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A BRIEF STUDY OF TO THE LIGHTHOUSE (Virginia Woolf’s) 

  

To the Lighthouse (1927) is said to be one of the best novels of Virginia Woolf as she engages with her 

ongoing themes of memory, family and fiction. In fact, some elements of her own life are taken: her father 

(Mr. Ramsay), the sudden deaths of her mother and sister Stella (Mrs. Ramsay and Prue) 

 In this novel, Woolf shows a meditation on the relationship between art and life, and on late 

Victorian family structures, as well as, a formal experimentation to build her own style in which run-on 

sentences and meandering paragraphs create emotional impacts (literarily speaking, of course). She takes 

two days, separated by ten years, to evoke a whole picture of the Ramsay family life. The point is that life is 

full of beautiful moments. So, Mrs. Ramsay and Lily try to save life’s special moment in different ways: Mrs. 

Ramsay by creating near-impossible situations and Lily by capturing the moment through painting. Mr. 

Ramsay attempts the same through his writing and academic reputation in the aim of enduring beyond his 

own life. 

 Each moment in the novel is rich with emotion and memory. Thus, the characters feel emotions; for 

example, at the beginning of the novel, James goes from seeing everything around him as “fringed with joy”; 

Lily Briscoe says that 50 eyes are not enough to see one person properly, that is, to see the truth. 

 

A. Plot 

The novel is divided into three parts: Part I (a conflict), Part II (away from goals), Part III (resolution) 

 First part: it takes up over seven hours and more than half the book. It’s set at the Ramsay summer’s 

home. The Ramsays and their eight children are entertaining some friends and colleagues.   6 years-old 

James Ramsay wants to go to the lighthouse. Mrs. Ramsay hopes that the weather will be fine for the 

following day. Mr. Ramsay disagrees. Mr. Tansley is in love with the much older but still beautiful Mrs. 

Ramsay. She is worried about Paul and Minta (She wants them to marry), about her children Nancy and 

Andrew, and about Lily. 

 

 Second part: Ten years in about twenty pages.  All the traditionally important information in a story 

is briefly imparted into brackets. Mrs. Ramsay, Prue and Andrew have died; the first at night, the second in 

childbirth and the last when a shell exploded in France- WWI. James and Lily both pick up their struggles 

with Mr. Ramsay again. 

 

 Third part: At the summer house Mr. Ramsay and two of his children, Cam and James, finally go to 

the lighthouse. James reconciles with his father, who has decided to share some of his power with James. 

Lily finishes her painting of Mrs. Ramsay and remains single. Paul and Minta’s marriage fell apart. Everything 

is solved. 
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B. Quick Clues- themes, symbols, quotes, characters, events… 

Time is not conventionally experienced. 

Memory and the past are vital to each character’s present. 

Love takes many different forms. 

Gender a few chauvinistic remarks. 

Manipulation Mrs. Ramsay’s best skill. 

Familial authority the lighthouse is a symbol for it 

Lily Briscoe uses art to represent the lighthouse. 

James Ramsay won’t get to the lighthouse but doesn’t tell. 

Waves are the drumbeats of time and synonymous for destruction. 

At the Ramsay’s summer house where most of the book is set. 

His legacy to mankind Mr. Ramsay’s worry. 

Terrible Mr. Ramsay insists that the weather will be the next day. 

His dissertation Charles’ obsession. 

“I love you” Mr. Ramsay wants Mrs. Ramsay to say to him. 

In childbirth Prue’s death. 

Mrs. Ramsay Lily is painting her. 

Proposed to Minta Mrs. Ramsay hopes that Paul does. 

A much older woman Charles loves. 

A friend of her husband’s Mrs. Ramsay thinks Lily should marry him. 

 

 

C. Themes 

 Time is measured as it is experienced by certain people; select moments with incredible importance 

and duration.  For example, half of the novel to describe a day and a dozen pages to refer ten years. 

Time is both elongated and compressed. 

 Characters’ memories give a lot of important information. 

 Different types of love: lasting love,   non-lasting love, friendly love, familial love, admiring love, as 

an intellectual topic… Love is tame and usually turns out to be love for Mrs. Ramsay. 

 Gender figures have chauvinistic remarks. Mrs. Ramsay represents an ideal of womanhood, but Lily  

Briscoe deviates from this ideal since she is not interested in marriage and doesn’t try to sympathize 

with every male character in the novel. 

 Mrs. Ramsay wants everyone to get married. However, the only real marriage in the novel is that of  

Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay because the Rayley marriage, which Mrs. Ramsay had encouraged so much, D.  

 Mrs. Ramsay has excellent powers of manipulation and she can make any man feel like the 
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strongest man. She also can foresee people’s desires and needs. 

 The Ramsays are both admired in their respective fields: Mr. Ramsay in his work and Mrs. Ramsay in 

her beauty and grace. 

