide her with such a unity. She dis-

cerns the people sitting around her as shallow and hypocriti­

cal. They want easy answers; she realizes there are none. 

The recurrent butterfly image appears here in juxtaposition 

with the illusiveness of ideas. Like a butterfly, the idea 

drifts above Rachel's head just outside her grasp. 

The intensity of the insight Rachel receives during the 

chapel service culminates when she focuses her attention on 

one particular woman; consequently, she then decides that 

her former beliefs are irrelevant to her present life. 

Rachel watches the woman and concludes that 

She [the woman in church] was adoring something 
shallow and smug, clinging to it. • with the 
assiduity of a limpet; nothing would tear her 
from her demure belief in her own virtue and the 
virtues of her religion. She was a limpet, with 
the sensitive side of her stuck to a rock, for 
ever dead to the rush of fresh and beautiful 
things past her. The face of this single wor­
shipper became printed on Rachel's mind with an 
impression of keen horror, and she had it sud­
denly reveale d to her what Helen meant and 
st. John meant when they proclaimed their hatred 
for Christianity. With the violence that now 
marked her feelings, she rejected all that she 
had before implicitly believed. (p. 229) 
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The sight of the woman provides Rachel with a realization 

of what she does not want to be. In the proces s of acquiring 

a def inition of herself, Rachel must decide what kind of per ­

son she is not. Additionally, she must decide what she doe s 

not believe. Rachel's perceptions sharpen as she learns to 

observe others. Blackstone notes that the "faculty of see­

ing directly informs the mind that is concerned for what is, 

not for what ought to be or will be. That is why Virginia 

Woo lf is anti-religious. Belief of any kind blinds and 

binds. 11 17 Rachel obviously comes to agree with her creator 

that her journey to maturity must be made without the comfort 

and convenience of religion. Thus, another initiatory event 

h a s pushed Rachel closer to self-awareness and away from 

d epende n ce upon forces outside herself. 

Rache l demonstrates her newly found autonomy when she 

di rect l y confronts Helen about her apathetic attitude toward 

the rive r trip. Here Rachel perceives Helen as being bound 

by the factual world: 

Thank God, He len, I'm not like you! I some­
times think you don't think or feel or care or do 
anything but exist! You're like Mr. Hirst. You 
see that things are bad, and you pride yourself 
in saying so. It's what you call being honest; 

17 Bernard Blackstone, Virginia Woolf: B~itish .Write~s 
and Their work (L i ncoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1964), 
p. 2 6. 
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as a matter of fact it's being lazy, being dull, 
being nothing. You don't help; you put an end 
to things. (p. 262) 

Again Rachel defines herself by observing another person and 

choosing not to be like her. That she lashes out against 

her mentor demonstrates her newly found self assurance. She 

is no longer the soft-spoken girl who retreats to her piano 

when she is angry. Not only is she establishing her own 

identity, she is learning to articulate her feelings and 

beliefs . 

Rachel 's voicing of her opinions results in Helen's 

dec iding to take the river trip into the jungle. Thus, 

another journey begins; Rachel travels with her companions 

up the river into the depths of the jungle. She simultane­

ously trave ls into the depths of her being. The setting of 

the jungle section is exceedingly symbolic; Woolf's use of 

language in describing the landscape suggests the feelings 

of a young girl on the verge of a sexual awakening. 

Naremore adds: 

18 

The style here becomes not only a foreshadowing 
of the sense of total communion that the young 
lovers will feel at the heart of the darkness, 
but also a means of representing the theme .. 
The dark and beautiful setting of the [jungle] 

. has a general import; it is a state of 
. . f. d 18 feeling obJect1 ie. 

Naremore p. 28. 
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Thus, the lush, exotic setting anticipates the primitive 

sexual urge Rachel experiences. By placing herself in primi­

tive surroundings, Rachel is much more responsive to her own 

s exual feelings than she would have been in the repressive 

atmosphere of England. Woolf creates the perfect atmosphere 

for such an awakening when she writes: 

As they passed into the depths of the forest the 
light grew dimrner, and the noises of the ordinary 
world were replaced by those creaking and sighing 
sounds which suggest to the traveller in a forest 
that he is walking at the bottom of the sea. The 
path narrowed and turned; it was hedged in by 
dense creepers which knotted tree to tree, and 
burst here and there into star-shaped crimson 
blossoms~ The sighing and creaking up above were 
broken every now and then by the jarring cry of 
some startled animal. The atmosphere was close 
and the air came at them in languid puffs of 
scent. The vast green light was b:~·oken here and 
there by a round of pure yellow sunlight which 
fell through some gap in the immense umbrella of 
green above, and in these yellow spaces crimson 
and black butterflies were circling and settling. 
(p. 270) 

The description of the woods creates a sense of intimacy. 

The metaphor comparing the atmosphere to that at the bottom 

of the sea is significant for two reasons. First, the water 

image, as mentioned before, supplies a unifying element in 

the novel; second, the metaphor suggests a deep level of 

consciousne ss. Naremore notes that "this total relaxation 

of the ordinary self, the sinking into a 'deeper 
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consciousness,'" is a pervasive element in the jungle 

scenes. 19 The narrow, winding path creates a sense of 

mystery and anticipation as to where it will lead. Addi­

tionally, the green light and the yellow light suggest 

fertility and enlightenment respectively, and the butter­

flies, another unifying device, suggest new insight. 

