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TWENTIETH-CENTURY LITERATURE AND
THE AFTERMATH OF WAR

Students of twentieth-century literature are familiar with narratives that
associate devastating wars with conceptual, societal, and aesthetic
upheavals. What these accounts overlook, however, is a body of psycho-
logically attuned modern writing that was less interested in this shatter-
ing of faith and form than in those counterfactual modes of resistance
deployed by individuals and nations in response to mass violence and
profound change. Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of
War is an innovative study of the attention paid to such reparative,
stabilising impulses in post-war writings from across the last century.
Focusing on works by Henry James, Elizabeth Bowen, and Kazuo
Ishiguro as case studies, it argues that to fully understand the relation-
ship between modern warfare and literary art, we must learn to engage
with texts whose modernity lies in their acknowledgement of the
draw felt towards, and contested ethics of, consolatory counterfactuals.

  is Post-Doctoral Research Fellow in English
Literature at All Souls College, University of Oxford. Her work has
appeared in Essays in Criticism, The Henry James Review, and The
Review of English Studies. She is currently co-editing The Other House
for Cambridge University Press’s Complete Fiction of Henry James.

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

TWENTIETH-CENTURY

LITERATURE AND THE

AFTERMATH OF WAR

RACHEL BRYAN
All Souls College, University of Oxford

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge  , United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, th Floor, New York,  , USA

 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne,  , Australia

–, rd Floor, Plot , Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – , India

 Penang Road, #-/, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/

: ./

© Rachel Bryan 

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

When citing this work, please include a reference to the DOI ./

First published 

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
: Bryan, Rachel, PhD, author.

: Twentieth-century literature and the aftermath of war / Rachel Bryan.
: Cambridge ; New York,  : Cambridge University Press, . |

Includes bibliographical references and index.
:   (print) |   (ebook) |

  (hardback) |   (paperback) |   (epub)
: : War and literature. | Literature, Modern–th century–History and criticism. |
National characteristics in literature. | James, Henry, -–Criticism and interpretation. |

Bowen, Elizabeth, -–Criticism and interpretation. | Ishiguro, Kazuo, —Criticism and
interpretation. | : Literary criticism.

:  .W B  (print) |  .W (ebook) |
 /.–dc/eng/

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/

 ---- Hardback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will

remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

For my parents

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

[W]ar’s not just only war; it’s years out of people’s lives that they’ve
never had before and won’t have again.

Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Mysterious Kôr’ ()

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

Acknowledgements page x
List of Abbreviations xii

Introduction: The Cracks in the Vase and the Lies in the Soul 

 Untimely Deaths and Artful Promise in Henry James’s
Post- Writings 

 Reading Henry James in First World Wartime 

 Imaginary Widowhood in Elizabeth Bowen’s ‘A Year
I Remember – ’ and A World of Love 

 Retroactive Judgements in Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of
the Day 

 Traitors, Treason, and ‘Topsy-Turvy’ Values in Kazuo
Ishiguro’s ‘The Summer After the War’ and An Artist of
the Floating World 

 Art and Consolation in Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go 

Index 

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgements

First, I wish to thank Tamara Follini, who supervised the PhD thesis from
which this project developed. Her advice, encouragement, and insight
helped to shape the pages that follow, as has her generous and careful
proofreading of the book in its various stages of revision. I am also grateful
to my two anonymous readers at Cambridge University Press, whose
attentive responses to an earlier draft improved the manuscript immeasur-
ably. My editor, Ray Ryan, offered invaluable support for the project, and
thanks are due as well to Edgar Mendez and the team at Cambridge
University Press for helping see it through to completion.

The arguments made in this book have benefitted from conversations
with Ned Allen, Christopher Burlinson, Douglas Davies, Philip Horne,
Alex Houen, Hazel Hutchison, Leo Mellor, Rod Mengham, Adrian Poole,
David Trotter, and members of University College London’s ‘Henry
James Reading Group’. I also wish to thank the late Laura Marcus, from
whose insights I benefitted in the early stages, and Fiona Green, who first
suggested that I might enjoy Henry James.

The doctoral work that formed the basis of this research would not have
been possible without funding from the Arts and Humanities Research
Council of Great Britain, nor without the support of both the Faculty of
English, University of Cambridge, and the staff and fellows of Jesus
College, Cambridge. Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of
War was written during a Post-Doctoral Research Fellowship at All Souls
College, Oxford, and I owe a great deal to its staff and fellows for their
friendship and support. Among them, special recognition is due to Alison
John, Damian Maher, Karolina Watroba, and Andrew Wynn Owen, as
well as to Santanu Das, who commented on sections of the manuscript
and has been the most generous of mentors.

