
Concepts of  Science in Virginia Woolf ’s
To the Lighthouse 

Manuel Cabrera Palacios 

1 Introduction 

Out of curiosity, or perhaps for the sake of internal mediation, from the very begin-
ning of my academic studies, I have tried to make out similarities between the two 
main fields I study, natural sciences and English literature. Superficially, they show 
a great deal of differences. It seems almost impossible to connect the development 
of anglophone literature with the rigid restrictions of the natural scientific mode of 
operation. When first studying English literary modernism, however, in particular 
the works of Virginia Woolf, I came in contact with a remarkable literary period, 
which distinguished itself through its innovation and interdisciplinary collaboration. 
Although, one usually has to face “the recognition that literary theories serve very 
different purposes from scientific ones”, in Britain at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, both novelist and scientist had the common objective to move their studies 
and works forward, getting as close as possible to the reality behind things (Whit-
worth 1). Astronomers, physicists, psychologists, historians, and novelist, only to 
name a few domains of researchers, took significant interest in each other’s works – 
separated by the discourses they were part of but united in their shared urge to move 
forward. Their interest in themes and discourses beyond the own field of research 
resulted in the production of works with traces and critical evaluations of concepts 
from other discourses. 

Especially the novels of Virginia Woolf offer a unique opportunity to exhibit the 
influence of scientific discourses and the metaphorical adaption and implementation 
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of scientific concepts in literature. Through her personal surroundings, Woolf was 
well aware and sensitive to scientific discourses. In the so-called Bloomsbury Group, 
whom I will also refer to in the three main chapters, she and fellow intellectuals, 
scientists, and artists frequently discussed present developments that took place in a 
variety of subjects during the early years of the twentieth century. These included, 
for instance, the fields of astronomy, biology, psychology, philosophy, and physics. 
The Bloomsbury Group that Virginia Woolf was a substantial member of went 
through several changes between 1905 and World War II. Most of the members 
were writers, artists, and scientists, educated at Cambridge. In 1917, Woolf and her 
husband Leonard founded the ‘1917 Club’. Referring to some of the themes that 
were discussed amongst the members, Boulter observes that “science was repre-
sented almost as strongly as the arts” (148). The ‘1917 Club’ was preceded by the 
‘Memoir Club’ in 1920. Again, “science was regularly on the agenda” (Boulter 148). 
Besides Woolf’s friends and colleagues, her family also played a crucial part in the 
development of her scientific interest. Not only was her father fascinated with as-
tronomy as well as other natural sciences, Woolf also through the intense memories 
she connects with her family felt the strong urge to engage with psychological con-
cepts. 

My thesis traces Woolf’s implementation of scientific concepts in her 1927 
novel, with a focus on the discourses of Einstein’s physics, astronomy, and psychol-
ogy. Each chapter starts out with a short introduction, establishing a general con-
nection between Woolf and the discourse of the respective science. It then moves 
on to offer an argumentative insight into three subordinate themes for each science 
connected to her novel. Altogether, I believe, these will argue in favour of her pro-
found and exceptional interdisciplinary work. The present thesis will elaborate 
themes that have been previously featured in literary studies on To the Lighthouse such 
as the influence of World War I and the momentariness of human life. I, however, 
also aim to shed a new light on these topics connecting them to the scientific dis-
course which, I believe, they originate from. I will also engage with topics that have 
not had much critical attention, especially in the first chapter. In the end the thesis 
will have established a wide-ranging overview on Woolf’s connection to the three 
respective scientific discourses. Although on some occasions I could have gone into 
more detail, in order to maintain a concise insight into the three chosen scientific 
discourses, I have decided to keep the subchapters at an approximately equal length. 

In regard to what has been previously written on the topic, Whitworth’s Einstein’s 
Wake, Henry’s Virginia Woolf and the Discourse of Science, and Abel’s Virginia Woolf and 
the Fictions of Psychoanalysis are noteworthy. All have made a strong plead for a con-
nection between Woolf and the early twentieth century discourses of Einstein’s 
physics, astronomy, and psychology. Nonetheless, their works mostly approach the 
topic in a general manner and, especially in the case of Henry’s work, only occasion-
ally focus on a specific novel. This is one of the reasons why I believe a variegated 
approach that considers several scientific discourses at once and only focusses on a 
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single novel can lead to new discoveries and make a more profound plea for Woolf’s 
interdisciplinary engagement. 

The work I have chosen to examine, Woolf’s novel To the Lighthouse, was pub-
lished in 1927, two years after Mrs. Dalloway. I believe the novel to be one of her 
most sophisticated works. The number of references to various discourses is exten-
sive, making it a suitable field of observation for my interdisciplinary methodology. 
The novel is composed of three chapters, ‘The Window’, ‘Time Passes’, and ‘To the 
Lighthouse’. Especially the novel’s middle chapter is in many ways extraordinary and 
of great importance, as the thesis will show. 

Before moving on to the first chapter on Einstein’s physics, I will explain my 
theoretical framing in more detail. I deem it important to refer to a difficulty phrased 
by Michael H. Whitworth. In the introduction to Einstein’s Wake he notes, “the study 
of literature and science raises an ontological problem: faced with two terms which 
are commonly understood as antithetical, […] [one] must explain in what sense we 
are comparing like with like” (1). He provides an answer stating that “[he is] not so 
much examining relativity and modernism as examining certain metaphors in their 
textual and historical context; that these metaphors may be found in both scientific 
theories and in descriptions of modernist literary form is particularly convenient” 
(Whitworth 1). Likewise, my answer to the question in which sense I compare “like 
with like” depends on the metaphorical, as often the transfer from a scientific con-
cept or idea to its literary implementation operates on a metaphorical scale. I do not 
intend to merely recount scientific facts found in Woolf’s novel, but to illustrate how 
an explorative interest in scientific discourse can, intentionally or unintentionally, 
move a writer to make use of scientific concepts. This transfer essentially involves a 
process of personalising and re-fitting them to the literary needs and conditions. 
Ultimately, a scientific concept evolves into a metaphorical literary interpretation – 
the result of an interdisciplinary engagement I wish to trace in the following chapters. 
Unlike Whitworth, I do not regard the occurrence of said metaphors as merely a 
convenience. I believe them to be the result of a traceable interdisciplinary engage-
ment. Throughout the chapters, it will become apparent that most conceptual adap-
tions and implementations in the novel, I will analyse, are closely linked to its pro-
tagonists. As a result, most subchapters, can be read as a character analysis with the 
superior purpose to locate traces of science-based literary concepts and constructs. 

In the previous paragraph, I mentioned the distinction between the intentional 
and unintentional literary implication of scientific concepts. Faced with the question 
whether to examine an intentional or unintentional implication, the latter is more 
difficult to track. This, I believe, has caused a lack in research. Whitworth resonates 
a similar impression: “The most prominent problem concerns intention: did a writer 
intend to adopt a metaphor [or concept], or did he absorb it ‘unconsciously’?” (13). 
He exemplifies his assumption stating that “the most influential accounts of Victo-
rian literature and science have focussed on authors whose reading of science is well 
documented”, whereas, despite of “striking formal similarities”, others have been 
ignored (Whitworth 13). Following his statements, the connections I will establish 
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between Woolf and the scientific discourses essentially differ from each other. 
Whilst Woolf’s connection to the discourses of physics, astronomy, and psychology, 
from a marginal point of view, is rather easily established, to advocate for the specific 
transference of concepts can be rather challenging at times. Especially when writing 
the chapters on Einstein’s physics and astronomy, I was faced the problematic, 
whilst Woolf’s transference of concepts from the psychological discourse is more 
evident. Nonetheless, I feel it is an important step to take, in order to unveil con-
nections between Woolf and the sciences of the early twentieth century that previ-
ously have been undiscovered. 

2 Einstein’s Physics 

It was as if the ground had been pulled out from under one, with no 
firm foundation to be seen anywhere, upon which one could have built. 
(Einstein qtd. in Morrisson 37) 

In 1905, when Einstein published his Special Theories of Relativity, he felt to lose grip 
of reality with most of his tenets not being compatible with the reputable contem-
porary physical concepts. Many fellow scientists critically responded to his innova-
tive theories and held on to old concepts. Henry accordingly notes, “Einstein had 
not been taken entirely seriously, even by many physicists” (28). A process that, I 
believe, is comparable to the literary development in Britain during the early years 
of the twentieth century. With the start of literary modernism, especially young writ-
ers and novelist felt the urge to break free from the old Victorian literary conventions 
and challenge their predecessors. Although Einstein might not have been as actively 
wishing to be a reformist as did his literary counterparts, in the end, both him and 
the British novelist of the early twentieth century found themselves in a very com-
parable position. 

His heavily criticised study became more accepted by fellow physicists, when in 
1909 the “British eclipse expeditions […] demonstrated the viability of significant 
tenets of Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity”, (Henry 24). As a result, the “Ein-
steinian relativity […] largely reconfigured nineteenth-century conceptions of space 
and time” (Henry 26). Its “dynamical model for space and time provided the basis 
for entirely new models of the universe” (Henry 26). Likewise, literary modernism 
was flourishing and a magnitude of innovative literary works, especially novels, were 
published. A female writer in particular, Virginia Woolf, was one of the leading nov-
elists of literary modernism. Essentially, both Einstein and Woolf played a compa-
rable role in their fields of research as they challenged their contemporaries through 
their innovative works.  

I believe there is a connection between their conceptions of space and time, that 
is directly evident in Woolf’s literary constructions. These become particularly ap-
parent in her novel To the Lighthouse. Correspondingly, the first main chapter on Ein-
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stein’s Physics aims to establish a connection between Einstein and Woolf, investi-
gating the spatial and temporal characteristics of her novel. Due to his theories on 
relativity, she had reason to believe, or was perhaps encouraged in previous assump-
tions, that the prior conceptions of space and time did not essentially capture the 
true nature of these two fundamental dimensions. With a focus on individuality and 
relativity, I will highlight the similarities between Woolf and Einstein and refer to his 
thoughts on space and time presented in his General and Special Theories of Rela-
tivity. The first subchapter discusses Woolf’s literary implementation of the percep-
tion of time and its individualistic manifestation in regard to the protagonist James 
and Mr Ramsay. Thereafter, I continue to analyse the non-linear operation of time 
throughout the novel. I will examine the topic on a smaller scale and then widen my 
focus, considering and comparing all three of the novel’s chapters. Further, I will 
adhere to the question what kind of importance and role can be assigned to the 
human consciousness, concerning the representation of different temporal states. 
The last subchapter then moves on to elaborate the similarities between Woolf’s and 
Einstein’s conception of space and how it can contract and expand. 

Contrary to the two main chapters on astronomy and psychology, there is little 
evidence for an explicit connection between Woolf’s and Einstein’s conception of 
space and time. Briggs, for instance, notes, “Woolf did not require Einstein’s theo-
ries to legitimate her sense of the relativity of time” (Briggs, WST1 3). I, however, do 
not necessarily intend to argue in favour of a straightforward connection between 
Woolf and Einstein. Whitworth argues that the “attitudes to science and attitudes to 
its ideas are very often entirely contradictory” (3). I believe that Woolf’s comment 
refers to her attitude to the science behind Einstein’s theories which does not ulti-
mately include the ideas these theories might evoke on a metaphorical level. Accord-
ingly, Gillian Beer notes, “Woolf, like most educated people of the 1920s, was well 
aware of Einstein as an intellectual presence. And, like many others, she found his 
theories both baffling and magical” (qtd. in Briggs 16). Beer refers to an interdisci-
plinary awareness of science that is one of the key-characteristics of modernist liter-
ary production. The scientific tenets of Einstein’s theories “were shaping [and af-
fecting] modernist literature” (Henry 29). The discourse referenced by Beer and cen-
tral to this thesis comprehends both Woolf and Einstein as central protagonist and 
thus makes it likely that Woolf was influenced by Einstein’s theories, be it intention-
ally or unintentionally.Also, through her personal surroundings Woolf was likely to 
be involved in discussions concerning the relevance of Einstein’s theories. As already 
mentioned, the Bloomsbury Group was a group of intellectuals from different fields 
of research. Their frequent discussions about science, politics, and economy were 
unlikely to disregard something as thrilling as the Special and General Theory of Relativity 
in 1905 and 1916.  

