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Abstract

As a classic of modernist literature, Mrs. Dalloway holds a significant position in world literature due to its
unique narrative style and profound themes. Its pioneering stream-of-consciousness techniques break free from
the constraints of traditional narrative, delicately presenting the complex inner emotions and thought processes
of characters. This paper focuses on the translation of stream-of-consciousness techniques in Mrs. Dalloway,
adopting text analysis and comparative translation methods to explore the translatability of interior monologue,
free association, and symbolic imagery, as well as the untranslatability of linguistic rhythm and prosody, cultural
and historical contexts, and implicit logic. Through comparative research, it is found that although some elements
of stream-of-consciousness techniques can be translated to a certain extent through translators’ skills, allowing
readers to grasp part of the original work’s essence, untranslatable challenges persist due to linguistic and
cultural differences—such as the difficulty in replicating linguistic rhythm and prosody, conveying the profound
meanings of cultural and historical backgrounds, and presenting implicit logic. Therefore, translators need to
adopt multiple strategies, including expanding cultural annotations, drawing on poetic techniques, and
conducting interdisciplinary research, to improve the translation quality of Mrs. Dalloway and similar works,
promote their understanding and acceptance in cross-cultural communication, and enable readers from different
cultural backgrounds to better appreciate their charm.
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I. Introduction

Overview of Mrs. Dalloway

Mrs. Dalloway, published by Virginia Woolf in 1925, is a classic work of stream-of-consciousness
literature. Set in post-World War I Britain, it revolves around Clarissa Dalloway’s single-day experience of
preparing for an upper-class party. Through this everyday event, the novel not only depicts the protagonist’s
personal life but also reflects the profound social changes in Britain before and after World War 1.

Woolf subtly presents the inner world of characters through her unique stream-of-consciousness
techniques: while preparing for the party, Clarissa Dalloway’s thoughts often shuttle between the past and the

present, recalling her youth and emotional entanglements with Peter Walsh. Interwoven with her story is that of
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Septimus Smith, a World War I veteran who develops delusions due to war trauma and eventually commits suicide
before being subjected to forced treatment. This multi-narrative structure constructs a rich and complex social
landscape through the flow of consciousness.

In terms of narrative, Woolf abandons the traditional linear model and employs techniques such as
interior monologue and free association to allow characters’ thoughts to jump freely. For example, when Clarissa
Dalloway recalls Bourton Manor, her thoughts suddenly shift to details of party preparations, with no obvious
logical transition—yet this realistically reflects the fluidity of thinking. Additionally, the novel uses symbolism:
Big Ben symbolizes the passage of time, and the imagery of flowers metaphorizes the beauty and fragility of life.

The work profoundly reveals the living conditions of upper-class women in the Victorian era: Clarissa
Dalloway, despite living in comfort, feels inner loneliness. Her choice of marriage reflects the compromise of
love to secularity, and she gradually loses herself in social interactions. It also reflects the impact of World War 1
on the spiritual world. Septimus’ experience represents the confusion and pain of post-war survivors, and his
mental dilemma profoundly reflects the conflict between individual consciousness and the social symbolic order.
Such fragmented flow of consciousness and alienation from reality are essentially psychological resistance to the
discipline of the national power network (Ban Wang, 1992).

From the perspective of translation studies, its stream-of-consciousness style has “dual attributes”: core
emotions and symbolic systems have the potential for cross-cultural transmission, while linguistic rhythm,
culturally specific imagery, and the obscure nature of subconscious logic pose translation challenges (Hayriye
Miige Giir, 2015). Analyzing the translatability and untranslatability of its stream-of-consciousness techniques is
of practical significance for deepening literary translation theory and promoting cross-cultural communication of

similar works.

II.  Literature Review

As the pinnacle of Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness creation, Mrs. Dalloway and its unique narrative
techniques have long been a cross-disciplinary focus of modernist literature and translation studies. Academic
discussions on its stream-of-consciousness techniques involve both theoretical deconstruction of the techniques
themselves and exploration of the possibility of their cross-linguistic conversion, providing an important
academic foundation for this paper’s study on the translatability and untranslatability of stream-of-consciousness.

