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I S H A L L E X A M I N E the theoretical stance w h i c h c la ims that the 
reader produces meaning from the text by a read ing of E l i z a b e t h 
Bowen ' s I r i sh novels w h i c h pays par t i cu la r attention to her use of 
l ight a n d dark. T h i s choice of focus immedia te ly l imi ts the range 
of m e a n i n g w h i c h can be extracted i n this reading, a n d perhaps 
also restricts the expl icat ive app roach that can legi t imately be 
used. B u t the extensive use of l ight a n d dark throughout Bowen ' s 
work , though recognized by H e r m i o n e L e e ( 1 4 1 - 4 3 ) , deserves 
closer considerat ion than it has received. 

Fi rs t love a n d other close h u m a n relationships are presented as 
unsatisfactory i n bo th The Last September a n d A World of Love, 
Bowen ' s on ly novels set entirely i n I re land . N o t on ly do we never 
see the partners of the p r i m a r y domestic relat ionship i n The Last 
September address each other, but the b u d d i n g instance of first 
love between L o i s a n d G e r a l d is n ipped by L a d y N a y l o r ' s inter­
vent ion a n d destroyed by Gera ld ' s death. Besides, F ranc ie M o n t ­
morency opts out of m a r i t a l i n t imacy th rough i l l -hea l th , wh i l e 
her husband H u g o has a wande r ing eye i f not the courage to 
fo l low it. A l l the marriages against w h i c h the act ion takes place 
are sterile — the N a y l o r s ' , the M o n t m o r e n c y s ' , a n d the F o r -
gartys' ( M r s . F . has a "vast a n d useless bosom" [ 1 9 9 ] ) . T h e t w o 
y o u n g people staying at Dan ie l s town , the B i g House i n w h i c h the 
nove l is set, are merely niece a n d nephew to the owners a n d 
neither of them gives hope for happy relationships, wh i l e M a r d a ' s 
engagement is equal ly unpromis ing . 

I n A World of Love, the p r i m a r y partnership between F r e d 
a n d L i l i a was instigated by A n t o n i a , not by spontaneous " f a l l i n g 
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i n l ove . " A c c o r d i n g l y , it conveys convenience at best, disinterest 
at worst. A n t o n i a herself is a solitary d i v o r c é e , M a u d is an o d d 
twelve-year-old, a n d Jane , the heroine, is confused between an 
over-intense b o n d w i t h her father on the one h a n d a n d her 
m o r b i d response to a packet of love-letters f rom the long-dead 
cousin G u y , w h i c h she found i n the attic, o n the other. A l l of this 
leaves li t t le basis for op t imism when the reader is to ld as Jane 
meets R i c h a r d P r i a m at the very end of the nove l , " T h e y no 
sooner looked but they l o v e d , " ( 149 ) , especially since R i c h a r d is 
the cast-off fr iend of the bri t t le , nouveau-r iche pa rvenu L a d y 
La t te r ly . (No te the significant name! ) 

T h i s unsatisfactoriness i n close relationships is elaborated 
th rough the use of l ight a n d dark, notably i n connect ion w i t h the 
heroines of these two novels, L o i s a n d Jane. I n add i t ion to 
Bowen ' s characteristic interest i n innocence a n d its loss, there is 
a related interest i n the process of enl ightenment w h i c h occurs 
accompan ied by i l l u m i n a t i o n f rom na tura l a n d ar t i f ic ia l sources. 
En l igh tenmen t can be a pa in fu l process, we learn , pa r t i cu la r ly if 
i t is forced f rom wi thou t , a n d there is a constant sense that it is 
preferable that some things be kept i n the dark. I shal l use the 
te rm "en l igh ten" i n its figurative sense, to convey a sp i r i tua l or 
in te l lectual state or process w h i c h can be spontaneous a n d i n ­
vo lun ta ry ; a n d I shal l use the term " i l l u m i n a t e " i n its general 
sense of t h rowing l ight on something, deliberately, f rom the 
outside. 

T h u s , L a d y N a y l o r ' s thrice-repeated statement to L o i s , " Y o u 
have no concept ion of love , " indicates her deliberate attempt to 
i l lumina te for L o i s the impossibi l i ty of her m a r r y i n g G e r a l d , as 
t hough L o i s were an object clearly perceptible to L a d y N a y l o r . 
Signif icant ly , this occurs whi le L a d y N a y l o r is t r i m m i n g the wicks 
of the Dan ie l s town l a m p s : 

L a d y Naylor , who wished for a clear steady l ight these lengthen­
ing evenings, saw to the lamps personally. I n big yellow gloves she 
accurately t r immed the wicks, between the morning's headlines 
and a thorough talk wi th the cook. But the smell of o i l was 
repugnant to her and now she said wi th some sharpness : 

" Y o u have no conception of love — Y o u are i n my l ight ." 
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Lois moved from the lamp-room window. " I really have," she 
said, "really." 

