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The Semi-transparent Envelope, David Daiches, Virginia Woolf, rev. ed. (New Directions, e
Originally published in 1942. )
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conveyed an extraordinary joy, as if it
were bound to take place, and the
ked forward, for years and years it

darkness and a day’s sail, within

To her son these words
were settled, the expedition
wonder to which he had loo
seemed, was, after a night’s
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touch. Since he belonged, even at the age of six, to that great
clan which cannot keep this feeling separate from that, but must
let future prospects, with their joys and SOrrows, ‘cloud .what is
actually at hand, since to such people even in earliest childhood
any turn in the wheel of sensation has the power to crystallise
and transfix the moment upon which its gloom or radiance rests,
James Ramsay, sitting on the floor cutting out pictures from the
illustrated catalogue of the Army and Navy Stores, f:ndowed the
picture of a refrigerator, as his mother spoke, with heavenly
bliss. It was fringed with joy. The wheelbarrow, the lawnmower,
the sound of poplar trees, leaves whitening before rain, rooks
cawing, brooms knocking, dresses rustling — all these were so
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Standing now, apparently transfixed, by the pear tree, im-
pressions poured in upon her of those two men, and to follow
her thought was like following a voice which speaks too quickly
to be taken down by one’s pencil, and the voice was her own
voice saying without prompting undeniable, everlasting, contra-
dictory things, so that even the fissures and humps on the bark
of the pear tree were irrevocably fixed there for eternity. You
have greatness, she continued, but Mr Ramsay has none of it. He
is petty, selfish, vain, egotistical; he is spoilt; he is a tyrant; he
wears Mrs Ramsay to death; but he has what you (she addressed
Mr Bankes) have not; a fiery unworldliness; he knows nothing
about trifles; he loves dogs and his children. He has eight. Mr
Bankes has none. Did he not come down in two coats the other
night and let Mrs Ramsay trim his hair into a pudding basin? All
of this danced up and down, like a company of gnats, each sepa-
rate, but all marvellously controlled in an invisible elastic net —
danced up and down in Lily’s mind, in and about the branches
:)af;) ixe fe;rb trlee,fv;;here still hung in effigy the scrubbed kitchen
until,he}xl- s c()) (;] e;.profound respect for Mr Ramsay’s mind,
S o i"g tw .lch had spun quicker and quicker exploded

Rafid oo Etensny, she fglt released; a shot went off close at
Fus. n¢ there came, flying from its fragments, frightened,

effusive, tﬁmultuous, a flock of starlings.
: “.Ia;pveerr. : }s]and Mr Bankes. They turned the way the starlings
gl E ¢ terrace. Following the scatter of swift-flying birds
y they stepped through the gap in the high hedge straight
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into Mr Ramsay, who boom ;
blundered!” ed tragically ar them, ‘Some one had
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Suddenly the window at which she was looking was whitened
by some light stuff behind it. At last then somebody had come
into the drawing-room; somebody was sitting in the chair. For
Heaven’s sake, she prayed, let them sit still there and not come
floundering out to talk to her. Mercifully, whoever it was stayed
still inside; had settled by some stroke of luck so as to throw an
odd-shaped triangular shadow over the step. It altered th; com-
position of the picture a little. It was interesting. It might be
useful. Her mood was coring back to her. One must keep on
looking without for a second relaxing the intensity of emotion,
the determination not to be put off, not to be bamboozled.. One
must hold the scene — so — in a vise and let nothing come in and
spoil it. One wanted, she thought, dipping her brush deliber-



=
e
-
2
-
1)
g
@
=
-
)
-
-
=
L]

Voltyn g
5

110

a level with ordinary experience, to feel simpl
that's a table, and yet at the same time, It’si
y. The problem might be solved after all
> Some wave of white went over the
window pane. The air must have stirred some flounce in the
room. Her heart leapt at her and seized her and tortured her.

" she cried, feeling the old horror

‘Mrs Ramsay! Mrs Ramsay:
come back — to want and want and not to have. Could she inflict
that still> And then, quietly, as if she refrained, that too became

part of ordinary experience, was on a level with the chair, with
the table. Mrs Ramsay — it was part of her perfect goodness —
sat there quite simply, in the chair, flicked her needles to and fro,

knitted her reddish-brown stocking, cast her shadow on the step.
There she sat.

ately, to be on
that’s a chair,
miracle, it’s an ecstas
Ah, but what had happened
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