Coherently to Einstein’s theories, Woolf’s unconventional conceptions of space 
and time are characterised by relativeness and individuality. She displayed some of 
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her elaborate thoughts on the subject of time in her autobiographical essay “A 
Sketch of the Past” – Moments of Being. Briggs describes such moments of being as 
“moments that rose like mountain-peaks out of every-day life” (Briggs, WST 5). In-
deed, Woolf intertwines said remarkable moments with vivid childhood memories. 
There is a general sense that an individual’s perception of space and time is closely 
linked to its own memories and experiences. She actively engages with the influence 
of the individual’s metaphysical position, which I will aim link to Einstein’s theories 
in the following subchapter. 

2.1 Individual Observation and Perception of Time 

In the following subchapter, I will discuss the connection between Einstein’s sug-
gestion that time is individually perceived and experienced and Woolf’s evaluation 
of the individualistic experience of time. I have chosen to compare the protagonist 
Mr Ramsay and his son James Ramsay, as their experience of time differ most. Alt-
hough my main focus is on the similarities, I will also respond to a crucial difference 
in Woolf’s literary implementation of Einstein’s concept.  

Einstein’s theory observes and defines time as being individually perceived and 
experienced by any observer. The idea can be simplified by a passenger walking in a 
train in the same direction the train is moving. To a spectator from outside, the 
person seems to be moving much faster than to the person walking inside the train. 
Velocity is relative and depends on the state of movement the observer is in. Essen-
tially, the perception one has is bound to how he or she positions him- or herself 
and in which frame of reference he or she does so. There are certain phenomena 
that according to the positioning of a subject change what he or she observes. Briggs 
examines Woolf’s interest in the “extraordinary discrepancy between time on the 
clock and time on the mind” (Woolf qtd. in Briggs WST 3). I believe that in To the 
Lighthouse, Woolf takes this thought a step further and elaborates the differences that 
can occur between two protagonists’ perceptions of time on the mind. 

Time, through the style of narration used in To the Lighthouse, is crucially linked 
to the human consciousness that experiences it. In Einstein’s theory the geographical 
position of an observer is crucial for his or her perception. For Woolf the locality of 
the subject is less important. Her emphasis lies in the emotional and metaphysical 
positioning. Briggs describes this concept referring to Einstein and observes that 
“each of us has a series of different clocks measuring different times” (Briggs, WST 
16). These temporal dimensions are so closely linked to the individual position of 
the observer that one moment can have several possible manifestations to different 
subjects. Further, Woolf values the resulting discrepancies. In “A Sketch of the Past” 
she describes how she is “hardly aware of […] [her]self, but only of the sensation” 
when remembering “childhood memories” (Woolf, AP 67). Thus, she assigns them 
a particular strength. For the infant observer time seems to be perceived much purer 
and more unbiased, even to the point that the self can lose its awareness in a stream 
of temporality. Later in life memories are “less strong, less isolated, […] [and] less 
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complete” (Woolf, AP 67). The development of a subject’s ego diminishes and su-
presses the ability to sense. In order to fully display the varieties in the perception of 
time, Woolf counterposes the protagonist Mr Ramsay and James Ramsay. Perhaps, 
for the purpose of dramatization and polarization, she introduces them on the first 
pages of the novel and lets the two different perceptions of time, with two eventually 
different frames of reference, quarrel each other. This way, Mr Ramsay’s and James’s 
different perceptions become more apparent in the face of the other and are tested 
to their stability.  

James is young and can sense time in a purer and essentially more positive way. 
On the very first page of the novel, James’s delicate capability for sensation is dis-
played for the first time. When Mrs Ramsay agrees to go to the lighthouse the next 
day, he feels “an extraordinary joy” (Woolf, TL 7). To him, it seems as if he has been 
waiting for this occasion a very long time. In a stream of consciousness, James’s 
sensation and perception, fuelled by longing in this very moment, extends to the 
dimension of several years (Woolf, TL 7). Right after he feels the magnitude of the 
moment, further sensations come in. The moment he aspires to experience, seems 
to be “within touch” (Woolf, TL 7). The choice of words used, pointing at James 
wanting to get grip of the aspired sensation, poses a crucial repositioning. From the 
locus of a passive observer, he suddenly becomes an active agent. Whether this trans-
formation is an illusion or whether he could intervene, at this point, is not important. 
It is essential that he can feel himself shifting between these two positions. His as-
piration for the journey to the lighthouse strongly influences his momentary percep-
tion of time, making it more unbiased and purer in the sense that the feeling itself is 
more valuable than his will to control it. He does not feel aroused by the seemingly 
irrational expenditure of time but simply experiences and descends into the feeling. 
Further, Woolf describes James “even at the age of six, […] [belonging] to that great 
clan” to whom “any turn in the wheel of sensation has the power to crystalize and 
transfix the moment upon which its gloom or radiance rests” (Woolf, TL 7). 

Mr Ramsay on the other hand has a crucially differing perception. He, a man of 
books and rationality, clings to facts. His aura and sensations, in comparison to 
James’s, seem insensitive and stubborn, adding to the irony of him being the adult. 
Sanders coherently comments that in Woolf’s novels “[adult] men are often left con-
tent with a limited grasp, and presumed control of the physical world” (Sanders 517). 
I feel it important to consider that said character-trait manifests itself from a certain 
age on. James in some years might meet the same fate. The numbness, surrounding 
Mr Ramsay’s withered and aged presence, even startles Mrs Ramsay. When the fam-
ily plans on visiting the circus, she reflects on his attitude: “No. He could not say it 
right. He could not feel it right. But why not? she wondered. What was wrong with 
him then?” (Woolf, TL 13). Moreover, the concerns he expresses throughout the 
novel, regarding the trip to the lighthouse, add to his contentious character. Often, 
his objections not only visually form a clear cut; they also thematically interrupt the 
previous lines of thought. Although not presented as clearly, indications for Mr 
Ramsay’s limited perception are also to be found in the novel’s last two chapters. 
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For instance, in ‘The Window’, Mr Ramsay glares at someone who has blundered 
“without seeming to see them” (Woolf, TL 19). He tries to transfix them but fails to 
focus on what seems to be a stirring moment. His inability to let his senses act within 
the moment creates an atmosphere of non-being and negativity. In many ways, he 
offers a juxtaposition to James, as the two characters experience time in completely 
different dimensions. In the course of their sensual discrepancy, they find them-
selves in two ultimately different metaphysical positions. They do not speak the same 
temporal-language, thus cannot communicate and understand each other.  

Woolf provides the reader with a literary interpretation of Einstein’s theory. Mr 
Ramsay’s and James’s opposed experiences of time elaborate the principles of rela-
tivity and individuality on a metaphorical scale. Besides the thematical relation to 
Einstein’s theories, also the vocabulary Woolf applies in the text-passages dealing 
with sensation of time, is equally suggestive of a scientific origin. Terms like crystal-
ize, transfix, and radiance carry a strong scientific undertone. They are objective and 
inherit an inorganic but assuring sense of clarity. As this subchapter has mainly fo-
cussed on two protagonists, I will now move on to discussing the subject of time in 
a broader sense. This will allow me to compare the novel’s chapters and make a 
more substantial plea for a connection to Einstein’s theories of relativity. 

2.2 The Non-linear Operation of Time 

In the following subchapter, I will further elaborate on the non-linear operation of 
time and explain how it can be characterised in terms of fragmentation. At first, I 
will examine the non-linear operation of time on a small scale and discuss the role 
the human mind plays in Woolf’s temporal representation. Thereafter, I will widen 
my focus and shortly refer to the novel’s temporal characteristics by comparing all 
three chapters with each other.  

The non-linear operation of time is more of a requirement than a concept itself 
that resulted from Einstein’s General and Specific Theory of Relativity. In order to 
account for the quintessential conclusion of his theories, he moves away from the 
previous assumption that space and especially time are physical dimensions that were 
said to linearly move forward, resistant to any kind of exterior influence. Coherently, 
in To the Lighthouse time is spontaneously able to move into various directions. Going 
back and forth in such harmonious arrangements, it only becomes evident with pre-
cise analysis and sectioned reading. When brought to awareness, the close alignment 
of past, future, and present, creates a fragmented imagery of the whole novel. Little 
mosaic pieces that in sum create a larger picture. Said imagery is a theme, featured 
in several modernist artworks. Isaac Rosenberg, for instance, made a poetry of 
“proto-Modernist fragmentation which discovers an objectivity in a world being 
physically pulled and blown apart” (Sanders 504). Also, T. S. Eliot’s poem The Waste 
Land operates with “disjointed sequence of verse paragraphs” (Peck and Coyle 245). 
Similar to the time-operation in To the Lighthouse, “individual lines often appear to 
head off in unexpected and unanticipated directions” (Peck and Coyle 245). Woolf 



Concepts of Science in Woolf’s To the Lighthouse 337 

and Eliot both play these unexpected movements against the readers anticipation 
and highlight a momentum of arbitrariness. Nevertheless, the quintessential mes-
sages behind their modes of fragmentation differ from each another. Eliot highlights 
his fragmentation and thus does not hide the poems disjointed bits and pieces. The 
contours and cracks are clearly visible. Woolf, however, neatly merges them together 
allowing the reader, either to follow the seemingly immaculate flow of time or at the 
very worst slightly stumble across “subtle shifts” between past, present and future 
(Peck and Coyle 245). The following quote exemplifies Woolf’s subtle movements 
between past, present, and future: 

Knitting her reddish-brown hairy stocking, with her head outlined ab-
surdly by the gilt frame, the green shawl which she had tossed over the 
edge of the frame, and the authenticated masterpiece by Michael An-
gelo, Mrs Ramsay smoothed out what had been harsh in her manner a 
moment before, raised his head, and kissed her little boy on the fore-
head. ‘Let’s find another picture to cut out’, she said. (Woolf, TL  
27-28)

In the beginning, present and past are closely intertwined. Mrs Ramsay’s knitting is 
momentarily connected to her previous tossing of a shawl. On an additional tem-
poral layer, the process of the present actions is played on a stage of past events. It 
repeats itself once more before the quote finishes off with a prediction on future 
actions, connecting all three temporal states.  

Presumably, Woolf’s literary implication of the non-linear movement of time is 
connected to her strive to forge her protagonist experiences as genuine as possible. 
She exhibits how human beings experience time by switching between moments of 
the past and present. Past events and present position play a crucial role in the deci-
sions and actions one takes. The conception of time and it being able to move back 
and forth in the protagonist psyche, tempts the reader to entrancedly follow their 
wandering consciousness. Present, future, and past frequently imbricate each other, 
with the human consciousness as a mediator. Prudente notes, “[i]n Woolf’s work the 
act of memory proves indeed to be transfigured into a highly complex experience, 
which challenges the linear perception of time and transcends it in an instantaneous 
co-presence of past and present” (25). By what she terms “temporal transfor-
mation”, Prudente recognises the non-linear operation of time (Prudente 25). Nev-
ertheless, in her examination she only includes the temporal dimensions of past and 
present but disregards the future. She quotes Woolf and states that “[f]eeling the 
‘present backed by the past’2 adds the dimension of depth to temporal experience 
and determines the subject’s new point of view which is stimulated by the acquisition 
of a temporally distant position” (Prudente 25-26). In other words, a subject can 
distance him- or herself from a present metaphysical position by connecting mem-
ories from the past to his or her current situation. I, however, believe one should 
also recognise the future as a significant temporal layer. If “the present [is] backed 
by the past”, then the future is mediated by the present (Woolf qtd. in Prudente 26). 
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As I have briefly mentioned in the previous paragraph, the human consciousness 
plays a crucial role in the novel’s non-linear representation of time. Owing to the 
reader experiencing most instances of movement through the protagonist’s 
thoughts, one could easily be tempted to believe that the protagonists orchestrate 
and, thereby, cause the non-linear movements. Prudente assumes that the close 
alignment of past and present depends upon the human mind as a leading entity 
(26). The reader would not be aware of the imbrication of past, present, and future 
without the focalizer’s accounts. This, however, does not necessarily mean it is also 
the cause of it. I believe, to some degree one should identify the temporal states as 
independent entities. The human mind reacts to their movements and is attracted 
by their profoundness, rather than dictating their direction. The past, for instance, 
imposes itself on the protagonists and dictates their strain of thoughts and the re-
sulting actions. 

