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Abstract  
 

Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse is a novel of artists and within its pages appear two characters who are clearly 

labeled as such. One artist is Augustus Carmichael, the poet who spends his days reclining on the lawn. We are told that 

his work meets with success after the war: “He was growing old...he was growing famous” (Woolf, 1927/2005, p. 197). 

Beyond that we know little about him save the few thoughts by other characters about him. The other labeled artist is Lily 

Briscoe, who spends nearly the entire book either painting or thinking about her painting. Everything in her world, it 

seems, is anchored to her artwork. Interestingly though, Lily is not eager for others to view her work. In fact, she actively 

monitors her surroundings to prevent such an occurrence: “she kept a feeler on her surroundings lest some one should 

creep up, and suddenly she should find her picture looked at” (p. 21). It is by the thoughts and from the viewpoint of this 

private artist that we find the majority of the story narrated. There is, however, another significant artist in the story: 

Mrs. Ramsay. Focusing on her dinner party as her major artistic endeavor reveals several parallels to Lily’s artistic 

work, ranging from descriptions to demises. While Lily’s art can be described as the art of representation, Mrs. Ramsay’s 

is best considered to be the art of connection, and ultimately it is Mrs. Ramsay’s art that allows Lily to complete her own, 

while providing a glimmer of hope for its permanence. 
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1.0. Introduction 

 

"So much depends... upon distance" 

 

Woolf describes Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner scene as if looking at a painting. She begins with physical description and setting 

before homing in on the details that illuminate a deeper meaning. Woolf begins the dinner scene with a surface level 

description of its physical appearance as Mrs. Ramsay is “taking her place at the head of the table, and looking at all the 

plates making white circles on it...an infinitely long table and plates and knives” (p. 85). As in studying a painting, the 

viewer first notices the setting and event portrayed before looking at deeper details and eventually for meaning in the 

artwork. Later, when the candles are lit, the description zooms in to focus on more specific details: “the flames stood 

upright and drew with them into visibility the long table entire, and in the middle a yellow and purple dish of fruit” (p. 

99). This dish of fruit serves to guide readers’ attentions. In fact, Woolf continues its description through the filter of Mrs. 

Ramsay’s mind: 

 

What had she done with it, Mrs. Ramsay wondered, for Rose’s arrangement of the grapes and pears, of the horny pink-

lined shell, of the bananas, made her think of a trophy fetched from the bottom of the sea, of Neptune’s banquet, of the 

bunch that hangs with vine leaves over the shoulder of Bacchus (in some picture), among the leopard skins and the torches 

lolloping red and gold...Thus brought up suddenly into the light it seemed possessed of great size and depth, was like a 

world in which one could take one’s staff and climb hills, she thought, and go down into valleys... (p. 99) 

 

This passage does two things to position the party in the realm of art. The first is its allusions to Neptune and Bacchus. 

Like so many artists before her, Mrs. Ramsay is connecting her creation to those characters and scenes that have come 

before and that readers and viewers will recognize and identify with. Furthermore, Woolf specifies in parentheses that the 

image Mrs. Ramsay has in mind is, in fact, another painting, as if to make certain readers do the same. 
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2.0. Discussion 

 

To further identify the dinner party scene as a painting, Woolf chooses to not only zoom in on the details, but to exclude 

everything beyond the scene. She notes that the “faces on both sides of the table were brought nearer by the candlelight,” 

“the night was now shut off by panes of glass,” and that the attendants “were all conscious of making a party together in 

a hollow, on an island” (p. 99). 

 

In this way, the dinner scene takes on the characteristic of a painting as everything outside of the viewable area ceases to 

exist. As in a painting, the viewer is not privy to what exists, if anything, outside of that which the artist has chosen to 

recreate on the canvas. In this way, the scene has been described like a painting, has referenced another painting, and been 

framed as a painting. This perhaps leaves readers with the responsibility of likening the scene, when viewed in the context 

of the novel, to some other work of art. Described as it is, in many ways the scene comes to represent the novel’s own 

Last Supper. This is a group of people from varied backgrounds gathered together to eat at one table, at the behest of a 

central character who serves to unite them. Many of these characters, including the event’s creator herself, will soon die, 

making a repeat of the evening an impossibility. 