"Nonsense," her aunt said. . . . (Last September 167) 

D u r i n g the exchange w h i c h follows, L a d y N a y l o r ' s thoughts 
wander twice to A n n a Partr idge 's electric l ight i n Bedfordshi re ; 
not once does she consider L o i s as a subject of feel ing; a n d she is 
utterly convinced of the c la r i ty ( and recti tude) of her v iew that 
love is impermanen t , brains are impor tan t , a n d "there is no 
reason" w h y L o i s should m a r r y ( 1 6 8 ) . T h e sub-text reads that 
she is excessively dependent on l ight , w h i c h causes her to c o m ­
p l a i n a second t ime that L o i s is dep r iv ing her of i t . 

T h e p rob l em is one of t ransparency : L a d y N a y l o r treats Lois ' s 
feelings objectively, regards her as an object. Lois ' s mater ia l i ty 
seems to conf i rm this, for she is not transparent a n d thus blocks 
the l ight . I t is not that L a d y Nay lo r ' s v i ew of wha t L o i s should 
do about G e r a l d a n d marr iage is unwise. O n the contrary, since 
Lois ' s sense of dissatisfaction w i t h herself a n d her s i tuat ion lies 
beh ind the conclus ion to w h i c h she came at the end of the pre­
ceding chapter ( 166) that " I t was inevi table that she should 
m a r r y G e r a l d , " L a d y Nay lo r ' s opposi t ion to the l ia ison w i t h 
G e r a l d is justified. W h a t obtrudes is her impat ien t insistence on 
b r ing ing i t in to the l ight , o r as she sees i t herself, b r i ng ing "the 
matter onto an intel lectual plane at once" ( 1 6 7 ) . 

Besides, L a d y N a y l o r handles language as t hough it were 
transparent. L o i s is aware of her o w n m u d d l e d state, a n d confes­
ses her difficulty i n exp la in ing her pos i t ion : " ' B u t I can' t ex­
p l a i n , ' " she says ( 1 6 8 ) . I n reply, L a d y N a y l o r says: " ' R e a l 
feeling explains itself.' " T h i s cou ld m e a n either " rea l feeling 
finds the r ight w o r d s " or " rea l feeling doesn't need words . " I n 
either case, the sense is that words do not b lock the l ight for the 
speaker. Y e t i ron ica l ly , a l though L a d y N a y l o r ' s eyes are tel l ingly 
described as " b r i l l i a n t " ( 1 6 9 ) , she finally fails to find the ap­
propriate words for conveying her o w n posi t ion : twice she opens 
a sentence w i t h " H o w e v e r . . . , " a n d twice she fails to continue. 
A l s o , she offers L o i s no reason for the op in ion that she has no 
concept ion of love. She merely relies on repeti t ion of the state­
men t ; a n d her replies are either dismissive or evade the issue by 
chang ing d i rec t ion . 
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T h e reader is made aware of the l imi ta t ions of the perceptions 
of L a d y N a y l o r early i n the nove l , also w i t h reference to l ight , 
so that one is prepared for the heightened significance of the 
l a m p - r o o m scene. W e learn that she "nodded out of a w i n d o w 
to someone distant c o m i n g out f rom some trees," a n d then the 
narra tor comments "she cou ld never learn h o w one vanishes i n 
the da rk of a house" ( 1 7 ) . T h i s comment emphasizes first h o w 
one can see wi thou t oneself being visible to others; a n d second, 
h o w darkness is relative to po in t of v iew a n d can ve i l presence. 
I t also adumbrates the funct ional analogy w h i c h is explored 
throughout the novel between house a n d being i n the mat ter of 
l ight a n d v is ion . 

T h i s analogy between house a n d being is present f rom the very 
first page of The Last September. T h e M o n t m o r e n c y s arr ive at 
Dan i e l s t own i n "ye l low theatr ical sunshine" w h i l e "the vast facade 
of the house stared co ld ly over its m o u n t i n g l a w n s " ( 7 ) . T o w a r d s 
the end of the nove l , as L o i s returns to Dan ie l s town , " T w e n t y 
dark w i n d o w s stared aloofly out of the l ight grey face of the 
house" ( 1 5 9 ) . T h i s recurrence of staring w i n d o w s endorses the 
analogy between w i n d o w a n d eye w h i c h occurs on several occa­
sions d u r i n g the nove l (see 6 5 , 8 5 , 8 6 ) . Besides, the twenty 
w i n d o w s of Dan ie l s town echo the twenty w i n d o w s of the f a ç a d e 
of Bowen ' s C o u r t , E l i z a b e t h Bowen ' s home, to w h i c h she was very 
at tached a n d of w h i c h she wrote a history, Bowen's Court. I n this 
history, she expl ic i t ly makes the connect ion between house a n d 
be ing w h e n she writes of B i g Houses : 

