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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 filmfn1 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?’fn2

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’.fn3 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’.fn4 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.’fn5

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 Vanessafn6), 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’,fn7 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

[image: ]
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.fn8



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 …fn9



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’.fn10 (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 Dalloway 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”.’fn11 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’,fn12 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.fn13

‘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.fn14 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.fn15



(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’,fn16 and observed that she was going in dread of ‘sentimentality’.fn17 On publication day she was still worrying that people would call it ‘sentimental’;fn18 and she asks Vita Sackville-West the question ‘Do you think it sentimental?’,fn19 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’ – fn20 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’.fn21 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 reenacted 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’.fn22 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)’.fn23 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.’fn24 Some writing of the novel went on that summer (‘I’m for the Isles of Stornaway’, she wrote to Vanessa on 29 Septemberfn25), but she felt dejected and uncertain about the ‘personal’ aspects of the book (‘It will be too like father, or mother’fn26), 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’.fn27

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’fn28) 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’fn29); phases of illness; and, in July, ‘a whole nervous breakdown in miniature’.fn30

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 Vitafn31 – 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.’fn32 The dinner party would seem to her ‘the best thing I ever wrote’.fn33 The ‘Time Passes’ section, which she would describe as having given her ‘more trouble than all the rest of the book put together’,fn34 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’.fn35 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’.fn36 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’,fn37 and the image of ‘a solitary woman musing’:fn38 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’.fn39 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.’fn40 On 23 January 1927 Leonard read the novel and called it ‘a masterpiece’.fn41 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.fn42



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.’fn43

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.fn44 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.fn45



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.’fn46 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.fn47 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.fn48

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.fn49



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 ‘the prodigious cannonading’ of the war (which has a more emphatic presence in the manuscript). Lily, in the manuscript of ‘The Lighthouse’ (in the final draft, too) remembers Tansley lecturing on peace; and James (in the manuscript only) recalls him as one of the ‘detestable’ people – ‘the atheists, the socialists, the pacifists’ – whom his father attracted. It seems that Tansley is being identified (but more explicitly in the first draft) as one of the ‘watchers and preachers’ – the pacifists and socialists – who have tried, and failed, to become leaders during the war years.fn50

In the manuscript, there is also more emphasis on the endurance of the working classes, like Mrs McNab, in wartime, putting up with what the ‘kings and kaisers’ have brought about. Lurking at the edges of To the Lighthouse are the ‘ordinary people’ of Britain: the sick and poor that Mrs Ramsay visits in the town, the one-armed billposter, the circus troupe, the handsome unreliable gardener, the Swiss maid, the cook, the charwomen, the fishermen, the lighthouse-keeper and his son with the tuberculous hip. The Ramsays are Victorian philanthropists – they think of the servants or the fishermen as individuals, not as a class, and Mr Ramsay (like Scott) admires and envies their simplicity. But the Ramsays’ dinner parties, their family life, their kind of literature, their domestic arrangements (there seem to be no servants in the house in ‘The Lighthouse’) are blown away in the war years, and the class that survives is that low form of life that brings the house back from the brink of ruin: Mrs McNab and Mrs Bast and her son George.fn51 It’s unfortunate that Virginia Woolf is so distant from her working class characters that she describes them as half-witted troglodytes, and can’t even remember whether she has called her Swiss maid ‘Marie’ (on p. 33) or ‘Marthe’ (on p. 109). All the same, Mr Ramsay’s anxieties about whether civilization should be judged by ‘the lot of the average human being’ – the ‘slave class’ – and whether Shakespeare is less necessary than ‘the liftman in the Tube’ is Virginia Woolf’s own anxiety: is the General Strike more important than the writing of To the Lighthouse?

