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My ‘higher life’ is almost entirely the Elizabethan play. Finished
Pointz Hall, the pageant: the play—finally Between the Acts this

morning, t
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Then at the back of this, imposing not unity but some sort of
stahility, is what we may briefly call a sense of the presence of the

Gods. ... Even in the jungle and the wilderness the compass still
points, (§1)
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It is this echo flung back and back from the other side of the play
which, if it has not the name, still has the effect of the presence
of the Gods. (82)
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In spite of the tumultuousness of the action, and the ferocity and
horror of certain parts of the play, there is an underlying serenity;
and as we familiarize ourselves with the play we perceive a pattern
behind the pattern inte which the characters deliberately involve
themselves; the kind of pattern which we perceive in our own
lives only at rare moments of inattention and detachment, drowsing
in sunlight. It is the pattern drawn by what the ancient world
called Fate; subtilized by Christianity into mazes of delicate theology ;

and reduced again by the modern world into crudities of psychological
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Peace, and be at peace with vour thoughts and visions.
You shall forget these things, toiling in the household,
You shall remember them, droning by the fire,

When age and forgetfulness sweeten memory
...................... They will seem unreal,

Human Kind cannot bear very much reality. ¥*
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As a cloud crosses the sun, silence falls on London; and falls on
the mind, Effort ceases. Time flaps on the mast. There we
stop; there we stand. Rigid, the skeleton of habit alone upholds
the human frame. Where there is nothing, Peter Walsh said to

himself; feeling hollowed out, utterly empty within.
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This confirms me in my instinctive notion ... the sensation that we
are sealed vessels afloat on what it is convenient to call reality;

and at some moments, the sealing matter cracks; in floods reality. ... 27
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Often down here I have entered into a sanctuary; a nunnery; had
a religious retreat; of great agony once; & always some terror: so
afraid one is of lonliness: of seeing to the bottom of the vessel. .

& got then to a consciousness of what I call ‘reality’: a thing
I see before me; something abstract; but residing in the downs or
slky; beside which nothing matters; in which I shall rest & con-

tinue to exist. Reality I call it 28
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One wanted... to be on a level with ordinary experience, to feel
simply that’s a chair, that’s a table, and yet at the same time, [i’s

a miracle, it’s an ecstasy.®®
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The poet is always able 10 transcend the particularity of Hamlet's
relation to Ophelia and to give us his questioning not of his own
personal lot alone but of the state and being of all human life. In
Measure for Measure, for example, passages of exireme psycho-

logical subtlety are mingled with profound reflections, tremendous
Imaginations, (GR, 19)
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Tt will be written in prose, but in prose which has many of the
characteristics of poetry., It will have something of the exaltation
of poetry, but much of the ordinariness of prose. [t will be dramatic,
and vet not a play. (GR, 18)
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Synopsis

What the Elizabethan Play Meant to Woolf:

—In Comparison with Eliot’s View of the Verse Drama—

Tae Yamamoto

In an essay entitled “Notes on an Elizabethan Play” (1925), after
discussing the merits and demerits of the typical Elizabethan / Jacobean
poetic plays, Woolf says:

Then at the back of this [i e the world presented through words

and actions), imposing not unity but some sort of stability, is what

we may briefly call a sense of the presence of the Gods,,.. Even

in the jungle and the wilderness the compass still points.
Though it has been dismissed by critics, this passage seems to be of
crucial importance in understanding Woolfs view of the Elizabethan
play. The idea expressed here is echoed by T.S Eliot in his essay
“John Mazston™ (1934); he also sees in Marston’s play “an underlying
serenity” in spite of *“the tumultuousness of action”, and claims that
such a dual vision is what distinguishes poetic drama from prosaic
drama, Such views of the Elizabethan play of Woolf and Eliot are, I
want to argue, closely connected with their ideas of an ideal literary
form to express what they call “reality”, reflecting at the same time
a correspondence between their ways of seeing life, i e their attitudes
concerning “reality”,

This correspondence can be briefly explained in terms of two theses:
the “double reality™ and the “Janus-faced reality”. Tor both Eliot and
Woolf, “reality” is what exists beyond, or behind, the plane of everyday
life, hidden from the eyes of human beings who live on the surface level

with their minds occupied with daily routines, Though there may be
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a gigantic pattern in this life to which all human beings are connected,
it is beyond one’s ken; a vision of “reality” can be got only in rare
moments,

To perceive “reality” is, however, essentially incompatible with human
comsciousness.  According to Eliot, to “realize” this kind of reality is
so intense and painful an experience that ordinary human heings cannot
hear to live with thier eyes fixed on it. For Woolf, too, to discard the
surface plane and merge into the realm of “reality” is threatening to
one’s identity; it will lead, ultimately, to madness and death as an
individual,  All the same, the desire to grasp life and the world in its
entirety is strong in both artists,

With such views of the world in their minds, the artists feel antago-
nistic both to the monolithic world view of the modern age and to its
fiterature. Eliot expounds his attitude in his argument on “the dissocia-
tion of sensibility”., From the same standpoint, he approves the Eliza-
bethan poetic play in that it enables one to feel “some other plane of
reality” while it presents the ordinary evervday world. It is not surprising
that Woolf, as a cotemporary of Eliot, should view and approve the
Elizabethan poetic drama from a similar viewpoint.

This point is endorsed in Woolf's essay “The Narrow Bridge of Art”
(1927). Here Woolf asserts that the Elizabethan poetic play was the
literary form that could express complex, cotradictory human mind
adequately; it was a kind of receptacle, she savs, which could contain
all of the conflicting, incongruous elements of life and emctions, but also
it was an art form in which the artist could express the universality
and the generality simultaneously with the particularity of the individual,

Unlike Elict, however, Wooll does not to try to “resurrect” the verse
drama in the modern literary scene. Instead she tries to incorporate
elements of poetry and drama into prose so that the novel in the future
can be a tool suitable for expressing the complex situations of modern
life. From this viewpoint, all of her works up to her last one, Befween

the Acts, should be seen as a series of attempls at a more successful
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fusion of poetry and drama into the novel. Though it was left unrevised,
Between the Acts shows that Woolf is fulfilling 10 a remarkable degree
what she proposed for the novel in the future. 1t also indicates that
she realizes in this book what she thought to be the essential elements
of the Elizabethan play: the nature of a vast “receptacle” and the spiri-
tual double structure,

For Woolf, the Elizabhethan literature did not remain mere sources of
literary allusions; rather she tried to transmute the essential gqualities
of the Elizabethan drama which she admired into her own work, in

order to create the “novel as poetic play” of today.