 

There is, of course, the argument that this description of the dinner party as a painting is not due to the party’s being a  

work of art, but rather to Woolf’s own choices as a novelist. She describes scenes spatially and has multiple characters 

describe what they see, as their minds seek meaning and connections in the world and characters around them. While this 

is certainly true, Mrs. Ramsay’s actions and thoughts as she hosts and conducts the social interactions that form the dinner 

party clearly serve to raise her into the role of an artist at her easel. The description of the first physical action in the 

dinner party scene reveals Mrs. Ramsay ladling soup. This action will be mirrored by the motions of Lily’s painting years 

later, long after Mrs. Ramsay is dead: 

 

The brush descended. It flickered brown over the white canvas; it left a running mark. A second time she did it—a third 

time. And so pausing and so flickering, she attained a dancing rhythmical movement, as if the pauses were one part of 

the rhythm and the strokes another, and all were related; and so, lightly and swiftly pausing, striking, she scored her 

canvas with brown running nervous lines which had no sooner settled there than they enclosed (she felt it looming over 

her) a space. Down in the hollow of one wave she saw the next towering higher and higher above her. (pp. 161-62) 

 

Every part of the description of Lily’s painting echoes Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner party. From the action of ladling soup 

represented by Lily’s brush strokes to the paint “flickering” over the canvas as the candles flickered over the faces around 

the table at the dinner party, to the “brown running nervous lines” that enclose the space much as the window panes did 

at the dinner scene, to the “hollow of one wave” as a reprise of the party “in a hollow, on an island,” these two scenes are 

inextricably linked on every level by way of their descriptions. 

 

Beyond that scene in particular, though, Mrs. Ramsay’s thinking, as she attempts to guide the party in the directions she 

desires, mirrors Lily’s thinking as she paints, both before the dinner party and all those years later. We see Mrs. Ramsay 

acknowledge this fact: “Raising her eyebrows at the discrepancy—that was what she was thinking, this was what she 

doing—ladling out soup...” (p. 86). Unlike Lily’s watching the others in their various activities as she paints, however, 

Mrs. Ramsay’s thinking is for a purpose; hers is to complete her own artwork. Lily uses an easel, canvas, brushes, and 

paints to create her art, but Mrs. Ramsay must use the dinner—its decorations, its food, and most importantly its 

attendants—to create a sense of connection among those attendants. Only in this will her project be a success. So she 

begins with ordering the Boeuf en Daube ahead of time, worrying about it being burned, telling the girl where to set it on 

the table, and ensuring that Mr. Bankes receives a choice piece. She also instructs her guests where they should sit: 

“‘William, sit by me,’ she said. ‘Lily,’ she said, wearily, ‘over there’” (p. 85). This is an ongoing process that, in fact, she 

notes should be adjusted in the future. Though they were the two she seated first, Mrs. Ramsay realizes she has made a 

mistake with Lily and Mr. Bankes. “Foolishly, she had set them opposite each other. That could be remedied tomorrow” 

(p. 106). And Mrs. Ramsay has grander plans for them than dinner conversation: “Oh, but nonsense, she thought; William 

must marry Lily. They have so many things in common” (p. 106). 