W i t h buildings, as w i t h faces, there are moments when the force­
ful mystery of the inner being appears. Th i s may be a matter 
of mood or light. . . . [ A ] n y one of these houses — w i t h its rows 
of dark windows set i n the light facade against dark trees — has 
the startling meaning and abstract clearness of a house in a 
print . . . . (20) 

T h e interest here is i n the h idden nature of mean ing , apart f rom 
fleeting moments . T h e inner life of the h u m a n be ing remains 
la rge ly .a mystery to another ; a n d the inner life of the B i g House 
likewise remains a mystery to those outside it. I n her art icle, " T h e 
B i g H o u s e , " E l i z a b e t h B o w e n comments that c o m i n g u p the 
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avenue to the house one "meets the faded, d a r k - w i n d o w e d a n d 
somehow hypnot ic stare of the b i g house" w h i c h " i n its silence, 
seems to be con templa t ing the swell or fa l l of its o w n l a w n s " 
( 1 9 6 ) . T h e house's silence gives no help to those bent on inter­
pretat ion a n d the establishment of mean ing . 

I n A World of Love we first learn that its B i g House , w h i c h 
this t ime is on ly a " s m a l l mans ion , " has its " b l i n d e n d " towards 
the nearby gorge, a n d " T h e half-asleep face of M o n t e f o r t was at 
this hour d rowned i n early l i gh t " ( 10) ; thus the analogy between 
house and being is established. Jane, the twenty-year-old heroine, 
has to shade her eyes f rom the sun w h e n she looks back "at two 
ad jo in ing windows i n the top storey" of the house where the 
"cur ta ins were st i l l d r a w n . " These curtains have rents i n them 
w h i c h "let th rough wha t were to be when the sleeper woke 
shafts of a brightness quite unsuppor table ." (No te the typica l 
B o w e n inversion.) W h e n K a t h i e , the m a i d , brings this sleeper, 
A n t o n i a , her m o r n i n g tea, she leaves the curtains undis turbed 
( 2 3 ) ; a n d only when Jane arrives does A n t o n i a say " M u s t have 
more air . Yes , y o u ' l l have to open the curtains ," but not before 
"She reached for her sunglasses, put them on a n d sat u p " ( 2 5 ) . 

T h e emphasis on curtains a n d sunglasses conveys the idea that 
A n t o n i a has v i r tua l ly a phob ia about l ight . W h e n she appears 
wi thout sunglasses we are specifically to ld so, as we l l as that she 
has her back to the l ight and the bl inds are d o w n (351.) . A l l of 
this suggests a w i l f u l blindness on her part, corroborated by her 
reaction to Jane 's finding the packet of love-letters i n her house. 
She says : 

"I 've no idea what is i n the house. Never have I known, and I 
never want to — by this time, who could know, and however 
should they? N o t I, certainly: G o d forbid! Y e t I can't help 
wondering what you've unburied — there may be much ( I should 
think there probably is) that we should all do far better to leave 
alone." (371.) 

A s it transpires that b r ing ing these love-letters to l ight does have a 
disruptive effect on the entire household, A n t o n i a ' s v iew, l ike 
L a d y Nay lo r ' s , is justified. Y e t the pr ice of this resistance to l ight 
is h igh for A n t o n i a , w h o finally continues to carry the burden of 
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the past herself by refusing to reveal at the end of the novel that 
the love-letters were not addressed to L i l i a . 

T h e shadow of the past is present f rom the open ing of the 
novel , where the r is ing sun casts the shadow of an obelisk towards 
Monte fo r t . T h i s obelisk bears no inscr ip t ion ; L i l i a , be ing E n g l i s h 
a n d thus an outsider, cannot remember w h y it was erected, but 
F r e d , be ing loca l , can : 

" C h a p put it up i n memory of himself," said he, w i t h a glance 
at the thing, for the first time struck by it. 

"What , while he was still a l ive?" marvelled L i l i a . "Rather 
peculiar, surely? W h a t was his name?" 

"Cou ldn ' t tell you ." 
" O h , then he is forgotten!" 
D u r i n g the pause, An ton i a joined the group, was asked, looked 

bored and supplied the name. She carried her cup and was drink­
ing coffee. " M a r r i e d the cook," she went on, "went queer in the 
head from dr inking and thinking about himself, left no children 
— anyway, no legits. So this place went to his first cousin. . . ." 

