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Abstract
Virginia Woolf’s posthumously published novel Between the Acts (1941) drama-
tizes history as the living past through the framed pageant which mainly of-
fers a condensed history of English Literature. Between the Acts historicizes
history by resisting the attractions of the traditional historical novel genre. It
grasps history as an ideological process that produces and includes the forces 

by reenacting not only the art of the novelist or dramatist but of the historian 

paper reexamines Between the Acts as a late experimental development within 
-

ingly in the established forms was impossible due to the outbreak of a war which 
was threatening the world.
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History may be servitude,
History may be freedom. See, now they vanish,

The faces and places, with the self which, as it could, loved them,

A people without history
Is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern

Of timeless moments. So, while the light fails
On a winter’s afternoon, in a secluded chapel,

History is now and England.

‘Little Gidding’, T. S. Eliot.
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In Virginia Woolf’s last novel Between the Acts (1941), history is a central matter 
extending from prehistoric times through the various areas of English civilization 
to the critical year 1939 – the present day. The acts of the play between which the 
narrative of the novel takes place are analogous to the two acts of the World Wars 
between which the novel is set. Despite its fragmentary appearance, the novel 
conforms to unities of time and place: it opens on a June evening at Pointz Hall,
the home of Oliver family and ends in the following evening at the same location. 
The village players perform their annual pageant, written and directed by Miss La
Trobe, on the Olivers’ terrace on a summer’s day. The audience includes the Ol-
iver family, Bart-Giles-Isa Oliver and the aunt-Mrs. Lucy Swithin, and the unex-
pected visitors – William Dodge and Mrs. Manresa. The pageant concentrates on 

‘makers’ of history; yet, the narrative is marked by the recognition of the emerg-
ing plot of history that would soon change the life of everyone. 

An early note in Woolf’s Diary, written in April 1938, suggests that she was 
planning to write a novel which could accommodate different texts and ideas: 

-

my mind? (1977: 135). Poyntzet Hall, later Between the Acts, was written against 
the backdrop of the rise of the fascist threat and the outbreak of the Second World 
War. The condensed history in Between the Acts

village is characterized by a sense of historical continuity rather than change: the 

made by the Britons; by the Romans; by the Elizabethan manor house; and by 

(1984: 7). This setting suggests nostalgia for a rural and feudal kind of commu-
nity for which the village suggests an essentially stable and traditional place that 
is apparently resistant to the forces of the present time. 

Woolf’s writing is structured by a serious consciousness and interest of the 

writing: the line that separated the past from the present. Woolf had often shown 
her annoyance with the particular history as the lives of great men, of heroes and 

write would decentre or even deconstruct the male histories of identity, authority 
authorship, histories of the biographies of great men, the histories coloured by 
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the historical moment is one of the characteristics of Woolf’s writing, although 
she tends to relegate politics and current events to what Mrs. Ramsay in To the 
Lighthouse
(164). In The Years (1937), for instance, the war is treated as a great moment of 
liberation, an end to the impropriety of Victorian and post-Victorian England. In
the following book, Three Guineas (1938), while mentioning the world’s politi-

war in the dead hero of Jacob’s Room (1922) and the shell-shocked Septimus 
Smith of Mrs. Dalloway (1925). Except for Orlando (1928) which traces the his-
tory of literature and women writers, the central problems in Woolf’s historical 
perspective are that of violence and war – particularly in terms of their affect on 
the individual’s life and psychology. Interestingly, however, these issues are left 
untouched in Between the Acts. Woolf, in this novel, separates past and present in 
the narrative with sharp lines in the pageant by the help of the four acts symboli-
cally. Moreover, she does not let historical past merge with the present moment 
through consciousness. 

Juxtaposed by the sense of discontinuity created by the fragmented pageant, 
the continuity of literary and cultural history demonstrates itself in the pageant in 

Hall which has resisted time. The reason why Woolf used literary allusions in 
and between the acts of the pageant seems basically to create continuity sym-
bolically in a fragmented outline of cultural history. As Christopher Ames puts it: 

chronological readings or surveys of literary history overlaid upon another narra-

later became a store. Mrs. Swithin’s realization is that so much of the beauty of 

the characters’s minds. 

personal destinies of number of human beings coincide and interweave within 

Woolf’s characters in Between the Acts. Considerably less complex than those in 
Woolf’s previous novels, none of the characters hold the authoritative vision and 

-
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(1977: 251), to read Between the Acts
unity and continuity will be misleading. Art has been treated as a force for unity 

art to unify and immortalize is almost lost in this novel. Although, the presence 
of the pageant in the novel has been interpreted as an intentional antithesis to the 
fragmented present day world. However, in contrast with creating a work of art 

-

Unity – Dispersity. It gurgled Un…dis
that the audience is unchanged after this artistic interruption; the artist’s effort to 
better the present life remains useless. 

The vision of contemporary life as essentially discontinuous has already been 

of the last section is obviously to connect with the situation of the present-day 

-

much reality/ Time past and time future/ What might have been and what has 

Between the Acts, and especially the 
echoes of the lines from ‘Little Gidding’ are everywhere. 

and in creating a new work about history at such a crucial point in world history. 
This awareness forms an important part of the dynamic of the novel:

At last, Miss La Trobe could rise herself from her stooping position. It had 
been prolonged to avoid attention. The bells had stopped; the audience had 
gone; also the actors. She could straighten her back. She could open her 
arms. She could say to the world. You have taken my gift! Glory possessed 
her – for one moment. But what had she given? A cloud that melted into the 
other clouds on the horizon. It was in the giving the triumph was. And the 
triumph faded. Her gift meant nothing. If they had understood her meaning; 
if they had known their parts; if the pearls had been real and the funds 

others. ‘A failure’ she groaned. (151)
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-

Words rose above the intolerably laden dumb oxen plodding through the mud. 