All this is muted in the final version of the novel, but a political dimension is still implicit. Behind the Ramsay family is a history of imperialism. Mrs Ramsay’s relatives govern India, and Mr Ramsay, though socially eccentric and not rich, is part of the educational establishment. He has his own empire, too, the little island of the family. Mr Ramsay’s metaphorical leadership of men is partly a comic fantasy, but is also meant seriously. He is heroic, but he is also a tyrant. The mixture of courtly veneration and domination with which he treats his wife is a product of the patriarchal system, as well as being characteristic. Napoleon, Carlyle and the French Revolution are mentioned often enough in the men’s conversation to make it clear that a male tradition of imperialist despotism (which Tansley, though a pacifist and a socialist, has as his intellectual inheritance) is being resisted. By whom? By Mrs Ramsay with an alternative language of matriarchy; by Lily with her painting; by William Bankes with his scientific objectivity; by (the probably homosexual) Augustus Carmichael with his mystical, impersonal Persian poetry; and by the children. In Moments of Being, Virginia Woolf describes the Stephen children as a republic opposing a tyranny. ‘Vanessa and I were explorers, revolutionists, reformers’, fighting against their father and half-brothers, both ‘as individuals’ and ‘in their public capacity’.fn52 Cam and James’s conspiracy against tyranny re-enacts that battle: it is a political war, fought in the interests of a freer society (the kind in which Paul and Minta’s marriage could be perceived as a success rather than a failure) which the Ramsays cannot envisage – or control. ‘Their children would see some strange things’, says Mr Ramsay to Macalister.

But, as always, Woolf buried the polemical substance of the book below what interested her more: intense emotions, the creation of character and atmosphere, the rhythms of perception. Again and again, en route from the manuscript to the final version, direct references are eliminated or obscured. These elisions are made in the interests of fluidity, and one of the most striking and intensive developments in the narrative from first to final version is in her shaping of roughed-out ideas. Unfinished phrases and loosely written passages are condensed, lyricized and made rhythmical. A letter to Vita comments on the process:


Style is a very simple matter; it is all rhythm. Once you get that, you can’t use the wrong words. But on the other hand here am I sitting after half the morning, crammed with ideas, and visions, and so on, and can’t dislodge them, for lack of the right rhythm. Now this is very profound, what rhythm is, and goes far deeper than words. A sight, an emotion, creates this wave in the mind, long before it makes words to fit it; and in writing (such is my present belief) one has to recapture this, and set this working (which has nothing apparently to do with words) and then, as it breaks and tumbles in the mind, it makes words to fit it.fn53



This process of applying words to a wave-like rhythm shows that Woolf’s characteristic fictional tone was the product of a highly engineered and contrived operation. The wordless movement of the wave that it recaptures might be natural and instinctive, but the recapturing process is all hard work. In To the Lighthouse, the most spontaneous-sounding lyrical passages have all been much laboured over. Take, for instance, Cam’s rhapsody over her father. The manuscript version reads:


For nothing/ no one [could be more] attracted her more than this strange old man. His hands were beautiful; & his [strong], shapely feet. His voice was beautiful, & his words. [He] Above all, his haste & his fervour; his oddity; his ridiculousness; his burning extreme/energy; & his remoteness; [& his] But what remained intolerable, & would forever indicate as with the suddenly raising, unknown to himself, of an arm, upright, & monitory, & enough to quell the stormiest passions of her heart, [was] his intolerable [arrogance, his irra] demand upon her, upon James, upon the whole world perhaps; Submit to me.fn54



In the final version, the rhythm has been mastered and the words made to ‘fit’ it, the texture has been thickened and filled in with allusions to what exists outside Cam’s mental language – his quotation, his book, the fish – to make the moment ‘deeper and richer’:


For no one attracted her more; his hands were beautiful to her and his feet, and his voice, and his words, and his haste, and his temper, and his oddity, and his passion, and his saying straight out before everyone, we perish, each alone, and his remoteness. (He had opened his book.) But what remained intolerable, she thought, sitting upright, and watching Macalister’s boy tug the hook out of the gills of another fish, was that crass blindness and tyranny of his which had poisoned her childhood and raised bitter storms, so that even now she woke in the night trembling with rage and remembered some command of his; some insolence: ‘Do this’, ‘Do that’; his dominance: his ‘Submit to me’. (pp. 184–5.)



