
VIRGINIA WOOLF – “AL FARO” – RESUMEN POR CAPÍTULOS 

SECTION I – THE WINDOW 

Chapter I. Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay are staying at their summerhouse in the Hebrides with their eight 
children and several houseguests. James, the Ramsays’ youngest child, sits on the floor carefully 
cutting out pictures from the Army and Navy Stores catalogue. Mrs. Ramsay assures James he will 
be able to visit the nearby lighthouse the following day if weather permits, but Mr. Ramsay 
interjects that the weather will not allow it. Six-year-old James feels a murderous rage against his 
father for ridiculing his mother, whom James considers “ten thousand times better in every way.” 
Mrs. Ramsay tries to assure James that the weather may well be fine, but Charles Tansley, a stiff 
intellectual who greatly respects Mr. Ramsay, disagrees. 

Tansley’s insensitivity toward James irritates Mrs. Ramsay, but she tries to act warmly toward her 
male houseguests, forbidding her irreverent daughters to mock Tansley. After lunch, Mrs. Ramsay 
invites Tansley to accompany her on an errand into town, and he accepts. On their way out, she 
stops to ask Augustus Carmichael, an elderly poet also staying with the Ramsays, if he needs 
anything, but he responds that he does not. On the way into town, Mrs. Ramsay tells Carmichael’s 
story. He was once a promising poet and intellectual, but he made an unfortunate marriage. Mrs. 
Ramsay’s confidence flatters Tansley, and he rambles incessantly about his work. 

The two pass a sign advertising a circus, and Mrs. Ramsay suggests that they all go. Hesitant, 
Tansley explains to Mrs. Ramsay that, having grown up in an impoverished family, he was never 
taken to a circus. Mrs. Ramsay reflects that Tansley harbors a deep insecurity regarding his humble 
background and that this insecurity causes much of his unpleasantness. She now feels more kindly 
toward him, though his self-centered talk continues to bore her. Tansley, however, thinks that 
Mrs. Ramsay is the most beautiful woman he has ever seen. Like most of her male guests, he is a 
little in love with her. Even the chance to carry her bag thrills him. 

Chapter II. Later that evening, Tansley looks out the window and announces gently, for Mrs. Ramsay’s sake, 
that there will be no trip to the lighthouse tomorrow. Mrs. Ramsay finds him tedious and annoying. 

Chapter III. Mrs. Ramsay comforts James, telling him that the sun may well shine in the morning. She listens 
to the men talking outside, but when their conversation stops, she receives a sudden shock from the sound 
of the waves rolling against the shore. Normally the waves seem to steady and support her, but 
occasionally they make her think of destruction, death, and the passage of time. The sound of her husband 
reciting to himself Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade” returns to her the sense 
that all is right with the world. She notices Lily Briscoe painting on the edge of the lawn and remembers 
that she is supposed to keep her head still for Lily, who is painting her portrait. 

Chapter IV. As Mr. Ramsay passes Lily on the grass, he nearly tips over her easel. Lily’s old friend William 
Bankes, who rents a room near hers in the village, joins her on the grass. Sensing that they have somehow 
intruded on their host’s privacy, Lily and Bankes are both slightly unnerved by the sight of Mr. Ramsay 
thundering about talking to himself. Lily struggles to capture her vision on canvas, a project, she reflects, 
that keeps her from declaring outright her love for Mrs. Ramsay, the house, and the entire scene. 

Bankes, who once enjoyed an intimate relationship with Mr. Ramsay, now feels somewhat removed from 
him. He cannot understand why Mr. Ramsay needs so much attention and praise. Bankes criticizes this 
facet of Ramsay’s personality, but Lily reminds him of the importance of Mr. Ramsay’s work. Lily has never 
quite grasped the content of Mr. Ramsay’s philosophy, although Andrew, the Ramsays’ oldest son, once 
helpfully likened his father’s work on “the nature of reality” to thinking about a kitchen table when one is 
not there. Lily finds Mr. Ramsay at once otherworldly and ridiculous. When Mr. Ramsay realizes that Lily 
and Bankes have been watching him, he is embarrassed to have been caught acting out the poem so 
theatrically, but he stifles his embarrassment and pretends to be unruffled. 