-

She had been an actress. That had failed. She had bought a four-roomed cottage 

176). Besides, at the end of 1936, the year in which the Spanish Civil War broke 
out, she wrote an article titled ‘Why Art Today Follows Politics’ for the newspaper 
The Daily Worker on why the artist had to adopt a political position, concluding 
that the status of the artist and of art itself was now under threat. Like the 1930s 
poets, La Trobe has taken the role of the politician and she addresses the audience 
through a loudspeaker, an instrument which Woolf associated with Fascist dicta-
tors. The use of the gramophones to unite the audience recalls Three Guineas,
where gramophones are associated with the establishment and its war machine. 

to seek to create social cohesion at a time when social order and conformity were 

the novel, Giles’s behaviour is very close to the fascist threat that Woolf fears in 
A Room of One’s Own as: 

the fact that the enemy is not simply or exclusively the German, she turns her at-

to root out from themselves the love of medals and decorations. We must create 
-

ing instinct, their subconscious Hitlerism. We must compensate the man for the 

Both Woolf and La Trobe are trying to transcend history to achieve a perspec-
tive in which the incidents of history are ultimately absorbed into a natural perio-
dization within a pattern of a play. When the actors gather on stage at the play’s 

is a parody for the lost coherence of history and the loss of an image of histori-
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Between the Acts is its desperate vision and need to get beyond the crisis of the 
immediate present, to believe that this present moment is not the end, is not to 
be understood by itself but is rather another period of transition from the past 

consists of a mixed combination of elements: prologue, epilogue, song, dance 
-

-
tory’s logic: as the villagers hold up their mirrors, La Trobe abandons the devices 

that can bring about moral and political change:

The play was over, the strangers gone, and they were alone – the family. Still 

kings; the fools and (she swallowed) ourselves?’ They all looked at the play; 
Isa, Giles and Mr Oliver. Each of course saw something different. (154)

the curtain rising on a world whose history has not been written implies the au-
thor’s intension to extend the pageant’s pattern into the future, to imagine its 

the villagers mirror images of themselves. It tends to link between the play and 
the real life: the pageant to life at Pointz Hall, and vice versa. Characters repeat 
words from the play and the play echoes characters words, and literary echoes 
are present in both. 

The pageant is both a representative of history and a history of representa-

past and present. It also shows the varied literary forms – the forms as Hayden
White suggests: comedy, tragedy, romance and satire – through which history is 
attempted to be given shape and pattern. The novel includes all of these genres, 

-
Collected Es-

says, Woolf stated that a writer liberated from the dominant conventions might 

passionate, and the lyrical would be dissolved beyond the possibility of separate 

of involvement and the comic emotion of detachment, could [Woolf] achieve 
a vision of history’s determinations and an awareness of imagination’s possibili-
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-
tive parodies of an Elizabethan romance, a Restoration comedy, and a Victorian 

and an open-air stage which, like Shakespeare’s Globe, disrupts the illusion of the 
fourth wall leave the audience in doubt about the ontological status of what they 

she evaluates his work not as a model to be imitated and emulated in the here and 

-
ous disability, it is only when they speak that they are alive, they never think, as 
for prying into their minds himself, or drawing inferences from their behaviour, 

141). Thus, Woolf blamed Scott for his una-
wareness of the complexity of human consciousness and psychology which she 
always remained preoccupied along with the perception of reality. Apparently, as 
Elizabeth Wesseling in Writing History as Prophet proposes for the modernists 

-

with explorations in a present which could offer only relative certainties and was 

in Wesseling 1991:10–1). The Waverly model, which was based on the founda-

the modernist philosophical doubt. As Wesseling claims, the traditional historical 

was presented by the introduction of a ‘historian-like’ character that consciously 

The historian-like character, Miss La Trobe’s pageant, has important implications 
for Woolf’s representation of history. Although the play offers chronological 
scenes from English history and literature, the narrative presented is intentionally 
fragmentary and episodic. In addition, it resists national metanarratives of great 
victories or leaders and also literary ones based on great writers. Woolf’s frag-
mentation of the literary past, therefore, resists the kind of authoritative structure 

the rise of Fascism, where history, tradition and culture itself were being dragged 
into the service of oppression within the state and imperialism beyond it, the 
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undermining of conventional understanding of tradition was both liberating and 

Likewise, the community in the village is truly oppressed by its past, dissatis-

of the Second World War in a time when both personal and communal relations 
fail with increasing logic of exclusion, violence, and victimization, and by the 
ideology of fascism. The playwright/historian’s satire in the last act is aimed at 
provoking the audience into reaching a self-consciousness level: as the villagers 

-
sult in moral and political change, yet, ironically, the society remains unchanged. 
It only reaches to an understanding that an historicized reading of the pageant 

in the play comes in the Renaissance playlet, although it ends happily with the 
union of the young couple, the world it evokes is full of plotting and intrigue. The

in pursuit of the fortune. Moreover, the pursuit of power and wealth dominates 
Woolf’s vision of Victorian England in the next act of pageant. Finally, the pag-

Between the Acts is no doubt a work of a strongly historical imagination, because 
it embodies a new understanding of history by defying the demands of the tradi-
tional historical novel genre. Apparently, Woolf’s concern is not merely with the 
past but with the nature of one’s knowledge of the past and the determining power 
of it to shape the present. Her own attitude towards history in Between the Acts is 
displayed not through the perception of a participant in the historical action, but 
by placing a self-conscious parodic narrative plane which is situated between the 
represented past and the existing present. Such a complicated rendering of the 

historical novel tradition. 
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