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Virginia Woolf is now recognized as a major twentieth-century author, a
great novelist and essayist and a key figure in literary history as a feminist
and a modernist. Born in 1882, she was the daughter of the editor and critic
Leslie Stephen, and suffered a traumatic adolescence after the deaths of her
mother, in 1895, and her step-sister Stella, in 1897, leaving her subject to
breakdowns for the rest of her life. Her father died in 1904 and two years
later her favourite brother Thoby died suddenly of typhoid. With her sister,
the painter Vanessa Bell, she was drawn into the company of writers and
artists such as Lytton Strachey and Roger Fry, later known as the
Bloomsbury Group. Among them she met Leonard Woolf, whom she
married in 1912, and together they founded the Hogarth Press in 1917,
which was to publish the work of T. S. Eliot, E. M. Forster and Katherine
Mansfield as well as the earliest translations of Freud. Woolf lived an
energetic life among friends and family, reviewing and writing, and
dividing her time between London and the Sussex Downs. In 1941, fearing
another attack of mental illness, she drowned herself.

Her first novel, The Voyage Out, appeared in 1915, and she then worked
through the transitional Night and Day (1919) to the highly experimental
and impressionistic Jacob’s Room (1922). From then on her fiction became
a series of brilliant and extraordinarily varied experiments, each one
searching for a fresh way of presenting the relationship between individual
lives and the forces of society and history. She was particularly concerned
with women’s experience, not only in her novels but also in her essays and
her two books of feminist polemic, A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three
Guineas (1938). Her major novels include Mrs Dalloway (1925), To the
Lighthouse (1927), the historical fantasy Orlando (1928), written for Vita
Sackville-West, the extraordinary poetic vision of The Waves (1931), the
family saga of The Years (1937), and Between the Acts (1941). All these are
published by Penguin, as are her Diaries, Volumes I-V, selections from her
essays and short stories, and Flush (1933), a reconstruction of the life of
Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s spaniel.



Stella McNichol is the author of a critical study of To the Lighthouse (1971)
and of Virginia Woolf and the Poetry of Fiction (1990), and the editor of a
group of Virginia Woolf’s stories, Mrs Dalloway’s Party (1973).

Hermione Lee is the Goldsmiths’ Professor of English Literature and
Fellow of New College, Oxford. She reviews for the Observer, The Times
Literary Supplement, the Financial Times, the New York Review of Books,
and elsewhere. Her books include The Novels of Virginia Woolf (1977),
Elizabeth Bowen (1981, 1999), Philip Roth (1982), Stevie Smith: A
Selection (1983), The Mulberry Tree: Writings of Elizabeth Bowen (1986),
Willa Cather A Life Saved Up (1989), an edition of Willa Cather’s stories
(1989), two selections of stories by women writers, TheSecret Self(1985,
reissued 1991), and Virginia Woolf (1996).

Julia Briggs is General Editor for the works of Virginia Woolf in Penguin.



TO THE LIGHTHOUSE

VIRGINIA WOOLF

TEXT EDITED BY STELLA McNICHOL

WITH AN INTRODUCTION

AND NOTES BY HERMIONE LEE



PENGUIN BOOKS
Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Putnam Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2
Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi–110 017,
India
Penguin Books (NZ) Ltd, Cnr Rosedale and Airborne Roads, Albany, Auckland, New Zealand
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank 2196, South Africa
Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
www.penguin.com
To the Lighthouse first published by The Hogarth Press 1927
This annotated edition, published in Penguin Books 1992
Reprinted in Penguin Classics 2000
17
Introduction and notes copyright © Hermoine Lee, 1992
Other editorial matter copyright © Stella McNichol, 1992
All rights reserved
The moral right of the editors has been asserted
Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall
not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without
the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is
published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the
subsequent purchaser

http://www.www.penguin.com/


CONTENTS

Bibliographical Note

Introduction

Further Reading

A Note on the Text

To THE LIGHTHOUSE

Notes

Appendix I

Appendix II



Bibliographical Note

The following is a list of abbreviated titles used in this edition.
MS: To the Lighthouse: The Original Holograph Draft, transcribed and ed.

Susan Dick (Toronto Universitv Press, 1982; Hogarth Press, 1983).
Square brackets are used to indicate words deleted in original draft.

