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Abstract 

This essay argues that the renowned modernist Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) was a leading 

figure concerning the application of clothing in fiction. Woolf had clothing serve its ex-

ternal role as a token of her character’s principles, as well as a signifier of social class. 

She similarly had it act as a gateway to the inner mind of her personas, evoking diverse 

feelings and experiences. Having been an enthusiast of clothing from an early age, Woolf 

developed a kind of interest that would come to affect her work greatly. This essay fo-

cuses on her two novels, To the Lighthouse (1927) and Mrs Dalloway (1925), but both 

works are considered to provide excellent examples of clothing as a literary motif. 

Woolf’s perception was that fashion was a social marker and that the act of dressing one-

self was class-inflected. She believed fashion to be a sign of modernity and that clothing 

might well serve as a narrative element. Clothing was not just another “realistic” detail in 

her stories or a feature with no meaning, but an important attribute to her characters. 

Appointing it as a key motif in her works, she conveyed the emotions and desires of her 

characters, expounded perplexed human relations, demonstrated how clothing may con-

struct one’s identity or act as a director of socially acceptable standards. In the autobio-

graphical novel, To the Lighthouse, Woolf applied apparel in a non-objective role, using 

apparel to create vivid images; deterioration of clothing and lost heirlooms symbolising 

haunting sensation of grief and loss. In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf’s objective was to scrutinise 

and unveil the impassable barriers of the social system; she set out to shed light on the 

distinct, hopeless division between the lower and the upper class. She furthermore demon-

strated how clothing acts not only as a cover, but serves to expose individuals. 
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Introduction  

In order to recognise the importance of clothing in literary works, one must consider the 

purpose of it—its function and what is has to do with literature. Clothing is not simply 

just another trait or a trifle; rather, it serves as a token, exposing and capturing essential 

aspects of literary narratives. Clothing is a signifier of a particular moment in time; in a 

person’s life, and in history; an insight into one’s interiority; something that in a certain 

context may reveal a narrative element. We need to understand that apparel creates an 

image that simultaneously conveys a certain message. Indeed, literary dress features a 

meaning that is private or immaterial, of the public or social significance, and contem-

plates “new meanings derived from its linguistic mediation” (Cook 2). 

 This essay will give thought to the fine interplay of clothing and literature and 

expound the eminent subject that is apparel. Considering and comparing two literary 

works by the famous British modernist Virginia Woolf, where each work appoints cloth-

ing in a role of significance, acting as a keystone to her characterisation. Serving as a 

leading motif in Woolf’s fiction, clothing was not just another “realistic” detail in her 

stories or a feature with no meaning, but an important attribute to her characters. It was a 

path to their inner dimensions, a method to expose and not to cover, something that would 

create dynamic images in the reader’s mind. Having been an enthusiast and even en-

chanted by clothing and its utility from an early age, Woolf’s love of apparel was to in-

fluence her life greatly, as well as her work, what would emerge in themes involving 

personal identity, entity and class (Humm 195).  

 The two works I will explore are To the Lighthouse (1927), a literary work famous 

for the literary technique in which it was written, named focalisation, with the novel con-

sisting of scarce dialogue and little to no action, rather focusing on its characters inner-

mind and observations; and the compelling modernist novel, Mrs Dalloway (1925), of 

London’s high society - a day in the life of Clarissa Dalloway and other acquaintances of 

the upper and lower classes. With her characters going through their everyday life, Woolf 

invites us to discover their deepest speculations and longings.  

 To the Lighthouse is a story on family life, and of life and death. Using apparel to 

create vivid images; deterioration of clothing and lost heirlooms symbolising haunting 

sensation of grief and loss. In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf had clothing serve its external role 

as a representation of social status, as well as a part of the character’s identity. The novel 

acts as a polemic on the class system and casts light on the ever so staggering war between 

the classes.  
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1. Clothing as a Subject 

Clothes make the man. Naked people have little or no influence in society. 

(Twain 6)  

 

1.1 A Brief Inquiry into the History of Clothing 

In an attempt to define clothing (clothes), it is fibre and textile material, items worn to 

cover, protect or to decorate the body. Its origin can be traced up to 90,000 years ago, 

however it is not completely certain. The act of clothing oneself is thought to have begun 

with the human need to manage certain thermal conditions, such as wind chill. Nowadays, 

the origins of clothing are considered to be based on theories of the physical, psycholog-

ical and social. Physical theories are of the protective kind: thermal (cold) and others 

(e.g., abrasion, insects), whereas psychological (decoration/display; modesty/shame) and 

social (role/status; luxury value) theories include various factors that are dissimilarly in-

terdependent, “of these, the most tenable are the seemingly contradictory motives of mod-

esty and display (or decoration)” (Gilligan 26). 

In other words, clothing was to move from acting simply as a cover, to becoming 

a special attribute that is to be worn for display—somewhat of a decoration. As we keep 

on moving closer to modernity, clothing would add to its purpose and become more of 

an insight into group membership and status in a class divided society (Gilligan 27). 

