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The Women Who Creep in to Steal and Defile


In The Hours Michael Cunningham draws on the stylistic and thematic traits of Virginia Woolf in order to construct a fitting tribute.  Consequently, one is able to find many similarities between Mrs. Dalloway and The Hours.  One parallel between these two works is the treatment of Woolf’s Miss Kilman and Cunningham’s Mary Krull.  Kilman and Krull represent homophobic tendencies in the otherwise sexually open-minded main character (Dalloway and Vaughan, respectively).  The near hatred expressed for the ‘outside’ is resultant of a rift each of these women creates between the each Clarissa and her daughter.  This essay will move through a discussion of the portrayal of these two characters, into a description of the sexuality of Dalloway and Vaughan, and culminate with an acknowledgement of the distance created between each Clarissa and her daughter.     


Doris Kilman is Elizabeth Dalloway’s tutor, but Clarissa sees her as “Elizabeth’s seducer; the woman who had crept in to steal and defile”(Woolf, 193).  This statement, though Clarissa was in a fit of rage, suggests a predatory sexuality.  Both ‘seduce’ and ‘defile’ are exceedingly powerful words.  Miss Kilman is everything that Clarissa is not.  She is ordinary, frumpy, and religious; “The cruelest thing in the world, she thought, seeing them clumsy, hot, domineering, hypocritical, eavesdropping, jealous, infinitely cruel and unscrupulous, dressed in a mackintosh coat, on the landing”(Woolf, 140).  Clarissa is anything but.  The entire plot of Mrs. Dalloway revolves around Clarissa’s party; she is flighty and superficial, characterized by glitter and tinsel.  Clarissa’s greatest consolation was that “Elizabeth really cared for her dog most of all. […]  Still, better poor Grizzle than Miss Kilman; better distemper and tar and all the rest of it than sitting mewed in a stuffy bedroom with a prayer book”(Woolf, 14)!  To Mrs. Dalloway, even a dirty dog with distemper is better than Miss Kilman.  Throughout the novel, Woolf depicts Miss Kilman and Mrs. Dalloway as being at odds; Clarissa takes every chance to berate her oppositional counterpart.      


Clarissa Dalloway and Miss Kilman are at odds in Mrs. Dalloway in much the same way as Clarissa Vaughan and Mary Krull in The Hours.  Julia Vaughan, Clarissa’s daughter, was artificially conceived and, unlike her mother, is straight.  Mary Krull, a militant queer theorist, is a friend of Julia’s.  Clarissa considers Mary a fraud; “Fraud, Clarissa thinks.  You’ve fooled my daughter, but you don’t fool me.  I know a conquistador when I see one.  [...]  You’re just as bad as most men, just that aggressive, just that self-aggrandizing, and your hour will come and go”(Cunningham, 160-161).

Mary is more than twice Julia’s age and Clarissa sees her as being very masculine.  Mary, too, has a distaste for Clarissa, thinking of her as “dressed to pass, bourgeois to the bone, living like husband and wife.  [. . .] a well-dressed dyke with a respectable job”(Cunningham, 160).  

Unlike Clarissa Vaughan, Clarissa Dalloway is not a lesbian.  Clarissa Dalloway’s sexuality is essentially up for grabs.  She is married to Richard and she loves him dearly, but Clarissa fondly recalls her teenage kiss with Sally Seton: 

Then came the most exquisite moment of her whole life passing a stone urn with flowers in it.  Sally stopped; picked a flower; kissed her on the lips.  The whole world might have turned upside down!  The other disappeared; there she was alone with Sally.  And she felt that she had been given a present, wrapped up and told just to keep it, not to look at it- a diamond, something infinitely precious, wrapped up, which, as they walked (up and down, up and down), she uncovered, or the radiance burnt through, the revelation, the religious feeling!  (Woolf, 40).

