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ELIZABETH BOWEN IN CONTEXT

This book provides innovative, up-to-date essays about Elizabeth
Bowen’s fiction. It integrates the latest thinking about her engage-
ment, stances, and knowledge of twentieth-century literary move-
ments. Elizabeth Bowen often remarked that she grew up with the
twentieth century. Indeed, her writings are coterminous with the
technological, social, and cultural developments of modernity. Her
novels and short stories, like her essays, register changes in architec-
ture, visual art, soundscapes, the aesthetics and technique of fiction,
attitudes towards sex and greater social freedom for women, and the
long repercussions of warfare across the twentieth century. Bowen’s
writing reflects a deep engagement with other authors, whether they
were her antecedents — Jane Austen, Marcel Proust, and D. H.
Lawrence, among others — or her contemporaries, such as Virginia
Woolf, Evelyn Waugh, and Eudora Welty. Her fiction and essays are
a barometer of the literary, political, social, and cultural contexts in
which she lived and wrote.

ALLAN HEPBURN is the author of many books and articles on
twentieth-century British, Irish, and American novels. An authority
on the novelist Elizabeth Bowen, he has published four books of her
uncollected works: The Bazaar and Other Stories; People, Places,
Things; Listening In; and The Weight of a World of Feeling. These
books have catalysed interest in Bowen’s literary production, and
they have appeared alongside collections of her essays and an escalat-
ing number of critical studies devoted to her fiction. Hepburn holds
the James McGill Chair in Twentieth-Century Literature at McGill
University and is a member of the editorial board of the Elizabeth
Bowen Review.
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Preface

Allan Hepburn

In the course of her career, Elizabeth Bowen (1899-1973) published six
volumes of short stories, ten novels, and three collections of essays and
other non-fiction. Her first book of short stories, Encounters, appeared in
1923, and her last novel, Eva Trout, in 1968. Her writing life thus spans
the turmoil of the Irish Civil War and the formation of the Republic of
Ireland, the Second World War, the ages of austerity and affluence in the
UK, the Cold War, the sexual revolution, and the social upheavals of the
1960s, all of which had a discernible impact on her output. When critics
discuss Bowen’s works, they tend to focus on specific periods or thematic
concerns rather than accounting for the multiple contexts in which she
wrote and published. The essays in this volume move away from inter-
pretations of specific texts to general problems and issues in Bowen’s
writings, such as her handling of temporality, her thinking about women
and sexuality, her role as a public lecturer and journalist, and her commen-
tary, albeit implicit, on class and its prerogatives.

In accounts of modernism, Bowen tends to be eclipsed by such writers
as Virginia Woolf, Graham Greene, and Evelyn Waugh, all of whom were
her friends, and all of whose writings she read with insight and discern-
ment. She relished Waugh’s comedic virtuosity; indeed, her fourth novel,
To the North (1932), which focuses on cars, speed, and misplaced love, is a
tragic recasting of Waugh’s Vile Bodies (1931), a novel about cars, speed,
and interwar frivolity.” In Why Do I Write?, which was originally published
in a forward-thinking magazine called Conzact: World of Neighbours (1947)
before being broadcast on BBC radio in July 1948, then published as a
sixty-page pamphlet in November 1948, she exchanged opinions about the
purpose and nature of writing fiction with Greene and V. S. Pritchett.
Indeed, her comments about the mechanics and purpose of writing, as
expressed in such essays as ‘Notes on Writing a Novel’ (1945) and “The
Technique of the Novel’ (1953), are penetratingly apt and deserve to be

Xix
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XX Preface

better known than they are as documents about the meaning and purposes
of modernist fiction.