 

1.2 (Function of) Clothing in Literary Works 

Clothing has been an essential part of storytelling since the eighteenth century, or approx-

imately since the rise of the English novel. At the time, society was changing radically, 

both socially and economically. This would result in unique ideals for the individual and 

come to change his way of dressing, granting him the opportunity to make unprecedented 

choices. Dress was no longer a fixed arbiter of rank but a sign of individuality, differing 

from one person to the next, and of condition. Considering novelists, dress was a source 

of social context and simultaneously suggesting metonymic and metaphorical relation-

ships between characters and ideas. In the words of Sylvia J. Cook, “fictions of dress 

enabled authors to speculate, in advance of more formal theories, about determinism and 

freedom, social construction and human agency, the adaptability and autonomy of the 

imagination, and the power of language to create novelty from the commonplace”. In-

deed, clothing has a certain function when it comes to literary works; namely it drives the 
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plot, provides clues to character, reveals values and creates patterns of allusion (Cook 2). 

What is more, the act of dressing has always been affected by social and economic influ-

ences, artistic and technical, and then of course, the ever so varying individual’s taste. 

Thus, in literary analysis, clothing reveals essential aspects of characters identity; appear-

ing as a “densely coded system of signification”, clothing transfers psychological, sexual 

and cultural messages. The self is no longer seen as something innate and of a biological 

manner, but rather as a reflection of the time, of social and cultural values (Felshin 20). 

The mere mention of the character’s attire inevitably puts ideas into the reader’s mind, 

acting as a gateway to hidden, unwritten information or understanding of either the story 

or the character itself. In some cases, however, clothing acts as a symbol of the absent 

wearer, representing the physical absence of a person and the memory of them that lives 

on through the means of their apparel. It can also signify loss (Felshin 20). In this way, 

literary dress may contribute to a deeper understanding of texts; while containing some 

kind of a meaning of its own, it simultaneously provides insight into context and innova-

tions.  

 

1.2 To Convey a Certain Message 

Clothing, right from our first direct evidence twenty thousand years ago, has 

been the handiest solution to conveying social messages visually, silently, 

continuously (Barber, 148). 

 

At first glance, the role of literary dress is to bring about a certain addition to a character, 

or simply to create a visual snapshot for the reader. However, its presence might be more 

important. Literary dress brings forth a site of aesthetic, along with social and political 

inscription - resulting in rich material for analysis. The presence of apparel in literature 

represents the relationship between the living body and its decoration, “but the written 

clothed body, as well as disembodied attire, may also function as a narrative element with 

multiple dimensions” (Carlson and Kuhn 1).  In fact, dress and accessories, acting as a 

symbol, image, motif or metaphor, play a vital role in contextualising characters with 

their scenes. The symbol of apparel is often made to represent the character’s wealth, 

privilege or their transformation. 

 In literary works written before the Enlightenment, clothing acted as a designator 

of status. Indeed, in order to join or maintain one’s membership of the higher-class, public 

appearance was of great importance. What is more, clothing came to be a representation 
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of moral condition or the interior state. Being too fashionable would ultimately connote 

an obsession with one’s appearance - and too little concern with the spiritual; an excessive 

interest in fashion was often presented as potential catalyst for ruin (Carlson and Kuhn 

5). Medieval and early modern literary texts, however, made dress a manner of self-

presentation, and not necessarily a sign of class, gender or even humanity. In fact, just as 

attire can indicate rank and respectability, it can all the same conceal them; as opposed to 

tell the truth about its wearer, clothing maintains the ability to lie (Carlson and Kuhn 3-

4).  

 The literary works of Virginia Woolf, written in her renowned poetic stream of 

consciousness, shift smoothly between action and contemplation, reminiscence and ex-

pectations. In the words of Carlson and Kuhn, she would “challenge the idea of connec-

tions between linguistic vestimentary signifiers and their signifieds, illustrating the shift-

ing nature of such discourse, and ultimately of identity itself” (8). Woolf was ahead of 

her time in a way that she used clothing as something highly symbolic and thematically 

significant. She would furthermore manifest clothing as a representation of the time, as a 

sign of one’s role in society. According to Jane Garrity, Woolf would acknowledge that 

fashionable clothes and make-up were not an inevitable sign of women’s equality, but 

moreover a way for them to serve their proscribed social roles. This was not however a 

reason to have clothing merely act as oppressive or markers of corporeal discipline - for 

as will be demonstrated in this essay, the function of clothes in Woolf’s literary works 

was of “self-fashioning, metonyms for modernity and signifiers of nonconformity” 

(Humm 209). Woolf would indeed cast clothes in various roles - making its part in her 

literary works so very complex and interesting.  
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2. To the Lighthouse 

Virginia Woolf’s fifth novel is To the Lighthouse - a work that Woolf wanted to be de-

fined as an elegy and not a novel. Readers often consider it her most autobiographical 

piece of fiction, based on her childhood and family life. The novel is considered to be an 

attempt to come to terms with the loss of her mother, Julia Stephen, from when she was 

a young girl.  

 Divided into three sections, To the Lighthouse could be described as a story on 

delay, repetition and inaction. The first section, “The Window”, is set over the course of 

one day, during the Ramsays’ family holiday on the Isle of Skye in Scotland. One of the 

younger boys, James, wants to take the boat out to the Lighthouse, but his distant and 

commanding father is uncertain if weather will allow it. The novel’s second section, 

“Time Passes”, is set apart from the first section; spanning ten years in a relatively short 

passage, it describes the deterioration of the family’s summer residence on the cusp of 

World War I. The section draws a thorough image of the change in people’s life at the 

time, “from the solid security of the pre-war days to the insecure self-consciousness of 

the post-war period” (Derbyshire 354). In “The Lighthouse”, the novel‘s third and last 

section, Mr Ramsay returns with some of his children as they finally make the trip to the 

lighthouse. With them is the painter Lily Briscoe. Being consumed with sorrow and grief, 

all of them have come again in the hope of seeking some kind of closure. 