In terms of theoretical deconstruction of stream-of-consciousness techniques, Elizabeth Abel, in
Virginia Woolf and the Fictions of Psychoanalysis, reveals the deep connection between Woolf’s stream-of-
consciousness and psychoanalytic theory. She points out that the psychological world of characters constructed
by Woolf through interior monologue is essentially a literary representation of primitive psychological patterns
in the subconscious, such as “mother-infant relationships” and “emotional contradictions.” This representation is
not a disordered fragment of thought but implies traceable emotional logic and psychological clues (Abel, 1989).
This discovery provides a key insight into the translatability of stream-of-consciousness: since the core of stream-
of-consciousness is the “flow of emotions and psychological logic,” translators can partially reproduce the essence
of stream-of-consciousness in the target language if they can capture and convey such logic—such as Clarissa
Dalloway’s excitement in recalling life at Bourton and her melancholy over the passage of time. Although Abel’s
research does not directly address translation issues, her argument about the “internal logic” of stream-of-
consciousness provides theoretical support for exploring translatable dimensions such as “emotional transmission
in interior monologue” and “logical sorting of free association.”

Jane Goldman, in The Cambridge Introduction to Virginia Woolf, sorts out the formal characteristics
and literary value of stream-of-consciousness in Mrs. Dalloway from a macro perspective. She emphasizes that

Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness breaks the linear time of traditional narrative through “the eternalization of
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momentary experience”—such as the symbolism of Big Ben’s chimes for time and characters’ sudden
retrospection of past fragments. The emotional intensity and symbolic meaning of such “moments” constitute an
important carrier of the translatability of stream-of-consciousness (Goldman, 2006). For example, imagery such
as “flowers” and “windows” repeatedly appear in the stream of consciousness, and their symbolic meanings (e.g.,
“flowers symbolize the fragility and splendor of life”) have cross-cultural commonality. Translators can convey
their connotations through accurate imagery conversion, which embodies the translatability of symbolic imagery.
Goldman also points out that the “isomorphism between linguistic rthythm and the flow of characters’
consciousness” in stream-of-consciousness—such as short sentences expressing rapid thinking and long sentences
expressing lingering emotions—is an important innovation of Woolf. Although this view is more oriented toward
untranslatability, it conversely suggests that translators can compensate through Chinese’s own rhythmic features
(e.g., four-character phrases, parallel sentences), providing practical ideas for exploring translatability.

Gharaei and Dastjerdi’s study on Persian translations of Mrs. Dalloway provides an important reference
for filling the first gap. By comparing the translation practices of free indirect discourse in two Persian versions,
they specifically analyze the differences in translators’ handling of grammatical features such as tense
retrospection, pronoun adjustment, and the function of present participles, revealing the effectiveness of
translatability strategies for stream-of-consciousness narrative forms in different versions. This highlights the
necessity of discussing the translatability of stream-of-consciousness in conjunction with specific translations
(Gharaei et al., 2012).

Summarizing existing research, academia has paid attention to the psychological logic and formal
characteristics of stream-of-consciousness techniques, laying a foundation for translatability studies: Abel’s
psychoanalytic perspective reveals the “transmissibility of emotions and logic” in stream-of-consciousness, while
Goldman’s formal analysis points out the “cross-cultural commonality of symbolic imagery and momentary
emotions.” However, there are two shortcomings in existing research: first, the systematic comparison of
translatability strategies in specific translations is still weak, such as how different translators handle the logical
clues of free association; second, the integrated discussion of “limits of translatability” and “compensation
strategies” is insufficient. Based on the above theoretical framework, this paper will analyze the transmission
paths of translatable elements in stream-of-consciousness by comparing Chinese translations of Mrs. Dalloway,
and explore solutions to untranslatability, aiming to enrich the research paradigm of stream-of-consciousness

literary translation.