Chapter V. At the house, Mrs. Ramsay inspects the stocking she has been knitting for the lighthouse 
keeper’s son, just in case the weather allows them to go to the lighthouse the next day. Mrs. Ramsay thinks 



about her children and her tasks as a mother. She also recollects her father’s death. Mr. Bankes reflects 
upon Mrs. Ramsay’s beauty, which he cannot completely understand. She is, he thinks, much like the walls 
of the unfinished hotel he watches being built in back of his home. Mr. Bankes sees more than aesthetic 
beauty in her, “the quivering thing, the living thing.” Mrs. Ramsay goes on knitting the stocking for the little 
boy, and lovingly urges James to cut another picture from the Army and Navy Stores catalogue. 

Chapter VI. Mr. Ramsay approaches his wife. He is petulant and needs reassurance after his 
embarrassment in front of Lily and Bankes. When Mrs. Ramsay tells him that she is preparing a stocking for 
the lighthouse keeper’s boy, Mr. Ramsay becomes infuriated by what he sees as her extraordinary 
irrationality. His sense of safety restored, Mr. Ramsay resumes his strolling on the lawn, giving himself over 
to the “energies of his splendid mind.” He thinks to himself that the progress of human thought is 
analogous to the alphabet—each successive concept represents a letter, and every individual struggles in 
his life to make it through as many letters as he can. Mr. Ramsay thinks that he has plodded from A to Q 
with great effort but feels that R now eludes him. He reflects that not many men can reach even Q, and 
that only one man in the course of a generation can reach Z. There are two types of great thinkers, he 
notes: those who work their way from A to Z diligently, and those few geniuses who simply arrive at Z in a 
single instant. Mr. Ramsay knows he does not belong to the latter type, and resolves (or hopes) to fight his 
way to Z. Still, he fears that his reputation will fade after his death. He reminds himself that all fame is 
fleeting and that a single stone will outlast Shakespeare. But he hates to think that he has made little real, 
lasting difference in the world. 

Chapter VII. James, reading with his mother, senses his father’s presence and hates him. Discerning his 
father’s need for sympathy, he wishes his father would leave him alone with his mother. Mr. Ramsay 
declares himself a failure, and Mrs. Ramsay, recognizing his need to be assured of his genius, tells him that 
Tansley considers him the greatest living philosopher. Eventually, she restores his confidence, and he goes 
off to watch the children play cricket. Mrs. Ramsay returns to the story that she is reading to James. 
Inwardly, she reflects anxiously that people observing her interactions with Mr. Ramsay might infer that her 
husband depends on her excessively and think mistakenly that her contributions to the world surpass his. -
Augustus Carmichael shuffles past. 

Chapter VIII. Carmichael, an opium addict, ignores Mrs. Ramsay, hurting her feelings and her pride. She 
realizes, however, that her kindness is petty because she expects to receive gratitude and admiration from 
those she treats with sympathy and generosity. Still troubled, Mr. Ramsay wanders across the lawn, mulling 
over the progress and fate of civilization and great men, wondering if the world would be different if 
Shakespeare had never existed. He believes that a “slave class” of unadorned, unacknowledged workers 
must exist for the good of society. The thought displeases him, and he resolves to argue that the world 
exists for such human beings, for the men who operate the London subway rather than for immortal 
writers. 

He reaches the edge of the lawn and looks out at the bay. As the waves wash against the shore, Mr. 
Ramsay finds the encroaching waters to be an apt metaphor for human ignorance, which always seems to 
eat away what little is known with certainty. He turns from this depressing thought to stare at the image of 
his wife and child, which makes him realize that he is primarily happy, even though “he had not done that 
thing he might have done.” 

Chapter IX. William Bankes considers Mr. Ramsay’s behavior and concludes that it is a pity that his old 
friend cannot act more conventionally. He suggests to Lily, who stands beside him putting away her paint 
and brushes, that their host is something of a hypocrite. Lily -disagrees with him. Though she finds Mr. 
Ramsay narrow and self-absorbed, she also observes the sincerity with which he seeks admiration. Lily is 
about to speak and criticize Mrs. Ramsay, but Bankes’s “rapture” of watching Mrs. Ramsay silences her. As 
he stares at Mrs. Ramsay, it is obvious to Lily that he is in love. The rapture of his gaze touches her, so much 
so that she lets Bankes look at her painting, which she considers to be dreadfully bad. She thinks of Charles 
Tansley’s claim that women cannot paint or write.  

Lily remembers the criticism she was about to make of Mrs. Ramsay, whom she resents for insinuating that 
she, Lily, as an unmarried woman, cannot know the best of life. Lily reflects on the essence of Mrs. Ramsay, 
which she is trying to paint, and insists that she herself was not made for marriage. She muses, with some 



distress, that no one can ever know anything about anyone, because people are separate and cut off from 
one another. She hopes to counter this phenomenon and achieve unity with, and knowledge of, others 
through her art. By painting, she hopes to attain a kind of intimacy that will bring her closer to the world 
outside her consciousness. 