TL: To the Lighthouse, first British edn (Hogarth Press, 5 May 1927).
Moments of Being: Moments of Being: Unpublished Autobiographical

Writings of Virginia Woolf ed. Jeanne Schulkind (Chatto & Windus,
1976).

Diary: The Diary of Virginia Woolf, 5 vols., ed. Anne Olivier Bell (Hogarth
Press, 1977; Penguin Books, 1979).

Letters: The Letters of Virginia Woolf, 6 vols., ed. Nigel Nicolson and Joanne
Trautmann (Hogarth Press, 1975–80).

Essays: The Essays of Virginia Woolf 3 vols, (to be 6 vols.), ed. Andrew
McNeillie (Hogarth Press, 1986).

CE: Collected Essays, 4 vols., ed. Leonard Woolf (Chatto & Windus, 1966,
1967).

Mausoleum: Sir Leslie Stephen’s Mausoleum Book (1895), introduced by
Alan Bell (OUP, 1977).



Introduction

To the Lighthouse is the story of a marriage and a childhood. It is a
lamentation of loss and grief for powerful, loved, dead parents, which
Virginia Woolf wanted to call an ‘elegy’ rather than a novel. It is, less
apparently, about the English class-structure and its radical break with
Victorianism after the First World War. It demonstrates the urgent need for
an art form which could, though with great difficulty, adapt to and register
that break. It is all these things at once.

Since fiction is not music or painting or film1 or unspoken thoughts, it
requires formal strategies if it is to try and be several things at once. These
strategies may be as complicated as a whole section written from the point
of view of the passage of time, or as simple as a pair of brackets.

Mr Bankes, for instance, has a conversation in brackets on the telephone.
He is talking to Mrs Ramsay about a train time. Then he looks out of the
window ‘to see what progress the workmen were making with an hotel
which they were building at the back of his house’. The ‘stir among the
unfinished walls’ reminds him of her incongruities. The work outside goes
on, inside another pair of brackets – ‘(they were carrying bricks up a little
plank as he watched them)’ – while he builds up his version of Mrs
Ramsay’s idiosyncrasies. More than one thing happens at once: what he
says to Mrs Ramsay on the phone and what he thinks of saying; what he
sees from his window and what he sees in his mind’s eye; and, in his mind’s
eye, her beauty and her incongruities. More than one time coexists: the time
of Mr Bankes’s narrative, which is under pressure to move onwards (‘Yes,
he would catch the 10.30 at Euston’; ‘He must go to his work’); the
moments in which she appears to his mind’s eye; and, outside Mr Bankes’s
brackets, the moment in which Mrs Ramsay is knitting her stocking and
talking to James.

A great deal goes on in brackets in To the Lighthouse: silent gestures –
‘(she glanced at him musing)’; identifications of a point of view – ‘(James
thought)’; comments and qualifications – ‘(For she was in love with them
all, in love with this world)’; reminders – ‘(The bill for the greenhouse



would be fifty pounds)’; sudden deaths; a world war. The middle section,
‘Time Passes’, reads like a long parenthesis between the first and last
sections. Its square brackets enclose the facts of death, as if they belonged
to another kind of language. As ‘Time Passes’ comes to a close, its last
section bulges with bracketed phrases about the return of life to the house,
which will open themselves out into the third part of the novel. While she
was writing the third part, moving between Lily on the lawn and the
Ramsays in the boat, Woolf imagined finishing off Lily and her painting in
brackets: ‘Could I do it in a parenthesis? so that one had the sense of
reading the two things at the same time?’2

Brackets are a way of making more than one thing happen at once. But
they also create an unsettling ambiguity about the status of events. What is
more ‘important’, the death of Mrs Ramsay, or the fall of a fold of a green
shawl in an empty room? If the novel makes us think of more than one
thing at once, and exists in more than one time, which takes precedence? Is
the life of the Ramsays in the garden and house enclosed by the outside
world as if in parenthesis, as the lighthouse is surrounded by the sea? Or is
it the Ramsays that are the main text, and everything else is in brackets?