Further evidence for the previously discussed non-linear operation of time, can 
be found considering all three chapters of To the Lighthouse. Also, on a larger scale 
Woolf’s representation of time does not follow a linear development. Considering 
all three chapters, one can make out clear differences in their temporal characteris-
tics. Both ‘The Window’ and ‘To the Lighthouse’ are relatively congruential. Time is 
rather slow and seems to adhere to a relatively normal standard. The narrated time 
is often close to the narrating time. Woolf only performs smaller leaps in time. In 
‘Time Passes’, however, one finds a fundamentally contrary temporal state. Woolf 
speeds up the narrated time and a few pages cover the time span of many years. The 
narrated time by far exceeds the narrating time. Returning to the statement from the 
beginning, the temporal acceleration in ‘Time Passes’ is portrayed without a human 
mind to frame it; thus the temporal non-linear property does not depend on it. One 
might argue that Woolf, in her role as the writer, adds the human frame. I, however, 
believe Woolf’s metaphysical influence can be dismissed, as the focus should be re-
stricted to the frame the novel provides. 

Woolf’s temporal structures in To the Lighthouse are remarkably innovative and 
sophisticated. I believe, her literary implementation of the individuality of the expe-
rience of time and non-linear operation of time, allow to draw a connection between 
her and Einstein. Whether Woolf intentionally or unintentionally made use of the 
concepts Einstein provided in his General and Special Theories of Relativity is dif-
ficult to decide on. Nonetheless, I feel confident to state that there is a connection 
of some nature, which allows one to explain and trace some of the concepts Woolf 
used to develop her understanding of time. Besides the connection to Einstein’s 
temporal reformation, I believe there is a similar connection between Woolf and 
Einstein’s concept of the curvature of space, which I will explore in the following 
subchapter. 
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2.3 Contracting and Expanding Spaces 

In a similar approach as in ‘The Non-linear operation of Time’, I aim to establish a 
connection between Woolf’s and Einstein’s concepts of space. I will discuss her 
concept of space in To the Lighthouse, as well as the value she assigns to the internal 
and external proportions. Moreover, I will provide evidence for an argument I made 
in my main introduction – where I stated that some conceptual transitions from 
science to literature involve a process of refitting – and explain where a crucial dif-
ference can be located in Woolf’s spatial concepts. 

As far as my research has gone, there has been little critical attention pleading 
for a connection between Woolf’s and Einstein’s spatial concepts, especially in re-
gard to To the Lighthouse. Only Whitworth generally touches upon the topic and states, 
“[t]he ‘curvature’ of Einstein’s space is a metaphor, one that asks us to imagine space 
curving by analogy with our experience of material objects curving” (4-5). The pos-
sibility of a metaphorical science-to-literature transition he suggests, is one, I believe, 
Woolf performed when constructing the spatial sphere between the Ramsay’s house 
and the lighthouse. To Whitworth, the metaphorical notion that can be extracted 
from Einstein’s concept is comparable to the curving of material objects (5-6). 
Whilst his interpretation broadly recognizes the non-linear characteristic of space, I 
believe, the imagery of a simple material curve does not entirely capture the essential 
transitional property. The metaphorical essence of space curvature can be described 
more accurately through the expanding and contraction of a three-dimensional 
space, like an air-balloon that can be inflated and deflated.  

Throughout this argumentation, I will reference a remark Woolf made in her 
essay “A Sketch of the Past”. In a similar approach, although referring to Woolf’s 
perception of time, Prudente notes, “[t]he importance of the dimension of depth 
experienced in the instantaneous perception of the past is also emphasized by Woolf 
in ‘A Sketch of the Past’” (25). Despite Prudente elaborating on a different subject, 
her comment is interesting, as I will also argue in favour of Woolf experiencing depth 
“in the instantaneous perception of the past” (25). I, however, would primarily in-
terpret the depth she references to in a spatial realm, in addition to the temporal.  

Similar to the non-linear operation of time, Einstein adheres to a flexible concept 
of space. To him, the curvature of space cannot be measured on a linear scalation. 
Linear in the sense that there is a fixed scalation through which the same space can 
be assigned a certain value in terms of height, width, and depth at any time. His 
conception of space evoked an uneasiness that what one perceives on the external 
might not be coherent with its actual, internal truth. Coherently, Virginia Woolf de-
scribes in “A Sketch of the Past” that she  

cannot recover, save by fits and starts, the focus, the proportions of 
the external world. […] [She can] still see the air-balls, blue and purple, 
and the ribs on the shells; but these points are enclosed in vast empty 
spaces. How large for instance was the space beneath the nursery table! 
(Woolf, AP 78)  
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Woolf describes how ordinary spaces found in everyday situations, suddenly expand 
to extraordinary extent. The quote also indicates a differentiation between an exter-
nal and internal world; a differentiation which, to some degree was also important 
in the previous subchapters. Likewise, to the individual perception of time, a subject 
is confronted with a certain space from the external world. This incoming signal is 
equally received by most people. In a subsequent progress, however, the signal can 
be individually filtered and altered depending on one’s position and psyche. Corre-
spondingly, the internal rendering is the most significant manifestation of space. 
Therefore, Woolf can only recall the dimensions of the internal impression, whilst 
the external has lost most of its expressiveness over time. This assumption, however, 
poses a crucial difference to Einstein’s concept. For him, every possible set of a 
space’s physical characteristics has its own eligibility. There is no hierarchy between 
them. Transferred to a literary context, this would imply that the internal and exter-
nal perception matter equally. Woolf, however, contrary to Einstein, gives the im-
pression that some perceptions are more significant than others. 

Turning to the novel To the Lighthouse, Woolf constructs one space in particular 
– the spatial sphere between the shore and the lighthouse – which is of great im-
portance. It is augmented in both its physical and literary dimension. Like the space 
under Woolf’s desk, from its mere external appearance, it seems to be within reach 
but through the protagonists internal rendering grows to an extraordinary extent. 
From a metaphorical point of view, the lighthouse represents a visual point of ref-
erence, that, although it is clearly visible, inherits a notion of elusiveness. These mo-
ments of elusiveness are also sensed by the protagonist of the novel. Mrs Ramsay, 
for instance, experiences great wonderment when marvelling at the lighthouse from 
shore, during a walk to the city: 

For the great plateful of blue water was before her; the hoary Light-
house, distant, austere in the midst; and on the right, as far as the eye 
could see, fading and falling, in soft low pleats, the green sand dunes 
with wild flowing grasses on them, which always seemed to be running 
away into some moon country, uninhabited of men. (Woolf, TL 14)  

The use of the phrase “as far as the eye could see” indicates how the lighthouse and 
its surroundings, at this stage in the novel, lies on the verge of what the human senses 
can process (Woolf, TL 14). The space between Mrs Ramsay and the lighthouse has 
expanded to the point that its contours start to fade. The lighthouse traverses into 
an alienated world – “moon country” – situated right on the border between the 
tangible and intangible (Woolf, TL 14).  

When Mr Ramsay, Cam, and James finally embark on their journey to the light-
house in the final chapter, from the impression of the two previous chapters, it 
seems impossible for them to reach it. The thrilling atmosphere surrounding the 
lighthouse, meticulously set up by Woolf, almost forbids it. Even towards the end 
of the novel, there are indications of the previously augmented space between the 
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Ramsay’s domicile and the lighthouse. Lily Briscoe, who is presented as a very sen-
sitive character, feels there is something “extraordinarily queer” the morning of the 
expedition (Woolf, TL 121). As Lily Briscoe is equipped with the “informing pres-
ence of [a] woman[‘s] character […] with an aesthetic propensity”, like many of 
Woolf’s female protagonists, her sensations have a viable truth to them (Sanders 
517). Sitting on shore, Lilly Briscoe feels “the Lighthouse […] [looking] at an im-
mense distance” (Woolf, TL 129). Cam, sitting in the boat, similarly feels the shore 
being “refined, far away, unreal” (Woolf, TL 137). Both, the passive and the active 
observer, convey the impression that the spatial sphere between the lighthouse and 
the Ramsay’s house has not lost all of its dazzling effect on the internal manifesta-
tion. However, there are also several indirect references supporting a change of its 
characteristics the day of the journey. Mr Ramsay in an emotional conversation tells 
Lilly Briscoe that she will find all of them “much changed” (Woolf, TL 123). Argu-
ably, he refers to internal change. This, however, at the same time effects the external 
perception. Subsequently, Lily Briscoe is dragged into deep thought through the 
process of painting and feels that “the whole world seemed to have dissolved in this 
early morning into a pool of thought, a deep basin of reality, and […] a little tear 
would have rent the surface pool” (Woolf, TL 147). A wind of change and fragility 
arouses the novel’s seemingly inflexible spaces. Her comparison suggests that reality 
and space, in moments of deep emotional involvement, can be very sensitive to small 
changes. A small “tear” can cause a stir in the entire “surface pool” of reality (Woolf, 
TL 147). Woolf makes no direct statements, suggesting that space has contracted. 
Instead, she provides a fundamental change of human leeway in the novel’s setting, 
indicating a possible space contraction. Were Mr Ramsay, Cam, and James to cross 
the bay in the first chapter, the physical strata would have forbidden it. The novel’s 
atmosphere and circumstances in ‘To the Lighthouse’, however, grant such daring 
expeditions. 

Einstein suggests in his General Theory of Relativity that space can contract. As 
well as he saw the need for this phenomenon in order to explain scientific phenom-
ena, literature, in certain cases, can require a very similar conception. Along those 
lines, Woolf’s novel calls for the same dynamics. To the Lighthouse starts out with an 
expanded space, giving the protagonist reason for rubbing against each other and 
having transcendent thoughts triggered by the momentary vastness of their cosmos 
. For the protagonists’ actions and thoughts not to be called into question by their 
crossing over in ‘To the Lighthouse’, space must be dynamic. It has to adapt to the 
novel’s atmosphere and support it at every stage. In this sense, literature and espe-
cially novels represent an accumulative artwork borrowing and making use of con-
cepts, suggested by other discourses. Following the aim of modernist writers to try 
to find “a new way of representing the world, a new way of thinking about people 
and their experiences”, the sciences produced several intriguing and metaphorically 
transferable new concepts (Peck and Coyle 255). In both science and literature many 
assumptions are drawn in an unobservable world. There is a strong urge of trying to 
unveil the covered and evolve new innovative concepts. In order to encapsulate and 
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represent an authentic reality, these concepts must constantly rectify and improve 
each other. In “Modern Fiction”, Woolf writes that “whether we call it life or spirit, 
truth or reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to be 
contained any longer in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide” (Woolf, MF 160). 
She has the strong feeling that the old concepts and “ill-fitting vestments” do no 
longer manage to fill the void. There is a clear call for innovation and rethinking. 
Coherently, in the sciences, theories constantly question each other, and one is only 
right as long as nobody has proven the opposite. Ultimately, Einstein and Woolf 
were looking for the same essence in things, only in different places, which is I be-
lieve Woolf is likely to have been, intentionally or unintentionally, influenced by Ein-
stein’s concepts.  

The scientific discourse which I will reference to in the next main chapter is 
closely connected and crucially dependant on the concepts and theories of physics. 
Although astronomy at an early stage separated itself from terrestrial physics, it still 
relies upon physical laws and concepts, for instance to describe and predict the 
movement of celestial bodies. Seeing that the study of celestial bodies was employed 
to verify and examine physical theories in the early twentieth century, such as Ein-
stein’s theories on relativity, the dependency goes both ways. Consequently, the two 
chapters follow each other, as the general air from the present chapter on Einstein’s 
physics sets the tone for the following chapter on astronomy. 