Fleishman suggests that the butterflies are associated with 

the human soul. Moreover, he associates the butterflies in 

the jungle scene with the Garden of Eden. Here the two sexes 

meet and unify their souls; and as in Eden, a sexual initia­

tion takes place which ultimately leads to death.20 

An undercurrent of foreboding accompanies the general 

trance-like mood. 21 Rachel and Terence have difficulty 

expressing the intensity of their feelings: "Not only did 

the silence weigh upon them, but they were both unable to 

frame any thoughts. There was something between them which 

had to be spoken of'' (p. 270). The moment is obviously quite 

crucial. As Rachel illustrates, one is sometimes at a loss 

for words at truly critical moments in life. Rachel intuits 

that she is on the threshold of love, of a sexual union, of 

19 Naremore, p. 28. 

20 Fleishman, p. 8. 

21 Naremore, p. 46. 
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a relationship which will change her life. Thus it is as 

if she is stricken dumb. Hewet feels the same reticence at 

the immensity of the moment. Naremore makes the interest-

ing observation that if the descriptive passages were 

omitted from the passage containing their fragmentary 

dialogue, one would be reminded of the 11 tentative conversa-

tion of lovers as they experience the sexual act. 1122 'Does 

this frighten you?' 'No . I like it. I I 

like it. 'Do you like being with me?' 'Yes, 

with you' 11 ., (p. 2 71) • Thus, Woolf subtly suggests a state of 

sexual tension without stating it outright. Rachel's par-

ticipation in this verbal exchange, however hesitant, indi­

cates her willingness to involve herself with Terence more 

intimately. 

Rachel's desire to reach out to another human being 

increases as she becomes aware of her own positive feelings. 

She no longer retreats into solitude; she allows herself to 

experience warmth and passion: 

Very gently and quietly, almost as if it were the 
blood singing in her veins, or the water of the 
stream running over stones, Rachel became con­
scious of a new feeling within her. She wondered 
for a moment what it was, and then said to her­
self, with a little surprise at recognising in 
her own person so famous a thing: 11 This is hap­
piness, I suppose." (p. 283) 

22 Naremore , p. 4 8. 
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Again the reference to water connotes the unconscious, re-

birth, and life itself. It is as if this new relationship 

causes a re-birth in Rachel, or more likely, brings her to 

life for the first time. The withdrawn, formless, almost 

lifeless girl of the early part of the novel surges to life. 

As the jungle is lush, green, and fertile, Rachel sees her 

potential for happiness and blossoms into life. As the 

jungle is productive and creative, so too can Rachel be pro­

ductive and creative because of her heightened awareness of 

love .. Bazin observes that "In the jungle ••• where men 

still live as primitive beings, the doubts and conflicts 

pos e d by the conscious intellect dissolve and a decision to 

marry becomes possible. 1123 

Under such circumstances, Rachel experiences a further 

awakening. The lovers are totally enveloped in their own 

cocoon of bliss and fail to hear voices calling out to them: 

23 

The repetition of Hewet's name in short, dis­
severed syllables was to them the crack of a dry 
branch or the laughter of a bird. The grasses 
and breezes sounding and murmuring all round 
them, they never noticed that the swishing of 
the grasses grew louder and louder, and did not 
cease with the lapse of the breeze. A hand 
dropped abrupt as iron on Rachel's shoulder; it 
might have been a bolt from heaven. She fell 
beneath it, and the grass whipped across her eyes 
and filled her mouth and ears. Through the 
waving stems she saw a figure, large and 

Bazin, p. 66. 
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shapeless against the sky. Helen was upon her. 
Rolled this way and tha t, now seeing only 
forests of green, and now the high blue heaven, 
she was speechles s and almost without sense. At 
last she lay still, all the grasses shaken round 
her and b e fore her by he r pantingo Ove r her 
loomed two great heads, the head s of a man and 
woman, of Terence and Helen. (p. 283) 

This pas s age is quite obscure ; howe ver, it can be inte r p rete d 

on both a metaphorical and a literal level. In both senses 

it has the impact of a sexual initiation. According to 

Hermione Lee, Woolf is describing an emotional e x perience 

in terms of an orgasm: 

Helen, who sets in motion Rachel's maturing 
process 1 h2re take s part in what read s as a 
sexual initiation. The description is alarming 
and dreamlike, mainly because the cha racter s 
seem to b e depe rsonalize a. 2 4 

Leaska agrees that the passage can be viewed two ways. He 

sees it as a possible hallucination because of the ''discon-

tinuity" it contains: "Metaphorically, the passage is a 

highly elliptical transcription of Rachel's actual or 

imagined initiation into woma nhood. But whicheve r it may be, 

one cha r acteristic of the passage rema ins salient: the 

images suggest exotic turbule nce, a swirling mi x ture of 

24 Hermione Lee, The Novels of Virginia Woolf ·(New 
York: Holmes and Me ier Publishe rs, 19~7), p. 45. 



54 

sensuality and violence . 11 25 Hence, the extraordinary passage 

inv ites various interpre t ations. The significance lies in 

the fact that however one reads it, Rachel does experience 

a s e xual initiation. The line s are full of movement, sensu­

ality, and effervescenceo As Schafer notes, "Love comes to 

Rache l. • as a human event fraught with paradox and 

difficulties. 1126 

Thus, Rachel reaches the climax of her initiatory 

process. Her expedition into the jungle and her experiences 

therein culminate the initiation phase of her journey. The 

entire jungle scenario is similar to one extended moment of 

vision; Rachel changes, she has new feelings, she has new 

insights. 

