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Abstract

“Natural” Coming-of-Age: The Waves and the Bildungsroman

Ilsu Sohn

This essay aims to analyze Virginia Woolf’s The Waves as a modernist
rewriting of the Bildungsroman. The classical Bildungsroman purportedly features
the ideal reconciliation between the modern autonomous individual and organic
national culture, and The Waves revisits this idealistic narrative of coming-of-age.
Each character tells his or her narrative of coming-of-age, and their soliloquies
illustrate diversified attempts to overcome the isolated individual’s anger and
frustration in modern society and to reconcile them to social whole, thereby trying
to come of age successfully. In particular, the British imperial culture that Percival
represents operates as a given, discursive material for the other characters’ own
narrative of coming-of-age; however, the culture fails to allow any character’s
coming-of-age to complete in a traditional sense. The failure assumes a different
style in each case, and each character, especially Bernard toward the end, constantly
oscillates between moments of unity and disintegration in a manner that symbolizes
the movement of waves. The depiction of nature highlights this oscillation and the
perpetual delay of coming-of-age. Nature reveals, and embodies, this ultimate
contingency and unpredictability rather than any particular entity or concept in this
novel. The novel does not celebrate the potentially destructive, boundary-dissolving
power of nature but simultaneously depicts the urgency to reestablish meanings of
one’s coming-of-age and of historical progress. The Waves suggests that, during the
time of social disintegration, a new narrative of coming-of-age needs to arise by
integrating the fundamental indeterminacy of nature as resistant against any human

discourse that attempts to finalize the purpose of one’s coming of age and social

unity.
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