
Linguistic and Erotic Innocence in Virginia Woolf’s THE WAVES 

“Bubbles form on the floor of the saucepan,” said Jinny. “Then they rise, 
quicker and quicker in a silver chain to the top.”

“Now Biddy scrapes the fish-scales with a jagged knife on to a wooden 
board,” said Neville.

“The dining-room window is dark blue now,” said Bernard, “and the air 
ripples above the chimneys.”

“A swallow is perched on the lightning-conductor,” said Susan. “And 
Biddy has smacked down the bucket on the kitchen flags.” [. . .]

“Look at the table-cloth, flying white along the table,” said Rhoda. “Now 
there are rounds of white china, and silver streaks beside each plate.”

“Suddenly a bee booms in my ear,” said Neville. “It is here, it is past.” 
(Woolf, The Waves 5–6; emphases added)

The children’s initial soliloquies in The Waves include a good deal of 
accidental poetry, as is evident in this dense cluster that occurs immediately 
before Jinny and Louis’s fateful kiss. That kiss, as this article discusses, trans-
forms the text’s narrative form as well as the characters themselves, and it 
marks this preceding passage as occupying a liminal position between, on 
one hand, an infantile relation to language and identity and, on the other, an 
inevitable initiation into linguistic aptitude and erotic self-knowledge. Here, 
the characters’ monologues remain concisely clipped in the manner of their 
opening pronouncements: “I see a ring,” “I hear a sound,” “I see a globe” (4). 
Yet they also deploy a notably more nuanced command of language that slips 
conspicuously in and out of view. The children seem capable of remarkably 
precise diction (“lightning-conductor”), yet elsewhere their word choices 
approach catachresis (“flying” tablecloths, saucepans with floors)—often to 
poetic effect. The italicized words above suggest the poetic fecundity of a 
child’s mind, which, because of its linguistic inexperience, seems naturally 
to accomplish what can be such hard work for the adult poet: the defamil-
iarization of language. Children need not manipulate words to render them 
unfamiliar; for them language simply is unfamiliar, and little poems emerge 
of their own accord like bubbles from the bottoms of saucepans. The Waves, 
Woolf’s “playpoem,” accordingly proceeds with a kind of childlike wonder to 
satisfy this poetic imperative: to recreate the newness of language as it must 
have sounded in a lost state of linguistic—and erotic—innocence (Woolf, 
Diary 203). 

Jinny’s ability to identify a saucepan among the kitchen’s likely assortment 
of cookery suggests that a certain degree of lexical sophistication has already 
penetrated these innocent heads—yet she betrays her linguistic naiveté, and 
her concomitant knack for the poetry of the unconventional, in granting this 
saucepan a “floor.” The surprise of such an unexpected noun impels us to 
stand on our toes and peer down into the pot along with her. Sure enough, 

75



we decide, there is a kind of floor in there, and perhaps “a silver chain,” too. 
Neville’s commentary achieves comparable defamiliarizing effects: Biddy’s 
knife is “jagged,” not serrated, and “a wooden board” stands in for the cutting 
board. Likewise, a bee “booms” in his ear, where anyone properly habituated 
to onomatopoeic conventions would hear a “buzz”—regardless of any aural 
evidence to the contrary. 

Susan seems an exception here in that she adheres strictly to the precise 
and unpoetic prose of the adult world (presaging the conventionality she will 
demonstrate as a grown woman). Through her eyes we see not merely a bird 
atop a shiny pole, but a swallow that “perche[s] on the lightning-conductor.” 
Rhoda’s vision is less precise than Susan’s but more appealing, capturing as 
it does a dynamic sense of the visual field: her “rounds” and “silver streaks” 
resemble the brush strokes of an impressionistic painter. Her tablecloth goes 
“flying” along the table (a deviation so mild, in its aural effect, from “lying” 
that it almost elides its divergence from conventional signification), conveying 
the aesthetic dynamism of an image in which, practically speaking, all objects 
remain at rest. As with the other children, however, hermeneutic questions 
irrupt in the fault lines between Rhoda’s alternatively naive and sophisticated 
facility with words. Why is it she can speak so precisely of “china” yet can 
only describe silverware as “silver streaks”? “Rounds” signifies either plates 
or bowls, or perhaps cups—yet why such apparent confusion in a sentence 
that culminates so assuredly with “each plate”? 

The following pages strikingly conjoin the children’s liminality in language 
with their budding but as-yet-unrealized sexuality. Their incomplete passage 
from linguistic infantility to the more evolved, and more prosaic, language 
of experience mirrors their incipience as sexual subjects. Immediately after 
the above passage comes a formal shift: the characters’ monologues abruptly 
become much longer and more complex, with far fewer catachrestic misfires. 
A resonant narrative development—the kiss—coincides with this shift, and 
together the two developments effect a new stage in the children’s linguistic 
and sexual maturation. Hiding behind a hedge and meditating on a vision of 
desire’s “tramplings, tremblings, [and] stirrings,” Louis begins to press the 
“stalk” that is his body and then suffers that traumatic kiss that precipitates 
the novel’s first universalizing (or solipsistic) poetic gesture, the translation of 
self into world—“All is shattered”—precisely at the moment that “all” comes 
into being, for Jinny and Louis have inducted one another into the mysteries 
of eros (6–7; emphasis added). 

Suddenly the monologues begin to put I into dialogue with me, to negotiate 
the self as both subject and object of desire. Following Louis’s lead, Jinny 
analyzes her body in light of the new sense-data: “What moves my heart, my 
legs? [. . .] I dance. I ripple. I am thrown over you like a net of light. I lie quiv-
ering flung over you” (7). In the beginning, these characters all introduced 
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themselves with the word I, demonstrating their agency as mere seeing and 
hearing subjects; now, in a process that Louis and Jinny commence, which 
rubs off on Susan as an “agony” (7) of jealousy and desire—and which she 
then relays to Bernard—the children begin to evaluate the embodied me as an 
object worthy of scrutiny. 

Neville, it seems, and Rhoda—who “has no body as the others have,” 
as Louis presently observes (14)—perhaps lag behind in this development 
because of their removal from the scene of the kiss. Rhoda signals her com-
parative lack of development in her preoccupation with the “bubbles [that] 
rise from the depths” of her basin (11), almost the exact image that transfixed 
Jinny in the scene presented at the beginning of this article. While Jinny has 
progressed to plunging her own embodied “depths” rather than the floors of 
saucepans or basins, Rhoda’s own consciousness—and what may amount 
to the same thing, her sexuality—lags behind her linguistic maturation. Is 
Woolf suggesting that Neville and Rhoda, who emerge as the novel’s most 
evidently queer characters, owe their sexuality to a belatedness of social and 
sexual development? The more likely implication, especially given the trau-
matic effect its arrival has on Louis, seems to be that normative, acceptable 
(hetero)sexuality comes too soon, bringing with it the dawning of a persistent 
conventionality in thought, in behavior, and—worst of all—in language: “All 
is shattered.”  
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