The Hours

by Michael Cunningham

10.

Writer’s Craft Q’s for The Hours

Cunningham writes The Hours in the present tense. Woolf writes Mrs. Dalloway in the past
tense. Interesting authorial choices. Why? And how do they work for the reader?

Ekphrastic writing is a literary device in which a writer creates a vivid imaginative descriptive
of a visual work of art. Is this an ekphrastic novel? That term doesn’t seem to fit for fiction in
the way poets use it when discussing the ekphrastic form. These last years, I’ve read so many
novels centered on the Trojan War, the women, Achilles. They seem to me to be writing with a
fresh/modern perspective reflecting Homer, and in a slight way, Virgil. I love these, by the way,
and devour them. Also, Thomas Mann circled the Ring of the Nibelung in some of his fiction.
As did Tolkien. John Gardner’s Grendel. 1 could go on. Maybe we’re all just talking to each
other across time & space?

Might Cunningham’s Mrs. Brown be reflecting what Woolf discussed in 4 Room of One’s
Own? Doesn’t Mrs. Brown need the space in her life to simply read, read, read?

Thanks Katherine Gekker for these questions

The novel braids three women’s days (Virginia Woolf in 1923, Laura Brown in 1949, Clarissa
Vaughan in late-1990s New York). How does Cunningham make these separate timelines feel
like variations on the same musical theme?

Cunningham doesn’t just allude to Woolf’s novel—he replicates its single-day structure across
three eras. What is the effect of this formal homage?

Recurring motifs (flowers, parties, cakes, water, windows, kisses) that link the three stories.
How do these images function both realistically and symbolically?

The title itself refers to the hours of the day, but also to the compression and expansion of
subjective time. How does Cunningham manipulate pacing and temporal perspective to make
ordinary hours feel epic or unbearable?

In what ways does Cunningham’s prose style deliberately echo Virginia Woolf’s while
remaining distinctly his own?

How does the handling of minor characters (Richard, Louis, Dan, etc.) reinforce or complicate
the three central female perspectives?

In general, we writers complain when we get to the end of a book and the author ties all the
hanging threads into a nice tidy bow. In the last chapter, Cunningham sums up the entirety of
the themes he’s had his three characters discuss throughout the book in one long paragraph on
page 225 ending with— “we hope, more than anything, for more.”

Works for me! Does it work for you?

Thanks to Judy Wood for this great way to close!
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