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The Hours - Plot

The book concerns three generations of women
affected by a Virginia Woolf novel-Mrs.
Dalloway(1925)

. Virginia Woolf writing Mrs. Dalloway in 1923
and struggling with her own mental illness.

. Mrs. Brown, wife of a World War Il veteran, who
is reading Mrs. Dalloway in 1949 as she plans her
husband's birthday party.

. Clarissa Vaughan, a bisexual, who plans a party
in 1999 to celebrate a major literary award
received by her good friend and former lover, the
poet Richard, who is dying of an AIDS-related
ilIness.



Characters in Virginia Woolf’s Story

1923

‘Vir'giniaWoc')-If ' ' '
Leonard Woolf- Virginia's husband,;

. \/anessa Bell- Virginia's sister.

Nelly - Virginia and Leonard's cook.
Julia, Quentin and Angelica- Vanessa's children. -



Characters in Laura Brown’s Story

1949

« Laura Brown

* Dan Brown- Laura S husband
€ Rlchle Brown Laura' s son;

e Kitty - her'neighbour.
. Mrs: Latch; .Babys’it’ger..



Characters in Clarissa Vaughan’s Story

1999

'ClarissaVaughan' ¥
Sally- Clarissa's partner; _ _
Richard :Brown- Clarissa's frlend Laura Brown's son;

‘ouis Waters- Richard's former lover, friend of
Rlchard and CIar|ssa

Julia Vaughan Clarissa's daughter s
Mary Krull- Julia's friend.
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Prologue

The novel begins with the suicide of Virginia Woolf in 1941 by
drowning herself in the Ouse, a river in Sussex, England.

—
=

Even as she is drowning, Virginia marvels at everyday sights
and sounds.

Leonard Woolf, her husband, finds her suicide note

Virginia's dead body floats downstream where life, in the
form of a mother and child going for a walk, goes on as if
Virginia is still taking in all the sights and sounds.

I don't think two people could have been happier than we have
been.



She hurries from the house, wearing a coat too heavy for the
weather. It is 1941. Another war has begun. She has left a note
for Leonard, and another for Vanessa. She walks purposefully
toward the river. certain of what she’ll do, but even now she
is almost distracted by the sight of the downs, the church, and
a scattering of sheep, incandescent, tinged with a faint hint of
sulfur, grazing under a darkening sky. She pauses, watching the
sheep and the sky, then walks on. The voices murmur behind
her; bombers drone in the sky, though she looks for the planes.
and can’t see them. She walks past one of the farm workers (is
his name John?), a robust, small-headed man wearing a potato-
colored vest, cleaning the ditch that runs through the osier bed.
He looks up at her, nods, looks down again into the brown
water. As she passes him on her way to the river she thinks of

how successful he 15, how fortunate, to be cleaning a ditch in
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© “She herself has failed. She is not a writer at all, really;
she is merely a gifted eccentric”(p.4)

“She imagines turning around, taking the stone out of
her pocket, going back to the house. She could probably
return in time to destroy the notes. She could live on;
she could perform that final kindness. Standing knee
deep in the moving water, she decides against it” (p.5).

“I don’t think two people could have been happier than
we two have been” (p.7)

“Virginia’s body at the river’s bottom, as if she is
dreaming on the surface, the stick, the boy and his
mother, the sky and the rooks”(p.8)



news. He finds a BIUe EnVCIOPS; @Gl o it S Kmm e
Inside is a letter.
IDDearest, j
I feel certain that I am going
rmad again: I _feel we can’t go
through another of these terrvible times.
And I shant recover this tirme. I begin
to hear voices, and cant concentrate.
So I am doing what seewmns the best thing to do. You have
givern me
the greatest possible happiness. You
have been in every way all that anyone
could be. I dont think two
people could have been happier till
this terrible disease came. I cant
fight it any longer, I know that I am
spoiling your life, that without me you
could work. And you will I know.
Yo see I cant evenn write this properly. T
cant read. What I want to say is that’
I owe all the happiness of my life to you.
You have been entively patient with me &
inncredibly good. I wamnt to say that—
everybody krnows it. If anybody could
have saved wme it would have beert yoiut.
Everything has gone from rme but the
certainty of your goodness. 1
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¢ on spotling your life any loniger. I dont think rwo
reople

conld have been happier than we have been.
-

Leonard races from the room. runs downstairs. He says to the
maid. 'l think something has happened to Mrs. Woolf. I think
she may have mmmed to kill herself. Which way did she go? IDid
vou see her leave the house?’