III.  Analysis Of The Translatability Of Stream-Of-Consciousness Techniques In Mrs.
Dalloway

As the core artistic feature of Mrs. Dalloway, stream-of-consciousness techniques present both
challenges and a certain degree of translatability in translation. Translators have preserved part of the original
essence in their translations through various means, allowing readers to appreciate its charm to some extent. The
translatability of stream-of-consciousness techniques is reflected in the emotional transmission of interior
monologue, the logical sorting of free association, and the meaning conversion of symbolic imagery. These
translator strategies confirm the nature of translation as seeking a balance between possibility and impossibility
(Cai Longquan, 2008).

Translatability of Interior Monologue
Interior monologue is the direct expression of characters’ inner thoughts and emotions, playing a crucial

role in presenting their psychological activities (Zhao Bo, 2013).
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Original text: “What a lark! What a plunge! For so it had always seemed to her, when, with a little squeak of the
hinges, which she could hear now, she had burst open the French windows and plunged at Bourton into the open
air.”

This sentence vividly embodies Clarissa Dalloway’s memories and excitement about her past life at

Bourton as she prepares for the party, serving as a typical fragment of interior monologue.

Translation by Jiang Xiangming: “ KA &8 1! KM 7 ! b &, KR Z4a—. DLATEAEN,
ISR IHE TR AR &, R A, e T Bl S B OISR R P e

In terms of wording, this translation uses highly emotional expressions like “ A & E 17V KRB T !>,
vividly and straightforwardly conveying the character’s excitement and agitation, allowing readers to quickly
grasp her joyful and carefree mood at that time. In terms of translation techniques, it first emphasizes the current
feeling, then naturally transitions to past experiences through word order, clearly and fluently presenting the layers
and logic of interior monologue. It focuses on introducing emotions first and then unfolding memories, effectively

conveying Clarissa Dalloway’s excited and nostalgic mood when recalling the past.

Translation by Wang Jiaxiang: “Z 40! 240! Mh— E 92X HE, SEATEE, h—mHErT
HLTET, PR AN, 2 BA TR RE T RSB B AR R R A .

This version also uses concise and powerful words to render the character’s cheerful and excited inner
state. The wording is easy to understand, conforming to Chinese expression habits and facilitating readers’
comprehension. Its translation technique mainly follows the original narrative order, translating the memory
content sequentially, enabling readers to easily enter the character’s inner world through the translation. It focuses

more on truthfully conveying the character’s inner emotions and thoughts in a natural and plain manner.

Translatability of Free Association
Free association is a key element of stream-of-consciousness techniques, where characters’ thoughts
freely shuttle between different times, spaces, and scenes. Seemingly illogical yet closely connected, it reflects

the emotional and memory bonds in their subconscious (Shen Fuying, 2005).

Original text: “She was thinking of Bourton, of Peter, of Sally, of herself as she had been then, of her life now,
of all the things that had happened since she had last seen Peter. She was thinking of the war, of the dead, of the
future. She was thinking of everything and nothing.”

This description accurately presents the sudden leaps in Clarissa Dalloway’s thoughts, from past people
and events at Bourton to the war, death, and the future, embodying the free flow of her consciousness (Shangguan
Qiushi, 2003).

Translation by Jiang Xiangming: “WbAEC 7 ffii, AEdC 7145, & 758, R TR E S, Bk
TOAER A, AR T B EIRSHAS 0 S R AR R RS . AR B T AR, B s, R
Kk WEELT, AX—RFTH. ”

Through the continuous use of “Z8#2 1> this translation clearly sorts out the thread of the character’s
associations, helping readers track the trajectory of consciousness and truthfully reproduce the scenario of free
association. Its translation technique is concise and direct, strictly following the original order to completely
retrace the content of association. In particular, the vivid expression “&.25 /5T, #IX— 2 H” exquisitely
conveys the complexity of the character’s associations and occasional mental blankness, deeply transmitting
complex and subtle emotions. It strengthens the emotional connotation of association through accurate

summarization of thoughts, highlighting the translator’s keen grasp of the character’s psychological rthythm.
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Translation by Wang Jiaxiang: “Uh/EAER5 W1, AEEMA, BEFER, EEBNME D, EEIAENE
i, AE B BB DORTR AR —Y). AR RS, ABERE, BEARK. WA, oo

