A Study on Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse from Symbolism perspective

Abstract：Adeline Virginia Woolf is not only a productive writer but also a literary theorist and a pioneer of feminism. What’s more, she initiates a unique writing style---stream of consciousness which breaks the traditional arrangement of plots in previous novels by employing indirect inner monologue to narrate stories. Among all her works, To the Lighthouse is one of the works that draw a lot of attention from scholars all over the world. To the Lighthouse, written in the Victorian age, is a quasi-autobiographical novel of stream of consciousness for the sake of commemorating her parents through depicting the images of Mr. Ramsay and Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe in the novel. According to her dairy, it is mentioned that she will reproduce her father and mother, her childhood as well as life and death in the novel. In light of this, this article aims at exploring the connotative meanings of the symbols in the novel from the perspective of symbolism, including the major characters together with the main concepts as window and lighthouse. This article is made up of four parts. The first part introduces Virginia Woolf. The second part discusses To the Lighthouse from its content according to the three parts in the novel, its application of stream of consciousness by exemplification, and the reproduction of Woolf’s own family by analyzing main characters. The third part is to explore from symbolism perspective the connotative meanings of those symbols. The fourth part concludes the whole article. All in all, the analysis of the connotative meanings of the major elements in the novel can help us understand this novel better and will guide us re-examine and reflect on the essence of life. 
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1. [bookmark: _GoBack]An introduction to the author
Born in London, Adeline Virginia Woolf is a British female writer, literary critic, literary theorist and a representative figure of literature of stream of consciousness. She is known as the pioneer of modernism and feminism in the 20th century. 
Being a writer, she is believed to innovate English itself. In her novels, she tries the writing technique of stream of consciousness to reflect the subconscious mind of people. Woolf has made bold experiments and explorations on the way of narration in novels. Instead of introducing characters, arranging plots in a traditional way, she directly expresses various conscious processes of characters, especially subconscious processes to create a work. Virginia Woolf creatively employs the third person’s monologue as her perspective to develop stories. The narrator or critic in this kind of novel is hidden, and the character’s consciousness is displayed to the readers in an indirect manner. This kind of consciousness is the deepest expression of thoughts so the spiritual world of the characters can be displayed in front of the readers in this unique way. The mark on the Wall is her first novel of stream of consciousness. Her other two works, Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse, have used a large amount of free association and consciousness. 
Virginia Woolf is not only a representative writer of novels of stream of consciousness, but also a theoretician who has made great achievements in the theoretical study of literature. Some of the author’s literary viewpoints, such as the theory of character-centeredness and the theory of subjective truth, and her viewpoints about literature criticism, like impressionism and openness, can be seen from her comments on the works of Austen, Eliot, Conrad, Hardy, Lawrence, Forster and others.
With no doubt, Woolf is a pioneer of modernism. Her modernist thoughts are originated from the Bloomsbury Group and transcend from it. Within the group, their discussing topics are wide, diversified and modern ranging from literature to aesthetics. Though Woolf is a silent listener, she is greatly influenced by the intellectuals’ communication. Through absorbing their thoughts, she eventually formulates her own thoughts as a modernist. 
As a feminist, her feminist thoughts can be dated back to her own experience. During her adulthood, she suffers from the discrimination against women in the patriarchal society which leads to her persistent pursuit of her career to fighting for women’s freedom and rights. Her feminist ideas are mainly reflected in her work A Room of One’s Own. In this book, she analyses in detail the difficulties faced by women. Woolf firmly believes that a female’s freedom from the patriarchal society can only be guaranteed by economic independence which is more vital than the right to vote. She believes that men and women are equal, and they should support each other and go hand in hand to create a harmonious life. Only through the cooperation and mutual care of men and women can a bright future be built. The characteristic of “androgyny” is the key to realize this idea.