Bowen’s relationship with her literary antecedents and contemporaries
was rarely one of unalloyed influence. For this reason, it is an error of
judgement to compare her style with Henry James’s or Virginia Woolfs, as
many critics do, almost always to Bowen’s detriment. The compound
negations in 7he House in Paris (1935) and the cat’s-cradle syntax in 7he
Heat of the Day (1949) are expressions of the central problematics of those
novels — an existential negation of Leopold’s having been born in the
former, the contortions of thinking that lead to treachery in the latter —
rather than imitations of Jamesian prose. Although she admired Woolf’s
lyrical prose, Bowen was much more interested in the ethical stakes of
fiction than Woolf was. In an essay entitled ‘English Fiction at Mid-
Century’, Bowen dismisses Woolf’s lyrical representation of psychological
interiority, which the ‘wholesale destruction’ of the Second World War
rendered irrelevant (PP7" 322). For Bowen, writing fiction is an act of
public engagement, in addition to being an exploration of feeling
and character.

Nor should Bowen be designated a belated modernist. That categorisa-
tion does not do justice to the multiple intellectual and artistic frameworks
within which she wrote. In their discerning critical study of Bowen’s
fiction, Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle recast literary genealogies to
make her position in twentieth-century British and Irish literature more
salient: “Virginia Woolf is a major writer . .. She is the link that connects
George Eliot with Elizabeth Bowen.”” Rather than being an intermediary
for other writers, Bowen is a crucial link between George Eliot and the
present, with Woolf assuming a supporting role to Bowen’s achievement.
Certainly, there has been an uptick in critical essays devoted to Bowen’s
writings, as well as her influence on contemporary writers. She makes a
cameo appearance, for instance, in lan McEwan’s Azonement (2001), and a
sentence from 7The Heat of the Day supplies an epigraph to Garth
Greenwell’s Small Rain (2024).

In order to capture Bowen’s contribution to twentieth-century literature
more accurately, Elizabeth Bowen in Context expands the social, national,
literary, wartime, and mid-century contexts in which she wrote and which
she helped to shape. These contexts often overlap and even contradict each
other. Her national allegiances are a case in point. On the one hand,
Bowen draws upon Irish traditions — from Somerville and Ross and
Sheridan LeFanu to James Joyce and Molly Keane. On the other hand,
she thinks of herself as a British writer in a lineage made up of such diverse
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writers as Henry Fielding, Jane Austen, and D. H. Lawrence. She also read
widely in European literature and makes knowledgeable references to
Flaubert, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Stendhal, and Proust. Many critics note that
her short stories bear resemblances to Katherine Mansfield’s and Guy de
Maupassant’s. In her fiction and critical prose, she borrowed from what-
ever national literature suited her purposes. As a reviewer, she kept up to
date on emerging directions in fiction. A voracious reader, she reviewed
everything from Ivy Compton-Burnett’s Mother and Son and Anthony
Powell’s The Acceptance World to Frangoise Sagan’s Those without Shadows
and J. G. Farrell’s Troubles.

At various times in her life, Bowen moved through social circles in
London, Cork, Oxford, Dublin, and New York. ‘T'm perfectly happy in
any country, any place’, Bowen declared in an interview in 1959, just
before she sold her country house in County Cork and moved away
permanently from Ireland: Tm rather in a way unstuck — I mean
unlocated, and I don’t think that has ever troubled me’ (L] 325). Her
sensibility was as much cosmopolitan as it was Irish and English. Especially
in the postwar years, Bowen travelled throughout central Europe and the
USA. She held short teaching posts at American colleges and universities,
and she counted many American writers among her acquaintances.
In different degrees and with varying intensities, she was friendly with
Carson McCullers, Eudora Welty, Reynolds Price, and William Maxwell.
In her political, social, and literary allegiances, she crosses multiple con-
texts, and these contexts give a fuller account of her writing than has
previously been acknowledged.

During her lifetime, critics attempted to summarise and contextualise
Bowen’s accomplishments, with varying degrees of success or pertinence.
Elizabeth Hardwick, V. S. Pritchett, and Eddy Sackville-West weighed
in on the merits and demerits of her fiction. Jocelyn Brooke published
a booklet entitled ‘Elizabeth Bowen’ in the series Writers and Their
Works for the British Council. He notes that ‘her speciality is the minor
yet significant incident, whether humorous or tragic, not the major evenr.’
Her choice of scale, Brooke claims, prohibits Bowen from being con-
sidered a major novelist, of the stature of either Proust or Tolstoy. This
reputation of being a writer of keen sensibility, like Jane Austen, dogged
Bowen’s reputation for decades — unjustly.