This version is plain and natural. In terms of translation techniques, it also follows the original word
order, ensuring logical coherence. The expression “VEAEEfH, O ATEE” accurately conveys the character’s
state of having rich and active thoughts while being somewhat distracted during free association, fitting her
psychology. It focuses more on vividly presenting the complex and elusive emotional state during the character’s

association.

Translatability of Symbolic Imagery
In Mrs. Dalloway, symbolic imagery is a key element for conveying themes and emotions, enriching

the work’s layers and metaphors. Big Ben is a highly representative symbol of time.

Original text: “Big Ben struck the hour, and its sound reverberated through the air, a solemn reminder of the
passage of time.”
In this sentence, the echoing chime of Big Ben profoundly symbolizes the relentless passage of time

and the continuous progress of life, deeply touching the characters’ inner worlds (Li Wei, 2014).

Translation by Jiang Xiangming: “ XASM M 78 &, MHEHAESAR Y, NEHIEEES AR ER
k. ”

In translating this original sentence, the wording “f1 T %% s> accurately reflects the specific scenario
of Big Ben chiming on the hour, allowing readers to more vividly imagine the scene. The use of “jfi #2
Hb”emphasizes the solemn and dignified atmosphere brought by Big Ben’s chime, highlighting the awe-inspiring
nature of its symbolism as time. In terms of translation technique, it follows the original word order, fluently
conveying the original meaning. Through such expression, it effectively transmits the serious and solemn
emotional content of Big Ben as a symbol of the passage of time, highlighting its symbolic significance.
Translation by Wang Jiaxiang: “ KANEPE 1, BhAfEHHG, AWURHLPEEE AA TN CER . »

This version uses concise wording:“FiMil T ”straightforwardly presents the action of Big Ben chiming,
and*“¥A IR Hh”is unique, giving a sense of the relentless and indifferent passage of time. In terms of emotional
transmission, it focuses more on reflecting the inevitability of time and the cold implication of its passage. In
translation technique, it also converts naturally, enabling readers to grasp the important imagery of Big Ben

symbolizing the relentless passage of time in the text.

IV.  Analysis Of The Untranslatability Of Stream-Of-Consciousness Techniques In Mrs.
Dalloway
In the translation of stream-of-consciousness techniques in Mrs. Dalloway, despite translators’ efforts
to present its unique charm, numerous untranslatable factors persist due to differences between Chinese and
English languages and cultures, which to some extent affect target-language readers’ full appreciation of the

original stream-of-consciousness art.

Untranslatability of Linguistic Rhythm and Prosody
In stream-of-consciousness literary works, linguistic thythm and prosody are closely aligned with the
flow of characters’ consciousness, constituting a core element of their artistic charm. In Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway,

she creates a unique linguistic rhythm through the alternation of long and short sentences, repetition, parallelism,
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and unique punctuation use, vividly mirroring the ups and downs of characters’ thinking. However, this is
extremely difficult to replicate in translation (Gao Fen et al., 2004).

Original text: “She felt very young; at the same time unspeakably aged. She sliced like a knife through everything;
at the same time was outside, looking on.”

The repetition of the sentence pattern “She felt... at the same time...” and the rapid switching of short
sentences in the original text vividly present the instantaneous interweaving and collision of Clarissa Dalloway’s
complex and contradictory emotions, constructing a rapid and agile linguistic rhythm that makes readers feel as
if they can perceive the rapid jumps and transitions of the character’s consciousness.

Translation by Jiang Xiangming: “Uti 515 H CAEH 42, AJ [FB X ZH/AMFEF 7. MR 7PN
FEAFEYIRINTR, R SCE S35k, RIRSS.