Although Rachel has passed through the rites of her 

initiation, she must still elucidate it and explore its mean-

ing before she can experience a return. She now knows the 

fr e edom a nd solitude a private room can offer. She has 

b e gun to read, to think, to question, and to deepen her per-

c e ption of life .. She has gained social experience and 

25 Mitchell Le a s ka, The Nove ls of Virg inia Woolf from 
Beg ining to End (New York: The John Jay Pre ss, 1977), p. 30. 

26 Josephine O'Brien Schaefer, The Three-Fold Nature of 
Rea lity in the Novels of yirg_inia Woolf (London: Morton an·d 
Co. , 19 6 5) , p. 3 6 .. 
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knowledge about livinge She has developed a visionary in-

sight. She becomes aware of her need for other people; 

instead of retreating from them, she begins to reach out~ 

As Rachel grows inwardly, she has the capacity to move 

toward others without the fear of annihilation. She is a 

stronger 1 more durable person than she was before. Now she 

may allow herself to love and be loved. However, she must 

"explore its [love's] growth, its existence and its poten­

tialities--and perhaps too discover its inadequacy and 

beyond it, that second loneliness which is the very essence 

of man 's state, a portent of the final separation that 

awaits [her ]. 1127 

27 Jean Guiguet, Virginia Woolf and Her Works, trans. 
Jean Stewart (New York :Ha.1_=court Brace Jovanovich, 19 65) , 
p . 198. 



CHAPTER III 

THE JOURNEY: PHASE THREE 

The protagonist, having completed the first two stages 

of a jour ney suggesting archetypal models, is now ready for 

the final s t age , which is the return. With new insight and 

e xperie nc e from the initiation rites, the protagonist is 

open to the possibility of a return or rebirth as exemplified 

in Hamle t . Hamlet's journe y involves a difficult spiritual 

q ue st, but afte r a "series of painful ordeals" he reaches a 

sad but wise maturity.l Sinilarily, Huck Finn survives ''a 

s e ries of painful experiences in passing from ignorance and 

innocence into spiritual maturity; he comes of age--is 

morally r e born--when he decides to go to hell rather than 

. . h th . t. 112 turn Jim in tote au ori ies. Likewise, Oedipus survives 

a painful initiation and reaches a point of final recognition 

whe n he realizes he has kille d his father and married his 

mother. Each of these archetypal heroes attains a kind of 

rebirth, return, or final insight upon the completion of his 

1 Wilfred L. Guerin, Earl G. Labor, Le e Morgan, and 
John R. Willingham, A_ Handbook.~£ Critical ~£Oa che s to 
Lite r a tu r e (New York: Harpe r and Row, Publishe rs, 1966), 
p. 13 0 .. 

2 Guerin, p. 148. 
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journey. Again this pattern emerges in The Voyage Out. 

Ra che l passes through the separation and initiation phases 

of the journey and is now pre pared to expe rience the return. 

Rache l's new insight and self-awareness gained from her 

sep aration and initiation stages generate within her a 

yearning for more depth of me aning in life. She eagerly 

e x plores her relationship with Terence and examines her 

wishes and desires for her own life. Woolf suggests such 

self-inve stigation and penetration by her use of water 

image ry, which connotes both the unconscious and the act 

of rebirth: 

To be flung into the sea, to be washed hither and 
thither, and driven about the roots of the world-­
the idea wa s incoherently delightf11l [to Rachel]. 
She sprang up and began moving about the room, 
bending and thrusting aside the chairs and tables 
as if she were inde ed striking through waters. 
He [Terence] watche d her with pleasure. She 
seemed to be cleaving a passage for herself, and 
dealing triumphantly with the obstables which 
would hinder their passage through life. 
'I'm a mermaid! I can swim,' she cried. 
(p. 298) 

Rache l d e lights at her newly found awareness of life and the 

pote ntial it offers; furthe rmore, she is e xhilarated by the 

possibilities love offers. The thought of the seemingly 

infinite number of opportunities she has for self-definition 

and fulfillment invigorates her. However, in the midst of 

her feelings of strength and competency, there is the 
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suggestion of her hesitancy about sex. That she calls her-

self a mermaid--a sexless being--recalls her violent reaction 

to Richard Dalloway's kiss. Although she begins to respect 

her mind and her visionary qualities, she still denies the 

existence of her body. Even after experiencing the sexual 

initiation she prefers to be a sexless mermaid. Rachel's 

joy and optimis~ partially diminish as a result of her fear 

of sex. After she meets Terence, the fear b ecomes a subtle 

undercurrent rather than an overpowering aversion. However, 

her anxiety ultimately causes Rachel to withdraw from 

Terence. 