Brooke, like other critics, does not recognise that major events, such as
the War of Independence in The Last September and the Second World
War in The Heat of the Day, inform Bowen’s plots and determine relevance
of action. Surely these conflicts count as major events, notwithstanding
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Brooke’s comment about significant incidents. Moreover, Bowen quite
clearly states that relevance crystallises plot and meaning through situ-
ations: “The plot is thought of, or the plot builds out from, the situation, at
first in a very simple and abstract form’ (WWF 16). The situation, in which
idea fuses with action and image, precedes the story. Plot and characters
exist to serve the situation. In this regard, context for Bowen’s writing is
everything: it determines characters’ behaviour as much as it shapes action,
dialogue, and plot.

Elizabeth Bowen in Context is divided into seven parts. The first part
assesses the various genres in which she worked, with attention paid to her
own critical interventions and statements about the short story, novel,
criticism, life-writing, and theatre. The second part, ‘Aesthetics’,
approaches Bowen’s writing from different angles, including architecture,
visual culture, temporality, and modernism. The third part turns to a
selection, albeit limited, of Bowen’s engagements with other writers:
Austen, Flaubert, Maupassant, Proust, Lawrence, Woolf, Welty. In light
of Bowen’s extensive reading, both for pleasure and for reviews, this part
could easily expand to include Leo Tolstoy, Katherine Mansfield, Francois
Mauriac, and many others, but a line has to be drawn somewhere. The
fourth part, likewise, considers a handful of ‘Locations’ dear to Bowen:
Italy, hotels, London, Ireland. She travelled extensively in France and the
USA, and her travels to those countries are the oblique subject of related
essays on Proust and Welty.

Sometimes, although not with perfect accuracy, Bowen is described as a
Burkean conservative, whose politics steered a course through ‘enlightened
imperialism™* towards Ireland and an admiration of Winston Churchill
during the war years.” Yet her disposition towards technology, sexuality,
the Cold War, and other matters tells a different story about her political
sensibility, if one assumes a wider definition of the political than such
rubrics as “Tory” or ‘liberal’. Bowen’s stances on diverse issues inform the
fifth part of this volume. For example, from 1949 until 1953, Bowen
served as member of the Royal Commission on Capital Punishment, one
of only two women to do so. As a member of the commission, she heard
reports from expert witnesses on matters such as the hangings at
Nuremberg, the role of provocation in homicides, limited criminal respon-
sibility, and the most and least merciful methods of execution. The debate
around capital punishment, whether it should be abolished or upheld,
should not be underestimated as a context for the governess’s inability to
shake off guilt by association in ‘Reduced’ or Robert’s treachery in 7he
Heat of the Day.
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Many critics have noted the recurrence of female orphans in Bowen’s
fiction — Lois in The Last September, Pauline in To the North, Portia in The
Death of the Heart, Eva in Eva Trout — but her characters extend to a much
longer roster of identities. The sixth part thus deals with women, lovers,
ghosts, servants, and other identities in Bowen’s novels and short stories.
In an expanded version of this book, there might be essays on cads (Markie
in 7o the North and Eddie in The Death of the Heart), bad mothers
(‘Muttikins’ in The Heat of the Day and Madame Fisher in The House in
Paris), and siblings (the sisters in ‘Happy Autumn Fields’, Friends and
Relations, and A World of Love, or Thomas and Portia as half-siblings in
The Death of the Heart).

The seventh and final part of Elizabeth Bowen in Context examines
adaptations of Bowen’s works for the screen, big or small, including
John Banville’s screenplay for a filmic version of 7he Last September and
Tom Stoppard’s script for a television production of The Heat of the Day.
Her legacies as a writer are apparent not just in obituaries that summed up
her achievements upon her death in 1973, but also in critical statements
about her work that have appeared in the past five decades. If anything,
Bowen’s relevance as a writer increases as time has passed, and the contexts
in which she wrote continue to widen.

