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Woolf (2)

thought and narration

3.8 Fiction’s linguistic resources for representing thought are, for the most part,
the same as those for representing discourse.

3.8.1 Fiction cannot transcribe thought; it can only adopt conventions for rep-
resenting or imitating it. The interpreter must then ask how those conven-
tions work.

3.8.2 Stream of consciousness is free indirect discourse on steroids.

woolf on modern fiction

Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives
a myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharp-
ness of steel. Fromall sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms;
and as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the
accent falls differently fromof old; themoment of importance came not here but
there; so that, if a writer were a freeman and not a slave, if he could write what he
chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon his own feeling and not
upon convention, there would be no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love inter-
est or catastrophe in the accepted style, and perhaps not a single button sewn on
as the Bond Street tailors would have it. Life is not a series of gig lamps symmet-
rically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding
us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the task of the nov-
elist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever
aberration or complexity it may display, with as little mixture of the alien and
external as possible? We are not pleading merely for courage and sincerity; we
are suggesting that the proper stuff of fiction is a little other than custom would
have us believe it….

Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they
fall, let us trace the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance,
which each sight or incident scores upon the consciousness. Let us not take it for
granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly thought big than in what
is commonly thought small.
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