Equally as powerful, however, as her sexual apprehension 

is her desire to discover a deeper plane of existence. She 

yearns to reach beyond the mundane, trivial, everyday 

existence : 

'What's so detestable in this country,' she 
exclaimed, 'is the blue--always blue sky and blue 
sea. It's like a curtain--all the things one 
wants are on the other side of that. I want to 
know what's going on behind it. I hate these 
divisions, don't you, Terence? One person all in 
the dark about another person. (p. 302) 

Rachel idealistically conceives of the possibility o f knowing 

another person totally. Although Rachel now relates to 

others more effectively than ever before, she sees the agon-

izing limitations of human relationships. 

this dissatisfaction: 

Naremore observes 
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Rachel is constantly preoccupied with a desire to 
escape the confines of individuality and share 
her deepest feelings with someone elseo . . The 
beautiful depths, however, are dangerous~ 
Perhaps not surprisingly, Rachel's desire for 
love leads eventually to a total loss of self in 
death.3 

Rachel's dissatisfaction with human relationships increases 

her desire to go beyond the reality of this world to that 

which otherworld offers., The mention of the "blue sea" 

signifies her association of the sea with rebirth. If Rachel 

the mermaid could reach the other side of the sea, she feels, 

she would be reborn. Mermaids are more comfortable in the 

water of t he unconscious than they are in the factual, 

physical world. Fleishman sees the significance of Rachel's 

desire for otherworld and states: 

Rachel reaches her final stage of vision when she 
expresses a desire to go beyond her intensified 
awareness of the given world, to get behind it to 
a sight of some other world, presumably the realm 
of death, which is approximated by the images of 
life at the bottom of the sea. . In her medi-
tation, the horizon becomes a boundary or 'curtain' 
which marks the furthest extent of her vision of 
the world; she hopes to look b eyond it to another 
order of being and back again from that 
perspective. 4 

3 James Naremore, The World Without A Self: Virginia 
Woolf and the Novel (New Haven: Yale tiniv. Press, 1973), 
p. 29. 

4 Avrom Fleishman, Virginia Woolf: I). Critical Read~ 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ~ Press, 1 975), p. 13. 
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Rachel's moments of intensity precipitate her desire to sus-

tain the vision the y offer. For brief moments she s e es 

b e yond the curtain, but she wants the vision to be continua l, 

permane nt. These visiona ry monents allow Rache l to trans -

c e nd the tedium and the limite d p e rspective with which most 

of life deals. The im1"-1edi a c y of the noment combine s wit-:.h 

the universality of all time and all experience. Woolf's 

conce ption of the artist's role as that of a visionary eye 

to see b e hind the world of facts to the ultimate reality. 

Suppos e dly, the artist sees the connections betwe en the 

inune diate and the unive rsal. Rachel, though, sees suc h con-

nections momentarily but is unsuccessful in sustaining the 

vision. According to Jean Love, Rachel's inability to eluci­

date the me aning of life results from her focus on huma n 

being s and relationships: 

Rathe r than seeking me aning in geographical loca­
tions or by means that are specific to such 
locations, Rachel looks for it in the lives of 
individuals, in hur1an ins titutions, and in 
relationships between p e rson s . The fact that 
she looks for meanin g in the se par t icular direc­
tions expre s ses also the futility of h e r s earch, 
since human relation ships and individua l life in 
the novel are clearly as s oci a ted with and pos­
sibly cause the sense of absurdity.S 

5 Jean o. Love, Worlds of Conscious ness: Mythopoe tic 
Thought in the Novel s of Virg inia Woolf (Berkeley: unT-V:-of 
Cali f orni a Pre ss, 1970), p. 99. 
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Rachel reflects Woolf's disappointment in human relation­

ships; both women seek fulfillment through relationships and 

are painfully disappointed with the inadequacy they find. 

The inability to accept the limitations of other persons 

created great difficulty in Woolf's own life just as it does 

in Rachel's. 

Such limitations become apparent after Rachel's engage­

ment to Terence. One critic comments that "Questions of 

unity are brought out by the engagement for it does not 

miraculously unify the lovers so much as it emphasizes their 

separateness.''6 Rachel sees that total unification with 

another human being is impossiblee She begins to withdraw 

from Terence when she realizes that he cannot provide the 

completion for which she strives. Though Rachel has attained 

a certain level of maturity through her initiation rites, she 

does not have the wisdom to appreciate the positive aspects 

of her relationship with Terence. Like a greedy child, she 

wants all or nothing. The loss of her mother at an early 

age surely contributes to her intense need for perfection in 

a relationship. She tries to fill the void left by her 

mother with a man. Since a lover can never take the place 

of a mother, she ultimately rejects Terence. This situation 

6 Love, p. 104. 
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corresponds closely to Woolf's own life~ Though Leonard 

Wool f c ame close to filling the mother role for Virginia by 

his close attention and catering to her every need, he could 

never completely fill the void. Disa ppoin ted, Virginia Woolf 

finally abandoned him by committing suicide. 