3 Astronomy 

Moving on from Einstein’s physics, I will now focus on Woolf’s connection to the 
discourse and concepts of astronomy. The first subchapter will illustrate how the 
methodology of observational cosmology, more specifically telescopic technology, 
can be located in the literary structure of the three chapters of To the Lighthouse. Ar-
guing in favour of its importance, I will then elaborate how said process can be 
regarded as a form of transportation and give an example of a central aspect Woolf 
amplifies and strengthens through her literary “scoping strateg[y]” (Henry 51). The 
second subchapter of astronomy focusses on the novel’s binary composition of ‘So-
lar Light’ and ‘Stirring Darkness’. Closely connected to the previously discussed 
darkness, I will then move on to discuss the realization of a concept I refer to as 
“Cosmic Emptiness” and highlight its traces in the novel. 

Contrary to the chapter on Einstein’s Physics there is more evidence for a con-
nection between Woolf and the discourse of astronomy. Henry’s Virginia Woolf and 
the Discourse of Science makes a strong statement for Woolf’s interest in astronomical 
and cosmological affairs. Her work will be one of my main primary sources as I aim 
to connect Woolf’s general interest in astronomy, outlined by Henry, to specific 
conceptual adaptions in the novel To the Lighthouse. In the beginning of her book, 
Henry emphasises, how, in the early years of the twentieth century, astronomical 
events and discoveries were widely assimilated and processed in popular culture. The 
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New York Times, for instance, published an issue which covered a photograph of 
“two galaxies colliding in the depth of space” on its frontpage (Henry 12). In the 
early years of the nineteenth century, various articles and publications made astron-
omy a widely known scientific subject and encouraged the public to be a part of a 
contemporary endeavour to unveil the secrets of the universe. 

The beginnings of Woolf’s interest in astronomy date back to her early child-
hood. Her father Leslie Stephen “who read widely in the natural sciences and was 
particularly interested in astronomy”, was likely to have awoken an early enthusiasm 
for astronomical and cosmological affairs (Henry 2). Developing a serious interest 
in the study of stars, celestial objects, and cosmic phenomena, Woolf “[a]t the age 
of 26, while on summer holidays in Sussex, […] could most likely be found on a 
clear evening peering through a telescope at the moon and stars” (Henry 1). Besides 
the influence of her father, Woolf also took great interest in the works of novelist 
Thomas Hardy. Quentin Bell writes in Virginia Woolf – A Biography, “I think she 
respected Hardy more than she respected any other living writer” (123). Hardy was 
closely connected to Woolf’s father Leslie Stephens. Stephens, who became editor 
of The Cornhill in 1871, enticed the writer and novelist to work at the newspaper. 
They “met frequently over lunch, snooker or dinner at their club, the Savile” (Boulter 
6). Woolf’s admiration for Hardy is interesting, because several of Hardy’s novels 
show clear astronomical and cosmical references. Astronomical concepts play a cru-
cial role in his novels as Pamela Gossin’s book Thomas Hardy’s Novel Universe illus-
trates. Henry notes, “while travelling in Italy in 1908, […] [Woolf] read Thomas 
Hardy’s Two on a Tower (1882)” (3). Gossin highlights the astronomical influence of 
his novel: “As far as I am aware, there is not another novel in the whole of English 
literature that has so much of its form and content focused upon astronomy” (155-
156). Hence, Woolf presumably had already been in contact with a sophisticated 
literary implementation of astronomical concepts, before writing To the Lighthouse. 
She, over a long period of time, participated in the discourse of astronomy. Said 
participation was not only theoretically based, as there are several recounts of her 
actively engaging the observation of celestial bodies and being a spectator of major 
astronomical events. As a result, traces of astronomy can be found in her novel To 
the Lighthouse, which I will aim to highlight in this chapter by unveiling the concepts 
and the astronomical predecessor they are likely to have originated from. 

3.1 Applying the Methodology of Observational Cosmology – Scoping 
through Time 

As scientific development enabled mechanical progress, Britain, at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, was confronted with several new technological inventions. 
Many of these concerned the subject of transport. Cars, tram, and trains opened up 
a whole new world of transportation. Through technological progress in every-day 
life, science was no longer a secluded discourse, discussed only by a few experts, but 
became a topic of public interest and thus moved into various other discourses. In 
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Transports of British Fiction, Technologies of Movement, Gavin and Humphrey note that 
“the ‘transports of fiction’ moved characters plots and readers’ imaginations into 
innovative ways” (3-4). They analyse how the innovations of transport also affected 
literary production. New ways of transportation were echoed in novels and opened 
up unique literary possibilities. Albeit Gavin and Humphrey refer to “real” vehicular 
transports in fiction, like car, trams, and trains, I believe, there is another possible 
interpretation of their statement. I am inclined to identify a slightly different varia-
tion of transportation and movement in processes which do not actually move the 
physical body from one point to another. Occasions of transportation that only 
move a person’s focus or senses rather than the complete physical body. This said, 
I believe their concept can be expanded to these particular modes of transportations, 
which, as well as their material counterparts, could have innovated the “transports 
of fiction” (Gavin and Humphrey 3).  

The mode of transport Woolf adapted in her novel, is one that essentially moved 
through a metaphorical adaption. I believe, from the methodology of telescopic star 
observation, she adapted the scientific concept of observation and transferred it into 
a literary concept of transportation. In regard to Whitworth’s theories, the meta-
phorical essence of telescopic star observation, I focus on, is the instantaneous 
movement through space and time from a point of observation to an area of interest. 
A form of transportation that Henry calls Woolf’s “scoping strateg[y]” in regard to 
The Searchlight (51). Similar to Woolf’s narrative concept, telescopic star observation 
involves moving through space from a point of observation to a destination or area 
of interest, often a celestial body many lightyears away. The movement, performed 
by the observer, is instantaneous. It merely takes a few milliseconds to travel through 
hundreds of millions of kilometres or, in case of the novel, a few pages to cover the 
time span of ten years. Essentially, it involves focussing on a certain area, as well as 
shifting one’s own perspective whilst doing so. 

Employing “cosmological narratives” in a novel opens up a variety of literary 
options (Gossin 117). It not only allows the writer to turn the reader’s attention to 
specific details, it also closely aligns past, present, and future. The writer can perform 
a premediated, meticulously arranged leap through a literary work’s space and time. 
Past events and characters are still vivid in the mind of the reader when he or she is 
confronted with a future setting. The process can be located in the novel assigning 
each chapter its very own meaning in. Similar to a human standing behind a tele-
scope, ‘The Window’ is the point of observation. The reader is introduced to a num-
ber of characters, a setting, and a plot. In ‘Time Passes’, a chapter which is compared 
to the other two rather short and far more fluxional, the reader, along with the 
novel’s plot and characters, is transported to the final chapter ‘To the Lighthouse’. 
‘Time Passes’, similar to the sight through a telescope, transports the observer in the 
blink of an eye to a faraway destination. Similar to the “two galaxies colliding in the 
depth of space”, the novel’s two framing chapters collide in the depth of Woolf’s 
literary universe, connected through a tunnel, namely ‘Time Passes’ (Henry 12). Con-
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trary to the inharmonious imagery this comparison might trigger, astronomical col-
lisions are often followed by a process of merging, which to some degree also ac-
counts to the two framing chapters, as they are textually intertwined and share some 
temporal and spatial characteristics. The essential question is what to keep and what 
to discard throughout the transportation – what should collide and create meaning 
and what should eternally dissolve in ‘Time Passes’. This, however, depends on the 
topics and events the writer wishes to highlight and progress. 

Particularly, Woolf’s take on the momentariness and transcendence of human 
life gains most of its expressiveness from the scoping “cosmological narrative …” 
(Gossin 117). Henry quotes Woolf and notes that she “was thinking about human-
ity’s minute existence in relation ‘to the immensity of the sky’” (Henry 3). Following 
the cite, it only seems adequate for Woolf to express human momentariness with 
astronomically derived methodology. As the novel’s middle chapter ‘Time Passes’ is 
freed of most human presence and interaction, any remaining characters are stripped 
of their individuality. “[T]here was scarcely anything left of body and mind by which 
one could say ‘This is he’ or ‘This is she’” (Woolf, TL 103). Woolf dismisses most 
anthropomorphizing categorial markers and summons a whirlwind of microscopic 
particles as “flesh […] [turns] to atoms which drove before the wind, of stars flashing 
in their hearts” (Woolf, TL 108). The imagery she creates coincides with a statement 
of scientist and astronomer “Harlow Shapley [who] claimed that humans were noth-
ing more than molecular waste cast of from the stars” (Henry 43). Through the ap-
plication of her “cosmological narrative” Woolf highlights the fleeting duration of a 
human life on the larger scale of cosmic time (Gossin 117). She dissolves her char-
acters into their molecular particles, transports, and reanimates them in the final 
chapter of the novel. Some characters are recomposed, and some, like Mrs Ramsay, 
remain in molecular dispersal. 

Seemingly opposing the prior statement, there are passages in ‘Time Passes’ that 
are not entirely freed of human presence. Woolf, for instance, recounts a conversa-
tion between Mr Bankes, Andrew, and Prue on the very first page of ‘Time Passes’. 
Nonetheless, I believe, their momentary presence and discussion is not necessarily 
contradictory to the previous statement. In some ways, their conversation catalyses 
and announces devouring stream of darkness, denying any kind of human presence, 
that is about to submerge the novel’s middle chapter: 

“Well we must wait for the future to show,” said Mr Bankes, coming 
in from the terrace. 

“It’s almost too dark to see,” said Andrew, coming up from the beach. 

“One can hardly tell which is the sea and which is the land,” said Prue. 
(Woolf, TL 103) 

“[W]ith all the lamps put out”, Woolf paints inanimate sketches of a human beings 
in a lifeless space and transports the idea of characters instead of physical entities 
(Woolf, TL 103). On the following pages, they are nothing more than loose vessels 
– ghosts of the past – captured inside the Ramsay’s house. Woolf recounts that 
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“[w]hat people had shed and left – a pair of shoes, a shooting cap, some faded skirts 
and coats in wardrobes – those alone kept the human shape and in the emptiness 
indicated how once they were filled and animated …” (Woolf, TL 106). 

I believe, her inspiration for the transference of the scientific concept of star 
observation to the implementation in the novel’s narrative, derived from an intimate 
connection to the discourse of astronomy. Further inquiry whether said connection 
is best described by an intentional or unintentional utilization of her “scoping 
strateg[y]”, is difficult to answer (Gossin 51). Nevertheless, Woolf’s exceptional and 
innovative movement of her protagonist trough space and time must have an origin 
of some kind and aiming to analyse the novel’s narrative structure with the help of 
astronomical concepts, offers a plausible explanation. Many astronomical terms al-
most naturally fall in place which also accounts for the rest of the chapter. The way 
Woolf moves her plot and protagonists through time and space shares the same line 
of transportation as the methodology of star observation. Similar to telescopic ob-
servation, she forms a basis of observation, focusses a point of interest and scopes 
the novel to a particular destination. The transportation, embodied by the chapter 
‘Time Passes’, creates an inanimate space that allows her to broaden the novel’s 
reach and examine topics, which require a certain atmosphere. Fielding observes that 
“the novel could become a mode of scientific research” (144). To the Lighthouse and 
especially ‘Time Passes’, in that sense, exists in its very own cosmos and, depending 
on the state Woolf chooses to put it in, sustains its own physical laws. In a short 
outline from 1925, prior to finishing the novel, Woolf wrote down: “2.) The passing 
of time. I am not sure how this is to be given: an interesting experiment, […] giving 
the sense of ten years passing” (qtd. in Dick 1.5). Indeed, regarding Woolf’s novel, 
and especially ‘Time Passes’ as a personal (scientific) experiment can immensely help 
understanding the novel’s profoundness. 