The maid, panicked, begins to cry. Leonard rushes out and
goes to the miver, past the church and the sheep, past the osier

bed. Ac the nmiverbank he finds no one but a man in a red jacket,
fishing.

She 1s borme guickly along by the current. She appears to be
fiving. a fantastic figure, arms outstretched, hair streaming, the
tail of the fur coat billowing behind. She floats, heavily,
through shafts of brown, granular light. She does not travel far.
Her feet (the shoes are gone) strike the bottom occasionally,

and when they do they summon up a sluggish cloud of muck.

filled with the black silhoucttes of leaf skeletons, that stands all

but stationary in the water after she has passed along out of
sight. Stripes of green-black weed catch in her hair and the fur

of her coat. and for a while her eves are blindfolded by a thic Ll
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~Mrs. Dalloway

“There are still flowers to buy. Clarrisa feigns
exasperation, leaves Sally cleaning the bathroom, and
runs out, promising to be back in half an hour. It is
Newyork city. It is the end of the twentieth

century’(p.9)
“She, Clarissa Vaughn, an ordinary person at this age,(
why bother trying to deny it?), has flowers to buy and a

party to give” (p.10)
She is 52
“The name Mrs. Dalloway had been Richard’s idea”

“It would have been almost a full month since Richard
left Louis’s bed and came into hers”
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® “Tonight she will give her party. She will fill the room of
her apartment with food and flowers, with people of wit
and influence. She will shepherd Richard through it, see
that he doesn’t overtire, and then she will escort him

uptown to receive his prize’(p.13)

“Richard has always been clarissa’s most rigorous
infuriating companion, her best friend, and if Richard
were still himself, untouched by illness they could be
together right now, arguing about...” (p.19)

“Richard will neither admit to nor recover from his
dislike of her, never; he will never discard his private
conviction that Clarissa has, at heart, become a society
wife, and never mind the fact that she and Sally do not
attempt t disguise their love for anyone’s sake..”(p. 20)
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We are having a party tonight, for a friend who’s just
won his big-deal literary award”

“the Pulizter”?
‘No. It’s called the Carrouthers Prize”
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It is a suburb of London. It is 1923

Virginia awakens. This might be another way to begin,
certainly, with Clarissa going on an errand on a day in June.

Dreams that she is in a park

“Virginia awakens again. She is here, in her bed room at
Hogarth House”.

“He is still at times astonished by her. She may be the most
intelligent woman in England, he thinks. Her books may be
read for centuries. He believes this more ardently than
anyone else”

She picks up her pen.
“Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself”
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Mrs Dalloway said something (what?), and got the flowers

-

herself.
Ir (is .a suaburb of London. It is 1923.

Virginia awakens. This might be another way to begin, cer—
tainly: with Clarissa going on an errand on a day in June, in-—
stead of soldiers marching off to lay the wreath in Whitehall.
But is it the right beginning? Is it a little too ordinary? Virginia
lies quietly in her bed, and sleep takes her again so quickly she
is not conscious of falling back to sleep at all. It seems, suddenly,
that she is nmot in her bed but:in a park: 'a park impossibly
verdant, green beyond green—a Platonic wvision of a park. at
once homely and the seat of mystery, implying as parks do that
while the old woman in the shawl dozes on the slatted bench
something alive and ancient, something neither kind nor un-

kind, exulting only in continuance, knits together the green
2 9
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Mrs. Brown
It is Los Angeles. It is 1949.

Laura Brown is trying to lose herself. No, that is not it
exactly- she is trying to keep herself by gaining entry
into a parallel world. She lays the book face down on her

chest. Already her bedroom(no, their'
more densely inhabited, more actual, |

bedroom)feels
because a

character named Mrs. Dalloway is on her way to buy

flowers

Laura glances at the clock on the night stand. It is half

past seven.
She should be there, shouldn’t she?
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She will read one more page. One more page, to calm
and locate herself, then she will get out of the bed

In another world, she might have spent her whole life
reading.
So now she is Laura Brown. Laura Zielski, the solitary

girl. The incessant reader, is gone, and here in her
place is Laura Brown

She does not dislike her child, does not dislike her
husband. She will rise and be cheerful

About to go onstage and perform in a play for which
she is not appropriately dressed, and for which she is
not adequately rehearsed. What she wonders is wrong
with her(p.43)
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held down by cord and salmon-colored buttons in a diamond

pattern. In the morning heat of June, with the robe whisked
away, the chair in its bold new fabric seems surprised to find
itself a chair at all.