(137) 

A n t o n i a can th row l ight on the origins of the obelisk better than 
anyone: she knows the name of the m a n w h o erected it as a 
substitute for legit imate ch i ld ren a n d that his first cousin inher i ted 
it . B u t this memory casts its shadow on the present ambiguous 
posi t ion of Mon te fo r t . A n t o n i a owns i t , but depends on her 
i l legi t imate cousin F r e d to keep it go ing i n a r u n - d o w n way . 
Besides, be ing childless herself, she goes on to muse that " G u y ' s 
death, even, h a d been contr ibutory to Jane's b i r th . A n d so, wha t 
was Jane for? Beaut i fu l , yes; but w h y ? " ( 1 4 0 ) . Insofar as this 
question as to w h y Jane is beautiful ( and imp l i c i t l y , wha t her 
future w i l l be) is answered by the novel , the answer is far f rom 
satisfactory. N o t only has Jane been distanced f rom the life of 
M o n t e f o r t by her E n g l i s h educat ion, but she is merely the 
daughter of the i l legi t imate cousin of the owner . Fur the rmore , 
her romant ic encounter at the very end of the novel holds little 
promise for a l l owi ng her to assume the role of mistress of M o n t e ­
fort, even i f she does m a r r y R i c h a r d P r i a m . T h e shadow of the 
past, l ike that of the obelisk, is long. 
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L i l i a , though not so marked ly resistant to l ight as A n t o n i a , 
nevertheless objects to Jane's reading wha t she takes to be G u y ' s 
letters to herself : " ' H o w dared you , pok ing a n d pry ing? ' " she 
cr ied (42 ) . A l s o , we are to ld that, after the F ê t e , she " h a d , a l l the 
t ime, been l y i n g silently i n the dark on a sofa" ( 2 8 ) . A s she sits 
i n the overgrown garden recol lect ing the ambigu i ty of her fare­
w e l l to G u y a n d his look ing for a face u n k n o w n to her, she 
thinks "Better uncer ta in ty ; best no answer" ( 9 6 ) . T h i s same 
sentiment underlies her response to Fred 's re turn ing the packet 
of letters he takes to be hers i n "the dense green g loom under this 
pa r t i cu la r chestnut tree" ( 9 9 ) : she doesn't open them. Instead 
of t ry ing to clarify something f rom the past, she gropes her way 
towards present unders tanding w i t h her husband, wh i l e 

T h e chestnut, darkening into summer, canopied them over; 
over their heads were its expired candles of blossom, brown — 
desiccated stamens were i n the dust. Over everything under the 
tree lay the dusk of nature. (104) 

O n l y after the candles of blossom have expired can germina t ion 
take place i n the dusk of nature. L i l i a herself is not very br ight 
but has the earth-mother 's affinity w i t h darkness, a n d she is 
protected f rom enlightenment by the br ight but childless A n t o n i a . 

I n contrast w i t h L i l i a ' s earthy association w i t h darkness is 
L a d y Lat ter ly ' s exaggerated at tachment to l ight . W h e r e L i l i a ' s 
home is s t i l l l i t by l a m p a n d candle, L a d y La t te r ly overdoes the 
electric l ight i n her recently acqui red a n d renovated castle. I n her 
bedroom, " C r y s t a l the chandel ier d r ipped into the sunset; tense 
little l i t l amps under peach shades were easily floated i n u p o n 
the go ld of even ing" ( 5 6 ) ; a n d i ron ica l ly , it is excess of l ight that 
causes her to cry " I can ' t see myself, y o u see! I can' t see a 
t h i n g ! " to Jane as she is dressing for dinner . I n her d r a w i n g -
r o o m , " impassive electric candelabra sprang into br i l l i ance r o u n d 
a l l the eggshell walls , a n d by their l ight Jane, inst inct ively look ing 
d o w n , saw those indel ible ancient grass-stains be t ray ing the em­
broidered hems of her m u s l i n " ( 6 1 ) . L a d y Lat ter ly ' s lights are, 
l ike herself, heartless, a n d since her heart was not i n the annua l 
hun t F ê t e he ld i n her grounds the previous day, she w i l l never 
host it aga in , a l though everyone else enjoyed it. T h u s its descrip-
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t ion is pervaded by an excess of l i g h t : there is a " d a z z l i n g 
concourse of marquees ," a "kale idoscopic sh immer over the F ê t e , " 
a n d "urns blazed w i t h geraniums," so that A n t o n i a , " f lashing her 
b lack glasses" t r ipped a n d " ja r red the lens i n her b r a i n " ; a n d 
" L i k e a bul let-hi t pane, the whole scene shivered, splintered out­
w a r d i n horror f rom that smal l b lack v a c u u m i n its core" ( 2 8 f . ) . 