3.2 A Literary Cosmos of Solar Light and Stirring Darkness 

Towards the end of the last subchapter, I suggested that the novel can be regarded 
as a small cosmos in itself. A thought, I believe, that can also be helpful in under-
standing the topic of this subchapter. As I will explain, Woolf introduces and moves 
between solar light and stirring darkness. Like the literary universe she creates in To 
the Lighthouse, each cosmos has its sources of light and places of darkness. In astron-
omy, light and light emission astronomy are usually connected to two specific groups 
of celestial bodies. Stars who simply reflect light and those who emit light through 
complex chemical and physical reactions, such as nuclear fusion. The latter are usu-
ally the centres of most solar systems, due to their large mass and the resulting grav-
itation. As I will show, the novel’s literary universe gravitates towards its very own 
centre of mass and attraction. Henry notes, in 1928 the New York Times “reported 
that [the astronomer] Shapley had located the centre of the universe in the constella-
tion Sagittarius and at ‘about 47,000 light years away from the sun’” (“New York 
Times” qtd. in Henry 43; emphasis in the original). I believe Woolf followed a similar 
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strive and felt the urge to centralise her narrative and evolve her novel’s literary uni-
verse around a centre of mass and attraction. 

The novel’s cosmic centre, the lighthouse, is introduced to the reader on the 
very first pages of the novel. Situated outside in the dark ocean, the protagonists 
never seem unaware of its looming presence. Like smaller planets circling a larger 
mass, their thoughts and attentions are frequently drawn to it. The assumption, how-
ever, Woolf attempted to centralise her novel towards a light emitting centre, the 
lighthouse, goes against common critical perception, as it, at least partly, suggests a 
symbolist transition. Bellamy, for instance, remarks that “Woolf scholar Gillian Beer 
refers to To the Lighthouse as a ‘post-symbolist novel.’” (Bellamy 140). Nonetheless, I 
believe the novel includes a strikingly high number of celestial descriptions concern-
ing the lighthouse, pleading for some kind of symbolic and metaphorical transfer-
ence from an astronomical origin. Also, slightly questioning the previous quote, Bel-
lamy continues that “[s]ome critiques have suggested that Woolf invites the reader 
to engage in a symbolist reading process, suggesting that the lighthouse is much 
more than a mere line down the middle to hold the design together” (Bellamy 141). 
I find this remark more apposite, because James Ramsay makes an interesting ob-
servation in the novel’s final chapter:  

James looked at the Lighthouse. He could see the white washed rocks; 
the tower, stark and straight; he could see that it was barred with black 
and white; he could see windows in it; he could even see washing 
spread on the rocks to dry. So that was the Lighthouse, was it? No, the 
other was also the Lighthouse. For nothing was simply one thing. 
(Woolf, TL 152)  

His examination characterises the lighthouse as a signifier without explicitly saying 
what it is actually signifying. The novel’s sensitive infant observer grants the reader 
some space to propose his or her own interpretations. 

Although Dalgarno’s main focus lies on Woolf’s novel The Waves, in her book 
Virginia Woolf and the Visible World she observes: “Images of solar appear throughout 
Woolf’s work …” (105). Broadening the scope to To the Lighthouse, the lighthouse is 
assigned several characteristics of a solar celestial body. In ‘Time Passes’ Woolf 
writes: 

When darkness fell, the stroke of the Lighthouse, which had laid itself 
with such authority upon the carpet in the darkness, tracing its pattern, 
came now in the softer light of spring mixed with moonlight gliding 
gently as if it had laid its caress and lingered stealthily and looked and 
came lovingly again. (Woolf, TL 108-109)  

The solar beam of the lighthouse changes with the seasons, like the intensity of sun-
light. Its authorial stroke is a reoccurring theme as the next passage from the novel 
shows: “Only the Lighthouse beam entered the rooms for a moment, sent its sudden 
stare over bed and wall in the darkness of winter, looked with equanimity at the 
thistle and the swallow, the rat and the straw” (Woolf, TL 113). The lighthouse 
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beams operate like solar rays and have the capability to illuminate places of darkness. 
Throughout the complete novel the lighthouse is a symbol of endurance and stabil-
ity. It is a refuge for the protagonist and reader, which in its authorial presence un-
affectedly endures the scope Woolf performs in ‘Time Passes’. Whereas the protag-
onist change, age, and even die during the ten years passing by, the lighthouse is 
remains unaffected. When the protagonists finally set sail towards their destination, 
they embark on a journey to centre of the novel’s universe. 

The protagonist seemingly best equipped for this cosmological endeavour is Mrs 
Ramsay, but she is devoured by the novel’s temporal flux and not there to join on 
the final expedition. Still, before Mr Ramsay and the other make the journey, Woolf 
echoes an intimate and interwoven relationship between Mrs Ramsey and the light-
house. As she takes a walk with Mr Ramsay and they reach “the gap between two 
clumps of red-hot pokers”, she recognizes the lighthouse again, but “would not let 
herself look at it” (Woolf, TL 57). The scene strongly evokes the imagery of a person 
not daring to look into a solar eclipse with the bare eye, similar to how Woolf might 
have felt in 1927 marvelling into the sky (Henry 19). Further evidence for a connec-
tion between Mrs Ramsay and the lighthouse can be found during an intimate and 
insightful moment. She reminisces about life and is drawn to presence of the light-
house: “[A]nd pausing there she looked out to meet that stroke of the Lighthouse, 
the long steady stroke, the last of the three which was her stroke” (Woolf, TL 53). 
She concludes her chain of thought by reasoning that she “[o]ften […] found herself 
sitting and looking, sitting and looking with her work in her hands until she became 
the thing she looked at – that light for example” (Woolf, TL 53). Her self-identifi-
cation does not seem to be accidental. Both the lighthouse and Mrs Ramsay share 
several similar attributes. They are both entities that embody solar light and emit 
warmth. Mrs Ramsay attracts the other protagonists’ attention and admiration on 
many occasions. They seem to feed of her illuminating presence. A response from 
Woolf’s sister Vanessa to the novel hints at the bibliographical references Woolf 
used when creating Mrs Ramsay. She writes, “[a]nyhow it seemed to me in the first 
part of the book you have given a portrait of mother which is more like her to me 
than anything I could ever have conceived of as possible” (Vanessa Woolf qtd. in 
Bell 128). Woolf establishes a connection between the nurturing warmth of the sun 
and the literary image of her caring mother, the bright light of her childhood. Con-
clusively, Woolf’s protagonists are not only affected by the lighthouse’s solar beam 
but can also embody it. The close connection between Mrs Ramsay and the light-
house might be the very reason she cannot be part of the trip, as equal poles tend to 
repulse each other in science.  

The solar light in To the Lighthouse, reinforced by Mrs. Ramsay’s maternal warmth, 
is opposed to a stirring darkness. Mr Ramsay, after feeling bad about arguing with 
his wife, loses himself by simply looking at the hedge in the garden: “He had lost his 
temper over the Lighthouse. He looked into the hedge, into its intricacy, its dark-
ness” (Woolf, TL 54). The novel’s darkness, unlike solar light, is not assigned to 
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certain objects and protagonist but lurks in the shadows and progresses like a men-
acing fluid. Dalgarno values the moment Woolf experienced the publicly highly an-
ticipated solar eclipse in 1927 to a high degree. “[I]t served as an important catalyst 
in her representation of the visible as light and darkness” (Dalgarno 103). Although, 
Dalgarno ultimately aims to establish a connection between the visible and the in-
visible, she points out the significant presence of a binary opposition between both 
the presence and absence of light. 

Moving from light to darkness, it feels important to acknowledge and highlight 
the mere presence of darkness in the novel. Most early twentieth century astrono-
mers, like Arthur Stanley Eddington, Professor of Astronomy in Cambridge, fo-
cussed their studies on light-emitting celestial objects. His book Stars and Atoms, pub-
lished in 1927, includes chapters on the connection between light and mass, as well 
as spectral phenomena. The cosmic darkness, against which most of these studies 
are being conducted, is rarely mentioned. I believe that from a novelist perspective, 
it is venturesome to literarily process such an unapproached subject. Woolf, how-
ever, at an early stage recognizes its importance and eagerly engages it.  

In an outline of ‘Time Passes’, on an unlined notebook paper amongst other 
keywords, Woolf wrote down: “Sun, moon & Stars” and “Darkness” (qtd. in Dick 
51). Coherently, most references to darkness are to be found in the middle section 
of the novel. ‘Time Passes’ starts out with a thrilling account of the cosmic darkness 
that is about to submerge the novel’s literary cosmos: 

So with all the lamps out, the moon sunk, and a thin rain drumming 
on the roof a downpouring of immense darkness began. Nothing, it 
seemed could survive the flood, the profusion of darkness which, 
creeping in at keyholes and crevices, stole round window blinds, came 
into bedrooms, swallowed up here a jug and basin, there a bowl of red 
and yellow dahlias, there the sharp edges and firm bulk of a chest of 
drawers. (Woolf, TL 103) 

Woolf intertwines celestial body movement and an “immense darkness” (Woolf, TL 
103). Following the thought of darkness being a part of Woolf’s astronomical con-
ception, Henry notes that “[g]limpsing the moon and stars against the hard black of 
the night sky incredibly impressed upon Woolf a vision that would help shape what 
I would call her global aesthetic” (2). I believe in the realm of Woolf’s “global aes-
thetic”, darkness plays a central role (Henry 2). In a recount of a night out in London 
on September 1923, Woolf noted in her diary, “[o]ff I rode without much time, 
against such a wind; and again I had a satisfaction in being matched with powerful 
things, like wind and dark” (qtd. in Bell 101). 

Similar to Woolf during that autumn night, the novel’s protagonists can sense 
the powerful darkness that surrounds them. They are aware of its presence and to a 
certain degree seem to understand its vicinity. Mrs Ramsay in stream of conscious-
ness contemplates about the impression others have of oneself and the actual self. 
She connects darkness to the unknown resources and extent of the human mind. 
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Besides from the few glimpses of one’s being which are visible to others “[b]eneath 
it is all dark, it is all spreading, it is unfathomably deep; but now and again we rise to 
the surface and that is what you see us by” (Woolf, TL 53). Opposed to his wife, Mr 
Ramsay shares a rather negative connection to the novel’s darkness. He unwillingly 
gravitates towards it, like matter to a black hole. Whilst Mrs Ramsay comes to terms 
with its magnitude, Mr Ramsay is haunted by its presence. He estimates the reach of 
his “splendid mind” using the letters of the alphabet as a metaphorical scale (Woolf, 
TL 30). Woolf characterizes the moment he realizes he can only reach Q and possi-
bly not R with great disparity: “In that flash of darkness he heard people saying – he 
was a failure – that R was beyond him” (Woolf, TL 31). 

In Woolf’s ‘global aesthetic’, darkness imposes on her protagonist either emo-
tions of curiosity or disparity. To some degree, it catalyses the emotion they already 
have, but it also seems to evoke these at the same time. The thrilling darkness, op-
posed to the solar beams of the lighthouse, functions as a pitch-black canvas Woolf 
paints the novel’s universe on. Similar to Lilly Briscoe, the novel looks “blankly at 
the [black] canvas, with its uncompromising […] stare” (Woolf, TL 130). Rather 
than highlighting any certain areas, like the lighthouse’s solar beams, it soothes and 
smoothens the narrative and the protagonist’s actions. Despite its dark and uncom-
promising character one can feel its necessity. The novel’s solar light alone would 
leave literary cosmos imbalanced and so it is given its daunting counterpart. 

3.3 The Vision of Cosmic Emptiness 

The vision of cosmic emptiness, which I will discuss in this final subchapter on as-
tronomy, references to the previously discussed cosmological darkness. Its refer-
ences show equal indications for possibly being a product of a metaphorical science-
to-literature transition. Building upon her idea of darkness, Woolf subsequently in-
troduces a literary adaptation of the concept of what I believe was the cosmological 
emptiness. Owing to its sustainable visualisation and secluded textual references, I 
have decided to discuss the topic separate from ‘A Literary Cosmos of Solar Light 
and Stirring Darkness’.  

The novel features two implementations of emptiness. The first, for this sub-
chapter irrelevant implementation, can be transcribed to human beings. It is one that 
Lilly Briscoe, for instance, experiences when pitying Mr Ramsay. She feels “a sudden 
emptiness; a frustration” (Woolf, TL 128). Although this emptiness will be im-
portant in the next main chapter on psychology, it is too emotionally dependant to 
be connected or extracted from the astronomical discourse. The emptiness I would 
like to highlight is of a more profound nature. Henry’s Virginia Woolf and the Discourse 
of Science includes a chapter titled ‘Maps, globes and “solid objects”’. She states, 
“[e]ven in her earliest writings, Woolf began investigating the ways narrative shapes 
how one encounters the material world” (Henry 72). If she investigated the connec-
tion between the narrative and the material world, I assume, it is likely that Woolf 
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would have also engaged with one of its ultimate states, the complete absence of 
matter.  