She brushes her teeth, brushes her hair, and starts downstairs.
She pauses several treads from the bottom, listening, wailting;
she 1s again possessed (it seems to be getting worse) by a dream -
like feeling, as if she is standing in the wings, abour to go

onstage and perform in a play for which she is not appropriately

dressed, and for which she has not adequately rehearsed. Whare,

she wonders, is wrong with her. This is her husband in the

kitchen; this is her little boy. All the man and boy require of

her i1s her presence and, of course, her love. She congquers the

desire to go quietly back upstairs, to her bed and book. She

conguers her irritation at the sound of her husband’s voice,

saying something to Richie about napkins (why does his voice
remind her sometimes of a potato being grated?). She descends
the last three stairs, crosses the narrow foyer, enters the kitchen.

She thinks of the cake she will bake, the Howers she’ll buy.
She thinks of roses surrounded by gifts.

Her husband has made the coffee, poured cereal for himself
and their son. On the tabletop, a dozen white roses offer their
complex, slightly sinister beauty. Through the clear glass vase
Laura can see the bubbles, fine as grains of sand, clinging to
their stems. Beside the roses stand cereal box and milk carton,
with their words and pictures.

““Good morning,’”” her husband says, raising his eyebrows as
if he is surprised but delighted to see her.

“Hannv SRS e T 0 TS =S ey
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“Good morning”..her husband says
“Happy birthday”..she says

For a while they are absorbed in the ritual of his
leaving: the taking on of jacket and briefcase; the
flurry of kisses; the waves, he from over his shoulder as
he crosses the lawn to the drive way, Laura and Richie
from behind the screen door.

Here is then, is the daily transition. With her husband
present, she is more nervous but less afraid. She knows
how to act. Alone with Richie, she sometimes feels
unmoored-he is so entirely persuasively himself. He
wants what he wants so avidly.

Alone with the child, though she loses direction. She
cant always remember how a mother would act.
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lawn to the driveway, Laura and Richie from behind the screen
door. Their lawn, extravagantly watered, 1s a brilliant, almost
uncarthly green. Laura and Richie stand like spectators at a
parade as the man pilots his ice-blue Chevrolet down the short
driveway and into the streect. He waves one last aime, jauntily,
from behind the wheel.

‘“Xell,”” she says, after the car has disappeared. Tler son
watches her adoringly, expectantly. She is the animating prin-
ciple, the life of the house. Its rooms are sometimes larger than
they should be; they sometmes, suddenly, contain things he’s
never seen before. He watches her, and waits.

“Well, now,”” she says.

Here, then, is the daily transition. With her husband presenct,

she i1s more nervous but less afraid. She knows how to actc.

Alone with Riichie, she sometimes fteels unmoored—he i1s so

entirely, persuasively himself. He wants what he wants so av-—
idly. He cries mysteriously, makes indecipherable demands.
courts her, pleads with her, ignores her. He seems. almost al-
ways, to be waiting to see¢ what she will do next. She knows,
or at least suspects, that other mothers of small children muse
maintain a body of rules and, more to the pointg, an ongoing
mother-self to guide them in negotiating the days spent alone
with a child. When her husband is here, she can manage it.
She can see him seeing her, and she knows almost instinctively
how to treat the boy firmly and kindly, with an affecuonarte

maternal off handedness that secems effortless. Alone with the
child, thoug

» she loses direction. She can’t alwavys remember




She says: “we are going to make him the best cake he’s
ever seen. The very best. Don't you think that’s a good
idea”?

Laura watches him through the meandering vine of
cigeratte smoke. She will not go upstairs, and return to
her book. She will remain. She will do all that’s
required, and more
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Richard’s chair, particularly, 18 insane; or, rather, it is the
cone who, if not actually insane, has let things shide

chair of som
ard the exhausted relin-

so far, has gone such a long way tow
quishment of ordinary caretaking—simple hygiene, regular
the difference between insanity and

hopelessness is difficult to pinpoint. The chair—an elderly,

square, overstuffed armchair obesely balanced on slender blond
: lender blond

nourishment—that
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MRS, DALLOWAY

_is ostentatiously broken and worthless. It 15 up-

wooden legs
1o-colored, woolen, shot

holstered in something nubbly, 1

through (this 1s, comehow, its most sinister aspect) with silver

thread, Its square arms and back are so worn down, so darkened

l‘vy the continual application of friction and hum:;n oils, that
they resemble the tender parts of an elephant’s hide. Its colls
are visible—perfect rows of pale, rusty rings=—not only through
the cushion of the seat but through the thin yellow towel Rich-
ard has draped over the cushion. The chair smells feud and
deeply damp, unclean; it smells of irreversible rot, 1f it were
hauled out into the street (when it is hauled out into the street),
no one would pick it up. Richard will not hear of its being
replaced.

