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Chapter 4

Crossings Still

Irish Interludes in Bowen’s European Novels

Nothing in Ireland is ever over.
Elizabeth Bowen, Collected Impressions

What’s unfinished haunts one.
Elizabeth Bowen, The Heat of the Day

Thus far, I have sought to identify a distinct, alternative mode of cosmo-
politanism within the themes and aesthetics of Irish expatriate modernism. 
This “Irish cosmopolitanism” stems from the overdetermination of national 
identity during Ireland’s long decolonization, the related postponement and 
obscuring of Irish international and transnational identity, and the result-
ing need (or ability) to interlace one’s still-forming Irish identity with one’s 
often capacious global perspective. Its aesthetic of orientation is not merely 
double, or happening on two scales, but doubly transformative. Resisting 
the closure of Irish backgrounds even as it looks beyond them, it also defies 
historically absolute and geographically abstract images of modern disloca-
tion by depicting extranational experiences that remain suffused with ques-
tions of unresolved origin. Bowen’s most self-consciously modern and cos-
mopolitan novels, The House in Paris (1935) and The Heat of the Day (1948), 
dramatize this dynamic interplay of orientations in compelling ways.
 On one hand, these two narratives focus on the disruption of histori-
cal time, the phenomena of subjective and psychological time, and the un-
certainty of identities and allegiances in metropolitan European societies 
(London and Paris) engulfed in modernity. On the other, they are shot 
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through by the contrary notion that historical time and traditional social or-
ders are merely interrupted and are still moving toward coherence. Bombs 
drop, parents and lovers are killed in war, social mores and familial expecta-
tions are radically upset, yet events are often described as moving toward 
the future with objective force, according to the “overruling coldness [with 
which] things guided themselves” (HP 191). In both narratives, modern ur-
ban transience seems to dictate that “everything is on its way to somewhere 
else.” Yet this peripatetic condition also exists, as the narrator intrusively 
reminds us in The Heat of the Day, because “unceasingly something is at 
work” (HD 218).
 This double-vision of historical time draws, at least in part, from Bowen’s 
own effort to live wartime, cosmopolitan modernity while still assessing her 
connections to an Irish history increasingly defined by nationalist move-
ments and the contested role of the Protestant Ascendancy—an effort that 
allowed her to scrutinize the time-consciousness of modernity from dif-
ferent spaces or different cultural-geographic perspectives. We often speak 
of exilic and diasporic writers as having the ability, or need, to think at a 
critical distance from both their native and their adopted countries. Bowen, 
who lived in London and traveled frequently on the modernist axis to Paris, 
Rome, and New York from the late 1920s into the 1960s, established a criti-
cal distance not simply from her adopted “country” of England, but more 
specifically from her adopted, Anglo-European cosmopolitan milieu. Hav-
ing come from what she called “a race of hybrids” (CI 4), she was able to 
participate in a European culture of diplomatic displacement while also 
looking skeptically upon it, recognizing the ways in which its ideas about 
history, change, and worldliness were locally produced.
 This dual vision is introduced structurally into each novel via an inter-
lude that, about midway through the narrative, removes the heroine from 
London or Paris and takes her to the comparable stillness of an Ascen-
dancy estate in southern Ireland.1 At first glance, these crossings appear to 
be quests for rootedness and stillness that use the relative calm of the Irish 
Big House to signify a social order of the prewar past that is now seen, in 
the midst of modernity’s upheavals and eroded orthodoxies, as a source of 
stability or intrinsic meaning. As Barbara Brothers observes of Stella’s jour-
ney to Cork, during the London air raids, in The Heat of the Day, “While T. 
S. Eliot’s experience of the wasteland led him to the established church to 
find a timeless order . . . , Bowen’s experience of it led her to the Anglo-Irish 
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tradition of a circumscribed family life within the history of a social order 
when preserved that transcended the individual’s experience of time” (131).
 Other readers see Bowen’s Irish interludes as more structurally and the-
matically complex. Marian Kelly, for example, interprets the dissonant Irish 
flashback of The House in Paris as a vague episode that “punch[es] a hole 
in the plot” and “disrupt[s] the forward motion of the text, forming a kind 
of black hole within it” (1). This structural disruption reflects the novel’s 
thematic “examination of both the pleasures and the problems created by 
nostalgia” (1). I agree with Kelly, who does not include the Heat of the Day’s 
Irish interlude, which achieves a similar effect without a temporal flashback. 
But I would add that, taken as a pair, the two subplots also work to critique 
the ways in which mainstream cosmopolitanism, by relying upon reductive 
and static notions of national affiliation, produced a dangerously unprag-
matic view of transnational identity. This critique, as it plays out in each 
novel, highlights the generative tension of Bowen’s modernism: the need to 
scrutinize both the intoxicating fantasies of national tradition or origin and 
the perilous eroticism of philosophies of statelessness.
 Each of the Irish subplots involves an adult woman who is trying to 
maintain self-possession as she decides between love interests and who, in 
the midst of this predicament, journeys to an Ascendancy Big House in 
Cork that is part of her family history. Within Bowen’s oeuvre, it is impor-
tant to note that these Irish episodes are thus quasi sequels to the much 
younger Lois Farquar’s ambiguous departure for France, in The Last Septem-
ber, just after her home has been burned by the IRA in the Anglo-Irish War. 
Lois’s story had stopped abruptly, and ambiguously, with her departure for 
