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Read the introduction to Woolf  in the Norton text or see the information at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virginia_Woolf; listen to Woolf at  http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcfour/audiointerviews/profilepages/woolfv1.shtml.  Read about the Bloomsbury group at  http://bloomsbury.denise-randle.co.uk/intro.htm.  Explore  stream-of-consciousness narrative style at http://www.litencyc.com/php/stopics.php?rec=true&UID=1062. 

Read “The Mark on the Wall” in the Norton text or at http://www.bartleby.com/85/8.html.  What is more real: thought or the physical world that engenders thought?  If the tree that fall s in the forest is unobserved, has it actually fallen? This interesting teleological question is what Woolf’’s wonderful stream-of-consciousness story is about.  Note the “frame” for the story: the speaker’s pondering a “mark on the wall.”  What does she at first think the mark is?  What is the metaphor that Woolf uses at the beginning of the piece to represent the brevity and hurly-burly quality of life and our general lack of cognizance at we travel through it?  
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Vaness Bell, Portrait of Virginia Woolf
As you read To the Lighthouse, determine what Woolf is trying to say about male/female relationships?  What is her point about the female artist—for this book is really Lily Briscoe's story, is it not?  How do Mr. & Mrs. Ramsey and Paul and Minta fit into questions about gender and gender power structures?   What do Mr. Ramsey and Tansley represent for Woolf?  How are Lily and Mr. Carmichael different from the other characters?  The novel is a wonderfully “organic” story, which means that each word and image is important and prescient.   Of the many symbols, the lighthouse of course is the most important.  What does it represent to each of the characters: to James, to Mr. Ramsey, to Mr. Tansley, to Mrs. Ramsey, to Lily?  As you read, look for other symbols in the story.  Note the narrative technique—Woolf is not easy to read and for some difficult to get into, but she is immensely rewarding if you pursue her and an extraordinary word artist.  You will read some of the loveliest prose in the language in this little book.  Look for Woolf's wonderful wit and subtle humor, which you will miss if you are not careful.  Like Wordsworth’s Prelude, this is a story that explores the unfolding or growth of an artist and the nature and essence of art and life’s meaning.  
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