Notes

. See A. Hepburn, ‘Love and Recklessness: Speed in 7o the North, in A.
Martin and C. Towsend (eds.), Modernity Must Drive (Fairleigh Dickinson
Press, 2025), pp. 161-82.

2. A. Bennett and N. Royle, Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel:

Still Lives (Palgrave Macmillan, 1995), p. xv.

3. J. Brooke, Elizabeth Bowen (British Council/Longman’s, Green, 1952),
p. 30.

. H. Lee, Elizabeth Bowen, rev. ed. (Vintage, 1999), p. 26.

5. V. Glendinning, Elizabeth Bowen: A Biography (1977; Anchor, 2006), p. 208.
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1899

1905
1906
1912
1912

1914
1918

1919

1921
1923

1923
1923

1925

1926
1927
1927
1929
1930
1931
1931
1931

Chronology

7 June: Elizabeth Dorothea Cole Bowen born in Dublin to Henry
Charles Cole Bowen and Florence Isabella Pomeroy Colley Bowen.
father has a mental breakdown.

moves to England with her mother.

September: Florence Bowen dies of cancer.

lives with Aunt Laura Colley in Harpenden, Hertfordshire, and
attends Harpenden School for two years.

attends Downe House School, Kent, for three years.

works in a hospital with veterans.

attends London County Council art school in Southampton Row,
London, for two terms.

breaks off engagement to Lieutenant John Anderson while staying
with her Aunt Edie in Bordighera, Italy.

April: publishes first story, ‘Salon des Dames’, in Weekly
Westminster Gazette.

May: publishes first volume of short stories, Encounters.

August: marries Alan Cameron, Assistant Secretary for Education
for Northamptonshire.

moves to Headington, near Oxford; meets in the years that follow
John and Susan Buchan, David Cecil, Cyril Connolly, and
Maurice Bowra, as well as other Oxford tutors, dons, and students.
April: publishes Ann Lee’s and Other Stories.

becomes a client of the literary agent Spencer Curtis Brown.
August: publishes first novel, 7he Hotel.

January: publishes The Last September.

inherits Bowen’s Court upon the death of her father.

May: publishes Friends and Relations.

September: Evelyn Waugh stays at Bowen’s Court.

meets Goronwy Rees.

XXiv
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1932
1932
1933
1933
1933
1935
1935

1937
1937

1938
1940

1941
1941
1941
1942
1942
1945

1946
1948

1948
1948
1949
1949
1949
1949

1950

Chronology XXV

February: meets Virginia Woolf.

October: publishes 7o the North.

has an affair with Humphry House, an Oxford student who
becomes a renowned Dickens scholar.

October: meets Isaiah Berlin.

December: travels to New York.

August: publishes 7he House in Paris.

September: takes lease on 2 Clarence Terrace, on Regent’s Park,
in London.

has an affair with Sedn O’Faoldin.

July—December: writes theatre reviews for Graham Greene’s
magazine Night and Day.

October: publishes The Death of the Heart.

November: travels to Dublin to collect information about the Irish
disposition towards the war and the possibility of establishing
British naval bases in Irish ports, with return trips in 1942 for
similar purposes.

January: publishes short story collection Look at All Those Roses.
February: meets Charles Ritchie, a Canadian diplomat.

writes weekly reviews for The Tatler until 1950, then resumes from
1954 to 1958.

June: publishes Bowen’s Court, a history of her family and their
house in County Cork.

October: publishes Seven Winters, a short

autobiographical memoir.

October: publishes 7he Demon Lover and Other Stories, which appears
in the USA in April 1946 as Ivy Gripped the Steps and Other Stories.
reports on the Paris Peace Conference for the Cork Examiner.
February: stages Castle Anna, a play co-written with John Perry, at
the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith.

June: appointed CBE.

October: travels to Hungary.

February: meets C. V. Wedgwood.

February: publishes 7he Heat of the Day, which becomes a Book
Society Choice.