A n t o n i a ' s sense of p r ivacy is i nvaded by the aggressive br i l l i ance 
su r round ing L a d y Lat te r ly so that she retreats to M o n t e f o r t w i t h 
a bottle of whiskey to b lack it out. Jane , be ing more resilient, 
younger, a n d thereby less enlightened, survives a d inner-par ty at 
the castle by d r i n k i n g too m a n y mart in is , so that i n the candle- l i t 
d in ing - room ( w i t h only " d i m m e d lamps over the serving-tables") 
she is able to conjure u p G u y to fill the empty place opposite 
her a n d to fill the v a c u u m of shared identi ty a n d interests she 
feels w i t h this "c i rc le of the displaced rich" ( 6 7 ) , w h o are a l l 
so m u c h older than she. 

T h e anachron ism of Jane's presence at the castle d inner-par ty 
reflects the central anachron ism of the novel , w h i c h is the i m ­
p i n g i n g of G u y through his letters on the minds of the m a i n 
characters. T h e tempora l sequence of the fate of these letters, 
together w i t h their relat ionship to l ight , gives the fo l lowing pat­
te rn : i n the dark, alone at Mon te fo r t , Jane lights a candle a n d 
goes to the attic where, out of an o ld m u s l i n dress tumbles the 
packet of letters, " h a v i n g found her rather than she t h e m " ( 2 7 ) . 

She reads them i n bed by candlelight, then the fo l lowing m o r n i n g 
hides them out-of-doors i n the early sunshine. H e r e M a u d , w h o is 
concerned about l i v i n g outside t ime since none of the clocks at 
M o n t e f o r t work , a n d w h o therefore compuls ively listens to B i g 
B e n on the rad io at nine o 'clock, finds them a n d transmits them 
to F r e d . F r e d , the only character w h o m current t ime engages (he 
has a w a t c h by w h i c h he runs the f a r m ) , returns the letters to 
L i l i a under the shade of the chestnut tree. H e r e , Jane accidenta l ly 
sees them l y i n g abandoned heedlessly on L i l i a ' s l ap , w h i c h image 
later returns to her a n d advances her unders tanding of mutab i l i t y 
( 1 1 9 ) . N e x t , they are found on the hat-stand by A n t o n i a i n "the 
afternoon's bright shadows" ( 1 1 5 ) . T h e n , i n the dark of the ki t ­
chen, K a t h i e catches A n t o n i a about to b u r n them, st i l l t ied w i t h 



E L I Z A B E T H B O W E N ' S I R I S H N O V E L S 55 

a r i bbon . T h i s r i bbon , of current relevance to K a t h i e because i t 
cou ld be used to tie u p her hair , becomes the pretext for A n t o n i a ' s 
t ransmit t ing them to her w i t h permission to read them. K a t h i e ' s 
be ing outside the fami ly a n d not h a v i n g k n o w n G u y liberates her 
to read them, w h i c h she does. She finds the name of the addres­
see w h i c h she reveals to Jane , w h o has n o w reached a point of 
development i n re la t ion to time w h i c h al lows her to dress i n a 
fashionable blazer, not an E d w a r d i a n dress. Jane summons A n ­
ton ia "fretted by more of the sunless glare," a n d 

Jane, as though al l of Antonia 's faculties must somewhere be i n 
the dark of those twin pools, spoke directly into the sunglasses — 
" I do know who they were to," she said very hurriedly. "Sha l l I 
tell you?" 

" W h a t have you been doing?" 
" B u r n i n g them." 
"Wha t , w i th this at the door?" asked Anton ia , k ick ing a tyre 

of the van. " A n d , what do you mean? T h e y were burned last 
night." 

" N o ; K a t h i e got frightened. She found a name i n them." 
" O h ? " said Anton ia . 
Jane gave the unknown name, naturally adding : "So who was 

she?" 
" I don't believe I remember," said Anton ia . (139) 

T h i s c ruc ia l scene depicts the more mature disposit ion of Jane 
i n re la t ion to t ime i n general a n d the past i n par t icu lar , whi le it 
shows A n t o n i a ' s con t inu ing poor adjustment. Nevertheless, the 
dynamics of the relat ionship between Jane a n d A n t o n i a here 
show the increased stabili ty w h i c h has been present since the scene 
i n the d in ing - room at Mon te fo r t where Jane , h a v i n g deliberately 
let u p a b l i n d a n d seen that A n t o n i a has g r o w n o l d , embraced 
her a n d A n t o n i a responded to the embrace ( 1 2 9 - 3 0 ) . 