In the realms of the material world, emptiness can be described as the absence 
of solid objects or physical entities. A comprehension of emptiness that emerged 
when astronomers observed with “improved telescopic technologies” how the uni-
verse extended far beyond our own solar system (Henry 15). “Spectacular images of 
intergalactic space” like “spiral nebulae and distant stars” were published in the daily 
press, each showing a dark background of nothingness (Henry 15). Like little islands 
of solidity, galaxies were located in the vast and dark emptiness of the universe. A 
cosmic emptiness that, I believe, is a reoccurring theme alongside darkness in ‘Time 
Passes’. Julia Briggs observes that the novel “progresses from the plenitude of life 
(‘The Window’) to the emptiness of death (‘Time Passes’), returning to life once 
more in ‘The Lighthouse’” (WIE 145). Emptiness and darkness shape the narrative 
of the middle section of To the Lighthouse.  

Accordingly, Woolf writes in ‘Time Passes’: “Suddenly, the empty drawing-room 
steps, the frill of the chair inside, the puppy tumbling on the terrace, the whole wave 
and whisper of the garden became like curves and arabesques flourishing round a 
centre of complete emptiness” (TL 147). 

Woolf’s vision of emptiness in some key-characteristics resembles comic emp-
tiness. For once, it is hostile, thus prohibits the existence of organic life. Although 
she refers to the symbolic meaning of an empty shell, Briggs echoes a similar im-
pression: “The shell […] acquires at least three different significances in To the Light-
house: […] Its third meaning is that of a container emptied of life, a place of silence 
and absence – the world of ‘Time Passes’” (150). Her focus turns to novel’s middle 
chapter, which again proves to have an extraordinary literary capability that allows 
to feature innovative narrative concepts. Through ‘Time Passes’, Briggs also 
acknowledges the previously mentioned connection between darkness and empti-
ness. She writes, “‘Time Passes’ is the novel’s place of absence and emptiness, be-
ginning with the sleepers’ absence of consciousness, and figured initially as a down-
pouring of darkness” (Briggs 149). 

Besides being prohibitive to any forms of organic life, the novel’s emptiness also 
is characterised as something very unusual and highly alarming. These moments of 
blankness can also be found in the other chapters, outside of ‘Time Passes’. Woolf, 
for instance, chooses Lilly Briscoe, who is besides Mrs Ramsay one of the most 
sensible protagonists, to experience and recount the cosmic emptiness’ alienating 
quiddity. Whilst Mr Ramsay and the others have embarked on their mission to the 
lighthouse and seem to be “swallowed up in that blue”, she thinks about the empti-
ness in the Ramsay’s house: 

And now again all was quiet. They must be out of bed by this time, she 
supposed, looking at the house, but nothing appeared there. But then, 
she remembered, they had always made off directly a meal was over, 
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on business of their own. It was all in keeping with this silence, this 
emptiness, and the unreality of the early morning hour. (Woolf, TL 
156-157) 

The lifeless emptiness following the death of several protagonist and the war – a 
blankness that most evidently dwells in ‘Time Passes’ – has not completely left the 
Ramsay’s house. Some of it still clings to the residence and prevails adding an essence 
of unreality to things. 

Although the bridge between the novel’s emptiness and the astronomical dis-
course at times seems to be rather inexplicit, I believe there is a connection. From a 
strong interest in astronomy, Woolf became sensible to the necessity and allure of 
the interaction of light and darkness. Through darkness she introduces a lifeless cos-
mic emptiness, which is most evident in the remarkable chapter ‘Time Passes’. Ob-
serving celestial bodies, experiencing cosmic events, and being fascinated with solar 
lights – emitted by the stars and the sun, situated in a daunting darkness – she formed 
ideas for narrative techniques and created her own novel universe in To the Lighthouse. 
It might not be as apparent as the one in Thomas Hardy’s Two on a Tower, but none-
theless it is reason and cause for several literary decisions. These affect the narrative 
style Woolf chose, namely her scoping technique, but are also represented on a lit-
erary level that influences the protagonists of the novel. 

Before moving on to the third chapter on psychology, I think it is interesting to 
acknowledge interconnectivity between the different fields of scientific discourse 
that to some readers might have already become apparent. Woolf most deliberately 
shows her connection to the discourse of Einstein’s physics and astronomy in the 
novel’s chapter ‘Time Passes’. This again leads to instances where conceptual adap-
tions from both scientific discourses move closely together. For instance, the astro-
nomical darkness that emerges in ‘Time Passes’ is closely intertwined with Woolf’s 
exceptional plea for the relativity of time, as it sets the atmosphere for her temporal 
endeavour. Then again stirring darkness and cosmic emptiness are also terms that 
could be used to describe the psyche of some of Woolf’s protagonists. Also, the 
human psyche not only plays a crucial role in the next main chapter on psychology, 
also Woolf’s evaluation of the relativity of time relies on the human psyche of dif-
ferent to protagonists to account for its individual manifestation.  

After laying the focus on two natural scientific discourses that are only margin-
ally concerned with human affairs, at least on a purely scientific level, the next sci-
ence crucially depends on the human mind and psyche as its main field of investiga-
tion. In order to account for Woolf wide ranging interest in scientific discourses and 
to map a variety of conceptual adaptions, I have chosen to dedicate the last main 
chapter to her connection to the inter-divisional discourse of psychology. Although 
psychology cannot entirely be identified as a scientific subject, unlike physics and 
astronomy, the stimulating atmosphere of its upcoming discourse during the nine-
teenth and twentieth century is much alike to that of physics and astronomy. Further, 
its concepts and theories are equally, perhaps even more, suitable to be transferred 
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and implemented in literary works. Consequently, it is a suitable field of examination 
for the present thesis. 

4 Psychology 

And I meant to record for psychological purposes that strange night 
when I meant to meet Leonard and did not meet him. What an inten-
sity of feeling was pressed into those hours! (Woolf qtd. in Bell 100)  

These were some of the words Woolf wrote down into her diary in 1923, shortly 
after she suffered “a short but violent mental tremor” (Bell 100). Considering that 
psychology at the time was only beginning to establish itself, her choice of words, 
more specifically “psychological purposes”, is rather forward-looking (Woolf qtd. in 
Bell 100). Mental maladies were a constant companion of hers, sometimes seeming 
to disappear but continuously returning after periods of sanity. Also, her diary entry 
illustrates a sensitive awareness of her own psychological state and resonates a strive 
to put into words what she felt in such intense emotional moments. A strive which 
will be of high importance in the following subchapters on psychology.  

The psychological discourse developed from the philosophical discourse. Early 
twentieth-century psychologists categorised psychological concepts into those de-
scribing a person’s inner experiences and those investigating the causes for a per-
son’s actions. Their categorisation is convenient as it reflects two essential areas of 
psychology which I will also examine throughout this chapter: The inner experiences 
of the novel’s protagonists as well as the actions that result of these emotions and 
feelings. The first subchapter investigates the origins of Woolf’s psychoanalytical 
focus; thus her motivation and strive to create real fictional characters. It will answer 
the question of how Woolf constructed her protagonists as close as possible to real 
human beings, including the multitude of feelings and emotions one can experience 
at times. Thereafter, I will focus on To the Lighthouse and examine the Ramsay’s family 
structures with a psychoanalytical focus. Along these lines, I will analyse Woolf’s 
literary implementation of the Freudian Oedipus complex and the novel’s reoccur-
ring theme of male demand for sympathy. In the last subchapter, I will then engage 
with Woolf’s traumatic but sophisticated relationship with death and highlight its 
conceptual implementations in the novel. 

Boulter notes, “[a]t the end of the nineteenth century, psychology was a very 
young subject” (77). Even at the beginning of the twentieth century, it was at an 
early stage in its development. Nonetheless, it had already become apparent that 
psychology would progress into an extremely diverse science with a multitude of 
sub-discourses. However, at the beginning of the twentieth century, these sub-dis-
courses were more or less connected with each other, justifying the unified approach 
I chose to pursue. To focus on a singular sub-discourse, like the Freudian ‘Oedipus 
Complex’, would mean to disregard the various other traces of psychological con-
cepts that are to be found in the novel. One of the main targets of this thesis is to 
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map Woolf’s wide-ranging interest in the three scientific discourses and the subse-
quent metaphorical and conceptual adaptions, rather than focussing on a particular 
sub-discourse.

Through works of writers such as H.G. Wells, Dorothy Richardson, and Ford 
Madox Ford, the psychological discourse of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century was closely intertwined with the development of literary modernism (Ham-
mond 3). According to Hammond, “[i]t is no stretch to say that such [psychological] 
discourses are intimately connected with the development of literary modernism” 
(3). Woolf, who was also familiar with Wells’s psychologically influenced novel The 
Time Machine, through her personal environment was likely to have come into contact 
with psychological discourses on multiple occasions, she, for instance, “had familiar 
ties to people who theorised [on psychological concepts such as] fellow feeling or 
intersubjectivity” (Hammond 27). Her and Leonard’s move to Bloomsbury would 
have added to such occasions as “in Bloomsbury […] [a] surge in scientific interest 
and activity involved many more professional biologist and writers than before. 
These people were even more determined to explore the meanings and values of 
life, with an emphasis on molecular science and psychology” (Boulter 146). Her per-
sonal surroundings and pursue of “‘getting inside’ fictional heads” led her on a liter-
ary path that is naturally connected to the psychological discourse of the time (Ham-
mond 148).

4.1 Depth of the Human Psyche – Turning the Focus Inwards

Woolf, partly through her own mental illness, had a unique awareness of the depth 
of the human psyche, that increasingly inspired an interest in psychological concepts. 
The assumption that one’s psychological state and individual personality is often 
only partly known by others stands above all these concepts. One is a stranger to 
some degree; even to those one calls his closest friends. Only fragments of a person’s 
true and entire self become apparent at times. To put it in Mrs Ramsay’s words: 
“Beneath it is all dark, it is all spreading, it is unfathomably deep; but now and again 
we rise to the surface and that is what you see us by” (Woolf, TL 53). Comprehend-
ing the full extent of the human psyche, would require descending into the depths 
of another person’s mind. Although, this objective is rather challenging to achieve 
in reality, Woolf believed a novelist has the means and tools to do so. Being a creator 
of fictional characters comes with a certain responsibility. A novel’s protagonists, 
for instance, can and should be constructed in such a manner that the usually hidden 
depth of their psyche is at least brought to the reader’s awareness.

Woolf’s strong opinion on the topic led to a conflict with the Edwardian novelist 
Arnold Bennett and H. G. Wells. The reason for the conflict is best described in 
terms of a lack of human insight in their novels. “Woolf wanted to shine a light on 
the dark places of psychology, character, thought, desire and memory” (Boulter 131). 
In what Bell calls her “private manifesto”, the essay Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown, she 
“outlines her programme for the next decade” (105). This programme portrays her
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drive to create real fictional characters. She exemplifies her critique by describing an 
encounter with two passengers on a train, one of them being Mrs Brown. Woolf 
recounts how Mrs Brown imposes on her a great deal of impressions and thought 
about her character. To her, Bennett and Wells would have failed to capture the real 
essence of Mrs Browns being, as “the Edwardians are never interested in character 
itself …” (Woolf, BB 12). Neither Mr Bennett nor Mr Wells would “capture the real 
Mrs Brown because none of them is interested in the real character of human be-
ings” (Bell 104).  