Lily braces herself as Bankes looks over her portrait of Mrs. Ramsay and James. She discusses the painting 
with him. As they talk about the shadows, light, and the purple triangle meant to represent Mrs. Ramsay, 
Lily wonders how to connect them and make them whole. She also feels that Bankes has taken her painting 
from her by looking at it and that they have shared something intimate. 

Chapter X. Cam Ramsay, Mrs. and Mr. Ramsay’s devilish daughter, rushes past and nearly knocks the easel 
over. Mrs. Ramsay calls to Cam, asking after Paul Rayley, Minta Doyle, and Andrew, who have not returned 
from their walk on the beach. Mrs. Ramsay assumes that this delay means that Paul has proposed to Minta, 
which is what she intended when she orchestrated the walk. A clever matchmaker, Mrs. Ramsay has been 
accused of being domineering, but she feels justified in her efforts because she truly likes Minta. She feels 
that Minta must accept the time that she and Paul have spent alone together recently. 

Mrs. Ramsay believes that she would be domineering in pursuit of social causes. She feels passionately that 
the island needs a hospital and a dairy, but rationalizes that she can further these goals once her children 
grow older. Still, she resists the passage of time, wishing that her children would stay young forever and her 
family as happy as it now is. Mrs. Ramsay further meditates about life, realizing a kind of transactional 
relationship between it and herself. She lists social problems and intersperses them with personal anxieties, 
noting, for instance, that “the bill for the greenhouse would be fifty pounds.” This anxiety extends to her 
thoughts of Paul and Minta, thinking that perhaps marriage and family are an escape that not everyone 
needs. She finishes reading James his story, and the nursemaid takes him to bed. Mrs. Ramsay is certain 
that he is thinking of their thwarted trip to the lighthouse and that he will remember not being able to go 
for the rest of his life. 

Chapter XI. Alone, Mrs. Ramsay knits and gazes out at the lighthouse, thinking that children never forget 
harsh words or disappointments. She enjoys her respite from being and doing, since she finds peace only 
when she is no longer herself. Without personality, in a “wedge-shaped core of darkness,” she rids herself 
of worry. She suddenly becomes sad, and thinks that no God could have made a world in which happiness 
is so fleeting and in which reason, order, and justice are so overwhelmed by suffering and death. From a 
distance, Mr. Ramsay sees her and notices her sadness and beauty. He wants to protect her, but hesitates, 
feeling helpless and reflecting that his temper causes her grief. He resolves not to interrupt her, but soon 
enough, sensing his desire to protect her, Mrs. Ramsay calls after him, takes up her shawl, and meets him 
on the lawn. 

Chapter XII. As they walk together, Mrs. Ramsay brings up to Mr. Ramsay her worries about their son 
Jasper’s proclivity for shooting birds and her disagreement with Mr. Ramsay’s high opinion of Charles 
Tansley. She complains about Tansley’s bullying and excessive discussion of his dissertation; Mr. Ramsay 
counters that his dissertation is all that Tansley has in his life. He adds that he would disinherit their 
daughter Prue if she married Tansley, however. They continue walking, and the conversation turns to their 
children. They discuss Prue’s beauty and Andrew’s promise as a student. Still walking, they reach a 
conversational impasse reflecting a deeper emotional distance. Mr. Ramsay mourns that the best and most 
productive period of his career is over, but he chastises himself for his sadness, thinking that his wife and 
eight children are, in their own way, a fine contribution to “the poor little universe.” Her husband and his 
moods amaze Mrs. Ramsay, who realizes that he believes that his books would have been better had he 
not had children. Impressive as his thoughts are, she wonders if he notices the ordinary things in life such 
as the view or the flowers. She notices a star on the horizon and wants to point it out to her husband, but 
stops. The sight, she knows, will somehow only sadden him. Lily comes into view with William Bankes, and 
Mrs. Ramsay decides that the couple must marry. 

Chapter XIII. Lily listens to William Bankes describe the art he has seen while visiting Europe. She reflects 
on the number of great paintings she has never seen but decides that not having seen them is probably 
best since other artists’ work tends to make one disappointed with one’s own. The couple turns to see Mr. 
and Mrs. Ramsay watching Prue and Jasper playing ball. The Ramsays become, for Lily, a symbol of married 



life. As the couples meet on the lawn, Lily can tell that Mrs. Ramsay intends for her to marry Bankes. Lily 
suddenly feels a sense of space and of things having been blown apart. Mrs. Ramsay worries since Paul 
Rayley and Minta Doyle have not yet returned from their walk and asks if the Ramsays’ daughter Nancy 
accompanied them. 