Whereas at the end of A World of Love only the anachronis t ic 
language of the past ( i n the fo rm of the letters) has been burnt , 
at the end of The Last September it is the B i g House itself w h i c h 
is bu rn t d o w n . I n the earlier novel , things w i t h m u c h farther-
reach ing significance t han the infideli ty of one m a n or unex­
pressed incestuous feelings are kept i n the dark : the general social 
threat to the life of the B i g House f rom outside cannot be ta lked 
about . 
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T h i s silence concern ing the threat under w h i c h the B i g House 
exists is dictated by S i r R i c h a r d a n d L a d y N a y l o r . T h e idea that 
they prefer to remain wi l fu l ly b l i n d to this threat is endorsed by 
the final sentence of the novel as they w a t c h Dan ie l s town b u r n : 
" S i r R i c h a r d a n d L a d y N a y l o r , not saying anyth ing , d i d not look 
at each other, for i n the l ight f rom the sky they saw too dif­
ferently" ( 2 0 6 ) . A t the beg inn ing of the novel , S i r R i c h a r d h a d 
laughed off Franc ie ' s fear that they migh t be shot at i f they sat 
out on the steps after d inner ( 2 3 ) . T h e n , when L o i s reports that 
three " m e n of the p lace" swear that there are guns bu r i ed i n the 
lower p lan ta t ion , a n d that M i c h a e l K e e l a n swears he saw two 
m e n d igg ing there, S i r R i c h a r d explodes " ' — A h , that's non­
sense n o w ! M i c h a e l w o u l d see any th ing : he is k n o w n to have 
seen a ghost. I w i l l not have the m e n ta lk ing , a n d at a l l accounts 
I won ' t have them listened to.' " L o i s , however , insists that it 
w o u l d be better to investigate, for " 'surely we ought to know, ' " 
w h i c h brings the sharp reply " A n d w h y w o u l d we wan t to 
know? Y o u ' l l have the place ful l of soldiers, t r a m p l i n g the young 
trees . . . T h i s country . . . is altogether too fu l l of soldiers, w i t h 
no th ing to do but dance a n d poke o ld w o m e n out of their beds 
to look for guns. It's unsett l ing the people na tura l ly . . . a n d also 
the a r m y isn't at a l l wha t it used to be. . . .' " S i r R i c h a r d is 
benign, ineffectual i n his account of his encounter w i t h the B l a c k 
a n d Tans , a n d together w i t h L a d y N a y l o r , is over-confident i n 
his version of "the people." 

F o r her part , L a d y N a y l o r direct ly silences Lau rence on the 
dangerous topic of "the t roubles" : " ' S s h ! ' exc la imed L a d y 
N a y l o r . . . . She f rowned, w i t h a glance at the p a r l o u r m a i d " 
( 2 5 ) . A n d later, 

L a d y Nay lo r continued : " F r o m al l the talk, you might think 
almost anything was going to happen, but we never listen. I have 
made it a rule not to talk, either. . . . A n d if you talk to the 
people they'll tell you the whole thing's nonsense: and after al l 
what is a country i f it isn't the people? Fo r instance, I had a long 
conversation this morning wi th M r s Pat Geegan . . . " (26) 

Blissful ly unaware of the self-contradictions invo lved , L a d y N a y ­
lor goes on w i t h a classic account of M r s . Pa t Geegan te l l ing the 
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good lady exactly wha t she wan ted to hear. B o t h w o m e n wish to 
m a i n t a i n the status quo a n d therefore ignore the young a n d the 
change they are w o r k i n g towards on the one h a n d a n d perceive 
on the other. L a d y N a y l o r has already been identif ied as someone 
w h o cou ld not learn that darkness can ve i l presence, but her 
niece is more perceptive. 

L o i s , unl ike her aunt a n d uncle , suffers neither f rom excessive 
at tachment to l ight nor f rom blindness to the dangers of the dark. 
She walks d o w n the avenue alone i n the dark, yet w h e n the shrub­
bery pa th is "so l id w i t h darkness" her fear of it " tugged at its 
cha in , fear beh ind reason, fear before b i r t h ; fear l ike the earliest 
germ of her l i f e " ( 3 3 ) . T h i s fear of the u n k n o w n brought on by 
the dark offsets the security i n w h i c h she perceives those she left 
beh ind i n the B i g H o u s e : " T h e shuttered-in d r awing - room, the 
fami ly sealed i n the l ampl igh t , secure and br ight l ike flowers i n 
a paper-weight — were desirable, wor th m u c h of this to rega in . " 
B u t i n da r ing to go out i n the dark, L o i s has foregone this security 
and accord ingly hears a n d sees the m a n i n a trench-coat w h o pas­
ses wi thout seeing her because she refrains f rom break ing the 
silence, uncer ta in what fo rm her greeting should take. She per­
ceives that " H i s intentions burn t on the dark an almost visible 
t r a i l " ( 3 4 ) , a n d thereby recognizes the threat his presence poses. 
She realizes, however, that " i t was impossible to speak of th is" 
to the group assembled inside " t r i cked by the half-revelat ion of 
l a m p l i g h t , " for wha t "seemed most probable was that they 
w o u l d not l is ten," so she " l igh ted her candle a n d went up to 
b e d " (341.) . 