Similarly, Terence is abandone d by Rachel's death. He 

intuits her gradual withdrawal and observe s that 

she seemed to be able to cut herself adrift from 
him, and to pas s away to unknown places where she 
had no need of him. [Terence says to Rachel,] 
'You don't want me as I want you--you're always 
wanting something else. ' It seeme d to her 
now that what he was saying was perfectly true, 
and that she wa nte d many more things than the 
love of one human being--the sea, the sky. She 
turned again and looked at the distant blue, which 
was so smooth and serene where the sky met the 
sea; she c ould not possibly want only one human 
being. (p. 302) 

That one human being cannot fill all her needs is a realistic 

realization; however, that she must reject him becaus e he 

cannot fill all her needs displays tragic ignorance on her 

part. Feeling frustrate d, she turns to "the sea, the sky"--· 

otherworld. Because this world does not offer totality in 

meaning , she seeks meaning elsewhere. Fleishman note s that 

the title of the novel takes on greater significance at this 

. b 11 point, e cause • . the title of The Voyage Out extends 

its reference beyond the conventional rneaning--an 



63 

outward-bound passage--to suggest the course of Rachel's 

life as a voyage out of life toward deat.h."7 

Before Rachel whole-heartedly seeks otherworld she has 

moments of satisfaction with this world. She feels ambiva­

lence between accepting the challenge of living and relating 

in this imperfect world--and seeking total perfection and 

unity in otherworld. One brief moment of satisfaction is 

revealed as she contemplates the pattern of life: 

She felt herself amazingly secure as she sat in 
her arm-chair, and able to review not only the 
night of the dancer but the entire past, tenderly 
and humorously as if she had been turning in a 
fog for a long time, and could now see exactly 
where she had turned. . That was the strange 
thing, that one did not know where one was going, 
or what one wanted, and followed blindly, suffer­
ing so much in secret, always unprepared and 
amazed and knowing nothing; but one thing led to 
another and by degrees something had formed it­
self out of nothing, and so one reached at last 
this calm quiet, this certainty, and it was this 
process that people call living. Perhaps, then, 
everyone really knew as she knew now where they 
were going; and things formed themselves into a 
pattern not only for her, but for them, and in 
that pattern lay satisfaction and meaning. 
(p. 314) 

Rachel glimpses the underlying pattern of life which reveals 

meaning and satisfaction. Her mind expands to include the 

possibility that persons whom she has judged harshly may 

have a certain direction and meaning in their lives. This 

7 Fleishman, p. 14. 
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realization assures her that she too is capable of a purpose­

ful, happy life with Terence. After she had led a solitary 

existence for most of her life, such knowledge comforts and 

reassures her. However, this passage hints at a certain 

helplessne ss: "That one did not know where one was 

going . . and followed blindly." Such lack of control 

foreshadows Rachel's illness, which indeed precludes any 

control she has over her own life. 

Thus, her feeling of solidarity and unity is short-lived 

as she falls victim to an unnamed illness. She soon with-

draws further into herself than her music or solitude ever 

took h e r. The first symptoms of her illness become apparent 

as she sits listening to Terence reading poetry aloud. The 

lines of the poem reflect Rachel's own innocence and inten­

sify the water imagery in the novel: 

There is a gentle nymph not far from hence, 
That with moist curb sways the smooth severn stream. 
Sabrina is her name, a virgin pure, 
Sabrina fair, 

Listen where thou are sitting 
Under the glassy, cool, translucent wave, 

In twisted braids of lilies knitting 
The loose train of thy amber dropping hair, 
Listen for dear honor's sake, 

Goddess of the silver lake, 
Listen and save! (pp. 326-27) 

As Rachel listens, she intuits the significance of the words 

which see m "to be laden with meaning" (p. 326). The term 

"nymph" obviously recalls Rachel's defining herself as a 
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mermaid. Fleishman notes that several similarities exist 

between the two innocent young heroines: 

. the famous song points the irony of Rachel's 
demise: like the Lady of the masque, she has been 
a virgin wooe d by a river, but instead of being 
aided by a divine force she goes down to her 
death. The extended quotation. . operates 
powerfully to generate the atmosphere of death 
itself, as couched in the imagery of underwater 
withdrawal recalled by Rachel in her feverish 
imaginings. 8 

In this world of fever and delirium, she has no need of 

Terence. Phyllis Rose agrees when she states that Rachel's 

mind becomes her only reality: 

In her sickness Rachel is utterly alone and un­
touchable, her feverish brain inside the fortress­
sanctuary of the sick room, the ultimately 
impregnable spaceo Her mind, delirious as it is, 
is her only reality, and she wants no more--she 
does not want Terence to force her to conscious­
ness, invading her solitude.9 

Rachel's physical illness enables her to withdraw from 

Terence and the rest of the world in a socially acceptable 

manner. Even as she longs for closeness with Terence, she 

paradoxically is terrified by the possibility of it. The 

terror overpowers her positive desire for unity with a 

8 Fleishman, p. 20. 

9 Phyllis Rose, Woma12_of Letters~ A Life of Virginia 
Woolf (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1978), p. 72. 
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man. In her delirium she dreams once more of the tunnel 

under the river: 

Rachel again shut her eyes, and found h erse lf 
walking through a tunnel under the Thames , where 
there were little deformed women sitting in arch­
ways playing cards, while the bricks of whi c h the 
wall was made oozed with damp, which collected 
into drops and slid down the wall. (p. 331) 

Like the earlier dream, this one incorporates a dual meaning. 