The arguments made here have been enriched by time spent with the
Elizabeth Bowen Collection and the Kazuo Ishiguro Papers in the Harry
Ransom Center, the University of Texas at Austin. I’ve been able to

x

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

incorporate these unpublished materials with the consent and support of
the HRC, and with the permission of the authors’ estates. Quotations
from the Kazuo Ishiguro Papers (Copyright © Kazuo Ishiguro) are repro-
duced with permission of the author c/o Rogers, Coleridge & White Ltd,
 Powis Mews, London W JN; those from Elizabeth Taylor’s letters
to Elizabeth Bowen (Copyright © the Estate of Elizabeth Taylor) are
reproduced with permission of Johnson & Alcock Ltd.
I’m grateful also to various presses, editors, and estates for allowing me

to include material published originally elsewhere. The epigraph to this
book (Copyright ©  Curtis Brown Ltd) is reproduced with permis-
sion of Curtis Brown Group Ltd, London, on behalf of the Literary
Executors of the Estate of Elizabeth Bowen. That to the Introduction is
taken from Brian W. Shaffer and Kazuo Ishiguro, ‘An Interview with
Kazuo Ishiguro’, Contemporary Literature, ,  (), –, Copyright
©  by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System.
It is reprinted with permission of the University of Wisconsin Press.
An earlier version of Chapter  appeared as ‘Unlived Lives, Imaginary
Widowhood, and Elizabeth Bowen’s A World of Love’, in The Review of
English Studies, ,  (), – and is reproduced here with
permission of Oxford University Press; as are ideas that formed the basis
of Chapter , which I explored in ‘Henry James and Incompleteness’,
Essays in Criticism, ,  (), –. The Rebecca West section of
Chapter  also appeared, in another form, as ‘The Return of the “Spiritual
Soldier”: Rebecca West’s Henry James’, in The Henry James Review, , 
(Fall ), –, Copyright ©  Johns Hopkins University Press.
It appears here with permission of Johns Hopkins University Press.
This study of unlived lives has been shaped and enriched by the lives of

many others. Margaret Bryan passed away just as the book was nearing
completion. Reading her wartime recollections, punctuated by the refrain
‘if only’, added courage to my convictions; for this, and for her bravery,
I am deeply grateful. In recognition of love and support shown over many
years, I also wish to thank Donald Bryan, David and Margaret Core,
Olivia Franks, Ellie Holroyd, Dan Hurst, and Sarah Woods. The
‘Durham Bryans’ – Will, Ed, Mum, and Dad – are, and always have been,
my biggest cheerleaders; their love, kindness, and indomitable sense of fun
have helped to get me through the various twists and turns of writing, and
to keep me smiling. What follows is for them, with love.

Acknowledgements xi

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Abbreviations

AF Kazuo Ishiguro, An Artist of the Floating World (London:
Faber & Faber, )

Aut Henry James, Autobiographies, ed. Philip Horne (New York:
Library of America, )

BCSW Elizabeth Bowen, Bowen’s Court & Seven Winters
(London: Vintage, )

CN The Complete Notebooks of Henry James, ed. Leon Edel and
Lyall H. Powers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, )

CS The Collected Stories of Elizabeth Bowen
(London: Vintage, )

EL Henry James, Literary Criticism: Essays on Literature, American
Writers, English Writers, ed. Leon Edel, vol.  (New York:
Library of America, )

FW Henry James, Literary Criticism: French Writers, Other
European Writers, The Prefaces to the New York Edition, ed.
Leon Edel, vol.  (New York: Library of America, )

H Elizabeth Bowen, The Hotel (London: Vintage, )
HD Elizabeth Bowen, The Heat of the Day (London:

Vintage, )
HJCS Henry James, Complete Stories –, ed. Denis

Donoghue (New York: Library of America, )
HJLII The Letters of Henry James, ed. Percy Lubbock, vol. 

(New York: Scribner’s, )
HJLIV Henry James Letters, ed. Leon Edel, vol.  (Cambridge,

MA: The Belknap Press, )
MT The Mulberry Tree: Writings of Elizabeth Bowen, ed.

Hermione Lee (London: Vintage, )
NLMG Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go (London: Faber &

Faber, )

xii

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49338-3 — Twentieth-Century Literature and the Aftermath of War
Rachel Bryan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

RH Henry James, Roderick Hudson, rev. edn,  vols.
(London: Macmillan & Co., )

RS Rebecca West, The Return of the Soldier
(London: Virago, )

RWHJ Rebecca West, Henry James (New York: Henry Holt &
Company, )

SP Henry James, The Sense of the Past (London: Collins, )
TY Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth (London: Virago, )
WL Elizabeth Bowen, A World of Love (London: Vintage, )

List of Abbreviations xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781009493383
www.cambridge.org