 In To the Lighthouse, Woolf has clothing draw haunting images of grief, dissolu-

tion and of loss and absence. By the use of unfinished stockings, family heirlooms that 

are lost forever, moth eaten garments left to deteriorate, a fading shawl and empty gloves 

with twisted fingers, Woolf portrays life’s moments of misery. Derbyshire notes that the 

progression of the novel is a “more and more explicit statement of a way of looking at 

life, achieving its greatest glories and its best insights” (353). Furthermore, clothing is 

made to represent motherly love and protection, a sign of domesticity; Mrs Ramsay’s 

green shawl used to cover an old skull of a pig in the children’s bedroom (Woolf, “To the 

Lighthouse” 134), as well as demonstrating the constant vexation of the class system. 

 

2.1 Motherly Love and Protection 

Throughout the first section of the novel, the story is mostly told from Mrs Ramsay’s 

point of view, in which Mrs Ramsay certainly is the leading lady, the centre of everything, 

touching or interfering in the lives of everyone around her. In addition to her husband and 
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eight children, Mrs Ramsay is constantly concerned with other people’s welfare, indicat-

ing that caring for others is not only a passion of hers, but more so what gives her life 

meaning, what makes her existence valuable. As aforementioned, the novel’s first section, 

“The Window”, takes place over the course of one day, throughout which its leading 

figure is shown knitting impatiently a pair of reddish brown stockings (Woolf, “To the 

Lighthouse”  6). Incidentally, the stockings are not meant for any of her own children but 

are to be given to the Lighthouse keeper’s son, “together with a pile of old magazines, 

and some tobacco, indeed, whatever she could find lying about, not really wanted, but 

only littering the room” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse”  6). Mrs Ramsay is desperate to 

finish the stockings before the night is over.  

 The summerhouse of the Ramsay family is often filled with houseguests. This 

summer, the guests include: Lily Briscoe, an unmarried painter; Charles Tansley, an ar-

rogant, young philosopher and pupil of Mr Ramsay; William Bankes, a botanist and an 

old friend of the Ramsay family; and the two young adults, Paul Rayley and Minta Doyle, 

who later are to be joined in matrimony. Mrs Ramsay is interested in all of their personal 

lives, often meddling in their affairs. As she continues knitting the reddish stockings, 

having her son James to assist her, she simultaneously takes on the role of a matchmaker. 

[F]or they might go to the Lighthouse after all, and she must see if the stock-

ing did not need to be an inch or two longer in the leg. Smiling, for it was an 

admirable idea, that had flashed upon her this very second—William and Lily 

should marry—she took the heather-mixture stocking, with its criss-cross of 

steel needles at the mouth of it, and measured it against James's leg. "My dear, 

stand still," she said, for in his jealousy, not liking to serve as measuring block 

for the Lighthouse keeper's little boy, James fidgeted purposely; and if he did 

that, how could she see, was it too long, was it too short? she asked. (Woolf, 

“To the Lighthouse” 26) 

The passage above moreover demonstrates the love and obsession that little James holds 

for his mother. As Mrs Ramsay desperately strives to finish the stockings, he purposely 

moves around in order to obstruct her work, not wanting to share his mother’s affection 

with other boys. Indeed, Mrs Ramsay’s children adore her as if she were a queen. Every 

night before dinner they ceremoniously choose their mother’s jewels, carefully tending 

to every detail, making her look the very epitome of beauty. 
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Jasper offered her an opal necklace; Rose a gold necklace. Which looked best 

against her black dress? Which did indeed, said Mrs Ramsay absent-mind-

edly, looking at her neck and shoulders (but avoiding her face) in the glass. 

… “Choose, dearests, choose," she said, hoping that they would make haste. 

But she let them take their time to choose: she let Rose, particularly, take up 

this and then that, and hold her jewels against the black dress, for this little 

ceremony of choosing jewels, which was gone through every night, was what 

Rose liked best, she knew. (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse”  77-78) 

This tender motherly love is further demonstrated later in the passage with Mrs Ramsay’s 

green cashmere shawl acting as a symbol of protection and family life. The evening has 

come to an end and Mrs Ramsay goes to check on her sleeping children. Much to her 

annoyance, the children are wide awake and distraught; “[i]t was that horrid skull again” 

(Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 106), referring to a frightful boar’s skull hanging on the 

nursery’s wall.  

“Well then,” said Mrs Ramsay, “we will cover it up,” and they all watched 

her go to the chest of drawers, and open the little drawers quickly one after 

another, and not seeing anything that would do, she quickly took her own 

shawl off and wound it round the skull, round and round and round, and then 

she came back to Cam… (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 106). 

Mrs Ramsay covers the skull round and round, symbolising how with each layer she 

hopes to protect her children better. However, in spite of her good effort, the skull on the 

wall casts its shadow over the room (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 106); death and decay 

cannot be escaped. This is already hinted at the beginning of the novel, as Mrs Ramsay 

notes that “things must spoil” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 27), referring to her green 

shawl. Mrs Ramsay sets out to guard and love her children, and that she will do - but as 

everything in and of this world, not she nor her shawl, are forever. 

 

2.2 Dressing for Dinner 

It was customary of every respectable English upper-class household of the time to dress 

up for dinner, and some women would spend over an hour changing their entire outfit, 

getting prepared for the meal. In these days, dinner parties were generally considered an 

opportunity for young adults to be acquainted with potential spouse (Lane 39).   