Often, the outside world – the ‘ordinary’ stuff of early-twentieth-century
British life: tube trains, evening papers, tools for the car, platform speakers,
railway tickets, those bricks – impinges on the world of the house, the
garden and the lighthouse. Partly this works as a historical contrast: the
Victorian family scene has vanished and become a dream-world – post-war
modern life is continuing. But Mr Bankes’s bricks in brackets don’t just
make a simple contrast with his inner vision of Mrs Ramsay ‘running across
the lawn in goloshes to snatch a child from mischief. The bricks and the
building of the hotel are like her incongruities – beautiful and busy, ethereal
and tough – and they are like the way he is thinking about her, putting one
thing against another, building up a picture. The novel insists that you
notice its structuring devices, its brackets and sections and shifts in vantage
points.

While Woolf was in the early stages of To the Lighthouse, in the autumn
of 1925, she was preparing a lecture called ‘How Should One Read a
Book?’ (a fragment of which is written in the manuscript of the novel). In
it, she compares the thirty-two chapters of a novel to ‘an attempt to make
something as formal and controlled as a building: but words are more



impalpable than bricks’.3 Try, she suggests, to write on ‘some event that has
left a distinct impression on you’, when ‘a whole vision, an entire
conception, seemed contained in that moment’. As soon as you attempt to
‘reconstruct’ it in words, you will find that it ‘breaks into a thousand
conflicting impressions’.

This is like a note to herself on the writing of her new novel. The bricks
are being trundled up the little plank, the construction is under way. The
building must be ‘formal and controlled’. But the entropic pull towards
breakage and fragmentation – ‘things fall apart’ – is immense. And the
difficulty is compounded because what she wants is a basis of strength and
structure and an appearance of fluidity and translucence. So the novel has to
be like Mrs Ramsay, its incongruities held in balance.

By means of Lily’s painting, Woolf builds into the novel a commentary
on her own processes. Lily’s images for her art – ‘she saw the colour
burning on a framework of steel; the light of a butterfly’s wing lying upon
the arches of a cathedral’ – go back to Virginia Stephen’s vision of Santa
Sophia on her visit to Constantinople, recorded in her diary of 1906: ‘thin
as glass, blown in plump curves’ and ‘as substantial as a pyramid’.4 That
dome shape occurs in the novel in the imaginations of Nancy, and of Lily,
who thinks of Mrs Ramsay as ‘an august shape, the shape of a dome’. The
dome shape, which combines the solid and the ethereal, was the essence of
her plan for the book.

From the beginning, Woolf’s plan was clear to her. She expressed it to
herself from the first through lists and inventories of ingredients that – as
for the cooking of the Bœuf en Daube – would have to be held in balance
and brought satisfactorily to the boil. When the novel was published in the
spring of 1927, she looked back on the ‘unexpected way in which these
things suddenly create themselves – one thing on top of another in about an
hour… so I made up The Lighthouse one afternoon in the square here.’5

The shape of the thing may have come to her all at once (‘without any
premeditation, that I can see’, she said in a letter to Vanessa6), but the
ingredients had been accumulating for years: since childhood; since the
‘Reminiscences’ she wrote in 1908 about her parents; since the memoir of
‘22 Hyde Park Gate’ written between 1920 and 1921. As early as October
1924, on the day she wrote the last words of Mrs Dalloway, she entered a



cryptic, even ominous, note in her diary, ‘I see already The Old Man’,7 as
though the figure of Mr Ramsay was the next thing she would have to deal
with. By the time Mrs Dalloway was nearing publication, the ingredients
for To the Lighthouse were becoming distinct. In her notebook (‘Notes for
Writing’) for 6 March 1925, she envisaged a collection of ‘the stories of
people at Mrs. D’s party’ and listed one of them as ‘The picture – I think of
the sea’. On 14 March she was still thinking of a book of stories, and added
to her list (square brackets show deletions):

The Past founded on [images?] ancestor worship,
what it amounts to, & means.
Some middle aged woman
of distinguished parents; her
feelings for her father & mother –
[ancient?]

A list of eight story topics follows, and then:
It strikes me that it might all end with a picture.
These stories about people would fill
half the book; & then the other thing would
loom up; & we should step into quite a
different place & people? But what?