2. An introduction to To the Lighthouse
To the Lighthouse came out in 1927. Among her other works of stream of consciousness, this could be a representative one. It has aroused strong repercussions in academic circles and has become a hot topic for literary studies around the world. Scholars mainly study the novel from two perspectives. Some scholars are to explore the writing techniques: stream of consciousness and symbolism. Others focus on ideology and themes in the novel, such as the research of feminism. In order to have a better and profound understanding of the novel, this article tries to dig out the connotative meanings of those symbols in the novel from the perspective of symbolism.  

2.1 An introduction to the content
The clue of the full text is very simple, without dramatic plots, nor intense climax. The novel takes “to the lighthouse” as the central clue throughout the book and describes the life experiences of the Ramsay family and several guests before and after the First World War. Mr. Ramsay’s youngest son, James, wanted to go to the lighthouse, but he couldn’t because of the bad weather. When the war broke out, the Ramsay family went through many vicissitudes. After the war, Mr. Ramsay took a pair of children to travel by boat and finally arrived at the lighthouse. And Lily Briscoe, who was sitting on the shore drawing, also added a line into the center of the picture when the Ramsay family arrived at the lighthouse. She finally drew the illusion that haunted her for many years and became a real artist by surpassing herself. The novel consists of three parts, and the plot of the story is made up of three themes “The Window”, “Time Passes” and “The Lighthouse”. 
The first part, covering more than 100 pages, describes a long afternoon when Mr. Ramsay and his wife took their children and friends on vacation at the seaside villa on a dusk in September. Among these guests, Lily Briscoe was one of the more important roles who loved painting. In that boring afternoon, everyone packed the shabby house with his own irrelevant thoughts. Despite their own independent and free world, they were inevitably entangled with each other.
After a long afternoon, the author presents the reader with fleeting time. The second part, only over 20 pages, tells the family’s misfortune during the long time in life. Within ten years, everything changed. During the First World War, Mrs. Ramsay passed away peacefully in sleep, their son Andrew lost his life in the battle and the beautiful Prue also died in childbirth. The island villa became an empty shell, only the lighthouse remained. Mr. Ramsay took the children back to it and the old guests returned. 
In the third part, Mr. Ramsay finally took his youngest two children to the lighthouse to realize his long-cherished wish, and also joined Mrs. Ramsay in spirit. Lily on the bank felt the sublimation of her soul and reached the spirit she had pursued for many years. 

2.2 The application of stream of consciousness in the novel  
As we all know, it is a novel of stream of consciousness in which the author devotes great efforts. In order to display the deep world of characters better, Woolf adopts various devices to achieve it. Woolf skillfully employs stream of consciousness techniques such as indirect inner monologue, free association, montage and multi-angle narration to reveal the complex inner spiritual activities of the characters and uncover the subtle psychological changes of the characters from different angles, so as to make readers go deeper into the soul of the characters in the novel and directly contact with the consciousness of the characters. With the jump of the time in characters’ consciousness, memories, realities and fantasies are flexibly interspersed, and the main experiences of the past, present and future years and even life are condensed and displayed in a very short time, which thus sketches a vivid and colorful picture for readers. For example, as in “With stars in her eyes and veils in her hair, with cyclamen and wild violets” (Woolf, 1992: 18), Woolf utilizes Charles Tansley’s free association to show the perfect image of Mrs. Ramsay in his mind: the embodiment of all virtues. For instance, when the Ramsay family finally reached the lighthouse and Macalister praised James for his well-performance, Woolf describes James’s consciousness with “But his father never praised him, James thought grimly.”(Woolf, 1992: 221) which can display James’ inner attitude towards his father who is always rational and never be kind enough to praise others, even his son. With the technique of stream of consciousness, the instantaneous feelings towards the surrounding world, the inner world and the psychological activities of the characters are revealed. In “ I respect you (she addressed him silently) in every atom;… you live for science (involuntarily, sections of potatoes rose before her eyes)” (Woolf, 1992: 29), through depicting Lily’s inner monologue, Woolf enables readers to further understand the feelings between Lily and Mr. Bankes. The technique of montage is also frequently adopted by Woolf, especially in the third part “The Lighthouse”, as in “Mrs. Ramsay sat silently. She was glad, Lily thought, to rest in silence, uncommunicative; to rest in extreme obscurity of human relationships. … It was like a drop of silver in which one dipped and illumined the darkness of the past.” (Woolf, 1992: 187) Through Lily’s recall of Mrs. Ramsay, Woolf naturally weaves the past with the present to display the complicated inner feeling of Lily. In “Her horizon seemed to her limitless. There were all the places she had not seen; the Indian plains; she felt herself pushing aside the thick leather curtain of a church in Rome…pausing there she looked out to meet the stroke of the lighthouse, the long steady stroke, the last of the three, which was her stroke.”(Woolf, 1992:69-70), montage is the most expressive way to depict her erratic mood on a quiet night, wandering between dreams and reality. Various devices of stream of consciousness are poured in the novel to present a spiritual mind of characters to readers. 