Rachel's fear of her own sexuality is evident here, as the 

damp tunnel suggests the female genitalia. Rachel is still 

unable to comprehend or come to terms with her own sexuality 

and must retreat. Additionally, the dream suggests Rachelvs 

longing for the security and sanctuary of her mother's womb, 

where s he would fin~ protection against emotional and sexual 

violation. Ultimately death provides her with such a 

sanctuary. 

Woolf associates .the refuge provided by death with the 

sea, as Rachel dreams: 

At last the faces went further away; she fell into 
a deep pool of sticky water, which eventually 
closed over her head. She saw nothing and heard 
nothing but a faint booming sound, which was the 
sound of the sea rolling over her heado While 
all her tormentors thought that she was de a d, she 
was not dead, but curled up at the bottom of the 
sea$ There she lay, sometimes seeing darkness, 
sometime s light, while every now and then some 
one turned her over at the bottom of the sea. 
(p. 341) 
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Rachel experiences a sense of isolation and alientation in 

the depths of her illness .. She is faintly aware of people 

around her , but they seem unreal. The only reality is that 

which she experiences in her delirium. These sensations are 

actually only exaggerations of her attitudes before her ill­

ness. Though she has some times experienced communion with 

other persons , her encompassing feeling has been one of 

spiritual isolation .. She feels that true communication is 

only transitory and cannot be sustained. Thus, being curled 

up at the bottom of the sea where she sees and hears nothing 

metaphorically suggests her stance throughout the novelG She 

is so intensely involved in her own feelings and perceptions 

that she is unable to conceive of anyone else's. Her own 

reality becomes the only reality; thus, she "drowns" in her 

own subjectivity. James Hafley agrees by saying that ''love 

has not only helped Rachel to discover herself, but has also 

led her to reject all ·outside herself. To see oneself as 

reality and the social world as illusi~n, then, is fatal. 1110 

Such rejections stem from Rachel's own feelings of 

inadequacy. At the same time she is frustrated at the 

limitations of relationships, she is also overwhelmed at the 

possibility of being known by another person. The prospect 

10 James Hafley, The Gl a ss Roof: Virginia Woolf as 
Novelist (New York: Russell and Russell, Inc., 1963), p. 17. 
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of marrying Hewet means the possibility of being known. 

MitchellLeaska suggests that such a prospec t causes Rachel 

to withdraw: "Her only recourse then, on a level far below 

awareness, is to protect herself; and protection in Rachel's 

sequestered world is synonymous with withdrawa1 .. 11 ll 

Moreover, withdrawal is synonymous with death in The 

Voyage Ou~. For a young person to die is absurd--a wasted 

life--a non-existent future. It makes all life, all hope, 

seem absurd. However, believing in the possibility of 

transcende nce into other·world offers some measure of comfort. 

That Rachel joins another realm of time and space and reaches 

the other side of the veil of blue gives meaning to her 

death. 

Because numerous deaths occurred in Woolf's family 

while she was still young, it is quite reasonable that she 

would wo r k out a theory of transcendence that would comfort 

her. Otherwise there would be little reason for her to con-

tinue existing--much less writing. It is evident from her 

biography that on many occasions she felt death to be 

preferable to life . Her repeated suicide attempts and her 

fin a l success ful one are evidence of her allegiance to death. 

Psychologists agree that the victim of the loss of a mother 

11 Mitchell Leaska, The Novels of Virginia Woolf from 
Beginning to End (New York: The John Jay Press , 1977), 
p. 38. 



69 

early in life often has a death wish . There is an irra­

tiona l de sire to return to the mother--to recover the 

relations hip which was lost through death . That Ra chel 

shares certain biographical d e tails with her creator is 

quite significant. That the au t hor of The Voyage_ Out was a 

young unmarried wor:1an who was arnbi valent about marriage is 

also significant. 

Rachel's only alternative to death involves returning 

to England and marr ying Terence. For the young Virginia 

Stephe n, death was a more f amiliar occurr ence than happy 

marriage s were; therefore, for Rachel death seems a more 

plaus ible solution to her dilemma than marriage to Terence 

seems. 

If the reader can understand death as a positive aspect 

of life, he can be reconciled to Rachel's death; such is 

Woolf's intention e Howe ver, she falls short of convincing 

the reader that death is a triumph. After following Rachel's 

progression through the separation and initiation phases, it 

is disappointing to find that she dies before achieving a 

deepe r understanding of the pro f ound significance of human 

relationships. That she is frustrated and disappointed by 

the limitations of other persons is understandable; that she 

is fearful of her own vulnerability is reasonable . . But that 

she fails to see the significance of the process of learning 

to live among people and opts for death is disappointing. 
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One is reminded of Dolly Levi's decision of whether to be a 

fool among fools or a fool alone.1 2 Thornton Wilder's 

heroine chooses to be a fool among fools; Virginia Woolf's 

young protagonist chooses to be a fool aloneo That, it 

might be added, is the most tragic stance of all. 