On the next page of the notebook, the notes for To the Lighthouse begin:
All character – not a view of the world.
Two blocks joined by a corridor

Topics that may come in:
How her beauty is to be conveyed by the

impression that she makes on all these
people. One after another feeling it without



knowing exactly what she does to them,
to charge her words.
Episode of taking Tansley to call on the poor.
How they see her.
The great cleavages in to which the human
race is split, through the Ramsays not
liking Mr Tansley.
But they liked Mr Carmichael.
Her reverence for learning and painting.
Inhibited, not very personal.
The look of the room – [fiddle?] and sand [shoes?] –
Great photographs covering bare patches.
The beauty is to be revealed the 2nd time
Mr R stops
discourse on sentimentality.
He was quoting The Charge of the Light Brigade
& then impressed upon it was this picture
of mother and child.

How much more important divisions between
people are than between countries.
[Ev] The source of all evil.
She was lapsing into pure sensation –
seeing things in the garden.
The waves breaking. Tapping of cricket balls.
The bark ‘How’s that?’
They did not speak to each other.
Tansley shed
Tansley the product of universities had to
assert the power of his intellect.

She feels the glow of sensation – & how they are
made up of all different things – (what
she has just done) & wishes for some bell to
strike & say this is it. It does strike.



She guards her moment.8

On 14 May 1925, the day Mrs Dalloway was published, Woolf wrote in her
diary that she was ‘all on the strain with desire to… get on to To the
Lighthouse’. Again, she gives a list of ingredients, not the same as those in
the notebook:

This is going to be fairly short: to have father’s character done complete in it; &
mothers; & St Ives; & childhood; & all the usual things I try to put in – life, death &c.
But the centre is father’s character, sitting in a boat, reciting We perished, each alone,
while he crushes a dying mackerel…9

First, though, she felt she must write the stories she had envisaged in
March. They were written by 14 June, and in that time she had ‘thought out,
perhaps too clearly, To the Lighthouse’.10 (Why too clearly? Because the
structure she had given herself presented problems, or because she felt it
was ‘too clearly’ about her parents? This warning note would affect the
development of the novel.)

The eight stories which formed the bridge between Mrs Dallomay and
To the Lighthouse are all set at Mrs Dalloway’s party, but the tunes of To the
Lighthouse are beginning to be played in them. Mabel Wearing in her
embarrassing new dress thinks with relief of her ‘delicious moments’ by the
sea at Easter, with ‘the melody of the waves – “Hush, hush,” they said, &
the children’s shouts paddling’. A girl who is about to enter the adult world
of introductions and conversations feels as if she is going to be ‘flung into a
whirlpool where either she would perish or be saved’. Mrs Latham, sitting
outside the house in the garden, thinks of the people inside as survivors, a
‘company of adventurers who, set about with dangers, sail on’. Mr Carslake
looks at a comforting picture of a heath and imagines himself on a walk; he
is annoyed because walking almost makes him want to say he believes in
God. ‘It seemed to him as if he had been trapped into the words. “To
believe in God”.’11 All these moments, in which an inner voice or feeling
takes the character away from the social context, will be used again in To
the Lighthouse.

Two stories anticipate To the Lighthouse more fully. In one, ‘The Man
Who Loved His Kind’,12 there is a prickly encounter between a middle-
aged lawyer who prides himself on liking ‘ordinary people’, smoking shag



tobacco and despising society, and a woman who dislikes his egotism,
truculence and laziness. Out of his type, she feels, ‘spring revolutions’. It is
a blueprint for the political and sexual conflict between Lily and Charles
Tansley, which has not yet occurred in the list of ingredients for the novel.