2.3 The reproduction of Woolf’s own family in the novel
The story, a quasi-autobiography, is a literary reproduction of Woolf’s real life with which Woolf intends to recall the joy and longing of childhood and the happiness lost in memory. Mr. Ramsay and Mrs. Ramsay are actually the literary images of Woolf’s real parents, while Lily plays the role of the author in the novel. In a sense, Woolf writes this novel to commemorate her parents and to recall her past. Accordingly, in the novel three main characters, Mr. Ramsay, Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe, are depicted to represent or symbolize Woolf’s own family. 
Mr. Ramsay is the prototype of Woolf’s father and they have many similarities. They, well-educated intellectuals, all speak highly of truth and have absolute rights and status in the family. He is a realistic and rigorous philosopher. He advocates rational thinking and hates fantasy exaggeration. Woolf uses 26 English letters and piano keyboard to demonstrate his linear thinking mode as in “For if thought is like the keyboard of a piano, divided into so many notes, or like the alphabet is ranged in twenty-six letters all in order, then his splendid mind had no sort of difficulty in running over those letters one by one.” (Woolf,1992:39) In his research on philosophy, he constantly sprints from one peak to another, just like A to Z, but it is always difficult to cross the peak of R because Mr. Ramsay intends to explain and deal with everything in the world with reason and logic, which is the main reason why his eyesight is limited and he can not have deeper academic achievements. As shown in the beginning of the novel “ ‘But’, said his father, stopping in front of the drawing-room window, ‘it won’t be fine’”(Woolf, 1992:8), Mr. Ramsay worships all the facts, so he tells the cruel truth to his son which shatters his son’s wish to go to the lighthouse. In his eyes, cruel as the truth is, all people have to accept it and face it directly because sense is the only means to explain and handle everything.  
Mrs. Ramsay, the image of Woolf’s mother, is the perfect woman in the sensible world as she is beautiful, virtuous, and good at running a family. As a mother, she shows the maximum embodiment of motherly virtues. She, a mother of eight children, takes good care of them, always protects them and tries to meet their demands. For example, on the question of whether they could go to the lighthouse, she does her best not to let James down by giving him hope. As a wife, Mrs. Ramsay is an ideal housewife for her selfless contribution to family and husband. She devotes all-heartedly her energy and time to her husband and gives support to her husband. Whenever Mr. Ramsay requires sympathy, her love will be the power to cheer him up as in “There he stood, demanding sympathy. Mrs. Ramsay seemed to raise herself with an effort, and at once to pour erect into the air a rain of energy, a column of spray, looking at the same time animated and alive as if all her energies were being fused into force, burning and illuminating…”. (1992:44) What’s more, she is fond of fantasy, and be full of affection. She loves humanity and uses her female sensibility and care to make the people around happy and satisfied. Compared with her rigid and rational husband, she is perceptual, loving natural and beautiful things. 