Although this version is not significantly erroneous in semantic transmission, in terms of linguistic
rhythm, due to Chinese expression habits, the sense of rapidity and consciousness flow created by the original’s
sentence patterns and punctuation are greatly weakened, and the rhythm of the translation tends to be stable. This
“domestication” is both due to linguistic differences and may implicitly reflect the adaptation of ideology to local
reading habits (Liu Chengping et al., 2015), exacerbating the untranslatability of rhythm and prosody. Translators
may unconsciously weaken the original’s jumping rhythm to make the translation more in line with the target
readers’ cognitive logic, further amplifying the untranslatability of thythm and prosody.

Translation by Wang Jiaxiang: “Ut 573 5 CIEHEF5, HULRIN XA SAREE . R —4T], VAT
Y, RN ARSI E .

This version uses concise words, retaining the basic semantics and imagery, but similarly fails to fully
convey the sense of rapid flow and jumps in the original consciousness in terms of rhythm. It mostly adopts
conventional word order and sentence combinations, with translation focusing on content transmission, resulting

in the complete loss of the original’s unique rhythmic beauty.

Untranslatability of Cultural Background and Historical Context

In the stream-of-consciousness descriptions of Mrs. Dalloway, Britain’s specific cultural background
and historical context are deeply intertwined, constituting a thorny challenge for translation. Fragments such as
“There was an old lady, a Mrs. Hilbery, who lived in Kensington, and who was supposed to know all about the
poets and the people who had known the poets. Clarissa had been taken to see her once or twice when she was a
girl, and she remembered the dark room, the smell of violets, and the old lady in the big chair talking about Byron
and Shelley.” contain elements deeply rooted in British culture and history—such as Mrs. Hilbery, the living
environment in Kensington, the smell of violets, and discussions about poets—reflecting the unique cultural
atmosphere and social ecology of the time. In translation, cultural elements such as the salon culture of Mrs.
Hilbery and the symbolic significance of Byron and Shelley are untranslatable, and their deep meanings are easily
lost (Tian Qingfang, 2007).

Translation by Jiang Xiangming: “H —{/ A /RATE RN, (FLEHEF, 07 A LRI 57 N AT
AL TANFE 5o SERLN /N 8 iy £ FF Ui i — PR IR, iR iC SR B E T B P
o A IAABLE KRR T ERIBFIE T K Z AN,

This version faces the problem of difficulty in fully transmitting cultural background information.
Although the translator accurately translates the original text, readers still need a certain reserve of British cultural
knowledge to better understand the British cultural traits and historical background implied in the original.
Otherwise, the role and significance of these cultural elements in the stream of consciousness will be greatly

diminished and fail to be fully appreciated by readers.
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Translation by Wang Jiaxiang: “H —f/ & /RATHE RN, (EEH F, U RN LR RE AN BTG Fr
Y e AT VAN R VR e B U TR O LR Z SRR S 1 1 = ia 72 TN e D e W i S (Y DAE R R
KbgF ERFRMTRMZEAN.

This version also accurately translates various elements of the original text with precise wording, with
clear handling of characters and places, and uses conventional translation methods to ensure accurate semantic
transmission. However, in terms of cultural background and historical context, readers unfamiliar with British
literary and cultural history can hardly truly understand the characteristics of the cultural circle in which Mrs.
Hilbery lived from the translation. In terms of emotional content transmission, it only presents the basic recall
scene, making it difficult for readers to immerse themselves in the emotional context created by the specific

British cultural background. It focuses more on faithfully presenting the original text’s literal meaning.

Untranslatability of Implicit Logic in Stream-of-Consciousness

The flow of characters’ consciousness in stream-of-consciousness works is not entirely illogical but
contains subtle and obscure clues of emotional, psychological, or subconscious logic (Chen Yongguo, 2003). This
is closely related to the author’s cultural background, personal experience, and the overall atmosphere of the work,
making it difficult to fully present such implicit logic to target-language readers in translation. Take “The doors
would be taken off their hinges; Rumpelmayer’s men were coming. And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, what a
morning - fresh as if issued to children on a beach.” as an example: the sudden jump from specific matters such
as preparing to remove doors and the arrival of Rumpelmayer’s men to the feeling of a fresh morning and
association with children on the beach seems abrupt, but it is actually the result of the natural collision of inner
desires. Clarissa Dalloway’s association between doors and the beach morning stems from the subconscious
subjective splicing of life fragments. This illogical logic, which is the true reflection of the soul, is difficult to

fully convey in translation (Wen Hongjia, 2002).