L o i s , as merely the niece of Dan ie l s town, is not rooted there. 
Besides, on seeing the m a n i n a trench-coat, she cannot share the 
intentions concern ing I re land w h i c h are d ispa tching h i m on his 
hur r ied w a y : "She cou ld not conceive of her country emot ion­
al ly : it was a w ay of l i v i n g , an abstract of several landscapes, or 
an obl ique frayed is land moored at the nor th but w i t h an air of 
being detached and washed out west f rom the Br i t i sh coast" ( 3 4 ) . 

H e r unanchored posi t ion brings her a freedom of movement i n 
relat ion to l ight and dark, but it also brings a pa infu l sense of 
belonging nowhere. T h u s when the m a n on the r u n says to her 
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i n the m i l l " ' you h a d better keep i n the house whi le y 'have i t , ' " 
" L o i s cou ld not but agree w i t h h i m . She felt quite ru led out, 
there was no th ing at a l l for her here. She h a d better be going — 
but where? She thought : ' I must m a r r y G e r a l d ' " ( 1 2 5 ) . B u t 
this escape towards E n g l a n d i n the fo rm of Gera ld ' s apparent 
sol idi ty becomes less satisfactory as Lois ' s sense of the complex i ty 
of the interplay of l ight a n d dark increases. 

T h e s impl ic i ty of Gera ld ' s ident i f icat ion w i t h l ight is stressed 
f rom the beg inn ing : at the tennis-party, "he almost shone" ( 3 5 ) ; 

after his night on patrol , he recalls "that keen t ru th of the first 
showing of day l igh t " ( 8 4 ) ; a n d at S i r R i c h a r d ' s distress on 
hear ing that G e r a l d h a d captured Peter C o n n o r , " G e r a l d was 
horr i f ied. H i s duty, so br ight and abstract, h a d come suddenly 
under the shadowy c l a w of the personal" ( 9 2 ) . W a i t i n g i n the 
Dan ie l s town d rawing - room, " H e turned i n thought to confident 
E n g l i s h country . . . rooms smal l i n the scope of firelight, neigh­
bour ly lights through trees" ( 8 y f . ) . 

S u c h s imple , "en l igh tened" domesticity is far f rom Danie ls -
t o w n . L o o k i n g d o w n at this B i g House , 

it seemed to Lois they l ived i n a forest; space of lawns blotted 
out i n the pressure and dusk of trees. She wondered they were 
not smothered; then wondered still more that they were not 
afraid. F a r from here too, their isolation became apparent. The 
house seemed to be pressing down low i n apprehension, h id ing 
its face, as though it had her vision of where it was. It seemed 
to gather its trees close i n fright and amazement at the wide, 
light, lovely unloving country, the unwi l l ing bosom wherein it 
was set. (66) 

I n the juxtaposed epithets " lovely u n l o v i n g " app l i ed to the country 
i n w h i c h Dan ie l s town is set, a l l the ambigui ty of the posi t ion of 
the B i g House emerges, as we l l as the ambivalence of the per­
plexed y o u n g g i r l . A l t h o u g h overtly E l i z a b e t h B o w e n here refers 
to the physical locat ion of the house against its landscape, beneath 
the physica l , regardless of the author 's in tent ion , lies the social 
uncer ta inty or ambigu i ty of the lives of the occupants. Lois ' s 
distance f rom Dan ie l s town at this point al lows her to perceive 
the archetypal threat i n the da rk : 
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only the trees of the demesne were dark, exhaling darkness. D o w n 
among them, dusk would stream up the paths ahead, lie stagnant 
over the lawns, would mount i n the tank of garden, heightening 
the walls, du l l ing the borders like a ra in of ashes. Dusk would lie 
where one looked as though it were i n one's eyes, as though the 
fountain of darkness were i n one's own perception. Seen from 
above, the house i n its pit of trees seemed a very reservoir of 
obscurity; from the doors one must come out stained wi th it. 
A n d the kitchen smoke, ly ing over the vague trees doubtfully, 
seemed the very fume of l iv ing . (67) 

Danie l s town poses for L o i s a double p rob lem i n re la t ion to dark­
ness: first, that of dis t inguishing between the darkness that 
originates f rom wi thout a n d that w h i c h originates f rom w i t h i n ; 
a n d second, that of be ing stained w i t h the darkness of the house 
f rom w h i c h one comes. 

T a k i n g the symbol ic signficance of darkness a n d the forest as 
the threat of ev i l , the heroine's d i l e m m a is that of ident i fying 
her m o r a l posi t ion i n relat ion to her social context. She is at a 
loss to k n o w to wha t extent the threat comes f rom w i t h i n herself 
or f rom wi thout . Besides, there is no escaping the stain of the 
darkness of the house f rom w h i c h she issues. T h e explora t ion of 
this d i l e m m a is carr ied out th rough the use of l ight and dark 
throughout the novel , w i t h the m a i n focus on close personal 
relationships. T h e m o r a l d i l e m m a i n relat ion to the larger co l ­
lective issues is barely adumbra ted . T h e novelist avoids wha t for 
her was a pa in fu l issue : at the end of Bowen's Court she confes­
ses, " T h e stretches of the past I have h a d to cover have been, on 
the whole , pa in fu l : m y fami ly got their posi t ion a n d d rew their 
power f rom a si tuat ion that shows an inherent w r o n g " ( 4 5 3 ) . 