Lily Briscoe, the author’s own incarnation, is a subversive female character in the novel. She loves art and is brave to devote all her efforts to it. Lily wants to live freely in her own way. She doesn’t care about the tradition that secular women must get married, and that women can’t draw nor write. In her eyes, marriage is a cage to confine the freedom of women, so she refuses to get married in order to keep independent. She intends to support herself with her own ability, without depending on men. Although on her way to her pursuit of art there are a lot of biases and barriers from the patriarchal society, she fights against them bravely. She is unmoved by the common customs and works hard in painting creation. She has her own thoughts and unique views on the things and life around her. As a new woman of the age who has matured female thoughts and independent spirit, she strives to liberate herself from male rule, pursue her own happiness and realize her own value. 
 
3. An analysis of To the Lighthouse from symbolism
Originated from France and influenced by the thoughts of philosophers and psychologists, symbolism stresses on the role of subjective recognition and the part of imagination in the creation of art. Symbolism in literature refers to a writing technique to express some deep thoughts with the aid of the external characteristics of a specific thing. Symbolic technique consists of two elements which work together to express a certain message. One is the symbol being presented explicitly in literary works. The other is the deep thought or emotion implied by symbolic symbols. The former indicates the latter with the real form or concept. The visible symbols enable readers to reconstruct and recreate those invisible symbolic meanings in their inner mind through reflection. In To the Lighthouse, symbolic technique is not only manifested in the main characters, but also in some objective concepts.

3.1 Connotative meanings of symbols of main characters
Mr. Ramsay, symbolizing Woolf’s father, is a symbol of sense. He is a very realistic philosopher, advocating rigorous rational thinking and opposing rambling exaggerated fantasies. In her wife’s eyes, he is of sharp insight as in “Indeed he seemed to her sometimes made differently from other people, born blind, deaf, and dumb, to the ordinary things, but to the extraordinary things, with an eye like an eagle’s.”(Woolf, 1992:77). He respects facts and logic and regards sense as the only criterion in explaining and coping with everything in his life so when his son wants to go to the lighthouse, he answers without hesitation that the weather will be bad. As for him, the principle of rationality is higher than unity. It is more important to tell facts and adhere to principles than to take into consideration his child’s feelings. Dominated by sense, he firmly believes that nothing is eternal as in “The very stone one kicks with one’s boot will outlast Shakespeare.” (Woolf, 1992:41). Therefore, he is indulged in seeking truth in a sensible way which makes him unable to realize the beauty and hope generated by sensibility because he sees no meaning in any imagination other than sense. 
On the contrary, Mrs. Ramsay, symbolizing Woolf’s mother, stands for a symbol of sensibility. Loving nature and all beautiful things, she is full of fantasy, enthusiasm and vitality. In the ever-changing world, what she sees is always the factors of harmony, balance and stability. She can always find harmony and balance in chaos and disorder, and maintain a detached, peaceful and tranquil mind. In her eyes, trees, flowers, rivers and so on always express the same things and sounds. When everything is calm after doing housework, Mrs. Ramsay revels in endless reverie, indulges herself in self-consciousness and fully enjoys spiritual freedom which is shown frequently in the novel, such as in “There were all the places she had not seen; the Indian plains; she felt herself pushing aside the thick leather curtain of a church in Rome.”(Woolf, 1992:69)  Besides, her sensibility can also be shown in her communication with her children. At the outset of the novel, when the youngest son, James, wants to go to the lighthouse, Mrs. Ramsay kindly says, “ Yes, of course, if it’s fine tomorrow.”(Woolf, 1992:7), a warm and joyful scene of mother-child affection is presented to demonstrate that Mrs. Ramsay is so considerate that she always gives hope to her son. What’s more, Mrs. Ramsay is born with all inherent tendency to care about those and are ready to help those in need. She wants to establish a standard hospital and normative diary for the well-being of people in her community, as she concerns about sanitary conditions of things concerning every family. Hence, Mrs. Ramsay is such a warm-hearted, kind and perceptual woman. 