Chapter XIV. Nancy, at Minta’s request and out of a sense of obligation, has accompanied Minta and Paul 
on their walk. Nancy wonders what Minta wants as she keeps taking then dropping Nancy’s hand. Andrew 
appreciates the way Minta walks, wearing more sensible clothes than most women and taking risks that 
most women will not. Still, this outing disappoints Andrew. In the end, he does not like taking women on 
walks or the chummy way that Paul claps him on the back. The group reaches the beach and Nancy 
explores the tiny pools left by the ebb tide. Andrew and Nancy come upon Paul and Minta kissing, which 
irritates them. Upon leaving the beach, Minta discovers that she has lost her grandmother’s brooch. 
Everyone searches for it as the tide rolls in. Wanting to prove his worth, Paul resolves to leave the house 
early tomorrow morning in order to scour the beach for the brooch. He thinks with disappointment on the 
moment he asked Minta to marry him. He considers admitting this disappointment to Mrs. Ramsay, who, 
he believes, forced him into proposing, but, as the well-lit house comes into view, he decides not to make a 
fool of himself. 

Chapter XV. Prue, in answer to her mother’s question, replies that she thinks that Nancy did accompany 
Paul and Minta. 

Chapter XVI. As Mrs. Ramsay dresses for dinner, she wonders if Nancy’s presence will distract Paul from 
proposing to Minta. Mrs. Ramsay lets her daughter Rose choose her jewelry for the evening, a ceremony 
that somehow saddens her. She becomes increasingly distressed by Paul and Minta’s tardiness, worrying 
for their safety and fearing that dinner will be ruined. Eventually she hears the group return from its walk 
and feels annoyed. Everyone assembles in the dinning room for dinner. 

Chapter XVII. Mrs. Ramsay takes her place at the dinner table and wonders what she has done with her life. 
As she ladles soup for her guests, she sees the true shabbiness of the room, the isolation among her guests, 
and the lack of beauty anywhere, and she believes herself to be responsible for fixing these problems. She 
again feels pity for William Bankes. Lily watches her hostess, thinking that Mrs. Ramsay looks old, worn, and 
remote. She senses Mrs. Ramsay’s pity for Bankes and dismisses it, noting that Bankes has his work. Lily 
also becomes aware that she has her own work. Mrs. Ramsay asks Charles Tansley if he writes many letters, 
and Lily realizes that her hostess often pities men but never women. Tansley is angry at having been called 
away from his work and blames women for the foolishness of such gatherings. He insists again that no one 
will be going to the lighthouse tomorrow, and Lily reflects bitterly on Tansley’s chauvinism and lack of 
charm. Tansley privately condemns Mrs. Ramsay for the nonsense she talks, and Lily notices his discomfort. 
Lily recognizes her obligation, as a woman, to comfort him, just as it would be his duty to save her from a 
fire in the subway. She wonders what the world would come to if men and women refused to fulfill these 
responsibilities. She speaks to Tansley, sarcastically asking him to take her to the lighthouse. 

While Mrs. Ramsay rambles on to Tansley, William Bankes reflects on how people can grow apart, to the 
point that a person can be devoted to someone for whom he or she cares little. Eventually, the 
conversation turns to politics. Mrs. Ramsay looks to her husband, eager to hear him speak, but is 
disappointed to find him scowling at Augustus Carmichael, who has asked for another plate of soup. 
Candles are set out on the table, and they bring a change over the room, establishing a sense of order. 
Outside, beyond the darkened windows, the world wavers and changes. This chaos brings the guests 
together. 

Finally having dressed for dinner, Minta Doyle and Paul Rayley take their places at the table. Minta 
announces that she has lost her grandmother’s brooch, and Mrs. Ramsay intuits that the couple is engaged. 
Minta is afraid of sitting next to Mr. Ramsay, remembering his words to her about Middlemarch, a book she 
never finished reading. Meanwhile, Paul recounts the events of their walk to the beach. Dinner is served. 
Lily worries that she, like Paul and Minta, will need to marry, but the thought leaves her as she decides how 
to complete her painting. Sitting at the table, Lily notices the position of the saltshaker against the 
patterned tablecloth, which suggests to her something vital about the composition of her painting—the 
tree must be moved to the middle. Mrs. Ramsay considers that Bankes may feel some affection for her but 



decides that he must marry Lily, and she resolves to seat them closer at the next day’s dinner. Everything 
suddenly seems possible to Mrs. Ramsay, who believes that, even in a world made of temporal things, 
there are qualities that endure, bringing stability and peace. 