 Mrs. Ramsay adopts a very subordinate position when in her interactions with other people, which 

means that her own true self is frequently repressed. However, Lily contemplates her identity often. 

 Victory occurs over life. Like a world war, victory and defeat occur in the nuances of interaction. For 

example, Mrs. Ramsay scores a victory by not saying “I love you” to Mr. Ramsay. On the surface they 

have a perfectly civilized conversation. 

 Friendship plays a secondary role to love in the novel, f.e., Lily, Mr. Ramsay and Mr. Bankes. 

 Mrs. Ramsay looks for harmony and discord in spite of truth. The ideal of law and order in order to 

be at peace. 

 

 

D. Symbols 

 The hen in Mr. Bankes’s memory. “A hen protecting her chicks” is domestic. Mr. Ramsay and Mr. 

Bankes are walking down the road but different roads. Mr. Bankes says that Mr Ramsay’s domestic 

life killed their friendship. 

 The window. Mrs Ramsay spends her afternoon sitting at a window, reading to James. It’s a static 

position, whereas the others are in dynamic movement: Mr. Ramsay is walking, Lily is painting, the 

children are playing cricket. Mr. Bankes gazes adoringly at her. The window is the physical 

manifestation of the more abstract idea that Mrs. Ramsay is the centre of the household; she is 

separate and apart from everyone else. 

 The waves. They are a destructive power because they are part of the vast sea of human ignorance 

that drowns human knowledge. Life, as well as waves, goes up and down. 

 The lighthouse. It’s something people who are lost can look towards for guidance. It’s a big, solid, 

unmoving structure. It’s a symbol of stability and of change (lights go on and off). It’s visible from the 

Ramsays’ summer house. It’s a symbol for traditional family structure, and especially for the 

authority of the father in the traditional family. It is a kind of a phallic symbol and the father-son 

trajectory is obvious at the very beginning of the novel when the rebel child James wants to go to 

the lighthouse and Mr.Ramsay (father-authority) won’t. Then, Mrs. Ramsay plays the traditional 

mother’s role. She makes Mr. Ramsay’s domineering oppressive ways manageable for the Ramsay 

kids who have to live with his bullying. She genuinely loves Mr. Ramsay and loves her kids, making 

sure that all of them can live together. That is her great talent. The Ramsays’ traditional family would 

be impossible without her soothing influence. She also makes charitable donations to the Lighthouse 

keeper as a part of the traditional mother role to take care of people.  If the Lighthouse symbolizes 

the power the father has in the traditional family, the charity is like the mother’s place in that power 

structure. 

 Lily Briscoe. She doesn’t have to get married because she has her work. Although she can see the 

lighthouse, she isn’t interested in a traditional womanly or maternal role. She married her art (in 

part three). The lighthouse doesn’t offer her anything besides an attractive view and some 

perspective on what drives Mr. Ramsay. 

 The final. Individual families come and go as rapidly as a lighthouse; the progress of time is a main 

theme of To the Lighthouse. Every family has its own private shape and trajectory, a tension 
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between the ideal and lived reality. 

 Setting: a summer house at the Isle of Skye in the Hebrides in the 1920s. A particular enclosure 

around the Ramsay family and their friends and colleagues. 

 

E. Literature 

 The third person narrative is used mainly during the part two. Woolf’s narrative style is intensely 

free-flowing, running in and out of everyone’s brains. 

 It’s a modernist novel which breaks from established structure and style in favor of deeper aesthetic 

exploration into the human mind. The plot isn’t the most important but the thoughts of the 

individuals that make this book interesting and unique. The book has long stretches that record the 

workings of human thoughts. This technique is known as stream-of-consciousness (a certain flow to 

the way thoughts emerge on the pages, as one thought suggests another; like a stream,they don’t 

move in a straight line. 

 The title is obvious in the first and third parts. As it is said before, the lighthouse represents family 

authority, being a giant symbol of the power of the patriarch. This book is all about individual 

characters as they strive for a place in a broken, repressive family structure. So, all of the Ramsay 

children and even Charles Tansley (Mr. Ramsay’s student) and Lily Briscoe (Woolf’s alter ego) want 

to find ways of dealing with Mr. Ramsay and the authority that he represents. Woolf claimed that 

writing To the Lighthouse allowed her finally to lay her own dead parents to rest, making a place for 

herself outside of the shadow of parental disapproval. 

 

 

F. Literary references 

 Shakespeare. Part I. Sonnet 98. 

 The Brothers Grimm: The Fisherman and his Wife. Part I, ch. 7-10. 

 W. Brown: Sirens’ song. Part I. 

 L. Tolstoy: Anna Karenina. Part I. 

 P. B. Shelley: The Invitation. Part I. 

 A. Tennyson: The Charge of the Light Brigade. Part I 

 W. Cowper: The Castaway. Part III. 
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