Europe after her family’s home was burned in the troubles (in September 
1920); in these novels of the 1930s and 1940s, the Irish interludes involve 
older women returning to sites that are similar to, and are imbued with the 
same “anxious history” (BC 452) as Lois’s Danielstown, although now in 
the aftermath of revolution. As such, the interludes are projections of Bow-
en’s tendency to return to Irish places and concerns (as Neil Corcoran has 
shown), to revisit their unfinished stories in the midst of her international 
existence, as well as narrative analogues for the desire to reopen the case 
of Protestant history in the south as the Free State evolves into the Repub-
lic. Even more, they reflect Bowen’s refusal to adopt a single and inflexible 
stance, in the international community, on the increasingly republican and 
sovereign Irish state.
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 Before leaving London during the autumn of the German Blitz in 1940, 
Stella tells her lover Robert that she was last in Cork “twenty-one years 
[ago]” (179), which means that she, like Lois, left Ireland during the Anglo-
Irish war, just as the tide of nationalist sentiment turned forcefully against 
Protestant landowners, in part as reprisal for their complicity with Eng-
lish occupation and Catholic suppression. Robert, who discourages her 
from “digging up the past” and preaches that “there are no countries any 
more, nothing but names” (301), answers her “vaguely”: “What a lot of wa-
ter . . . has flowed under the bridges since then, or hasn’t it? Floods enough 
have washed most bridges away” (179). Somewhat like Haines in Ulysses, 
who tells Stephen “it seems History is to blame” for England’s treatment of 
Ireland, Robert here serves as Bowen’s reminder that those who come from 
an established history are more likely to be in a position to declare history 
over. In The House in Paris, Karen visits her Aunt Violet, who is married to a 
Protestant “whose home was burned in the troubles” and who now “hasn’t 
even a place” (74). Sailing into Cobh harbor, and its insular enclave of Prot-
estant homes, Karen observes the “nineteenth century calm hanging over 
the colony,” which “stood in that flat clear light in which you think of the 
past and did not look like a country subject to racking change” (72). Thus, 
the interludes are not a return to a stable entity left behind, but a return to 
the unresolved history represented by the final image of The Last September: 
the Naylor’s big house, burned in “a design of order and panic,” with its 
“door st[anding] open hospitably upon a furnace” (303).
 One can certainly understand Brothers’s reading of the Irish scenes as 
an Eliot-esque search for stillness—a point others have made as well2—for, 
at least initially, Bowen does set them up as a drastic temporal and spatial 
contrast to the unsettling modernity of the European metropolis. The per-
plexed heroines leave London “wanting to rescue something” (HP 69), or 
seeking “everything [they] had lost the secret of being” (HD 193), and they 
do, upon reaching Ireland, discover a reflection-inducing stillness. Karen 
finds the rooms of the estate at Rushbrook to be “at a sacred standstill” and 
notes that “ticking clocks d[o] little to time” and later feels that her “time in 
Ireland [was] like one long day spent in waiting” (HP 77, 82, 102). Similarly 
for Stella, life at Mount Morris “seem[s] to be outside time” and “outside 
war,” resulting in the sense that “[one’s] place in time had been lost” (HD 
180, 185, 196).
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 But each protagonist’s journey also involves the discovery of a more con-
voluted family history and raises more complex questions of ownership, 
allegiance, and identity, than was expected. In The Heat of the Day, Stella 
never discovers the truth of what her recently deceased Cousin Francis had 
been doing in London (he may have helped British intelligence to iden-
tify the Nazi counterspy Robert, which would square with the totalitarian 
sympathies in certain strains of diehard republicanism and the rejection of 
these sympathies by those, like Francis, who still sought alliances with Eng-
lish sovereignty3). She also never finds out what his exact intentions were 
in bequeathing his estate to her son Roderick, or how exactly she is to feel 
about being reconnected with her Anglo-Irish legacy. In The House in Paris, 
Karen discovers that her Aunt Violet is dying, finds herself strangely drawn 
to the cause of Ireland’s “anti-treaty” republicans, and is unable to discern 
what she ought to do about her impending, dispassionate marriage to Ray. 
She returns to England on the Cork/Holyhead ferry wondering “How 
much had happened? Everything or nothing?” (92). Unsure of “What [she] 
hope[d] to find,” she feels “hungry, empty instead of sad” (92). At the emo-
tional and personal level, the nervous evanescence of Ascendancy Ireland 
has afforded both women a space for reflection, but it has not offered up any 
transcendent or deeply rooted truths.
 In the previous chapter, I proposed that two ostensibly conflicting drives 
are operating at once in the minds of Bowen’s focal characters: the drive to 
belong or to become rooted and the drive to be free of attachments and 
histories. Bowen’s Londoners, Parisian expatriates, and European travelers 
are arguably unique among European modernism’s cosmopolitans in the 
degree to which they simultaneously desire to escape and to locate their 
social moorings. The House in Paris and the Heat of the Day play out this dual 
motivation in significant ways, but rather than providing a cure or hiatus for 
this condition, the Irish intermissions instead reinforce it. In so doing, they 
suggest that this double longing has evolved from, or is itself paradoxically 
“rooted” in, an unsettled colonial affiliation.
 For as Bowen, perhaps even more than Yeats, saw it, to be Anglo-Irish 
in midcentury is to be equally sensitive to two contending historical view-
points. One is that anti-imperial revolution and republicanism are, at least 
in spirit, ultimately an assertion of human right and a Hegelian, cultural-
collective will—an organic development to which the outdated colonial 