In another turn of the conversation, Bankes praises Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley novels. Tansley quickly 
denounces this kind of reading, and Mrs. Ramsay thinks that he will be this disagreeable until he secures a 
professorship and a wife. She considers her children, studying Prue in particular, whom she silently 
promises great happiness. The guests finish dinner. Mr. Ramsay, now in great spirits, recites a poem, which 
Carmichael finishes as a sort of tribute to his hostess, bowing. Mrs. Ramsay leaves the room with a bow in 
return. On the threshold of the door, she turns back to view the scene one last time, but reflects that this 
special, defining moment has already become a part of the past. 

Chapter XVIII. Lily contemplates the evening’s disintegration once Mrs. Ramsay leaves. Some guests excuse 
themselves and scatter, while others remain at the table, watching Mrs. Ramsay go. The night, though over, 
will live on in each guest’s mind, and Mrs. Ramsay is flattered to think that she too will be remembered 
because she was a part of the party. She goes to the nursery and discovers, to her annoyance, that the 
children are still awake. James and Cam sit staring at a boar’s skull nailed to the wall. Cam is unable to sleep 
while it is there, and James refuses to allow it to be moved. Mrs. Ramsay covers it with her shawl, thus 
soothing both children. As Cam drifts off to sleep, James asks her if they will go to the lighthouse the next 
day. Mrs. Ramsay is forced to tell him no, and again, sure that he will never forget this disappointment, she 
feels a flash of anger toward Charles Tansley and Mr. Ramsay. 

Downstairs, Prue, Minta, and Paul go to the beach to watch the waves coming in. Mrs. Ramsay wants to go 
with them, but she also feels an urge to stay, so she remains inside and joins her husband in the parlor. 

Chapter XIX. Mr. Ramsay sits reading a book by Sir Walter Scott. Mrs. Ramsay can tell by the controlled 
smile on his face that he does not wish to be disturbed, so she picks up her knitting and continues work on 
the stockings. She considers how insecure her husband is about his fame and worth. She is sure that he will 
always wonder what people think of him and his work. The poem that Mr. Ramsay and Augustus 
Carmichael recited during dinner returns to her. She reaches for a book of poetry. Briefly, her eyes meet 
her husband’s. The two do not speak, though some understanding passes between them. Mr. Ramsay 
muses on his idea that the course of human thought is a progression from A to Z and that he is unable to 
move beyond Q. He thinks bitterly that it does not matter whether he ever reaches Z; someone will 
succeed if he fails. 

After reading one of Shakespeare’s sonnets, Mrs. Ramsay puts down her book and confides in her husband 
that Paul and Minta are engaged. Mr. Ramsay admits that he is not surprised by the news. His response 
leaves Mrs. Ramsay wanting more. Mr. Ramsay says that Mrs. Ramsay will not finish her stocking tonight, 
and she agrees. She is aware, by a sudden change of the look on his face, that he wants her to tell him that 
she loves him. She rarely says these words to him, and she now feels his desire to hear them. She walks to 
the window and looks out on the sea. She feels very beautiful and thinks that nothing on earth could match 
the happiness of this moment. She smiles and, though she does not say the words her husband wants to 
hear, she is sure that he knows. She tells him that he is right—that there will be no trip to the lighthouse 
the next day. He understands that these words mean that she loves him. 

 

SECTION II – THE TIME PASSES 

Chapter I. Paul, Minta, Andrew, Prue, and Lily return from the beach. One by one, they retire to their rooms 
and shut off their lamps. The house sinks into darkness, except for the room of Augustus Carmichael, who 
stays up reading Virgil. 

Chapter II. Darkness floods the house. Furniture and people seem to disappear completely. The wind 
creeps indoors and is the only movement. The air plays across objects of the house—wallpaper, books, and 
flowers. It creeps up the stairs and continues on its way. At midnight, Carmichael blows out his candle and 
goes to bed. 



Chapter III. Nights pass and autumn arrives. The nights bring destructive winds, bending trees and stripping 
them of their leaves. Confusion reigns. Anyone who wakes to ask the night questions “as to what, and why, 
and wherefore” receives no answer. Mrs. Ramsay dies suddenly. The following morning, Mr. Ramsay 
wanders through the hallway, reaching out his arms for her. 