Or take the end of ‘The Window’, which reads so eloquently and calmly, but which gave her a great deal of trouble. Here is the first version:


She never could say things she felt. So, getting up She stood at the window, with the reddish brown stocking still knitting, & watching the light from the lighthouse. [Now it was so dark that the sea, on either side, seemed like black marble.] It came & went; [h] direct & strange, & over the sea, like a

And she thought felt/knew [perfectly certain that he] was watching her, & she knew that he was/what/thinking of her, & [The] more beautiful than ever, & she knew that it would [give him [exqu] great pleasure could she turn & say to him you have made me so perfectly happy; you have] was not necessary to say anything; but no: she could not do it [& that it was enough for her to turn round with her knitting,] [in the margin: she knew that he wished him to tell him how she loved him], smiling because she had known he & she turned round, with her knitting, & smiled at him, because – oh of course she was perfectly right; [she] he knew what she felt: & she need only say to him ‘Yes: its going to be wet tomorrow.’fn55



She is still making last-minute changes to this in the proofs, hovering between ‘partly because she did not mind looking now, with him watching, at the Lighthouse’ and ‘partly because she remembered how beautiful it often is – the sea at night’; between ‘And she felt very beautiful’ and ‘And she felt herself very beautiful’; and between two endings, which place the emphasis, differently, on Mr. and Mrs Ramsay’s feelings:


‘Yes, you were right. It’s going to be wet to-morrow.’ She had not said it, but he knew it. And she looked at him smiling. For she had triumphed again.

‘Yes, you were right. It’s going to be wet to-morrow. You won’t be able to go.’ And she looked at him smiling. For she had triumphed again. She had not said it; yet he knew.fn56



The shaping of the final version had a great deal to do with distancing the autobiographical material (‘… it will be too like father, or mother’). So Julia Stephen’s French ancestry is made Italian (though this doesn’t prevent her from inheriting a French recipe for Bœuf en Daube from her grandmother!) and her passion for Walter Scott, equal to her husband’s, is cut out so that Scott can be used to bolster Mr Ramsay’s maleness. In general, the businesslike, efficient side of Julia’s character (much in evidence in her tips for good nursing, Notes from Sick Rooms) is suppressed in favour of her solitary, brooding, mystical side. Mr Ramsay is no longer seen, like Leslie Stephen, lecturing on agnosticism in ugly halls, as he is in the first version, and some of the awful scenes between the Ramsay children and their widowed father – scenes which her memoirs in Moments of Being vividly evoke – are censored.

These autobiographical expurgations should make us wary of reading To the Lighthouse too simply as a literal transcription of Virginia Stephen’s childhood. Certainly the novel bears a relation to some identifiable sources. The autobiographical reminiscences in Moments of Being (written both before and after the novel) are often very close.fn57 It seems as if she must have reread her father’s 1895 confessional document to his children, The Mausoleum Book, since several of the details about his feelings for his lost Julia appear in the novel. Though she did not reread her parents’ letters in 1925, she had laboriously transcribed them in the autumn of 1904 for F. W. Maitland’s biography of her father, published in 1906. And she did go back to her diary for 1905, the year that biography was being written. (She wrote to Vita in January 1926 saying that she had left the diary either at Long Barn or Charleston, so she must have been rereading it.fn58) The diary contained a record of the Stephen children’s return to St Ives in the summer of 1905. She was also thinking about her great-aunt, Julia Margaret Cameron, as she was writing an introduction to a book of her photographs, published in 1926. Cameron’s portraits of Julia Duckworth had been hung on the walls of Gordon Square when the Stephen children moved to Bloomsbury. Now those mournful images were in her mind again, invoking a double memory: of her mother as she was in Virginia’s childhood, and of the time, ten years after her death, when she and the other Stephen children were making a new life without their parents.