June: awarded honorary Doctor of Letters degree from Trinity
College Dublin.

appointed to the Royal Commission on Capital Punishment,
which presents its report in 1953.

meets Eudora Welty.
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Xxvi Chronology

1950 publishes Collected Impressions, a collection of critical essays,
reviews, and broadcasts.

1951 gives up lease on 2 Clarence Terrace and moves permanently to
Bowen’s Court.

1952 26 August: death of Alan Cameron.

1956 awarded honorary Doctor of Letters degree from Oxford University.

1959 autumn: writer in residence at the American Academy in Rome.

1959 December: sells contents of Bowen’s Court and sells the house
itself to a neighbour, Cornelius O’Keefe, who demolishes it the
following year.

1960 winter: teaches a class on the short story at Vassar College.

1960 February: publishes A Time in Rome with Knopf in the USA, and
in July with Longmans in the UK.

1960 lives in Oxford, near Isaiah and Aline Berlin.

1961 November: elected president of the Old Headington
Women’s Institute.

1962 publishes Afterthought: Pieces abour Writing, her second
critical compilation.

1964 January: publishes 7he Little Girls in the USA, and in February in
the UK.

1964 sells literary papers to the Harry Ransom Center, University of
Texas at Austin.

1965 publishes an illustrated children’s book, 7he Good Tiger.

1965 purchases a house in Hythe.

1968 October: publishes novel Eva Trout, or Changing Scenes in the USA.

1969 January: publishes £va Trout in the UK; wins the James Tait Black
Memorial Prize and is shortlisted for the Booker Prize.

1970 teaches a creative writing course at Princeton University.

1972 serves on the Booker Prize committee alongside Cyril Connolly
and George Steiner; the committee awards the prize to John
Berger’s G.

1973 22 February: dies of lung cancer in University College Hospital,
London, with Charles Ritchie at her bedside during her last days.

1973 buried in St Colman’s churchyard, Farahy, County Cork.

1975 January: posthumous publication of Pictures and Conversations,
edited with a foreword by Spencer Curtis Brown.
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Abbreviations

As far as possible, references to Bowen’s works have been standardised
across this volume. For the most part, Anchor editions have been adopted
because they are widely available, at least in North America. Some of
Bowen’s books have never been reprinted; in those cases, original publica-
tions are cited.

A Afterthought: Pieces about Writing (Longmans, Green, 1962)

B The Bazaar and Other Stories, edited by Allan Hepburn
(Edinburgh University Press, 2008)

BC Bowen’s Court and Seven Winters (Vintage, 1999)

Ccl Collected Impressions (Longmans Green, 1950)

CS Collected Stories (Anchor, 2006)

DH The Death of the Heart (Anchor, 2000)

EN English Novelists (Collins, 1942)

ET Eva Trout, or Changing Scenes (Anchor, 2003)

FR Friends and Relations (Anchor, 2020)

H The Horel, foreword by Maud Ellmann (University of Chicago
Press, 2012)

HD The Heat of the Day (Anchor, 2002)

HP The House in Paris, introduction by A. S. Byatt (Anchor, 2002)

LG The Little Girls (Anchor, 2004)

LI Listening In: Broadcasts, Speeches, and Interviews, edited by
Allan Hepburn (Edinburgh University Press, 2010)

LS The Last September (Anchor, 2000)

MT The Mulberry Tree: Writings of Elizabeth Bowen, edited by
Hermione Lee (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1986)

rc Pictures and Conversations, with a foreword by Spencer Curtis
Brown (Knopf, 1975)

PPT People, Places, Things: Essays by Elizabeth Bowen, edited by

Allan Hepburn (Edinburgh University Press, 2008)

xxvii
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xxviii List of Abbreviations
TR A Time in Rome (Knopf, 1960)
TTN To the North (Anchor, 2006)

WL A World of Love (Anchor, 2003)

WWFE The Weight of a World of Feeling, edited with an introduction
by Allan Hepburn (Northwestern University Press, 2017)
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