Chapter IV. The contents of the house are packed and stored. The winds enter and, without the resistance 
of lives being lived, begin to “nibble” at the possessions. As it moves across these things, the wind asks, 
“Will you fade? Will you perish?” The objects answer, “We remain,” and the house is peaceful. Only Mrs. 
McNab, the housekeeper, disturbs the peace, as she arrives to dust the bedrooms. 

Chapter V. Mrs. McNab makes her way through the house. She is old and weary and hums a tune that 
bears little resemblance to the joyous song of twenty years earlier. As she cleans the house, she wonders 
how long it all will endure. Some pleasant memory occurs to the old woman, which makes her job a bit 
easier. 

Chapter VI. It is spring again. Prue Ramsay marries, and people comment on her great beauty. Summer 
approaches, and Prue dies from an illness connected with childbirth. Flies and weeds make a home in the 
Ramsays’ summerhouse. Andrew Ramsay is killed in France during World War I. Augustus Carmichael 
publishes a volume of poetry during the war that greatly enhances his reputation. 

Chapter VII. While the days bring stillness and brightness, the nights batter the house with chaos and 
confusion. 

Chapter VIII. Mrs. McNab, hearing a rumor that the family will never return, picks a bunch of flowers from 
the garden to take home with her. The house is sinking quickly into disrepair. The books are moldy and the 
garden is overgrown. While cleaning, the old woman comes across the gray cloak that Mrs. Ramsay used to 
wear while gardening, and she can imagine Mrs. Ramsay bent over her flowers with one of her children by 
her side. Mrs. McNab has little hope that the family will return or that the house will survive, and she thinks 
that keeping it up is too much work for an old woman. 

Chapter IX. During the night, only the beam of the lighthouse pierces the darkness of the house. At last, 
once the war is over, Mrs. McNab leads an effort to clean up the house, rescuing its objects from oblivion. 
She and a woman named Mrs. Bast battle the effects of time and, eventually, after much labor, get the 
house back in order. Ten years have passed. Lily Briscoe arrives at the house on an evening in September. 

Chapter X. Lily listens to the sea while lying in bed, and an overwhelming sense of peace emerges. 
Carmichael arrives at the house and reads a book by candlelight. Lily hears the waves even in her sleep, and 
Carmichael shuts his book, noting that everything looks much as it looked ten years earlier. The guests 
sleep. In the morning, Lily awakes instantly, sitting bolt upright in bed. 

 

SECTION III – THE LIGHTHOUSE 

Chapter I. Lily sits at breakfast, wondering what her feelings mean, returning after ten years now that Mrs. 
Ramsay is dead. She decides that she feels nothing that she can express. The entire scene seems unreal and 
disjointed to her. As she sits at the table, she struggles to bring together the parts of her experience. She 
suddenly remembers a painting she had been working on years ago, during her last stay at the Ramsays’, 
and the inspiration that the leaf pattern on the tablecloth gave her. She decides that she will finish this 
painting now, heads outside, and sets up her easel on the lawn. Upon her arrival the previous night, she 
was unable to assuage Mr. Ramsay’s need for sympathy, and she fears his interference with her current 
project. She sets a clean canvas on the easel, but she cannot see the shapes or colors that surround her 
because she feels Mr. Ramsay bearing down on her. She thinks angrily that all Mr. Ramsay knows how to do 
is take, while all Mrs. Ramsay did was give. As her host approaches, Lily lets her brush fall to her side, 
convinced that it will be easier to remember and imitate the sympathy that Mrs. Ramsay was able to 
muster for her husband than to let him linger on the lawn beside her. 

Chapter II. Mr. Ramsay watches Lily, observing her to be “shrivelled slightly” but not unattractive. He asks if 
she has everything she needs, and she assures him that she does. Lily cannot give him the sympathy he 
needs, and an awful silence falls between them. Mr. Ramsay sighs, waiting. Lily feels that, as a woman, she 



is a failure for not being able to satisfy his need. Eventually, she compliments him on his boots, and he 
gladly discusses footwear with her. He stoops to demonstrate the proper way to tie a shoe, and she pities 
him deeply. Just then, Cam and James appear for the sojourn to the lighthouse. They are cold and 
unpleasant to their father, and Lily reflects that, if they so wished, they could sympathize with him in a way 
that she cannot. 

