Student Model 1—Typed as written

To the Lighthouse uses the mechanism of time very effectively. It is presented as a slow, winding crawl and then cold and visceral. Its characters’ present concerns are fleshed out and infinitely important, but a transition of 10 years renders them naught but footnotes and hollow shells.

Woolf’s novel never quite drifts from the cerebral, as the plot exists solely in human consciousness. Most people will never ponder the passage of time, but Woolf cuts deep into it. The first third of the novel only covers a day’s worth of events; however, it is by far the most carefully developed section. This is because we perceive the present as pleasantly chugging along. Daily drama between the Ramsays’ is described incessantly, because like average people they are driven by arrogant self-interest. The slow crawl of this section deliberately exposes the redundancy of this. Such drama and over inflated problems are dead weight, which is why Woolf allows this act to pass so slowly. It challenges the reader whilst boosting the overall impact of the plot, especially when given the transition that follows. 


To the Lighthouse at first satiates the Ramsays’ egos, only to immediately crush them. A 10 year passage eliminates key characters and allows the lighthouse to become rife with decay. Woolf does this because while the seemingly slow moving present keeps people satisfied they are still powerless to time. A dinner party might be the highlight of the night, but what is it in 10 years when your wife has died? This vicious assault also reveals the pain apathy causes. Ramsay neglects his son’s simple desire to visit the lighthouse for a decade. What would have been a fun day out becomes a somber, grimly nostalgic tribute to their dying youth. 


While a stone wall may outlast a brilliant man, Woolf uses alternating speeds in the passage of time to expose the vitality of best managing the time you do have. Yes, decades ahead things become miniscule, but that’s why the present is so important. To the Lighthouse  uses time to carry a strong subtext, one that teaches us all about the cruelty of transience. 

Student Model 2—Typed as written
As a feminist living in the first half of the twentieth century, Virginia Woolf watched the societal expectations of women change throughout the civilized world. To the Lighthouse is set in a particularly important era in the development of women’s rights, where the Victorian ideal and socially limited life of a homemaker clashed with the burgeoning freedom and independence of the Jazz Age flapper. Its two main female characters, Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe, embody the old and new images of women in society in the years surrounding World War I. 


Mrs. Ramsay is Woolf’s symbol of the middle-to-upper-class Victorian woman: a dutiful mother, wife and host. Within Mrs. Ramsay’s mind, we see a love and responsibility for her children, especially her youngest child, James. She reflects her fear of “empty nesting,” and wonders what she will do with her life when all her offspring have grown, a usual worry of the archetypal housewife. As a wife, Mrs. Ramsay recognizes her husband’s expectancy of her reassurances and loyalty. She is expected to comfort Mr. Ramsay and nurse all wounds, including his damaged self-confidence. As a host to the many people who reside in the Ramsay’s summer home in the Hebrides, she occupies her little spare time playing matchmaker with her guests, particularly Minta and Paul and Lily Briscoe and William Bankes. Her constant inner musings on the marriageability of not only her children but her neighbors and visitors as well indicates her belief that marriage is a necessity in order to live happily. Despite this idea, her relationship with her own husband is stale and distant, and at times she hates her husband for his sarcasm and bluntness toward the Ramsay children. Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay’s marriage, paired with Mrs. Ramsay’s opinion on the necessity of being wed, reflect the archetypal Victorian ideas of love and marriage being two separate entities. 


Though, in Mrs. Ramsay’s eyes, Lily is the perfect match for William Bankes, the young woman has no desire to marry. Lily allows herself to be surrounded by her art, using it to communicate and connect with other beings where Mrs. Ramsay makes herself useful by helping others. Even after ten years, Lily is an unmarried eccentric, ignoring the echoes of Mr. Tansley, who insists that “women can’t write, women can’t paint.” She realizes that what matters is her work, not the words of people who do not support her despite their haunting quality. This quality drives her to travail harder and further into her paintings, particularly the one she begins at the start of the novel. In her artistic nature and her independent mind, Lily Briscoe is Virginia Woolf’s image of the new woman in society, the feminist. 


The contrast between Lily and Mrs. Ramsay is stark as Woolf flashes from one mind to the next and the inner thoughts of both women. This creates a juxtaposition in which Woolf imparts her own feminist views by making Lily Briscoe the more appealing and agreeable character to readers. 