“Are they here today?"" Clarissa asks.

y :‘No." Richard answers, with the reluctant candor of a child.
Ihey're gone now. They're very beautiful and quite terrible.”

“Yes,” she says. ‘1 know."”

I think of them as coalescences of black fire, | mean they’re
dark and bright at the same time. There was one that looked
a bit like a black, electrified jellyfish. They were singing, jus&
now, in a foreign language. | believe it may have been Greek
Archaic Greek."” |

“Are you afraid of them?”

“No. Well, sometimes.”

“I think I'm going to talk to Bing about increasing your

med’ication, would that be all right?”
He sighs wearily. “The fact that I sometimes don’t hear them

or see them doesn’t mean they're gone," he says.
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his defiantly prolix lamentations over worlds either vanishing
or lost entirely. While there are no guarantees, it does seem
pPossible, and perhaps even better than possible, that Clarissa
and the small body of others have been right all along. Richard
the dense, the wistful, the scrutinizing, Richard who observed
SO munutely and exhaustively, who tried to split the atom with
words, will survive after other, more fashionable names have
faded.

And Clarissa, Richard’s oldest friend, his first reader——Clar-
issa who sees him every day, when even some of his more
recent friends have come to i

=

throwing him a party. Clarissa is filling her home with flowers
and candles. Why shouldn’t she want him to come?

Richard says, ““I’'m not really needed there, am 1?2 The party
can go on just with the idea of me. The party has already
happened, really, with or without me.”’

“Now you're being impossible. I'm going to lose my

- A

Ll

tience soorn.
‘“No, please, don’t be angry. Oh, Mrs. D., the truth
embarrassed to go to this party. I’ve failed so terribly.”

T ““IYon’t talk like that.”’
“No, no. You’re kind, you’re very kind, btxt‘l ,

and that’s that. It was just too much fbr

.a bzwcr ﬁgure than I was. Can I tell you :
I’'ve never told anyone”’ , La’

e you can. o
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sancly rehieved. All rmight, then: nothing was needed but a few
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kind words, a bit- of reassurance. She sighs. She gently touches
has haar.
.. < = s % = od S, ‘s v
Now,. then,' she says. ““Are you ready to do another one?”
Fle nods with such guileless, unguarded enthusiasm that her
throat constricts 1n

a spasm of love. It seems suddenly easy to

bake a cake, to raise a child. She loves her son purely, as moth-
ers do

she does not resent him, does not wish to leave. She
loves her husband, and is glad to be married. It seems possible

(it does not seem impossible) that she’s slipped across an invis—

ible line. the line that has always separated her from what she

would prefer to feel, who she would prefer to be. It does not

seem impossible that she has under

gone a subtle but profound
transformation, here in chis kitchen,

at this most ordinary of
moments: She has caught up with herself. She has worked so

long, soO hard. in such good faith., and now she’s gotten the

knack of living happily, as herself., the way a child learns at a

parazular moment to balance on a two-wheel bicycle. It scems

she will Be fine. She will not lose hope. She will not mourn

her lost -possibilit:ies, her unexplored talents (what if she has no

[ ——

talents, after all?). She will remain devoted to her son, her hus-

band, her home and duues, all her gifts. She will _\_yar)t'}_his

———

sec ond child.

o (T
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thinks, she would like to slit my throat; just so, with an offhand
stroke, as if killing me were another of the domestic chores
that stand between her and sleep. That is how Nelly would
murder, competently and precisely, the way she cooks, follow-
ing recipes learned so long ago she does not experience them
as knowledge at all. At this moment she would gladly cut Vir-
ginia’s throat like a turnip because Virginia neglected her own
duties and now she, Nelly Boxall, a grown woman, is being
Why 1s 1t so difficult dealing with

punished for serving pears
Vanessa man-

servants? Virginia’s mother managed beautifully.
ages beautifully. Why is it so difficult to be firm and kind with
Nelly, to command her respect and her love? Virginia knows
just how she should enter the kitchen, how her shoulders
should be set, how her voice should be motherly but not fa-

miliar, something like that of a governess speaking to a beloved
child. Oh, let’s have something more than pears, NNelly, Mr. Woolf

is inn a mood today and I’'m afraid pears won’t do nearly ernough to

sweeten his disposition. It should be so simple.
She will give Clarissa IDalloway great skill with servants, a

r that 1s 1ntr1cately klnd and con1n1and1ng ¥lec servants

manne nat is
will | love her. They W1ll do more than she asks.