 

Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner party is the attempted creation of some thing that will somehow cause a moment to last or to endure 

beyond its own expiration. We see this in her thoughts and in the legacy that she leaves. As Wirth-Nesher (1976) notes 

in “Form as Fate: Everyman as Artist in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse,” “For Mrs. Ramsay...the creation of 

community, no matter how momentary, shuts out the darkness” (p. 74). However, the party does not begin that way. “But 

what have I done with my life?” laments Mrs. Ramsay as the dinner scene gets under way. “She had a sense of being past 

everything, through everything, out of everything, as she helped the soup, as if there was an eddy—there—and one could 

be in it, or one could be out of it, and she was out of it” (Woolf, 1927/2005, p. 85). This begins to change, however, when 

Mrs. Ramsay notices that Augustus Carmichael (notably, the one commercially successful artist in the novel) is also 

looking at the dish of fruit. “...and to her pleasure (for it brought them into sympathy momentarily) she saw that Augustus 

too feasted his eyes on the same plate of fruit, plunged in, broke off a bloom there, a tassel here, and returned, after 
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feasting, to his hive. That was his way of looking, different from hers. But looking together united them” (p. 99). In this 

uniting, we find Mrs. Ramsay’s success. She considers her party to be a success, as well, when we find her noting: 

 

It partook, she felt...of eternity...there is a coherence in things, a stability; something, she meant, is immune from change, 

and shines out...in the face of the flowing, the fleeting, the spectral, like a ruby; so that again tonight she had the feeling 

that she had once today, already, of peace, of rest. Of such moments, she thought, the thing is made that endures. (p. 107) 

 

She has succeeded in shutting out the darkness, in bringing people together, and in creating that moment which will 

endure. This enduring moment, we will find, ultimately provides the necessary inspiration for Lily to complete her own 

painting. 

 

Beyond the mirroring of actions, though, it is important to note the effect that Mrs. Ramsay and her work have on Lily. 

The dinner party serves as the catalyst for Lily’s epiphany regarding her own art. While watching Mrs. Ramsay and the 

other guests at the table, Lily suddenly realizes that if she were to “put the tree further in the middle,” she would then 

“avoid that awkward space” (p. 87). She proceeds to use a “salt cellar” and the flower pattern on the tablecloth as a 

reminder to herself of this decision to change her painting. This choice by Woolf—to have Lily utilize items that exist 

within the scene rather than perhaps stop to write a note to herself—heightens the meaning of the dinner party for two 

reasons. First, it keeps Lily engaged in the scene both as observer and participant; second, it increases the utensils’ and 

decorations’ value as works of art, as they represent the tree and background in Lily’s painting. While this choice on 

Woolf’s part serves to raise Mrs. Ramsay’s creation to the realm of art, it also sets it apart as necessary for Lily’s 

completion of her own work. 

 

While this reading of the dinner party as a work of art supports the idea that Mrs. Ramsay is herself an artist—a “social 

artist” as Ronchetti (2004) calls her in The Artist, Society & Sexuality in Virginia Woolf’s Novels—it is important to 

note that Lily’s reflections on her decision to move the tree occur at moments in which she is faced with aspects of society 

inherent to the dinner party that she believes would attempt to undermine her art. First, when forced to make conversation 

with Mr. Tansley, who has said, “women can’t write, women can’t paint,” she reminds herself: “I must move the tree to 

the middle; that matters—nothing else” (Woolf, 1927/2005, p. 88). This mental trick of focusing on her art to make 

conversation bearable seems to work as we find Lily again noticing the symbols she has set up to remind herself, “and 

she remembered that next morning she would move the tree further towards the middle, and her spirits rose so high at the 

thought of painting tomorrow that she laughed out loud at what Mr. Tansley was saying. Let him talk all night if he liked 

it” (p. 95). But this remembering saves her from more than just uncomfortable conversation. Later, when faced with Paul 

and Minta’s engagement, “she said to herself, catching sight of the salt cellar on the pattern, she need not marry, thank 

Heaven: she need not undergo that degradation. She was saved from that dilution. She would move the tree rather more 

to the middle” (p. 104). Lily’s is an obvious rejection of social roles that Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner party propagates. Rather 

than buying into the ideas and expectations that Mrs. Ramsay and her art espouse, Lily is strengthened by her own art in 

opposition to them. She will play along with the conversation just to get through the night, but she will not spend her life 

doing the same. While she is inspired in her own art by Mrs. Ramsay, she is not tempted to change course or to follow in 

Mrs. Ramsay’s footsteps. 