 The housekeeper, Mrs McNab, remembers how the family used to have great din-

ner parties with “gentlemen and ladies in evening dress, … all in their jewellery” (Woolf, 
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“To the Lighthouse” 105). However, not everyone agrees with this custom of finery; 

namely one of the houseguests this particular summer, the juvenile scholar Charles Tans-

ley. To him it all seemed “silly, superficial, flimsy” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 82), and 

that women made civilization impossible with all their “charm, all their silliness” (Woolf, 

“To the Lighthouse” 82). Although Charles’ dislike of women is made evident, it seems 

as if his frustration is similarly of another cause, that of the interplay of fine dressing and 

social class. Throughout the dinner, Charles is terribly uncomfortable and conscious of 

his social rank. Feeling very rough, isolated and lonely among all the embellished guests, 

wearing his old flannel trousers, for he had no others (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 82). 

As the evening progresses, he is left feeling “rigid and barren like a pair of boots that has 

been soaked and gone dry so that you can hardly force your feet into them. Yet he must 

force his feet into them” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 85). 

 Other guests at the table include Minta Doyle; a well-bred, determined, free-spir-

ited woman, and a rigid fellow named Paul Rayley. Mrs Ramsay describes Minta as a 

tomboy with a hole in her stocking (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 54). Wearing short skirts 

and black knickerbockers, “[s]he would jump straight into a stream and flounder across” 

(Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 70), seemingly “afraid of nothing - except bulls” (Woolf, 

“To the Lighthouse” 70).  Albeit Minta and he are complete opposites, Paul intends to 

ask for her hand as the two take a stroll down to the beach. Everything seems to be going 

well, when all of a sudden Minta cries out that she has lost her sole ornament, her grand-

mother’s brooch (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 72). With tears running down her cheeks, 

claiming “she would rather have lost anything but that,” it is hinted that her tears may be 

of another reason. One of the Ramsay children, Nancy, elaborates that “though it might 

be true that she minded losing her brooch, she wasn’t crying for only that. She was crying 

for something else. We might all sit down and cry, she felt. But she did not know what 

for” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 72-73). The shock of losing the family heirloom has 

opened a gateway to deeper emotions. The brooch is of sentimental significance, and 

incidentally the only piece of jewellery she wears, acting somewhat as a safe haven. 

Therefore, the loss of her brooch symbolises the loss of her freedom and independence. 

She will become a married woman, spending the rest of her life with a man she does not 

love. Much like the brooch is forever lost in the tides, so is Minta’s freedom and inde-

pendence.  



 

9 

 

2.3 Clothes Left in the Cupboards 

The second part of the novel, “Time Passes”, depicts the forces of time and decay. Cov-

ering the span of ten years, it focuses on the gradual deterioration of the abandoned fam-

ily’s summerhouse, following the passing of Mrs Ramsay. Woolf sets a definite tone for 

this part of the story with the absence of light, stating that the “long night seemed to have 

set in” with things rotting in drawers and the place “gone to rack and ruin” (Woolf, “To 

the Lighthouse” 131). In the form of natural forces, death attempts to take over each and 

every part of the house with wind and destruction - but, as Derbyshire puts it, “is hindered 

at first by the remnants of the personalities which dominate the place” (354). That is to 

count things like,  

a pair of shoes, a shooting cap, some faded skirts and coats in wardrobes—

those alone kept the human shape and in the emptiness indicated how once 

they were filled and animated; how once hands were busy with hooks and 

buttons; how once the looking-glass had held a face; had held a world hol-

lowed out in which a figure turned, a hand flashed, the door opened, in came 

children rushing and tumbling; and went out again. (Woolf, “To the Light-

house” 121) 

The things that have been left behind embody the spirit of their former owners. The old 

cleaning lady, Mrs McNab, vividly remembers the people who used to come there and 

fill the place of laughter and joy, as she comes across the deserted belongings. Left in 

their places, those things have long begun to moulder, only to be ruin and forgotten.  

For there were clothes in the cupboards; they had left clothes in all the bed-

rooms. What was she to do with them? They had the moth in them—Mrs 

Ramsay's things. Poor lady! She would never want THEM again. She was 

dead, they said; years ago, in London. There was the old grey cloak she wore 

gardening (Mrs McNab fingered it). (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 129) 

In the physical absence of Mrs Ramsay, Woolf employs a grey cloak to represent her 

memory. The cloak is a sign of protection, something that covers - much like the green 

cashmere shawl in the first section of the novel. Now that the residence has been deserted, 

Woolf describes how the shawl gradually loosens and the skull begins to reappear; “one 

fold of the shawl loosened and swung to and fro” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 122); “the 

rock was rent asunder; another fold of the shawl loosened; there it hung and swayed” 

(Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 126); “there came later in the summer ominous sounds like 

the measured blows of hammers dulled on felt, which with their repeated shocks still 
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further loosened the shawl” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 122); and finally, as the long 

night sets in, “[i]dly, aimlessly, the swaying shawl swung to and fro” (Woolf, “To the 

Lighthouse” 131). The shawl symbolises how the presence of Mrs Ramsay and the impact 

she made on the lives of the people around her is slowly fading away. And as the boar 

skull becomes evident again; try as one might to avert it, eventually death will triumph. 