The other story is called ‘Ancestors’, and comes from the note to herself
about ‘ancestor worship’. A middle-aged woman at Mrs Dalloway’s party,
Mrs Vallance, compares it with her lost family-home in Scotland. Tears
come into her eyes as she thinks of her parents, her father’s old friends, the
flowers her mother loved, her father’s reverence for women, herself as a
child with ‘dark wild eyes’, picking Sweet Alice and reciting Shelley’s
‘Ode to the West Wind’ to her father. The parents are dead, but if she had
stayed with them in the garden (where it now seems to have been ‘always
starlit, and always summer’), she would have always been happy.13

‘Ancestors’ is a self-pitying, tearful story, and seems to have provided a
warning for Woolf as she began, in June and July, to build ingredients from
these stories into her plans for the novel. She knows, by now, that ‘the sea is
to be heard all through it’, and that she would like to be able to call it an
‘Elegy’ rather than a novel.14 Listing her ingredients again (‘father &
mother & child in the garden; the death; the sail to the lighthouse’), she is
anxious that the theme may be ‘sentimental’. How to thicken and enrich it?
Another list ensues, mixing together, as so often, subjects and processes:

It might contain all characters boiled down; & childhood; & then this impersonal thing,
which I’m dared to do by my friends, the flight of time, & the consequent break of
unity in my design.15

(These anxieties over sentimentality and the need for ‘thickening’ the
material were never to leave her. As she came to the end of the first draft,
she asked herself if it was ‘rather thin’,16 and observed that she was going
in dread of ‘sentimentality’.17 On publication day she was still worrying
that people would call it ‘sentimental’;18 and she asks Vita Sackville-West
the question ‘Do you think it sentimental?’,19 before any criticism had time
to arrive.) Meanwhile, she is interested by the ‘new problem’ she is setting
herself with the passage in time and the ‘break of unity’. (And, she is
reading Proust, the writer who has exactly the combination of sensibility
and tenacity – ‘he is as tough as catgut & as evanescent as a butterfly’s



bloom’ – 20 that she is seeking for in her novel.) By July, she is vacillating
between ‘a single & intense character of father; & a far wider slower
book’.21 It needs to be ‘quiet’, but not ‘insipid’. She might ‘do something’
to ‘split up emotions more completely’.

These problems of balance and construction will be re-enacted in the
novel, as when Mr Ramsay reads and judges Walter Scott (‘That’s
fiddlesticks, that’s first-rate, he thought, putting one thing beside another’)
or when Lily diagnoses the problem of design in her painting, which is also
the problem of understanding the relations between the Ramsays:

For whatever reason she could not achieve that razor edge of balance between two
opposite forces; Mr. Ramsay and the picture; which was necessary. There was
something perhaps wrong with the design?… She smiled ironically; for had she not
thought, when she began, that she had solved her problem? (p. 209.)

Similarly, Woolf does not solve all her ‘problem’ of design in advance. Her
early lists and plans do not seem to envisage Lily and her painting, or the
dinner party. They focus on the character of Mrs Ramsay and the scene of
the journey, and on a kind of ‘sentence’ which will carry the narrative on
‘easily’. They say nothing about a lighthouse, apart from the title, which,
unusually for her, she decided on straight away.

She began writing the novel on 6 August 1925, at Monk’s House, and
wrote ‘22 pages straight off in less than a fortnight’.22 But all that summer
she was ill with fainting and headaches and exhaustion. ‘Can’t write’, she
said in a letter to Roger Fry, ‘(with a whole novel in my head too – it’s
damnable)’.23 Instead she wrote an essay ‘On Being Ill’, comparing the
effects of illness to those of love: ‘it wreathes the faces of the absent… with
a new significance… while the whole landscape of life lies remote and fair,
like the shore seen from a ship far out at sea.’24 Some writing of the novel
went on that summer (‘I’m for the Isles of Stornaway’, she wrote to
Vanessa on 29 September25), but she felt dejected and uncertain about the
‘personal’ aspects of the book (‘It will be too like father, or mother’26), and
it was not until January that she was launched again.

When she went back to it, she remarked in her notebook that ‘the idea
has grown in the interval since I wrote the beginning’. By now she wants
‘the presence of the 8 children, undifferentiated’, to bring out ‘the sense of



life in opposition to fate – ie. waves, lighthouse’. She has thought of ‘a
great dinner scene’ and an engagement after it, of Mrs Ramsay with the
children choosing her jewelry in the bedroom, of her descending the stairs
and of how ‘all is to draw in towards the end, & leave the two alone’. She
thinks of using ‘poetry in quotations to give the character’.27