Clarissa, thus, appears willing to recognize the validity of love between two women: “But this question of love (she thought putting her coat away), this falling in love with women.  Take Sally Seton; her relation in the old days with Sally Seton.  Had not that, after all, been love?” (Woolf, 37)  Clarissa is unwilling, however, to acknowledge the possibility of a relationship with another woman.  Perhaps if she were alive at the end of the twentieth century, Clarissa Dalloway would have shown up to Clarissa Vaughan’s party with another woman.  


Clarissa Vaughan had the opportunity to marry her bisexual best friend, Richard.  She turned him down, deciding instead to spend her life with another woman.  Cunningham was able to do for his Clarissa what Woolf never could; he gave her Sally.  Richard’s thoughts reveal his belief that:

Clarissa has, at heart, become a society wife, and never mind the fact that she and Sally do not attempt to disguise their love for anyone’s sake, or that Sally is a devoted, intelligent woman, a producer of public television, for heaven’s sake—how much more dramatically underpaid, does she need to be.  (Cunningham, 20)        

While Clarissa is a lesbian, she is not militant like “Mary the stern and rigorous, Mary the righteous, shaved head beginning to show dark stubble, wearing rat-colored slacks, breasts dangling (she must be past forty) under a ragged white tank top”(Cunningham, 158).  Instead, Clarissa chose to conform to society and live with a woman as she might a man.  She is a society wife; a mirror image of Clarissa Dalloway, but one unaffected by gendered sexuality, a characteristic that Woolf would certainly have approved of.  

Clarissa Vaughan’s sexuality calls to mind Woolf’s own ideas of androgyny as expressed in the last chapter of A Room Of One’s Own and commented on by Showalter in “Flight Into Androgyny”:

The androgynous vision, in Woolf’s terms, is a response to the dilemma of
 a woman writer embarrassed and alarmed by feelings too hot to handle without risking real rejection by her family, her audience, her class [. . .] Woolf had faith that the androgynous vision would express itself in uniquely feminine terms, but purely and unconsciously, as femininity’s essence distilled in a new supple sentence and open structure, as a pervasive but inoffensive quality of perception, “that curious sexual quality which comes only when sex is unconscious of itself.”(Showalter, 286)

Clarissa Vaughan redefines sexuality.  She is fundamentally a woman, but one attracted to another woman.  She has had relations with men, but, at 52, has devoted more than a quarter of her life to a woman.  Vaughan is conventional in all other aspects of her life; she is something of a socialite, raising a daughter, buying flowers and coming home to her lover.  The gender of her lover alone differentiates her from the straight world.  Sally Seton released Clarissa Dalloway from sexual consciousness once, for a split second quickly interrupted by the patriarchy, but making a life of such a frivolous passion seemed to Clarissa impossible and unheard of.  Clarissa Vaughn despises Mary Krull for her refusal to conform to societal norms.  Clarissa Dalloway loathes Miss Kilman for similar reasons; Miss Kilman, too, rejects what Clarissa objectively defines as norms.


Both Clarissa Vaughan and Clarissa Dalloway fear for the sexuality of their daughters.  It seems that they are each determined to have their daughters be ‘normal.’  Based on her relations with Sally at Elizabeth’s age, Clarissa Dalloway is not so quick to dismiss Elizabeth’s relationship with Miss Kilman.  Richard assures her that it is only a phase; “But it might be only a phase, as Richard said, such as all girls go through.  It might be falling in love.  But why with Miss. Kilman?” (Woolf, 14)  This implies that perhaps Clarissa would have been more accepting of her daughter’s love for a woman if that woman were more like herself or exotic like Sally Seton, or at least less like Miss Kilman.


Regardless of the company she keeps, there is no doubt in Clarissa Vaughn’s mind that Julia is straight.  She pictures Julia as a fifties housewife; “Clarissa’s daughter, this marvelous, intelligent girl, could be some cheerful wife, shepherding her husband through a day of errands.  She could be a figure from the fifties, if you made a few relatively minor alterations”(Cunningham, 159).  Clarissa’s fears for her daughter’s sexuality are never directly stated, but it is certainly imminent.  It seems that Clarissa just wants her daughter to be ‘normal.’  She would of course have to accept Julia’s decision if she chose a woman, as Clarissa had so many years before, “But why Mary Krull, of all people?” (Cunningham, 161)       

    
The relationship between Kilman and Krull with the Clarissa’s respective daughters also causes resentment, and occasionally even a distorted form of envy.  This is alluded to throughout each novel.  