 

3.0. Conclusion 

 

In the clear distinction drawn between Lily’s art and Mrs. Ramsay’s we see that, while Mrs. Ramsay’s artistic endeavor 

succeeds in the bringing together of people, Lily’s is dependent upon her remaining separate and unattached. And yet, 

despite these differences, as well as the myriad similarities in their creations, we find both women’s works of art ultimately 

described by the respective artists as failures, once again mirroring each other. The dinner party, while a momentary 

success of which “the thing is made that endures” (p. 107), ultimately becomes “a scene that was vanishing even as [Mrs. 

Ramsay] looked...it had become...already the past” (p. 114). Its success is no more than a passing flash of brilliance, like 

the lighthouse beam sweeping past. Similarly, we learn that, though Paul and Minta did indeed marry, “the marriage had 

not been a success” (p. 177). Even Mrs. Ramsay’s careful planning and arranging of walks and seating partners cannot 

make a relationship last when it is not meant to be. Likewise, in the closing lines of the novel, just as she is about to finish 

her painting, Lily realizes the quickly approaching fate of her own art: “It would be hung in the attics, she thought; it 

would be destroyed” (p. 211). So in their conclusions, as in their descriptions, we find Mrs. Ramsay’s work to mirror 

Lily’s, and Lily’s to reflect back Mrs. Ramsay’s. Each bound to fall short of its artist’s hope to create something lasting, 

something permanent. 

 

But perhaps there is a glimmer of hope for them both. Returning to the idea of Mrs. Ramsay making Lily’s art possible, 

we find Lily, years later, finally ready to complete her painting: 

 

Suddenly she remembered. When she had sat there last ten years ago there had been a little sprig or leaf pattern on the 

table-cloth, which she had looked at in a moment of revelation. There had been a problem about a foreground of a picture. 

Move the tree to the middle, she had said. She had never finished that picture. She would paint that picture now. It had 

been knocking about in her mind all these years. (p. 151) 
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She thinks back to the evening of the dinner party and the solution it inspired and suddenly Mrs. Ramsay’s artistic 

endeavor has resurfaced, has emerged from its tomb despite the fact that Mrs. Ramsay herself will never do the same. But 

even with this memory, Lily is still unable to complete her work. She works with brown paint (p. 161). She “began 

precariously dipping among the blues and umbers, moving her brush hither and thither” (p. 163). And as she paints, she 

thinks back to Mrs. Ramsay on the beach writing letters and recognizes Mrs. Ramsay’s influence even on her memory of 

events and her relationship to Mr. Tansley and notes: “and there it stayed in the mind affecting one almost like a work of 

art” (p. 164). Then she remembers: 

 

This, that, and the other; herself and Charles Tansley and the breaking wave; Mrs. Ramsay bringing them together; Mrs. 

Ramsay saying, ‘Life stand still here’; Mrs. Ramsay making of the moment something permanent (as in another sphere 

Lily herself tried to make of the moment something permanent)—this was the nature of revelation. (p. 165) 

 

When at last Lily “drew a line there, in the centre” and puts down her brush, she realizes: “I have had my vision” (p. 211). 

But this vision is much larger than the picture she has just painted. It is a vision of life and of art, of connection and of 

what lasts and what is permanent. Though she has just thought to herself that her painting will not be seen but rather 

destroyed, it is through her memory of Mrs. Ramsay and her dinner party that she is able to complete the painting. Mrs. 

Ramsay left her dinner party that night with the realization that it was “...already the past,” and yet it was this past that 

inspired Lily to the completion of her own project. As Lily notes, “so much depends...upon distance” (p. 194). Lily had 

this distance from Mrs. Ramsay, but not from her own work so, although it is the similarities to Lily’s work that illuminates 

Mrs. Ramsay’s as art, it is Mrs. Ramsay’s lasting influence that provides the hope that just maybe Lily has created 

something permanent. Only the distance of time will tell. 
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