Once begun again, the first draft of the novel was written, at a rate of
about two pages a day, with speed and fluency (‘Never never have I written
so easily, imagined so profusely’28) between January and September 1926.
In her life outside the writing of the book there were complications,
distractions, involvements: moves from London to Rodmell; the developing
relationship with Vita Sackville-West; social life (including a memorable
visit to see Thomas Hardy); the demands of the Hogarth Press; the General
Strike in May (with which Leonard was closely engaged and which affected
the mood, she felt, retrospectively, of ‘Time Passes’29); phases of illness;
and, in July, ‘a whole nervous breakdown in miniature’.30

As she wrote, her feeling that she was striking oil alternated with phases
of anxiety. But she forged ahead – ‘close on 40,000 words in 2 months – my
record’, she wrote to Vita31 – and felt that she was setting herself new
targets. She noted to herself on 9 March that she was writing ‘exactly the
opposite from my other books: very loosely at first… & shall have to
tighten finally… Also at perhaps 3 times the speed.’32 The dinner party
would seem to her ‘the best thing I ever wrote’.33 The ‘Time Passes’
section, which she would describe as having given her ‘more trouble than
all the rest of the book put together’,34 pleased her for its strategy of
‘collecting’ all the ‘lyric portions’ in one place, so that they ‘dont interfere
with the text so much as usual’.35 In the last part, particularly towards the
end, she wrestled, like Lily, with problems of balance, feeling that the
material in the boat was not so rich ‘as it is with Lily on the lawn’.36 As she
completed the first draft, in September, she went into a period of intense
depression. Out of it, in a curious state of mind, she began to see ‘a fin
passing far out’,37 and the image of ‘a solitary woman musing’:38 possible
premonitions of a next book.

Between October and January she revised the novel, working at the
typewriter, and still liking it: ‘easily the best of my books’.39 During the



period of revision, she and Leonard went for a winter holiday to a house
near St Ives, and she wrote ruefully: ‘All my facts about Lighthouses are
wrong.’40 On 23 January 1927 Leonard read the novel and called it ‘a
masterpiece’.41 Between February and March she revised two sets of proofs
for the American and English editions. Even during this drudgery, and
anxiety about its reception, she was still pleased with it:

Dear me, how lovely some parts of The Lighthouse are! Soft & pliable, & I think deep,
& never a word wrong for a page at a time.42

Retrospectively, she saw it as a successful endeavour to do the two things
she makes Lily do in the last part of the book: understand her own feelings,
and create a structure that worked – ‘I… got down to my depths & made
shapes square up.’43

Her preoccupation with making shapes repeatedly enters the action of the
novel, from the cutting-out of objects from the Army and Navy Stores’
catalogue on the first page, to the final stroke down the middle of Lily’s
canvas on the last. The metamorphosing forms of the lighthouse, the
making of the dinner party and the completion of the picture are the three
dominant shapes of the book. But, other shapes, which vary and change
depending on perspective (‘So much depends, she thought, upon distance’),
enter every scene of the book: the purple triangle of Lily’s picture; the
wedge-shaped core of darkness that Mrs Ramsay sinks down to in solitude;
the ‘august dome’ that represents her; the line of letters Mr Ramsay sees
stretching ahead of him into the distance; the knots of rope and shoelace
that are tied and untied; the shape of the sonnet; and the island, ‘shaped
something like a leaf stood on end’.

These shapes tend towards, or hover on the edge of, the symbolic, but
are not quite solved by being read as firmly explicable ‘symbols’. ‘I am
making some use of symbolism, I observe’, she observes drily, and warily,
as she reaches the end of the first draft.44 But she rapidly backs off from
Roger Fry’s suggestion that arriving at the lighthouse ‘has a symbolic
meaning which escapes me’:

I meant nothing by The Lighthouse. One has to have a central line down the middle of
the book to hold the design together. I saw that all sorts of feelings would accrue to
this, but I refused to think them out, and trusted that people would make it the deposit



for their own emotions – which they have done, one thinking it means one thing
another another. I can’t manage Symbolism except in this vague, generalized way.45