Chapter III. Lily sighs with relief as Mr. Ramsay and the children head off for the boat. With Mr. Ramsay 
standing by, she had jammed her easel into the ground at the wrong angle and taken up the wrong brush. 
She rights the canvas, raises the correct brush, and wonders where to begin. She makes a stroke on the 
canvas, then another. Her painting takes on a rhythm, as she dabs and pauses, dabs and pauses. She 
considers the fate of her painting, thinking that if it is to be hung in a servant’s room or rolled up under a 
sofa, there is no point in continuing it. The derogatory words of Charles Tansley—that women cannot paint, 
cannot write—return to her, but she maintains the rhythm of her work. She remembers a day on the beach 
with Tansley and Mrs. Ramsay, and is amazed by Mrs. Ramsay’s ability to craft substance out of even 
“silliness and spite.” She thinks, perhaps, that there are no great revelations. There is, to her, only the 
memory of Mrs. Ramsay making life itself an art. Lily feels that she owes what revelation she has in this 
moment to Mrs. Ramsay. On the edge of the water, she notices a boat with its sail being hoisted and, sure 
that it belongs to the Ramsays, watches it head out to sea. 

Chapter IV. As the boat sails toward the lighthouse, both James and Cam feel their father’s mounting 
anxiety and impatience. Mr. Ramsay mutters and speaks sharply to Macalister’s boy, a fisherman’s son who 
is rowing the boat. Bound together against what they perceive to be their father’s tyranny, the children 
resolve to make the journey in silence. They secretly hope that the wind will never rise and that they will be 
forced to turn back. But as they sail farther out, the sails pick up the wind and the boat speeds along. James 
steers the boat and mans the sail, knowing that his father will criticize him if he makes the slightest 
mistake. 

Mr. Ramsay talks to Macalister about a storm that sank a number of ships near the lighthouse on 
Christmas. Cam realizes that her father likes to hear stories of men having dangerous adventures and thinks 
that he would have helped the rescue effort had he been on the island at the time. She is proud of him, but 
also, out of loyalty to James, means to resist his oppressive behavior. Mr. Ramsay points out their house, 
and Cam reflects how unreal life on shore seems. Only the boat and the sea are real to her now. Cam, 
though disgusted by her father’s melodramatic appeals for sympathy, longs to find a way to show him that 
she loves him without betraying James. James, for his part, feels that Cam is about to abandon him and give 
in to their father’s mood. Meanwhile, Mr. Ramsay muses that Cam seems to have a simple, vague “female” 
mind, which he finds charming. He asks Cam who is looking after their puppy, and she tells him that Jasper 
is doing it. He asks what she is going to name the puppy, and James thinks that Cam will never withstand 
their father’s tyranny like he will. He changes his mind about her resolve, however, and Cam thinks of how 
everything she hears her father say means “Submit to me.” She looks at the shore, thinking no one suffers 
there. 

Chapter V. Lily stands on the lawn watching the boat sail off. She thinks again of Mrs. Ramsay as she 
considers her painting. She thinks of Paul and Minta Rayley and contents herself by imagining their lives. 
Their marriage, she assumes, turned out badly. Though she knows that these sorts of imaginings are not 
true, she reflects that they are what allow one to know people. Lily has the urge to share her stories of Paul 
and Minta with the matchmaking Mrs. Ramsay, and reflects on the dead, contending that one can go 
against their wishes and improve on their outdated ideas. She finally feels able to stand up to Mrs. Ramsay, 
which, she believes, is a testament to Mrs. Ramsay’s terrific influence over her. Lily has never married, and 
she is glad of it now. She still enjoys William Bankes’s friendship and their discussions about art. The 
memory of Mrs. Ramsay fills her with grief, and she begins to cry. She has the urge to approach Augustus 
Carmichael, who lounges nearby on the lawn, and confess her thoughts to him, but she knows that she 
could never say what she means. 

Chapter VI. The fisherman’s boy cuts a piece from a fish that he has caught and baits it on his hook. He then 
throws the mutilated body into the sea. 



Chapter VII. Lily calls out to Mrs. Ramsay as if the woman might return, but nothing happens. She hopes 
that her cries will heal her pain, but is glad that Carmichael does not hear them. Eventually, the anguish 
subsides, and Lily returns to her painting, working on her representation of the hedge. She imagines Mrs. 
Ramsay, radiant with beauty and crowned with flowers, walking across the lawn. The image soothes her. 
She notices a boat in the middle of the bay and wonders if it is the Ramsays’. 