Traces of her endeavour to “create believable character minds”, can be found in 
To the Lighthouse (Hammond 148). Woolf had two possible ways to convey the fact 
that the entirety of the human psyche goes beyond that what had been insufficiently 
presented in fiction: Tackling the problem with innovative literary techniques or re-
flect on the issue itself and thus create an awareness for it. In To the Lighthouse, Woolf 
does both. Her protagonist Lilly Briscoe makes a statement that resonates the latter 
option. When reflecting upon Mrs Ramsay’s personality, her thoughts strikingly co-
incide with Woolf’s point of view: 

And yet, she knew knowledge and wisdom were stored up in Mrs Ram-
say’s heart. How then, she asked herself, did one know one thing or 
another about people, sealed as they were? Only like a bee drawn by 
some sweetness or sharpness in the air intangible to touch or taste, one 
haunted the dome-shaped hive, ranged the wastes of the air over the 
countries of the world alone, and then haunted the hives with their 
murmurs and their stirrings; the hives which were people. (Woolf, TL 
44)  

Only fleeting scents of one’s true being can be sensed by others, whilst the full depth 
may be never fully understood. Lilly Briscoe describes an unfeasible hunt; a predator 
following the smell of a prey he will never chase down. Besides appealing to the 
readers awareness, Woolf also applies innovative literary techniques like the stream 
of consciousness, in To the Lighthouse, giving a voice to protagonists’ innermost 
thoughts. The technique itself, however, shall be of minor importance. Although, 
the quotations I have chosen from the novel throughout this chapter, are often writ-
ten in the stream of consciousness technique, owing to their psychological precise-
ness and depth. Evidently, Woolf turns the literary focus inwards and, in many ways, 
resonates what psychology seeks to do – conceptualise and discover the depths of 
the human psyche. 

4.2 Concepts of Human Relations – The Oedipus Complex and Male 
Demand 

Woolf also performs a literary inward turn when composing the fictional character 
of Mr Ramsay. Like Mrs Ramsay shares lots of character traits with Woolf’s mother 
Julia Stephen, Mr Ramsay in many ways resembles her father Leslie Stephen. Both 
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her parents’ fictional embodiments are inevitably loaded with Woolf’s personal feel-
ings and emotions. This, however, is a point I have touched upon earlier. In the 
chapter on astronomy, I discussed how Mrs Ramsay opposes the novel’s darkness 
with her maternal warmth and sun-like personification. It is no stretch to say that 
said process heavily depends on the psychological depth Woolf assigns Mrs Ramsay, 
making her character more firm and profound. Abel notes that “the more deeply 
Woolf excavates the relationship with her mother the more intense the ambivalence 
she uncovers, and the greater her affinity with [psychoanalyst Melanie] Klein” (Abel, 
PFOP 17). Woolf psychoanalytically examined her personal relationship to her par-
ents and projected them into the Ramsay’s family structures and the protagonist’s 
emotional dependencies. 

Besides the protagonists themselves, Woolf also constructs their relations to 
each other with great psychological commitment. The most interesting constellation 
is to be found between Mr Ramsay, Mrs Ramsay, and their son James. Woolf’s liter-
ary depiction of their relationship is profoundly influenced by the Oedipal Complex, 
a psychoanalytical concept developed by Sigmund Freud. Buchanan notes, “[g]iven 
that Woolf’s Hogarth Press was Freud’s first English language publisher, it is not 
surprising that Woolf’s connection to Freudianism and the Oedipus Complex is un-
usually close” (136). Freud’s theories about sexuality were frequently discussed 
amongst the members of the Bloomsbury group. In the course of their doctrine “to 
behave and live honestly” as Cambridge Apostles, “some had brashly revealed their 
own feelings about human sexuality” (Boulter 123). In the course of this develop-
ment, they speculated “about unconscious feelings on sexuality recognised by 
Freud” (Boulter 123). Indeed, Woolf remarks that “sex permeated […] [their] con-
versation” (Woolf qtd. in Boulter 122). 

Early twentieth-century psychologist Carl Gustav Jung summarises the Oedipus 
complex as the following:  

All it means, in effect is that the childish demands for love are directed 
to mother and father, and to the extent that these demands have al-
ready attained a certain degree of intensity, so that the chosen object is 
jealously defended, we can speak of an ‘Oedipus Complex’. (Jung 152) 

In regard to Woolf’s novel, many of Jung’s criteria are being met. In ‘The Window’, 
James Ramsay at an infant stage, driven by the feelings for his mother, strongly des-
pises his father. Describing James’s intense emotions Woolf recounts that  

his son hated him. He hated him for coming up to them, for stopping 
and looking down on them; he hated him for interrupting them; […] 
but most of all he hated the twang and twitter of his father’s emotion 
which, vibrating around them, disturbed the perfect simplicity and 
good sense of his relationship with his mother. […] There he stood 
demanding sympathy. (Woolf, TL 33)  

James feels that his father poses a danger to the close connection he shares with his 
mother. Mr Ramsay’s vibrancies interfere with those of James. His intense emotions 
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of jealousy and hatred lead him to fantasise about killing his father. On the very first 
page of the novel the reader learns of his intense emotions: 

“But”, said his father, stopping in front of the drawing-room window, 
“it won’t be fine.” Had there been an axe handy, a poker, or any 
weapon that would have gashed a hole in his father’s breast and killed 
him, there and then, James would have seized it. Such were the ex-
tremes of emotion that Mr Ramsay excited in his children’s breasts by 
his mere presence. (Woolf, TL 7)  

Although Mrs Ramsay is the object of James’s desire which he seeks to protect, 
Woolf’s oedipal complex lacks in sexuality. It seems as Woolf’s takes Freud’s psy-
choanalytic concept and renders it to her own and ultimately to the novel’s needs. 
Abel resonates a similar opinion, as she observes that “[t]he oedipal structure that 
dominates James’s childhood in ‘The Window’ is completed during his voyage to 
the Lighthouse” (FOP 46). He “‘cease[s] to think’ about his mother” (Woolf qtd. in 
Abel, FOP 46). Woolf’s protagonist overcomes the strength of sexual and infant 
desire for his mother and frees himself from his maternal bond. Interestingly, by 
doing so he “submits to his father’s will”; thus switches from one reliance into an-
other (Abel, FOP 46). Woolf displays a fundamental parental dependency. This, 
however, coincides with the psychological discourse of the time. Whilst the Oedipus 
Complex mostly revolves around the mother, psychologist Jung notes in ‘The Father 
and the Destiny of the Individual’: “The latest investigations show the predominat-
ing influences of the father’s character in a family, often lasting for centuries” (303). 
Coherently, Woolf showcases how James and Cam even at an adult stage in their 
lives are affected by their father’s emotions and actions. Whether Woolf knew about 
Jung and his theories can only be guessed. It is, however, evident that she sensed 
psychologically relevant human relations and implemented them into her narratives.  

This process was partly influenced by Woolf’s own childhood and her relation-
ship with parents. As previously stated, Mr and Mrs Ramsay share many attributes 
of Woolf’s parents. Hence, it is likely that through the fictional character of James 
and Cam she processes her very own childhood emotions. Like Mr Ramsay, Woolf’s 
father Leslie Stephens was a demanding personality and, after the death of her 
mother, overcome by grief and deep psychological trauma. In what Abel terms “au-
tobiographical fiction”, Woolf psychologically recounts her childhood memories 
and feelings about her parents (FOP 45). In Mr. Bennet and Mrs. Brown she examines, 
“if the characters are real the novel will have a chance; if they are not, oblivion will 
be its portion (Woolf, BB 3). I believe, creating psychological fictional protagonist 
with an autobiographical inspiration, helped Woolf to adhere to her own require-
ments.  

Woolf’s version of the Oedipus Complex is closely connected to male demand 
for sympathy, another psychologically relevant concept. Mr Ramsay’s demand for 
sympathy and attention is the reason for James’s strong feelings. Woolf further elab-
orates on the causa throughout the novel as James is not the only protagonist to 
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experience Mr Ramsay’s need for acceptation. Also, Lilly Briscoe at a later stage in 
the novel finds herself caught up in Mr Ramsay’s insecurities: 

Why, at this completely inappropriate moment, when he was stooping 
over her shoe, should she be so tormented with sympathy for him that, 
as she stooped too, the blood rushed to her face, and, thinking of her 
callousness […] she felt her eyes swell and tingle with tears? […] There 
was no helping Mr Ramsay on the journey he was going. (Woolf, TL 
128) 

Lilly Briscoe’s chain of thoughts suggest, the “inward voyage” Mr Ramsay is cur-
rently on, is one he has to navigate himself (Richter 13). She senses his demanding 
personality but manages to resist the tedious male outcries for sympathy. Outcries 
Mr Ramsay, at least partly, is aware of: “And then, and then – this was one of those 
moments when an enormous need urged him, without being conscious what it was, 
to approach any woman, to force them, he did not care how, his need was so great, 
to give him what he wanted: sympathy” (Woolf, TL 125). 

Woolf displays Mr Ramsay’s fragile psychic state to reinforce Lilly Briscoe’s 
strength. To Hammond, “Woolf distrusts male desire for female sympathy” refer-
ring to “Mr Ramsay[’s] […] constant need to be nourished by his wife’s sympathy” 
(151). Evidently, Woolf is eager to resolve the novel’s psychological affairs, with 
James renouncing the bond with his mother – although devoting himself to his fa-
ther – and Lilly Briscoe withstanding male demands for sympathy and attention. Mr 
Ramsay’s male desires in ‘To the Lighthouse’ are mostly unfulfilled, due to the death 
of Mrs Ramsay in ‘Time Passes’. A remarkable chapter which also contains the dra-
matic events of the First World War. Events which I will analyse to their psycholog-
ical effect on the protagonist in the next subchapter. 

4.3 Woolf and the Trauma of Death 

Mrs Ramsay’s death is the one that most presently haunts the protagonist in ‘To the 
Lighthouse’. It occurs during the ten years covered in the middle chapter of the 
novel ‘Time Passes’. Besides Mrs Ramsay, Andrew and Prue also lose their lives, 
leaving the Ramsay family very much diminished from their original number. The 
abundance of death, found in ‘Time Passes’, is reinforced by references to the First 
World War. The cleaning lady Mrs McNab, during the absence of the Ramsay family 
in ‘Time Passes’, moved by Mrs Ramsay’s death feels that “she would never want 
them again. She was dead, they said, years ago, in London. […] And once they had 
been coming, but had put off coming, what with the war, and travel being so difficult 
these days” (Woolf, TL 111). Keeping in mind the chapters on Einstein’s physics 
and astronomy, ‘Time Passes’ again proves to be a sophisticated part of the novel 
that includes references to various scientific discourses.  

The abundance of death and the consequential destruction of family life found 
is likely to be connected to Woolf’s personal life. Especially the death of her mother 
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Julia Stephen in 1895, when Woolf was only 13 years old, and her half-brother Thoby 
in 1906 were psychologically traumatic events. Johnson remarks that “Woolf was 
extremely fond of Thoby and his loss was a terrible blow after the earlier losses of 
those dearest to her” (172). Death, being an extremely challenging psychological 
burden, would have taken Woolf quite some time to process. A burden, I believe, 
Woolf, to some degree, comes to terms with in To the Lighthouse. 

In regard to the psychological discourse of the time, death was proving to a 
fruitful and widely discussed psychological subject. A discussion that was catalysed 
by the events of the war, with soldiers returning home and experiencing grave psy-
chological maladies. Psychoanalytical theories and concepts were constructed like 
the so-called ‘Shell Shock’ or the ‘Trauma theory’, heavily influenced by Jung. Also, 
Freud played a crucial and particularly interesting role in the discourse. O’Connor 
notes that “[b]y confirming the most controversial aspects of psychoanalytical the-
ory, the First World War gave Freud rich material with which to revise and expand 
his ideas about civilization, aggression, ambivalence, and mourning” (175). In con-
nection to Freud and death, Freedman writes, “[a]lthough Freud’s work is only one 
of many to conceptualize death in the twentieth century, his psychoanalytical meth-
odology is the closes correlative to the psychological narrative of the novel, [Mrs. 
Dalloway,] and has provided a compelling account of dynamics of narrative in gen-
eral” (6). The proximity of Freud to the literary re-working of death, Freedman ex-
amines, will be discussed in the following. Nonetheless, I would firstly like to high-
light the maternal death of Mrs Ramsay. 