But where ‘is’ Virginia Woolf in her retrospect? She ‘is’ the child Rose, choosing her mother’s jewelry in the parental bedroom; she ‘is’ the adolescent Nancy, making an empire out of a rock pool and drawing in her skirts at the sight of adult passion; she ‘is’ Cam in the nursery being talked asleep by her mother, and Cam in the boat adoring and hating her father; she ‘is’ also Lily, painting this book.

But, ‘the painting bits’, which she feared Vanessa would laugh at,fn59 are drawn from Vanessa and from conversations with Jacques Raverat and Roger Fry. And Vanessa, with her family of children and her beauty and shabbiness and privacy ‘is’ also Mrs Ramsay: ‘Probably there is a great deal of you in Mrs. Ramsay.’fn60 When Virginia goes to a lecture by Tatiana Tolstoi, she ‘is’ Charles Tansley, hating the upper classes and ‘wishing to excuse my life to Tolstoi’.fn61 The deaths of Prue and Mrs Ramsay, going across the fields in their white wreaths, are obviously ‘about’ the deaths of Julia Stephen and Virginia’s half-sister, Stella Duckworth, who died so soon after her mother. But in December 1925, she again finds herself thinking about Katherine Mansfield, ‘that faint ghost’, whose death in 1923 had brought into her mind the image of ‘Katherine putting on a white wreath, & leaving us, called away; made dignified, chosen.’fn62 Possibly Lily’s almost erotic desire for physical closeness to Mrs Ramsay may be connected to Virginia’s growing feelings for Vita, whom she imagines, while she is writing the novel, as like ‘a lighthouse, fitful, sudden, remote’.fn63 Mrs Ramsay’s dark feelings about solitude and death ‘are’ also Virginia’s, and also derive from her reading of De Quincey while she was writing the novel. (De Quincey was her mother’s favourite writer, but Mrs Ramsay’s liking for him is cut out of the finished version.fn64) Of all these obscure and complicated connections between the life and the fiction, perhaps the most surprising – and, it may be, the deepest – is between Virginia Woolf and Mr Ramsay. The comic, tyrannical, charismatic father is often described as the enemy in the novel. But Virginia Stephen used to go walking and declaiming poetry, like Mr Ramsay. And when he broods on the relation between Shakespeare and the liftman in the tube, or is obsessed about his own immortality (‘Ah, but how long do you think it’ll last?’), it is not only Leslie Stephen’s anxieties and egotism she is invoking. ‘Murry has arraigned your poor Virginia’, she writes to Vita in February 1926, ‘and Virginia’s poor Tom Eliot, and all their works, in the Adelphi, and condemned them to death.’fn65 ‘Murry says my works won’t be read in 10 years’ time,’ she writes in the diary, next to her joyful exclamation about the progress of To the Lighthouse: ‘Never never have I written so easily.’fn66 John Middleton Murry’s article on ‘The Classical Revival’, which described Jacob’s Room and The Waste Land as failures that nobody would be reading in ten or fifty years’ time, was as much the source for Mr. Ramsay’s wanting to reach ‘R’ as Leslie Stephen’s lamentations in The Mausoleum Book.

But the simple reading is also right. To the Lighthouse is about her childhood, her relationship with her father as she grew up, her terrible grief for her mother and her feelings of edgy solidarity with her siblings. It has that peculiarly intimate, deep feeling which comes out of fictions where childhood memory is being uncovered and appeased, like George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, Katherine Mansfield’s Prelude, Willa Cather’s My Antonia or James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Virginia Woolf’s childhood, family and young adulthood were her essential subjects. She repeatedly wrote about her dead parents (in The Voyage Out, Night and Day, here, and in The Years) and her dead brother (in Jacob’s Room and The Waves). She knew very well what she was doing for herself in writing To the Lighthouse, and explained it twice, once in the diary for 1928, about a year and a half after finishing the book, and once, many years later, in the autobiographical ‘Sketch of the Past’ she wrote for her friends. Both explanations refer to the writing of the novel in therapeutic terms, but one is about her father and the other about her mother:


Father’s birthday. He would have been [image: ]96, yes, today; & could have been 96, like other people one has known; but mercifully was not. His life would have entirely ended mine. What would have happened? No writing, no books; – inconceivable. I used to think of him & mother daily; but writing The Lighthouse laid them in my mind. And now he comes back sometimes, but differently. (I believe this to be true – that I was obsessed by them both, unhealthily; & writing of them was a necessary act.)fn67

It is perfectly true that she obsessed me, in spite of the fact that she died when I was thirteen, until I was forty-four. Then one day walking round Tavistock Square I made up, as I sometimes make up my books, To The Lighthouse; in a great, apparently involuntary rush … I wrote the book very quickly; and when it was written, I ceased to be obsessed by my mother. I no longer hear her voice; I do not see her.

I suppose that I did for myself what psychoanalysts do for their patients. I expressed some very long felt and deeply felt emotion. And in expressing it I explained it and then laid it to rest.fn68



‘Laid them in my mind’, ‘laid it to rest’, ‘Rest, rest, perturbed spirit!’. ‘Laying’ is what is done to ghosts; they are exorcised so that they will cause no more trouble to others, but also so that they can be ‘at rest’ themselves. The writing of To the Lighthouse was the closest that Virginia Woolf came, she says, to undergoing psychoanalysis; she invented her own therapy – the narrative – and exorcised her obsession with both her parents. But it also seems, from her repeated choice of words when she describes this process, that she felt the writing of the novel to be a way of pacifying their ghosts.

To the Lighthouse is a ghost story. Mrs Ramsay’s feast derives its magical quality from its mythical resemblance to the Dionysian feast for the souls of the dead, at which, at the end of the meal, the priest (in this case Mr Carmichael) would address the ghosts of the place placatingly, and bid them depart.fn69 The disembodied voices at the start of ‘Time Passes’ are the prologue to a more extended version of her early sketch, ‘A Haunted House’. And Mrs Ramsay reappears as a ghost (‘It was part of her perfect goodness to Lily’) at the end of the novel. Like other great modernist works of the time, in which ghosts break into the modern world – Leopold Bloom’s son Rudi and Stephen Dedalus’s mother in Joyce’s Ulysses, the ghost of Tiresias in The Waste Land and the ‘familiar compound ghost’ at the end of the Four Quartets – this fiction is itself a ‘haunted house’.

The mother died; and ‘the house was left; the house was deserted’. The house in St Ives where the Stephen children had spent all their summers since they were born, and with which Virginia Woolf identified her earliest memories of ‘the purest ecstasy I can conceive’,fn70 was given up after Julia’s death. Woolf spent a great deal of imaginative time trying to return to it, ‘to reach a state where I seem to be watching things happen as if I were there’.fn71 She sees her childhood as a ‘space of time’ which ends on the day of her mother’s death; immediately after that, ‘St Ives vanished for ever’.fn72 Ten years later, the Stephen children went back to Cornwall, walked up to Talland House on the evening they arrived at St Ives, and looked at it again: ‘It was a ghostly thing to do.’fn73


There was the house … there were the stone urns, against the bank of tall flowers; all, so far as we could see was as though we had but left it in the morning. But yet, as we knew well, we could go no further; if we advanced the spell was broken. The lights were not our lights; the voices were the voices of strangers.fn74



These unhoused ghosts returning to the lost home have a strong Victorian feeling to them. The diary entry reminds me of Tennyson’s ‘Enoch Arden’, with its shipwrecked sailor returning years later to his old home, looking in the window to see another man at his hearth with his wife and family, and creeping away ‘like a thief’. ‘Time Passes’ dwells on the deserted house like the verses of ‘In Memoriam’ which lament the lost rectory at Somersby:


Unwatched, the garden bough shall sway,

The tender blossom flutter down,

Unloved
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