Clarissa Dalloway and Doris Kilman are rivals for Elizabeth’s affection.  This rivalry has a religious aspect; “This a Christian- this woman!  This woman had taken her daughter from her!  She in touch with invisible presences!  Heavy, ugly, commonplace, without kindness or grace, she know the meaning of life”(Woolf, 139).  Not only is Miss Kilman commonplace, she is also Christian.  Clarissa wishes for Elizabeth to be a devout follower of her own religion- that of the Party Consciousness.  Clarissa feels about her parties much the same was as Miss Kilman feel about religion; “all she could say [of her parties] was (and nobody could be expected to understand): They’re an offering”(Woolf, 135).  Miss Kilman recognizes this struggle; “Miss Kilman could not let her go! this youth, that was so beautiful, this girl, whom she genuinely loved! [. . .] She must not let parties absorb her”(Woolf, 145).


The struggle between Mary and Clarissa Vaughan for Julia’s love also teeters on the verge of religious conversion.  Clarissa wonders “But why Mary Krull, of all people?  Why should a straight girl like Julia make herself an acolyte?  Is she still this anxious for a father?” (Cunningham, 161)  The word acolyte denotes religion, implying that like Miss Kilman, Mary Krull is capable of conversion.  Like Clarissa Dalloway, Clarissa Vaughan recognizes that her daughter has become alienated from her:

Clarissa passes a shop and thinks of buying a dress for Julia, she’d look stunning in that little black one with the Anna Magnani straps, but Julia doesn’t wear dresses, she insists on spending her youth, the brief period in which one can wear anything at all, stomping around in men’s undershirts and leather lace-ups the size of cinder blocks.  (Why does her daughter tell her so little?  What happened to the ring Clarissa gave her for her eighteenth birthday?). (Cunningham, 21) 

Mary is in love with Julia; “She believes she has never seen anything so beautiful.  If you could love me, she thinks, I’d do anything.  Do you understand?  Anything”(Cunningham, 162).  She would do anything to ‘convert’ Julia, but Clarissa sees Mary’s religion as fraudulent.  Clarissa and Julia have an already fragile relationship and Mary poses a threat; she is a danger larger, perhaps, than the two can handle.  Unlike Clarissa Dalloway, however, Clarissa Vaughan is able to blame herself in addition to Mary, realizing that “she is trivial.  She is someone who thinks too much about parties.  If only Julia can someday forgive her”(Cunningham, 161).  The Clarissa of seventy years later is more willing and able to recognize her own failings.  She can even admit that she and Mary are fundamentally similar:

You believe—you know—that you and Mary Krull suffer from the same mortal sickness, the same queasiness of soul, and with one more turn of the dial you might have been friends, but as it is she’s come to claim your daughter and you sit in your comfortable apartment hating her as much as any Republican father would. (Cunningham, 24)  

It is interesting to wonder what, exactly, is meant by “mortal sickness [. . .] queasiness of soul.”  Is lesbianism being referred to?  If so, then this pinpoints Mary as a definitive outpost for homophobic feelings, equating Clarissa with a Republican (and what could be worse than a Republican?).  


Each of these characters, Doris Kilman and Mary Krull, represents not only a latent homophobia, but also a rift between mother and daughter.  Clarissa Dalloway and Clarissa Vaughan seem to be sexually open-minded.  However, upon closer examination, the realization is that Dalloway, while fond of her kiss with Sally, did not live at a time when she was able to accept a lesbian relationship.  Vaughan, living with a woman, has come to terms with the relationship aspect, but is not yet willing to accept activism.  At heart, each Clarissa is, first a foremost, a conventional, society wife.  Perhaps there is a Clarissa Dalloway somewhere in the future with rebellious activism in her blood.      