Derbyshire notes that the chapter ends with “a feeling that the wheel has come full circle”, 

and as nature and chaos have taken over the house and are about to obliterate it, unex-

pectedly the Ramsays send to have it put in order (354).  The forces of death and decay 

have indeed made their imprint - but life still goes on, “for now had come that moment, 

that hesitation when dawn trembles and night pauses” (Woolf, “To the Lighthouse” 132); 

the Ramsays return, and humanity reclaims its place in the Isle of Skye. 

  



 

11 

 

3. Mrs Dalloway 

Do not look upon all this that I am telling you about the clothes as uncalled 

for or spun out, for they have a great deal to do with the story (Cervantes I: 

51) 

 

Mrs Dalloway is Virginia Woolf’s most famous novel. It was published in 1925. The 

novel sheds a light on the class system, but moreover does it castigate society’s social 

barrier. Set on a single day in June, in post-WWI London, the novel tells of a day in the 

life of Clarissa Dalloway, a charming middle-aged lady of aristocracy, a British high class 

socialite. Clarissa spends the day preparing for one of her well-known, eminent parties. 

Mrs Dalloway organises her celebrations with the outmost care; from the selection of the 

right flower combination down to the carefully constructed guest list. While skilfully 

tending to each and every detail of her event, Clarissa reflects on her life thus far and the 

choices she has made. She reminisces about her happier carefree youth - especially the 

memories that include her friends Sally Seton and Peter Walsh.  

 In a parallel narrative, a former war veteran Septimus Warren Smith, wanders 

around the city along with his wife Lucrezia. Before the war, Septimus was an aspiring 

poet, but returned back home a changed man, a battered individual and mentally ill. He 

eventually ends his life by jumping out of a window.  

 Clarissa Dalloway is a firm believer in social events. She considers her parties to 

be a refuge for other people. The parties are her offering to the world, and a defining 

moment for herself, of her worth and value. The evening’s significance is made evident 

as she catches a glimpse of herself in the glass on her dressing-table; “collecting the whole 

of her at one point (as she looked into the glass), seeing the delicate pink face of the 

woman who was that very night to give a party; of Clarissa Dalloway; of herself” (Woolf, 

“Mrs Dalloway“ 31). 

 

3.1 Custom-made Dress and Elegance   

The novel begins with Clarissa Dalloway in the streets of London, on her way to buy 

flowers for the evening. Set in the middle of summer, the story takes place five years after 

Armistice Day, when WWI ended. The King and Queen are at the Palace and the street 

life blooms again, filled with people and carriages. Captivated by the frivolous havoc, 

Clarissa states that this is what she loves; life; London; this moment of June (Woolf, “Mrs 

Dalloway“ 4). This is essentially the reason that she is holding the party; in the same 
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manner that the early morning brings joy to the people, she too would “kindle and illu-

minate” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 5). 

 An eminent moment of her hectic day is when Clarissa tends to her green dress in 

her bedroom. It is a custom-made, exquisite gown; the one she will be wearing at the 

party that evening. 

Her evening dresses hung in the cupboard. Clarissa, plunging her hand into 

the softness, gently detached the green dress and carried it to the window. She 

had torn it. Some one had trod on the skirt. She had felt it give at the Embassy 

party at the top among the folds. By artificial light the green shone, but lost 

its colour now in the sun. She would mend it. Her maids had too much to do. 

She would wear it to-night. She would take her silks, her scissors, her—what 

was it?—her thimble, of course, down into the drawing-room, for she must 

also write, and see that things generally were more or less in order. (Woolf, 

“Mrs Dalloway“ 31) 

Clarissa insists on mending the dress herself -in spite of her maid’s offer to do it for her- 

suggesting that the garment is of sentimental value; something that she holds dear. The 

dress is an extension of herself, and as she mends it, she mends herself; she is content and 

calm, “[f]ear no more, says the heart” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 33).  

This was a favourite dress, one of Sally Parker's, the last almost she ever 

made, alas, for Sally had now retired, living at Ealing, and if ever I have a 

moment, thought Clarissa (but never would she have a moment any more), I 

shall go and see her at Ealing. For she was a character, thought Clarissa, a 

real artist. She thought of little out-of-the-way things; yet her dresses were 

never queer. You could wear them at Hatfield; at Buckingham Palace. She 

had worn them at Hatfield; at Buckingham Palace. (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 

33) 

The passage above demonstrates how the green dress made by Sally Parker is a unique 

design in its own way. As it adheres to certain laws of fashion of the time, it simultane-

ously allows one to stand out with its distinct details, resulting in an attire fitting for every 

occasion. 

 As Clarissa remarks, Sally Parker along with other designers of custom-made 

clothing are disappearing from the realm. Notably, the fashion industry is embarking on 

a new era; moving away from ornate apparel, hand-made and precisely fitted, towards 

something that we are more familiar with today; a factory-made clothing in standardised 
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sizes, so called ready-to-wear clothing (Hollander 32). This was to reduce reasonably the 

palpable distinction between social classes. According to Pearl Binder, prior to the WWI, 

“a good silk dress marked out sharply one class from another, for only the rich could 

afford silk” (129). During the war “a wave of Orientalism swept over Europe”, expressing 

itself “in brilliant colours in dress, much gold and tassels” (Binder 129). Now, however, 

fashion was no longer that “knife used to draw a firm line between the noble by birth and 

the less so, the richer and the poorer”. What is more, those above were not able to employ 

extravagance to outwit those below from copying (Binder 156). This shift in fashion is 

duly noted by Clarissa’s former lover and a friend, Peter Walsh, having recently returned 

from India, as he observes the women of London. 