This canny prediction of the next seventy years’ criticism of To the
Lighthouse – ‘one thinking it means one thing another another’ – could be
read as a defensive smokescreen. I prefer to treat it as a useful warning. In
her autobiographical writings in Moments of Being, she describes the
process of ‘scene making’ as her ‘natural way of marking the past’, ‘the
origin of my writing impulse’. ‘Always a scene has arranged itself:
representative, enduring.’46 It might be her father sitting in a boat, reciting
‘we perished, each alone’, or her mother sitting by the window knitting
while the children played cricket. These scenes are not codes, they do not
‘stand’ for something else. ‘Representative’ is not the same as ‘symbolic’.
More obscurely, they provide the shapes that are the focal points for strong
emotions. So the narrative is made up of scenes which are constructed to
centre around certain shapes. This is why the novel is so much about ways
of looking (even when there are no human beings on the scene, the scene is
being looked at, and the narrative is concerned with vantage points and
perceptions), as when Lily looks along Mr Bankes’s ‘beam’ and adds to it
‘her different ray’, or when Mrs Ramsay observes Mr Carmichael looking
at the fruit bowl: ‘That was his way of looking, different from hers. But
looking together united them.’ And the need to look through, to make the
solid transparent, is repeatedly insisted on. Lily turns Charles Tansley into
‘an X-ray photograph’, or presses up against Mrs Ramsay, trying to get
inside her ‘secret chambers’, or needs a ‘secret sense’ (like the lighthouse
beam) to ‘steal through keyholes’ with.

*

We can make an X-ray of To the Lighthouse, and examine Virginia Woolf’s
construction of scenes and the ‘squaring up’ of shapes, by reading the
manuscript of the novel. She had many of the scenes in mind from the start,
often in the same order as she ended up with, but an enormous amount of
shaping took place between the first draft (we have no typescript) and the
first editions.47 Susan Dick, introducing her edition of the manuscript,
points out the most notable shifts. As passages are rewritten, particular
images – light, waves, the lighthouse – are developed and thickened (‘to



bring out the sense of life in opposition to fate’). Narrative which begins as
authorially omniscient is persistently shifted inside a character’s mental
language. Some characters are altered a good deal: there is less emphasis,
by the end, on Mrs Ramsay’s inarticulacy, or Lily’s religious beliefs. Lily
begins as a minor character, Miss Sophie Briscoe, a ‘kindly and well-
covered’ lady of fifty-five who sketches hedgerows and thatched cottages
and has refused all offers of marriage.48

Once Sophie has become Lily, she is allowed, in the manuscript, to be
more articulate about her political feelings, just as Charles Tansley is
allowed to be more brutally antagonistic towards her and towards the
Ramsays. In general, the politics of the novel’s first draft are more explicit.
Lily’s feelings of oppression sitting opposite Tansley at the dinner table,
take the form of a debate (more extensive than ‘women can’t paint, women
can’t write’), which reads like a preliminary version of the argument in A
Room of One’s Own. Why does she mind what he thinks, she asks herself.

O it’s Shakespeare, she corrected herself – as a forgetful person entering [Hyde Park]
Regents Park, [might wonder why] & seeing the Park keeper was coming towards her
menacingly; [they make on dogs must be on a lead]; might exclaim Oh I remember/ of
course dogs must be on a lead! So Lily Briscoe remembered that [everyon] man has
Shakespeare [behind him]; & women have not.49

But she doesn’t want to express this ‘horror & despair; annihilation;
nonentity’ that he makes her feel, because she ‘could not bear to be called,
as she might have been called had she come out with her views a feminist’.
There is a line scored all through this passage, and the word ‘feminist’ is
censored from the novel. But the word, and Lily’s argument, will surface
two years later in A Room of One’s Own. The fiction and the feminist
polemic are deeply interconnected.

If Lily’s feminism is subdued in To the Lighthouse, so is Tansley’s class
feeling about the Ramsays: he despises ‘these upper-middle-class women’;
he reads in his own room about the French Revolution; he is enraged that
they don’t recognize that ‘he was going to leave his mark on the world’; he
makes Mr Bankes think of the dangers when ‘a reformer’ arises; and makes
Mrs Ramsay think of the poor, not as individuals, but in ‘blocks’. To her it
seems that his ‘love of mankind’ is directly related to ‘his hatred of the
arts’. In the manuscript of ‘Time Passes’, the solitary watchers who walk
the beach are identified as ‘preachers and diviners’, driven to despair by
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