Though Rachel's return is not one of a more complete 

vision of life in this world, it is a return to the darkness 

from which she came. Once when speaking with Terence she 

compares life to a flicker of light: 

'Does it ever seem to you, Terence, that the world 
is composed entirely of vast blocks of matter, and 
that we're nothing but patches of light--' she 
looked at the soft spots of sun wavering over the 
carpet and up the wall--' like that?' (p. 2 9 3) 

So after experiencing that brief flash of light, she returns 

forever to the darkness of another realm. Leaska sees 

Rachel's death as being self-willed: "For just as one escapes 

a life too threatening to tolerate, through periods of uncon­

sciousness or insanity as 1:'Joolf did, so too can one withdraw 

from life assured of greate r permanence, through death."13 

Rose sees Rachel's death as a withdrawal into "the ultimate 

room of her own, a reality into which no one else can 

12 Thornton Wilder, "The Matchmaker ,;" in Three Plays 
(New York: Avon Books, 1976), p. 221. 

13 Leaska, p. 38. 
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enter. 1114 Bazin agrees with the theory of escape into other­

world and suggests that it is foreshadowed early in the novel 

when Mrs .. Dalloway quotes from Shelley's 11 Adonais 11
:
15 

He has outsoared the shadow of our night: 
Envy and calumny and hate and pain 
And that unr0;st which men miscall delight, 
Can touch him not and torture not again. (p., 58) 

This passage reflects accurately Woolf's attitude toward 

Rachel's death. Rachel transcends the passions of this 

world--the hate, the pain, and the delight. Woolf prefers 

the ethereal and mystical realms to that of passion. 

Naremore compares Rachel's death to occurrences in Proust's 

novels when the personality somehow evaporates into 

otherworld: 

•rhe Proustian novel shows the personality being 
liberated from time and space, but Mrs. Woolf goes 
even further until the personality itself becomes 
dissolved in total communion with what is 'out 
there.' Ultimately, the sense of being in contact 
with 'reality' is replaced by a vast and peaceful 
darkness.16 

Rachel finally achieves the communion she longs for; it is 

not, however, with a single human being but with the cosmos. 

14 Rose, p. 7 3. 

15 Nancy Topping Bazin, Virginia Woolf and the Androgy­
nous vision (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1973), p. 56. 

16 Fleishman, p. 36. 
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She is no longer limited within the bounds of her own per­

son ; she is no longer alienated from all that is outside 

her ; s he is, in fact, one with all that is outside h e re Her 

d e ath i s there fore a triumph--a r e birth& 

This pos itive viewpoint echoes Fleishman's opinion that 

the focus of the nove l toward Rachel's d e ath is not a "denial 

of her initiation but a confirmation of it. 1117 Therefore 

her death is the final stage of her development and marks 

the compl e tion of her voyage : "Rache l's descent into death 

is r e nde r e d as a final i mme r sion in the river of her journey ­

ing.1118 Rachel's journe y is succe ssful and is culminated in 

death. Guigue t agrees as he adds: 

We may wonde r then wha t is the meaning of this 
victory which is a defeat. Is it not that Rachel 
has accompl i she d her voyage out alone , has reache d 
the haven of unity and pea c e while the othe rs 
remain toss e d on the ocean of division1 of multi­
plicity, of uncertainty and suffering? 9 

Rachel inde ed attains peace, security, and serenity. 

Though Ra che l achieves a spiritual wholeness by dying, 

Bazin s ees the paradox in the occurrence: 

17 Fleishman, p. 5. 

18 F 1 e is hrna n , p . 2 0 . 

19 Guiguet, Pe 203. 
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Indeed, to die rather than establish a relation­
ship may be seen either as courageous or cowardly.· 
Whereas, in one sense, it preserves the integrity 
of Rachel's spiritual self, in another sense, it 
denies the realization of her sexual self~20 

Such a balanced view of the death provides an intellectually 

honest assessment of the situation. To gain spiritual ful­

fillment through death Rachel relinquishes the possibility 

of sexual fulfill111ent. Al though Rachel does not c0Im11i t 

suicide as Woolf did, she does not struggle against her 

destiny; therefore, she chooses, however passively, death 

over life. 

Kelley acknowledges Rachel's preference for death as 

the one way she can attain the vision she hoped to acquire 

with Hewet. ·rhe only way either of them can attain perr.1anent 

vision is 

••. for one or both of then to escape the factual 
world in which the vision can exist only sporadi­
cally. Because it is Rachel whose voyage to vision 
is at the heart of the novel, it is she who must 
escape; and she can do so only by dying.21 

Thus, Rachel dies and achieves the vision she searches for. 

The significance of Rachel's death and simultaneous 

vision is symbolized imr11ediately following her death by the 

moon shining through the window as Rachel dies: 

20 Bazin, p. 71. 21 Kelley, pp. 31-32. 
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[Terence] laid Rache l's hand, which was now cold, 
upon the counterpane , and rose from his chair, and 
walke d across to the windowe The windows were un­
curtained, and showed the moon, and a long silver 
pathway upon the surface of the waves. 