Lily Briscoe, symbolizing Woolf herself, stands for a combination of sense and sensibility. As for Mrs. Ramsay, Lily appreciates her elegance and kind temper, but she can’t accept her good intentions to impose “marriage values” on other women. She does not blindly worship Mrs. Ramsay but looks at her with her own view. Similarly, she respects Mr. Ramsay’s work, especially his sense although Lily expresses her dislike of Mr. Ramsay in that he always claims sympathy from his wife, and her rejections of his weakness in character, as shown in “For who could be deceived by him? He asked you quite openly to flatter him, to admire him, his little dodges deceived nobody. What she dislikes was his narrowness, his blindness, she said, looking after him.” (Woolf,1992:52) Like Mrs. Ramsay, she has a soft and beautiful side as a woman, but at the same time, she has an independent and strong character that Mrs. Ramsay does not have. She is one of the few independent women who do not rely on men to live in a male-dominated society and have their own careers.
With regard to painting, being confused with it out of external opinions and patriarchal bias, Lily is always afraid that someone looks at her painting, which can be shown in “she kept a feeler on her surroundings lest someone should creep up, and suddenly she should find her picture looked at.”(Woolf, 1992: 22). Whereas as a woman with an independent spirit, she is brave and persistent in pursuing her career in painting. In the last part, “The lighthouse”, Lily has a new understanding of the late Mrs. Ramsay and a comprehensive perception of the meaning and essence of life through recalling and re-examining Mrs. Ramsay. At the same time, she accepts Mr. Ramsay who has changed after all the misfortunes. Finally, Lily finishes her painting by drawing a line in the center of her picture, which symbolizes that she eventually integrates the diametrically opposite personalities and qualities of Mr. Ramsay and Mrs. Ramsay into a whole and realizes the completion of her personality. At last, the blending of sense and sensibility and the perfect fusion of the pliancy of traditional women and the firmness of modern new women in Lily make her succeed in her effort to realize her career and perfect personality. 

3.2 Symbolic images of main objective concepts
Window, the title of the first part of the whole novel, symbolizes a bridge to connect the inner world with the outer one. In the evening, Mr. Ramsay would think about his academic problems outside the window, while Mrs. Ramsay and his son, James, would sit quietly and watch the scenery outside the window. Mrs. Ramsay would examine herself, life and the world through the window. The scenery and flashes outside the window make her obtain the true meaning of life. In short, window symbolizes a bridge to connect Mrs. Ramsay’s daily life with her spiritual mind. 
Lighthouse literally means a building that brings light to the other side of the sea to guide passing ships. In this novel, it is apparently the destination the whole family intends to go, but actually it means differently in every character’s mind. 
As far as Mr. Ramsay is concerned, prior to the journey to the lighthouse, it can be seen as a sign of sense in his mind. Being rational and rigid, he only pays attention to his boring philosophical theories, ignoring the natural beauty of life and the outpouring of other people’s emotions. He cannot experience the gentleness of the lighthouse beam, nor will he care about the life of the tower keeper. The same is with the lighthouse as it stands alone on the sea surface and will never change for other things. Despite the baptism of strong winds and torrential rain, it still bears its responsibility of guiding the ships passing by. After the journey, the lighthouse for him is an integration of sense and sensibility which can be shown in “ There is no God, and Cam thought, as if he were leaping into space, and they both rose to follow him as he sprang, lightly like a young man.” (Woolf, 1992: 224). This inner monologue symbolizes that Mr. Ramsay has passed through the confusing stage of life, and Mr. Ramsay’s drained feelings have been comforted by this trip to the lighthouse. The lighthouse enables him to reach a spiritual agreement with his wife and complete his promise as a father. Although it is a difficult spiritual journey, the lighthouse, a symbol of the integration of sense and sensibility, makes his spiritual soul fully enriched.