-
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is disappearing into his illness, his insanity. Richard will

accompany her, as planned, into old age.

ot

Clarissa lets herself into the apartument and

immediately,
oddly, feels better. A hittle better.

There’s the party to think
about. At least there's that. Here is her hbome: hers and Sally’s;
and although they’ve lived here together almost fifteen years
she is still struck by its beauty and by their impossible good
fortune. Two floors and a garden in the West Village! They
are rich., of course; obscenely rich by the world’s standards; but
not rich rich, not New York City rich. They had a

amount to spend and they lucked

certain

into these pine-planked

Aocors. this bank of casement windows that open onto the

bricked patio where emerald moss grows in shallow stone

troughs and a small circular fountain, a platter of clear water,
burbles at the touch of a switch. Clarissa takes the flowers 1into

the kitchen, where Sally has left a note (‘“‘Lunch w. Oliver

did 1 forget to tell U7—back by 3 latest, XXX ). Clarissa
is filled. suddenly, with a sense of dislocation. This is not her
kitchen '

——————————

at all. This is the kitchen of an acqualintance, préttv
enough but not her taste, full of foreign smells.

She lives clisc-
where. She lives in a room where a tree gently taps against the

’glé‘sfs‘_;lé ﬁgomeoﬁe touches a n—cedle xR phohoéraph record.
Here in this kitchen white dishes are stacked pristinely, like
holy implements, behind glassed cupboard doors. A row of old
terra—cotta pots, glazed in various shades of crackled yellow,
stand on the granite countertop. Cllarissa recognizes these things

but stands apart from them. She feels the presence of her own
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ghost; the part of her at once most indestructibly alive anéeast
cdistinct; the part that owns nothing; that observes with wonder
and detachment, like a tourist 1im a museum, a row of glazed
vellow pots and a countertop with a single crumb on it, a
chrome spigot from which a single droplet trembles, gathers
weigzht, and falls. She and Sally bought all these things, she can
remmember every transaction, but she feels now that they are
arbitrary, the spigot and the counter and the pots, the white
dishes. They are only choices, one thing and then another, yes
or no, and she sees how easily she could slip out of this life—
these emptrty and arbitrary comforts. She could simply leave it
.'l{ld rceturn to her other home, where neither Sally nor Richard
exists; where there is only the essence of Clarissa. a girl grown
inmto a woman, still full of hope. still capable of anything. It is
revealed to her that all her sorrow and loneliness. the whole
Cr.'eaking scaffold of it, stems simply from pretending to l{ve 1n
this apartment among these objects, with kind, nervous Sally,
and that if she leaves she’ll be happy, or better than happy.
_T_;S.hs’ll be herself. She feels briefly, wonderfully alone, with

=Then the feeling moves on. It does not collapse; it is not
risked away. It simply moves on, like a train that stops at a
; ill country station, stands for. a while, and then continues
ut of sight. Clarissa pulls the flowers from their paper, puts

tixa the sink. She is disappointed and more than a lictle
I R e el e e - 1N -




the weather—the ecstatic unrealicy of it all—thas help;:; t\—:m“-
R ichard’s friendship into a more devouring kind of love. and

it was those same elements, really,

that brought Clarissa here.
to this kitchen in WNew York City, where she stands on Italian

slate (a mistake, it’s cold and subject to stains), cuttong flowers

and struggling, with only moderate success

, TO stop caring that
Oliver St. Ives,

the activist and ruined mowvie star, has not asked
her to lunch.

It was not betrayal, she had insisted: it was simply an expan-

sion of the possible. She did not require fidelity of Richard—

god forbid!—and she was not 1in any way extorang property

that belonged to Louis. Louis didn’t think so. either (or at least

wouldn’t admit to thinking so, but really. could it have been

mere chance that he cut himself so often that summer with

various tools and kitchen knives, and that he required two sep-

arate trips to the local docror for sautches?). It was 1965; love
spent might simply engender more of the same. It sesemed pos-
sible, at least. '\__Xfl'iy not have sex with everybody, as long as
vou wanted them and they wanted you? So Richard conuanued
md up with her as well. and it felr righe
simply right. Not that sex and love were uncomplicated. Clar—
jssa’s attempts with Louis, for lnstance, &Jled utterly He was
nom;ted in her nor she in him. for all h_xi g:glebtated

beau\:y. They both loved Rxchard rd, they both wantecmli Richard,

aa&'" hat would have to do as a bond betwccn them. Not all