There was a freshness about them; even the poorest dressed better than five 

years ago surely; and to his eye the fashions had never been so becoming; the 

long black cloaks; the slimness; the elegance; and then the delicious and ap-

parently universal habit of paint. Every woman, even the most respectable, 

had roses blooming under glass; lips cut with a knife; curls of Indian ink; 

there was design, art, everywhere; a change of some sort had undoubtedly 

taken place. (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 59) 

 In the midst of her party, Clarissa escorts the Prime Minister down the room. 

Wearing her green dress, she softly sways around her house in a wave-like motion, as if 

she were a mermaid,  

prancing, sparkling, with the stateliness of her grey hair. She wore ear-rings, 

and a silver-green mermaid's dress. Lolloping on the waves and braiding her 

tresses she seemed, having that gift still; to be; to exist; to sum it all up in the 

moment as she passed; turned, caught her scarf in some other woman's dress, 

unhitched it, laughed, all with the most perfect ease and air of a creature float-

ing in its element. But age had brushed her; even as a mermaid might behold 

in her glass the setting sun on some very clear evening over the waves. 

(Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 142) 

The dress acts as somewhat of an embellishment for Clarissa. It conveys who she wants 

to be; an impeccable socialite, a true symbol of the English society (Woolf, “Mrs Dallo-

way“ 141). When she wears it, she goes about brimming with confidence. And yet, at the 

same time as it covers up attribute she wishes to hide, it also exposes her. When unex-

pectedly visited on the morning of her party, she makes to hide her dress, “like a virgin 

protecting chastity, respecting privacy” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 33).  The visitor is her 



 

14 

 

old friend Peter, and as they catch up she sits bright-eyed “with her dress upon her knee, 

and her needle held to the end of green silk, trembling a little” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 

38). Clarissa knows that she is being judged by Peter as he tilts his pen-knife towards her 

green dress - and so she is, 

[h]ere she is mending her dress; mending her dress as usual, he thought; here 

she's been sitting all the time I've been in India; mending her dress; playing 

about; going to parties; running to the House and back and all that, he thought, 

growing more and more irritated … so it is, so it is, he thought, shutting his 

knife with a snap. (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 34) 

Clarissa finds Peter’s criticism considerably uncalled-for, as he himself is very well 

dressed - and yet he never fails to criticise her (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 34). Although it 

is true that Clarissa has settled for a life of upper-class comfort and conformity, she is 

well aware of what she has forgone; a life of passion and true happiness. The party is 

therefore her offering and an invitation for scrutiny; that she would rather burn in the fire 

rather than dwindle away (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 137), other than Peter, who never risks 

the criticism of others (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 137). 

 In closing, Clarissa is, much like her custom-made green dress, delicate, elegant 

and slightly torn. She adheres to the laws of fashion at the time yet manages to stand out. 

She does however recognise the insignificance of it all, the superficiality of the upper-

class, all of which is embodied in her green dress.  

 

3.2 Mackintosh Coat and Prayers  

A much less fortunate member of the household is Miss Kilman, the tutor of Elizabeth 

Dalloway, Clarissa’s young daughter. Miss Kilman used to be a history teacher but lost 

that position during Wartime, chiefly because of her German ancestry. Miss Kilman be-

lieves that she has been cheated out of happiness in life, “what with being so clumsy and 

so poor” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 102). It is for this reason that Miss Kilman despises 

women like Clarissa, claiming that they come from the most worthless of all classes - 

“the rich, with a smattering of culture” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 101); women who nei-

ther know sorrow nor pleasure, and have trifled their life away (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“  

103). Miss Kilman, on the other hand, who is terribly poor, spends her life wearing a 

green mackintosh coat, which is, much like herself, “heavy, ugly, commonplace” (Woolf, 

“Mrs Dalloway“ 103). 
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Yes, Miss Kilman stood on the landing, and wore a mackintosh; but had her 

reasons. First, it was cheap; second, she was over forty; and did not, after all, 

dress to please. She was poor, moreover; degradingly poor. Otherwise she 

would not be taking jobs from people like the Dalloways; from rich people, 

who liked to be kind. (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 101) 

 Two years ago, Miss Kilman converted to Christianity and now she claims to pity 

women like Clarissa, and not envy them. She claims to have seen the light, the hand of 

God - and now, “whenever the hot and painful feelings boiled, within her”, whenever she 

feels this overpowering hatred and rage, she thinks of God (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 102). 

Indeed, even though she convinces herself otherwise, Miss Kilman is an embittered 

woman, and try as she might, she does envy Clarissa and the other fine ladies. Standing 

on the landing, she looks at Clarissa “with steady and sinister serenity”; wishing for a 

religious victory over her (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 103).  This moment puts Clarissa in 

a state of discomfort and uneasiness, and she wonders “[w]hy creeds and prayers and 

mackintoshes?” (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 105) - for all three seem to be integral parts of 

Miss Kilman’s identity,  

for Miss Kilman would do anything for the Russians, starved herself for the 

Austrians, but in private inflicted positive torture, so insensitive was she, 

dressed in a green mackintosh coat. Year in year out she wore that coat; she 

perspired; she was never in the room five minutes without making you feel 

her superiority, your inferiority; how poor she was; how rich you were; how 

she lived in a slum without a cushion or a bed or a rug or whatever it might 

be, all her soul rusted with that grievance sticking in it. (Woolf, “Mrs Dallo-

way“ 11) 

According to R.S. Koppen, Doris Kilman wears her coat as “a stamp, a reminder to herself 

and others of the indignities inflicted upon her by gender, age, and class, of being a 

woman, over forty, and poor. Unable to afford the protection of fashion’s levelling cloak, 

dress to her takes the form of painful exposure of the wound” (31). What is more, Miss 

Kilman also has her coat acting as a protection from the hostility of the world around her. 