'Why,' he said, in his ordinary tone of voice, 
'look at the moon~ There's a halo round the 
moon. (p. 354) 

The moon is traditionally associated with the female or 

mother principle. 22 It therefore suggests Rachel's return 

to the womb, to otherworld, and to wholeness. The halo 

around the moon creates a sense of this wholeness; the circle 

implies unity and completion. Rachel completes her journey 

through this life and is reborn into a realm of timeless­

ness--a realra of endless regeneration--a realm which is 

connected with Nature's eternal cyclee 

22 Guerin, p. 119. 



CONCLUSION 

Various great literary works trace a protagonist's 

movement from innocence to maturity, using the archetypal 

journey to do so. The three phases of the journey--the 

separation, the initiation, and the return--are essential to 

the hero's attaining self-knowledge. Oedipus leaves Corinth 

after being told by an oracle that he will kill his father 

and marry his mother. To avoid the catastrophe he separates 

himself from all that is familiar to him and begins a 

journey. His initiation consists of answering riddles and 

fighting battles; he finally reaches a point of self­

knowledge when he realizes he has indeed killed his father 

and married his mother. Hamlet, another archetypal figure, 

is separated from his innocence, is initiated by his father's 

death and the surrounding events, and is, in a sense, reborn 

into maturity and self-knowledge. Similarly, Huckleberry 

Finn wanders in search of meaning in life, passing through 

the three phases of the archetypal journey, and gains 

spiritual maturity. 

As these archetypal heroes gain selfhood, so Rachel 

Vinrace progresses from innocence and lack of self-knowledge 

into spiritual integrity. She, too, passes through . the 

separation and i.nitiation phases before achieving the return. 

75 
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At the beginning of the novel, she is an aBorphous figure-­

young and unformed. The sea voyage comprises the first phase 

of her journey as it physically separates her from the 

familiar turf of England, and it allows her the opportunity 

to separate emotionally from the two aunts who have deterred 

her development . Additiona lly, Richard Dalloway's kiss 

contributes significantly to her separation from ignorance 

about sex. 

After extricating herself from her past, Rachel begins 

the second phase of her journey--the initiation--in which 

the development of her personality is inaugurated~ The 

initiation rites, which contribute to the formation of a 

well-defined self, include the picnic, the dance, the church 

service, and the river trip into the jungle. Each of these 

events cause s her to confront various facets of herself, 

resulting in self-doubt, self-probing, and finally self-

growth. He r initiation also involves moments of vision in 

which her awareness and insight are heightened. Thus, both 

interaction with people and solitude are essential to her 

initiation .. 

The final phase of Rachel's journey involves her return 

or rebirth. Although Rachel is unable to maintain a con­

tinuing relationship with another individual, she achieves 

communion in the r..1etaphysi ca l sense by a transce ndence to 
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otherworld. Her death allows her to exceed the bounds of 

humanity and become one with all that is outside her. 

Thus, Rachel has traversed the three stages of the 

archetypa l journey. She is now where Woolf wants her: at 

one with the universe. Seeing The Voyage Out through the 

lens of the archetypal journey clarifies the meaning of the 

nove l and brings it into focus. It is no longer "vague," 

as some critics have described it, but it achieves depth and 

clarity when elucidated by the journey pattern. Guiguet 

sees the theme of the novel as Rachel's question "What is 

love? What is life?" and notes that "Rachel is • • the 

living embodiment of the question, who assimilates the 

various answers that chance offers her, in the form of 

denial or acceptance, to extract or elaborate therefrom her 

own substance. 111 Through the process of the journey Rachel 

does indeed extract her own substance from the events and 

people she encounters. Moreover, her acceptance of death 

loses the sense of absurdity and acquires meaning when seen 

as the culmination of her journey. Jill Morris' discussion 

of Woolf's attitude toward death might well apply to Rachel's 

transce ndence to otherworld: 

in death, unity with the universal 
order [is] permanent. By choosing to 

1 Jean Guiguet, Virginia Woolf and Her Works (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1965), p. 201. 



78 

identify with a fixed reality that would not 
change, she . ~ [is] able to feel herself part 
of everlasting life, or immortality. The belong­
ingness she thus establish [e s] [is] something 
much more permanent than society or earthly life 
had to offer. And when she took her own life, 
merging with the unceasing river, she secured an 
eternal bond between herself and reality.2 

After passing through the phases of the journey, Rachel 

realizes her preference for death. By developing the theme 

of the archetypal journey Woolf makes the death wish logical 

and reasonable. Thus, perceiving the novel as an archetypal 

journey increases its interest, significance, and meaning. 

The journey pattern is also evident in some of Woolf's later 

novels, including ~acob' s Room, !-1rs. D~lloway, To the Ligl].t­

house, and Orlando; hence, The Voyage Out indeed anticipates 

the later works. Discerning the archetypal pattern in the 

novel validates The Voy~_ge Out as a successful beginning to 

an important literary career for Virginia Woolf. 

2 Jill Morris, Time and Timelessness in Virginia Woolf 
(Hicksville, New York:-Exposi tion Press, 1977) , p ."-U-:-~---
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