For Mrs. Ramsay, the bright lighthouse in the vast sea symbolizes sensibility and fraternity. The light of the lighthouse points out the direction of all ships and gives everyone a warm and loving light. The spiritual connotation of the lighthouse flashes and reflects on her. In her life, she is just like the embodiment of a bright lighthouse in the vast sea who has been caring and helping others with her warm light. As a wife, she manages the housework all her life, keeps company with her husband day and night, and supports his career wholeheartedly. As a mother, she devotes her love selflessly to every child. As a hostess, she is kind and generous and willing to help others selflessly. For instance, in “If she finished it tonight, if they did go to the lighthouse keeper for his little boy, who was threatened with a tuberculous hip; …to give those poor fellows” (Woolf, 1992:8), the scene that Mrs. Ramsay is busy with knitting stocking provides us with a glimpse of her kindness to those who are of poor living condition. Hence, in Mrs. Ramsay’s eyes, lighthouse symbolizes sensibility as well as love for others, the same does Mrs. Ramsay.    
For James, as a child, the lighthouse symbolizes dreams and hopes. He is longing for the bright light on the distant sea level, eager to be able to take a journey of adventure and exploration and reveal the mysterious veil behind his dream in childhood. Ten years later, when he together with his father embarks on a dream tour and realizes his childhood dream, he finds that the lighthouse is just a stark tower on a bare rock as shown in “but as a matter of fact James thought, looking at the Lighthouse stood there on its rock, it’s like that.”(Woolf,1992:220) The lighthouse implies that James, as an adult male, will learn to look at the world with rational eyes. Meanwhile, his mother, like the light of the lighthouse, enlightens him and makes James full of hope and passion for life. The beauty and the hope brought by the lighthouse in his childhood together with the rational world he finds when seeing the lighthouse in adulthood will accompany James for his whole life and enable him to look at things neither too rational nor too sentimental. With infinite longing for the lighthouse and bright hope, he gradually matures, completes his adult ritual through the lighthouse, moving from innocence to true maturity, and his spiritual world gradually becomes full. Therefore, the lighthouse for James stands for a combination of sense and sensibility.
For Lily, the lighthouse symbolizes the harmonious unity of sense and sensibility. She concentrates on painting, but she could not find her own colors and lines. She has been very confused in her pursuit of art and cannot finish her own painting. But at the moment when the Ramsay family land the lighthouse, she suddenly gets the inspiration. Lily finally discovers that only by drawing Mrs. Ramsay into her own picture can she truly create her overall sense of perfection in the picture and truly complete this artistic painting. The lighthouse together with the Ramsay family forms a perfect picture of the combination of sense and sensibility. Touched by the lighthouse trip and the recall of Mrs. Ramsay’s image and inspired by the lighthouse, Lily finally creates the perfect painting in her heart. As to Lily, it is the lighthouse, an embodiment of the unification of sense and sensibility that generates her perfect spirit and makes her dream of painting come true.   

4. Conclusion
This article initially introduces Virginia Woolf as a writer, a literary theorist, a leading character in modernism and feminism as well as a pioneer of stream of consciousness and describes the novel from several aspects: the application of stream of consciousness, the reproduction of Woolf’s own family in the novel as well as the content of it. As for the application of stream of consciousness, monologue, free association, montage and multi-angle narration in novels are illustrated with data from the novel. Then the article goes on analyzing the connotative meanings of major symbols. The connotative meanings of three main characters: Mr. Ramsay, Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe are discussed respectively. Through analysis, it shows that Mr. Ramsay symbolizes sense, while Mrs. Ramsay stands for sensibility. And Lily Briscoe is an embodiment of sense and sensibility. Furthermore, the connotative meanings of the two objective concepts, that is, the window and the lighthouse, are discussed with examples quoted from the novel. The lighthouse, a clue of the whole story, also means more than it conceptually is. The connotative meanings of the lighthouse vary from one character to another. 
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