The idea of feeling that the whole world is against you can furthermore be explained as 

lack of love. Considering the words of J.C. Flügel, that we withdraw into our clothes like 

a tortoise withdraws its head into the protecting armour it beholds. Additionally, it has 

been (scientifically) made evident that certain individuals desire to dress more warmly 

than usual during a period of depression, anxiety, loneliness or homesickness. In this way, 
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clothes are used as a substitute for love (80-81). Indeed, Miss Kilman is a lonely and 

wretched woman - not only unhappy with her circumstances, but with herself as a woman 

as well. 

[B]eginning with this indignity - the infliction of her unlovable body which 

people could not bear to see. Do her hair as she might, her forehead remained 

like an egg, bald, white. No clothes suited her. She might buy anything. And 

for a woman, of course, that meant never meeting the opposite sex. Never 

would she come first with any one. (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 106) 

A complete opposite to Clarissa’s hand-made designer dress, Miss Kilman’s austere 

mackintosh coat is a sign of poverty and low social rank. It is an indispensable factor to 

her character; her pious way of life, intertwined with self-pity, envy and bitterness.  Miss 

Kilman wears her coat as a sign of the injustice inflicted upon her; she wears it as a cover; 

and she wears it as a substitute for love. 
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4. Comparison of the two: To the Lighthouse and Mrs Dalloway 

When it comes to application of clothing in fiction, Woolf was a leading figure. Having 

clothing serve its external role as a token of the character’s principles and their social 

class, she similarly had it act as a gateway to the inner mind of her personas. Her writing 

would call forth diverse feelings and experiences. 

 In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf set out to scrutinise and unmask the ever present barriers 

of the social system; her objective was to shed light on this distinct, hopeless division 

between the lower and the upper class. What was demonstrated through the means of a 

relationship between two women of different classes; Clarissa Dalloway, a charming Brit-

ish socialite, and the impoverished history teacher, Miss (Doris) Kilman; and their signa-

ture garments; an elegant, handmade, designer gown and an austere mackintosh coat. To 

emphasise the contrast between the two, both garments were of the colour green. As the 

novel is set over the course of one day, it draws a specific identity at a moment in time. 

That is, when comparing Clarissa and Miss Kilman, Woolf captures their exact place in 

the class system; their signature attire implicates their place in life at this very moment. 

The silent ongoing conflict between the two women is then a marker of how clothing 

would disunite women, both socially and financially. The obvious distinction of the clas-

ses more often than not aroused resentment and even hostility from one woman to an-

other. In the case of Miss Kilman and Clarissa, their feud is especially fuelled by feelings 

of envy, guilt and insecurity. In fact, after careful examination it is evident that underneath 

the clothes (a palpable marker of their place in society), are two fragile women, wanting 

nothing more than to be loved and valued. When Miss Kilman declares her overmastering 

desire to overcome Clarissa; to unmask her (Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 103), she is in a way 

stating that underneath it all, they are but the same - and that when clothed in their “mark-

ers”, they are essentially playing a given role in society. What is more, the doorway en-

counter, where the two women stand facing each other; when looking at each other, one 

representing everything that the other is not, it causes them to feel guilty and ashamed. 

Clarissa remarks on Miss Kilman, “she was never in the room for five minutes without 

making you feel her superiority, your inferiority; how poor she was; how rich you were” 

(Woolf, “Mrs Dalloway“ 11) - and Miss Kilman similarly thinks of Clarissa, “[u]gly, 

clumsy, Clarissa Dalloway had laughed at her … for she minded looking as she did beside 

Clarissa … She despised Mrs Dalloway from the bottom of her heart.” (Woolf, “Mrs 

Dalloway“ 105-106).  
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Considering the relationship between Clarissa and Miss Kilman, Woolf opened our eyes 

to the class dilemma and began to “lift the veils that obscure intricately interwoven social, 

economic, and psychological factors” that adhere to the “oppressive patriarchal, capitalist 

system” (Flynn 172).  

 The novel To the Lighthouse has clothing on the other hand perform a more ab-

stract role. Woolf used apparel to create striking images, focusing on the themes of time, 

death and personality. By the means of twisted gloves, moth-eaten garments and unfin-

ished stockings, she created haunting symbols, representing grief and dissolution, the ab-

sence of personalities, death and decay. The motif of clothing is furthermore used to ex-

pose the barriers between social classes of the time; having an assertive young scholar 

demonstrate the great insecurities and distress inflicted upon people of the lower classes 

for the lack of quality attire. 

 As previously stated, the novel is based on Woolf’s childhood and can therefore 

be thought of as an attempt to come to terms with troubled memories from her youth, 

involving sorrow and bereavement. Woolf had clothing embody the persona of an indi-

vidual, the presence and warmth of having a loved one around, referring to the green 

shawl of Mrs Ramsay; and the absence and loss of a beloved, referring to clothes left to 

deteriorate. Furthermore, an abandoned cloak, an empty glove and her faded cashmere 

shawl were all symbolising the haunting memory of Mrs Ramsay; how even though a 

person is long gone, it lives in the memory of friends and family; that she is remembered 

in the things she has left behind.  

