Mrs. Woolf is a very different type from Mr. Lawrence. She is not only civilized but prefers civilization to barbarism; and she writes with great care, always extremely well and in one at least of the great traditions of English prose, and sometimes with astonishing beauty. She also has a remarkable descriptive gift (witness two short pieces, “Kew Gardens” and “The Mark on the Wall”), a gift which is very much under her control.3 She does not like Mr. Lawrence abandon herself to the ecstasy of one moment of perception; her observation is employed continuously and involves an immense and unremitting toil of arrangement; illuminating not by flashes but by a continuous mild and steady light. Instead of seeking the primitive, she seeks rather the civilized, the highly civilized, only with something left out. And this something is deliberately left out, by what may be called a moral effort of will; and being left out it is in a sense, a forlorn sense, present. Of all contemporary authors, Mrs. Woolf reminds me most of Joseph Conrad. For if you expunge from Conrad’s book the Strong Man – the isolated man battling against the forces of nature, or the forces of the jungle – and this Isolated European of Conrad’s tales is a diminished relic of the moral issue, the “deeper psychology” of Shakespeare or Racine – you have the equivalent of Virginia Woolf’s novels. If the strong man is a loss – and I am not sure that he is – then Mrs. Woolf at least deserves credit for having performed at Kew and at seaside watering places what Conrad performed in the tropics and south seas.

But Mrs. Woolf, if she does not construct life like Mr. Lawrence out of the detached, constructs it out of the connected: for it is in a sense a construction, though not a structure. And in this way she also, by being a psychologist, is restricted to something near the surface. To make such a judgement implies, of course, a whole theory; for it could not be said that her work, or Mr. Lawrence’s either for that matter, is in the common sense “superficial”. You may say that it is more profound. But in that case you also must have your theory.

Mrs. Woolf’s work is what Mr. Lawrence’s could never be, the perfection of a type; it is the most faithful representative of the contemporary novel; representative, though there is nothing quite like it; perhaps more representative than the work of Mr. Joyce. To follow a new line a novelist must have not only great gifts but great independence. You cannot simply “restore” the “moral interest”; the decayed strong man of Conrad has already become a sentimental relic. You must rediscover it, as something new.