Chapter VIII. “They don’t feel a thing there,” Cam muses to herself while looking at the shore. Her mind 
moves in swirls and waves like the sea, until the wind slows and the boat comes to a stop between the 
lighthouse and the shore. Mr. Ramsay sits in the boat reading a book, and James waits with dread for the 
moment that his father will turn to him with some criticism. James realizes that he now hates and wants to 
kill not his father but the moods that descend on his father. He likens the dark sarcasm that makes his 
father intolerable to a wheel that runs over a foot and crushes it. In other words, Mr. Ramsay is as much a 
victim of these spells of tyranny as James and Cam. He remembers his father telling him years ago that he 
would not be able to go to the lighthouse. Then, the lighthouse was silvery and misty; now, when he is 
much closer to it, it looks starker. James is astonished at how little his present view of the scene resembles 
his former image of it, but he reflects that nothing is ever only one thing; both images of the lighthouse are 
true. He remembers his mother, who left him sitting with the Army and Navy Stores catalogue after Mr. 
Ramsay dismissed their initial trip to the lighthouse. Mrs. Ramsay remains a source of “everlasting 
attraction” to James, for he believes she spoke the truth and said exactly what came into her head. 

Chapter IX. Lily watches the sea. She notes the power of distance and how it has swallowed the Ramsays 
and herself. All is calm and quiet. A steamship disappears from sight, though its smoke lingers in the air. 

Chapter X. Cam feels liberated from her father’s anger and her brother’s expectations. She feels overjoyed 
at having escaped the burden of these things, and entertains herself with a story of adventure. She 
imagines herself escaping from a sinking ship. She wonders what place the distant island has in the grand 
scheme of things and is certain that her father and the men with whom he keeps company (such as William 
Bankes and Augustus Carmichael) could tell her. She feels incredibly safe in her father’s presence and 
wishes her brother would put aside his grievances with him. 

Chapter XI. Back on shore, Lily loses herself in her intense memories of Mrs. Ramsay, noticing Carmichael 
when he grunts and picks up his book and reflecting on the freedom from conventional chatter the early 
morning hour provides. Watching the sailboat approach the lighthouse, she contemplates distance as 
crucially important to one’s understanding of other people. As Mr. Ramsay recedes into the horizon, he 
begins to seem to her a different person altogether. 

Similarly, Lily’s understanding of Mrs. Ramsay has changed considerably since Mrs. Ramsay’s death. Lily 
thinks about the people she once knew at this house, about Carmichael’s poetry, about Charles Tansley’s 
marriage, his career in academics, and his educating his little sister. She recalls having heard Tansley 
denounce the war and advocate brotherly love, which did not fit her understanding of him at all. But she 
thinks that people interpret one another in ways that reflect their own needs. To see someone clearly and 
fully, she concludes, one would need more than fifty pairs of eyes. Lily thinks about the Ramsays’ marriage, 
saying that theirs did not constitute marital bliss. She recounts to herself the domestic forces that occupied 
and tired Mrs. Ramsay, then notices what looks like a figure in the window of the house. The image is 
fleeting, however, and leaves Lily yearning for Mrs. Ramsay and wishing that Mr. Ramsay would return. 

Chapter XII. Mr. Ramsay is almost finished with his book. The sight of the lighthouse inspires James to 
recognize the profound loneliness that both he and his father feel. James mutters a snatch of poetry under 
his breath, as Mr. Ramsay often does. Cam stares at the sea and becomes sleepy. James steers the boat, 
and Mr. Ramsay opens their parcel of food and they eat. The fisherman says that three men drowned in the 
spot the boat is in. Mr. Ramsay reiterates the line of verse, “But I beneath a rougher sea.” James lands the 
boat, and Mr. Ramsay praises James’s sailing. Cam thinks that James has gotten what he has always 
wanted—his father’s praise—but James, unwilling to share his pleasure, acts sullen and indifferent. As Mr. 
Ramsay stands and looks at the lighthouse, Cam wonders what he sees, what he thinks. He tells his children 
to bring the parcels that Nancy has packed for the voyage and bounds, like a young man, onto the rock. 

Chapter XIII. On the shore, Lily declares aloud that her painting is finished, and notes that Mr. Ramsay must 
have reached the lighthouse by now. Carmichael rises up and looks at the sea, agreeing that the sailboat 



must have reached its destination. Lily draws a final line on her painting and realizes that it is truly finished, 
feeling a weary sense of relief. She realizes that she does not care whether it will be hung in attics or 
destroyed, for she has had her vision. 