Woolf’s decision to place a female death at the centre of narration, poses a clear 
conceptual change compared to Mrs. Dalloway. The novel published in 1925, two 
years before To the Lighthouse, features the death of protagonist Septimus Warren 
Smith. Septimus, who has returned from the war psychologically wounded, commits 
suicide. The main protagonist Mrs Dalloway is gravely affected by his death. This 
very much reflects the general tendency of the time: “If the beautiful dead female 
body is the icon of the nineteenth century, then the male one is the icon of the 
twentieth” (Psomiades qtd. in Freedman 5). Freedman further observes that “since 
it is the man who dies increasingly it is the woman who speaks, most dramatically” 
(4-5). In To the Lighthouse the concept seems to be reversed. Mr Ramsay is the one 
suffering from the death of his wife. He, however, does not to explicitly refer to her 
demise, instead he reflects on his own fragile psychological state. He experiences an 
intense mourning that turns into self-pity:  

He had found the house and so seeing it, he had also seen himself 
there; he had seen himself walking on the terrace, alone. He was walk-
ing up and down between the urns, and he seemed to himself very old 
and bowed. Sitting in the boat he bowed, he crouched himself acting 
instantly his part – the part of a desolate man, widowed, bereft; and so 
called up before him in hosts people sympathising with him; staged for 
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himself as he sat in the boat, a little drama; which required of him de-
crepitude and exhaustion and sorrow (he raised his hands and looked 
at the thinness of them to confirm his dream) […]. (Woolf, TL 137) 

Woolf frames Mr Ramsay’s intimate thoughts into what he believes to be a dream. 
Freud highly values their expressiveness and notes “[t]he study of dreams may be 
considered the most trustworthy method of investigating deep mental processes” 
(Freud qtd. in O’Connor 176). As Leonard Woolf observes, “[i]n the decade before 
1924 in the so-called Bloomsbury circle there was a great interest in Freud and psy-
cho-analysis, and the interest was extremely serious”, I believe Woolf’s choice of 
framing Mr Ramsay’s intimate thoughts in a dream is likely to be connected to 
Freud’s psychoanalytical concepts (Leonard Woolf qtd. in O’Connor 177-178).  

A further conceptual linkage between Woolf and Freud can be found in the 
connection between family breakdown and cultural trauma caused by World War 1. 
In Freud’s theories, family trauma is closely connected to the events following World 
War 1. Accordingly, O’Connor notes, “[i]n the post-war narratives of Sigmund 
Freud and Virginia Woolf, the trauma to a larger cultural structure of Europe plays 
out in themes of family breakdown” (178-179). A family breakdown the reader can 
begin to sense in ‘The Window’ and one that ultimately occurs after the events of 
‘Time Passes’ in ‘To the Lighthouse’. 

To the Lighthouse may be considered a post-war narrative but the influences the 
war has on the novel are not as clear as in Mrs. Dalloway. Overall, Mrs Ramsay’s death 
is the most influential and traumatic trigger in the post-war chapter ‘To the Light-
house’. Yet, there are traces of psychological disturbances that can be connected to 
the war. For instance, when Lilly Briscoe thinks about Mrs Ramsay’s death, she is 
confronted with a grave psychological emptiness: “How aimless it was, how chaotic, 
how unreal it was, she thought, looking at her empty coffee cup. Mrs Ramsay dead; 
Andrew killed; Prue dead too – repeat it as she might it roused no feeling in her” 
(Woolf, TL 122). Lilly Briscoe feels alienated from the order of things, paralysed to 
the point of emotional numbness. I believe, her inability to emotionally react to the 
omnipresence of death as well as her loss of faith in the old order, is partly caused 
by the war. In Mrs. Dalloway Septimus Warren Smith, similar to Lilly Briscoe, expe-
riences a psychological state of not feeling at all: “He looked at people outside; happy 
they seemed […]. But he could not taste, he could not feel” (Woolf, MD 79). Lilly 
Briscoe’s feeling of a pervading unreality of things can be connected to the traumatic 
aftermath of the war. Most people lost faith in the old order of things and were often 
left with nothing to hold on.  

Unlike Septimus, Lilly Briscoe, however, does not loose herself in deep traumatic 
paralysis. Her completing the painting suggests that she has come to terms with the 
past. It also implies that death has a crucial influence on the aesthetic output. Boulter 
states, “Woolf said it was truth that war left behind in an individual, after feeling and 
thought were taken away” (145). Death and great trauma, when dealt with in an 
adequate way, can lead to a deeper psychological understanding. An understanding 
that can aid to succeed in the aesthetic process. At first, Lilly Briscoe is incapable of 
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giving the process of art-production the seriousness it demands: “It was all Mrs 
Ramsay’s doing. She was dead. Here was Lily, at forty-four, wasting her time, unable 
to do a thing, standing there, playing at painting, playing at the one thing one did not 
play at, and this was all Mrs Ramsay’s fault. She was dead” (Woolf, TL 124). Again, 
the imagery of numbness resurfaces, the inability to react to something accordingly. 
Death affects the artist in a most intense way. Lilly Briscoe manages to overcome 
the emotional and aesthetic paralysis as she sets her mind to finish the picture: “She 
would paint that picture now. It had been knocking about in her mind all these years. 
Where were her paints, she wondered? Her paints, yes. She had left them in the hall 
last night. She would start at once. She got up quickly, before Mr Ramsay turned” 
(Woolf, TL 122). The only one who could possibly stop her now is Mr Ramsay, 
whom she eventually manages to resist. 

In a bibliographical endeavour Woolf constructs her novel To the Lighthouse and, 
just as Lilly completes her painting, stands up to the ghosts of her past and succeeds 
in creating her work. Throughout this chapter on psychology this is perhaps the 
most crucial point to acknowledge – how Woolf’s own, often intense, psychological 
experiences formed a deep psychological understanding, which enabled her to nar-
ratively engage with psychological concepts to a high degree of sufficiency. 

5 Conclusion 

The present thesis has exhibited and discussed a selected number of significant con-
ceptual adaptions and literary constructions in Woolf’s novel, connected to the sci-
entific discourses of Einstein’s physics, astronomy, and psychology. Although there 
is much more to discover, the examples of conceptual adaptions provided in the 
three main chapters showcase Woolf’s wide-ranging and most certainly unique par-
ticipation in the discourses of the respective sciences. Through her personal sur-
roundings, in particular the interdisciplinary discussions and inquisitive atmosphere 
of the Bloomsbury group, her diversified understanding of science goes far beyond 
that of most early twentieth-century literates. At times she might not have entirely 
understood complex scientific theories, such as Einstein’s physics, but she was in-
deed capable of making use of the essence and the metaphorical containers these 
concepts provided. Woolf – a novelist who was seeking for ways and means to ex-
press what she felt had previously been contained in “ill fitted vestments” – found 
in the discourses of science a pool of ideas and concepts that only needed a few 
adjustments to be transferred and used in a literary context (Woolf, MF 160). Evi-
dently, in her works, she evaluates and interprets scientific concepts and theories. 
The thesis has shown how these instances of science-to-literature transferences are 
particularly compelling in To the Lighthouse. 

Her 1927 novel has proven to contain several, arguably intentionally or uninten-
tionally, literary constructions derived from scientific discourses. The first main 
chapter mapped how Woolf, inspired and encouraged by the concepts of Einstein’s 
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physics, forged a unique comprehension of space and time. As a result, the novel’s 
protagonists Mr Ramsay and his son James both differently experience the passing 
of time. Going a step further, Woolf elaborates the relativeness and non-linear op-
eration of time by constructing three chapters that in their temporal and even spatial 
characteristics immensely differ from one another. The second main chapter dis-
played how Woolf, from a close relation to the discourse of astronomy, creates her 
own literary universe in To the Lighthouse. It pleaded for a connection between the 
novel’s narrative framing and the methodology of observational cosmology. From 
there on, it exhibited how Woolf gravitates her novel around the lighthouse with its 
solar beams, reinforced by Mrs Ramsay’s illuminating maternal presence, and plays 
them against a lurking darkness that, at times, seems to be capable of devouring the 
whole narrative. Subsequently, Woolf introduces a literary concept of emptiness that 
in many ways is akin to a hostile astronomic emptiness. Thereafter, the last chapter 
tracked conceptual adaptions from the discourse of psychology. After generally por-
traying Woolf’s strive to “get […] inside fictional heads” and exhibiting her intimate 
relation to the subject of psychology, it showcased how she implemented her own 
interpretation of the Oedipus complex into the Ramsay family and discusses the 
theme of male demand for sympathy and empathy (Hammond 148). Thereafter it 
continued to follow Woolf’s connection to the psychologically challenging theme of 
death. Whilst moving closely alongside the protagonists Mrs Ramsay and Lilly Bris-
coe, the chapter examined how Woolf bibliographically processes the deaths of 
those dearest to her and illustrates its conceptual references in the novel. 

Indeed, considering all three chapters, the thesis has shown how important the 
close investigation of Woolf’s protagonist is for approaching certain thematic areas. 
The amount of thought and preciseness she devoted to the construction of her fic-
tional characters and their relations to one another is impressive. As a result, laying 
a critical focus on the novel’s protagonists has proven to be effective in revealing a 
number of thematically relevant concepts for the present thesis. For instance, 
Woolf’s account of the non-linear operation of time heavily depends upon the inti-
mate recounts offered by Mr Ramsay and James. Further, the study of their delicate 
relationship to one another and Mrs Ramsay has displayed Woolf’s own version of 
the Oedipal Complex. It is safe to say that the present thesis very much depends on 
what the protagonists from To the Lighthouse recount of the cosmos they exist in. As 
science in real-life aims to encode the mechanism working inside a human being and 
in its environment, Woolf’s alert and intelligent protagonists, for instance Lilly Bris-
coe, sense some of the structures existing around them and make several intriguingly 
enlightening and self-conscious statements. Mrs Ramsay, for instance, senses her 
connection to the lighthouse and Lilly Briscoe does not only decode Mr Ramsay’s 
demanding personality but also reminisces on the extent of the human psyche and 
the limits of discovering it. At times, it seems Woolf speaks through her protagonists 
divulging her own thoughts and believes.  

In ‘Time Passes’, however, Woolf only seldomly depends on the insightful mo-
ments offered by her protagonists. In a remarkably innovative chapter characterised 
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by flux, Woolf condenses the passing of ten years into a few pages, whilst scoping 
to ‘To the Lighthouse’. Deliberate conceptual connections to the discourses of Ein-
stein’s physics and astronomy can be located throughout a de-humanised transpor-
tation. Woolf frees herself from most literary restrictions and gives thrilling accounts 
of an astronomical darkness as well as the momentary solar beams of the lighthouse 
that shine a dim light into the novel’s cosmos of emptiness. Time literally flies by 
and ghost-like, transcendent images of the protagonists emerge but are blown away 
as fast as they have appeared. In “an incessant shower of innumerable atoms” the 
literary renderings of scientific concepts guide the reader’s focus through an alien-
ated world – “moon country” – with too little human presence to oppose the seem-
ingly infinite account of the essence of reality (Woolf, MF 160; Woolf, TL 14). 

Although, at times, the connection between Woolf and certain conceptual ori-
gins might seem vague, I believe, there is nothing but further knowledge and under-
standing to be gained. One might arrive at the final impression that Woolf’s connec-
tion to Einstein is not strong enough to legitimate any kind of conceptual transfer-
ence between them. It has, however, become apparent that an interdisciplinary ex-
amination, as the present, can immensely to aid in grasping and understanding such 
enigmatic minds as Woolf’s. Especially in regard to modernist novels, a critical as-
sertion from a scientific point of view can help decipher complex literary concepts 
and constructions. Ultimately, the thesis argues in favour of Woolf’s profound and 
exceptional interdisciplinary work and can be regarded as a plea for a more deliberate 
critical approach towards connections between science and literature. Analysing the 
novel with a broad scientific methodology has revealed several conceptual imple-
mentations and lead to insights concerning the complete novel. It is possible to read 
To the Lighthouse with a focus on science and its conceptual constructions that can 
immensely help to comprehend and interpret the novel. A method of operation that 
has been fostered along the lines of the present thesis. 
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