Translation by Jiang Xiangming: “— 23 JUfSEABLETE Rk, AR I/RMFHR /R KB NREREES] . X, 3
PINFS - IKIRAE Rk — 8, IXIE R TAE SN —— TEB S0 R b e bk i 2 B 6 R AL — i
AT, RO BB K S ES DM, JIRERAZINER S THh.

This version attempts to reflect the sense of time urgency through “—%> J”and “/RBH”, and uses*&
Sk—#&and “24 1 to show the process of consciousness transformation, supplemented by descriptions of the
character’s psychological state. However, even so, readers still struggle to understand why such a leap in
consciousness occurs, because the translator fails to fully explain the underlying implicit logic, making it difficult
for readers to naturally follow the flow of the character’s consciousness like readers of the original text—

highlighting the untranslatability in translation.

Translation by Wang Jiaxiang: “ZZ4E AL [ THI 2K, SM/RMGH/R KM ANBER 7. K5, whimmid - &
ISR, XA 2 AR R R T R e TR

Similarly, although this version uses concise words and is faithful to the original order, maintaining the

plot presentation, its translation technique is conventional and does not provide additional explanation of the
logical clues of consciousness transformation. For readers unfamiliar with stream-of-consciousness writing
characteristics, it is difficult to identify the underlying logic of the leap from door-related matters to the praise of
the morning in the translation. They can only understand different emotional states but cannot grasp the internal
reasons for the transformation of consciousness, overly focusing on direct semantic transmission while showing

obvious deficiencies in presenting implicit logic.
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V.  Conclusion

Mrs. Dalloway stands out in world literature with its unique stream-of-consciousness techniques, and
the exploration of translatability and untranslatability in its translation reveals the complex landscape of stream-
of-consciousness literary translation.

In terms of translatability, interior monologue, free association, and symbolic imagery have crossed
linguistic barriers to a certain extent through translators’ ingenuity. Jiang Xiangming’s and Wang Jiaxiang’s
translations each demonstrate their strengths in handling these elements—either through vivid vocabulary and
clever word order, or by adhering to faithfulness to the original and natural plainness—opening a window for
readers to access part of the original’s spiritual world. However, untranslatable factors persist. Differences in
linguistic thythm and prosody make it difficult for translations to convey the original’s agile rhythm and enhance
emotional atmosphere; many British culturally specific elements in cultural background and historical context
often lose their deep meanings in translation; the subtlety and complexity of implicit logic in stream-of-
consciousness often confuse readers in understanding the flow of characters’ consciousness.

Therefore, translators need to continue delving into cultural connotations and build cultural bridges.
When facing challenges in cultural background and historical context, they should expand the depth and breadth
of annotations, incorporating cultural background stories, historical context sorting, and even multimedia
resources (such as links to cultural documentaries and displays of historical images) to assist readers’
understanding. In terms of linguistic rhythm and prosody, they can draw on poetry translation techniques,
exploring new sentence combinations and vocabulary prosodic matching strategies—such as using Chinese four-
character phrases and reduplicated words to create a unique rhythm. At the same time, interdisciplinary research
is indispensable: combining psychology to analyze the author’s creative psychology and readers’ reception
psychology, introducing computer science to assist in analyzing stream-of-consciousness translation cases in
large-scale corpora, and exploring commonalities and patterns. These efforts will comprehensively improve the
quality of stream-of-consciousness literary translation, helping Mrs. Dalloway and similar works shine in global
cultural exchanges, and enabling readers from different cultural backgrounds to more deeply appreciate their

artistic charm.
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