Woolf’s two literary works demonstrate how the motif of clothing is not only to 

cover individuals, but a way to expose their inner mind and thoughts; that certain attire 

serves to bring forth the interior of a character. As stated by Harms, that the purpose of 

dress is not merely derived from the environmental condition, but moreover determined 

by the individual’s disposition. Additionally, that the form of clothing “is determined by 

man’s own characteristics, and especially by his mental traits” (241). In both novels, 

Woolf dresses her characters in clothing that has to do with their inner realities - that 

clothing was to uncover and bring depth to the character. Not focusing on the form, the 

style or the cut of it, but rather when wearing a certain garment, the feelings or emotions 

it would evoke. A character like Clarissa Dalloway likes to think of her self-identity as a 

private matter, hidden from others, when it is indeed her signature attire, the green dress, 

that inadvertently reveals aspects of her identity, the very aspects it was ideally supposed 

to cover. Again, in the words of Harms, “[f]or dress is not merely a kind of covering … 
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Dress is also a kind of mimicry, through which a man expresses many of his subjective 

social sentiments, the honourable as well as the dishonourable” (249). That is to say, the 

act of dressing oneself is not merely influenced by the factors of modesty, adornment and 

protection; of looking presentable or adhering to rules of fashion - but is derived from 

something subjective; dressing oneself has in an equal manner to do with the manifold 

world of one’s emotions. Dress is indeed founded primarily in the world of emotions as 

an expression of man’s subjective social sentiments (Harms 239). Its motivation derives 

from the human mind, from individual differences of characters, resulting in many minor 

variations in dress from one person to another. What is more, our ordinary everyday 

clothes are often influenced by the metaphysical - something that the wearer is generally 

unaware of (Harms 245). Dress is to the wearer itself his external surface, an emotional 

creation, while for the spectator it has a more plastic character (Harms 246). Dress is 

therefore an expression of an individual’s traits, of his inner self, in accordance with his 

own impulses. It is a manifestation of his private, personal character. 
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Conclusion  

Clothing is not merely a detail in Woolf’s novels, but a vital, meaningful part of them. As 

a literary motif, clothing serves as a narrative constituent with numerous dimensions. It 

may act as a social marker; being a signifier of elegance, of social success; an expression 

of class position, made to mark distinction. Dress is one’s outwardly projected image, a 

sign of modernity; a symbol of the public persona of the time, coinciding with society 

and its customs. Appointed as somewhat of a moral evaluation, as fashion both reflects 

and responds to society simultaneously (Carlson and Kuhn 9). Moreover, clothing serves 

as a gateway to personal identity, revealing subjectivity; “that clothing makes explicit the 

notion of personal identity as a malleable entity” (Humm 195). In other words, clothing 

serves to expose individuals, as oppose to cover them. The shaping of one’s identity, the 

fashioning of oneself, and being fashioned by cultural institutions, family, religion, state, 

are inseparably intertwined (Greenblatt 256), and for that reason literary dress is indeed 

a structure of the body, mind and garment. By juxtaposing fashion and literature, two arts 

of expression, something is projected into the dress. That is to say, there is always a mes-

sage beyond an outfit, however indefinite, something is being communicated.  

 This essay considered and analysed two works of fiction by the compelling British 

writer and a leading figure of her time, Virginia Woolf. A genuine enthusiast for apparel, 

Woolf certainly was preoccupied by its potential, noting in her diary that “[m]y love of 

clothes interests me profoundly, only it is not love; & what it is I must discover” (Humm 

195). She appointed clothing as a key signifier in her works; not merely as a cover, but to 

expose her character’s inner self and their true desires, and to create vivid images of sym-

bolic and thematic significance. 

 In the autobiographical novel, To the Lighthouse, Woolf applied apparel in a non-

objective role, focusing on the themes of time, death and personality. Paying a tribute to 

her late mother, Woolf recreated memories and experiences, whether pleasant or painful, 

through the medium of clothing and jewellery; exploring the ways in which garments are 

a “poignant markers of physical absence and function as archival traces of loss” (Humm 

209). She demonstrated how lifeless objects, such as clothing, may be brought to life 

through memory, and moreover how the memory of a loved one lives on by the means of 

their apparel.  

 In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf personified the vexation of the class system via two 

women of different social status and their signature garments; that their clothing was a 

designator of social and economic status. Being defined by their way of dress, it would 
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act as a protector, a refuge or a mere cover, and yet simultaneously revealing their interior 

identity. 

 Woolf’s perception was that fashion was a social, situated practice; “that one’s 

relation to dress is class-inflected; that the public purchase of commodities produces a 

level of anxiety that private consumption does not; that the imaginative grasp of clothes 

can facilitate moments of aesthetic transcendence; and that fashion often functions as a 

metonym for modernity” (Humm 196). Virginia Woolf truly understood the capacity in-

corporated in the application of apparel in fiction. Appointing it as a key motif in her 

works, she conveyed the emotions and desires of her characters, expounded perplexed 

human relations, demonstrated how clothing may construct one’s identity or act as a di-

rector of socially acceptable standards. She woke sensations and triggered emotions in 

her readers by her impeccable poetic way of writing; reflected the time and unveiled so-

ciety’s injustice, all through the means of clothing. 
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