I n A World of Love, wr i t ten at a t ime w h e n the circumstances 
of these collective issues h a d altered i n I re land a n d there was a 
relative po l i t i ca l l u l l , the darkness of the B i g House a n d its analogy 
i n be ing is less oppressive. T h e threat f rom the sur rounding forest 
is almost absent, and there are neither E n g l i s h soldiers nor stray 
locals to ruffle the st i l l isolat ion of Monte fo r t . Besides, the act ion 
of this novel takes place d u r i n g a par t icu la r ly hot, a n d therefore 
sunny, summer . Nevertheless, A n t o n i a , whose age w o u l d a l low 
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her to be L o i s g r o w n up , suffers, as we have seen, f rom an exag­
gerated sensitivity to l ight . 

T h e r e is no doubt that the p r i m a r y focus of surface interest i n 
both these novels is the unsatisfactory nature of close personal 
relationships. B y b r ing ing t rad i t iona l cognit ive a n d associative 
baggage to m y reading of them, I have p roduced a m o r a l mean­
i n g for their use of l ight a n d dark. T h i s read ing is scarcely surpris­
i n g to traditionalists, a n d is not at a l l what the deconstructionist 
w o u l d produce, for (s)he w o u l d refuse to grant the impor tance of 
this " e m b o d i e d " mean ing . W e r e I to adopt that app roach to the 
p roduc t ion of mean ing , I should open, not close, the dispari ty 
between the wri t ten sign a n d the assumed mean ing . I should 
abandon those texts w h i c h are embedded in this t r ad i t iona l read­
i n g — those other p r i m a r y texts f rom the B ib l e to Shakespeare to 
our o w n day (Pa t r i ck W h i t e , for ins tance) , w h i c h also make use 
of the interplay of l ight a n d dark to explore the dynamics of good 
a n d evi l but w h i c h are in formed by an essentially l ibera l -humanis t 
v i s ion . I should also abandon seminal works of scholarship l ike 
M a u d B o d k i n ' s Archetypal Patterns in Poetry v /h ich elucidate 
the recurrence of such interplay. O n the other hand , I should 
identify the extent to w h i c h E l i zabe th Bowen ' s novels confo rm to 
the pract ice of classic real ism a n d reinforce a conservative (colo­
n ia l ) ideology. I should also identify the point at w h i c h they trans­
gress the l imi ts w i t h i n w h i c h they are constructed, or the gap 
between the ideological project a n d the ambit ions of the pa r t i cu ­
lar l i terary fo rm. 

I n other words, to meet these new expectations for the p roduc­
t ion of mean ing , I should ask a number of questions w h i c h E l i z a ­
beth B o w e n ignored. I n par t icular . I should ask why , i n The Last 
September, the Nay lo r s of Dan ie l s town neither listen to the locals 
nor talk to them — or more accurately, w h y they pretend neither 
to listen nor talk. In tui t ively , a n d f rom a para l le l knowledge of the 
fate of the B i g House , I cou ld answer this question i n socio-pol i t i ­
ca l terms. I cou ld even refer to other, non-f ic t ional texts by E l i z a ­
beth B o w e n a n d say, "because they k n o w there is a fundamenta l 
conflict of interests between themselves a n d the locals, a n d that the 
days of the gracious a n d comfortable existence of the B i g House 
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are n u m b e r e d . " B u t this w o u l d be to desert the text as it stands, 
a n d certainly to go beyond the author 's intentions insofar as the 
novel embodies them. 

W e r e I to ask w h y A n t o n i a has a p h o b i a about l ight , and the 
b r ing ing to l ight of h idden things, I cou ld suggest s imi lar answers 
i n a M a r x i s t or feminist mode. B u t this w o u l d be to read into the 
text ideas f rom external sociological a n d b iograph ica l in format ion . 
A n d were I to ask w h y K a t h i e wants to retrieve the r ibbon ty ing 
G u y ' s letters, I w o u l d be led to a considerat ion of the mater ia l 
depr iva t ion of the servant class i n the context of the B i g House , 
a n d thus w o u l d become embroi led i n ideological issues w h i c h are 
once again al ien to A Word of Love as it stands. 

I n a l l cases where I a m forced to ask questions w h i c h the author 
herself d i d not address, I a m obl iged to " p r o d u c e " a n d refer to 
texts (wr i t ten or otherwise) w h i c h are not embodied i n the texts 
I a m pre tending to deal w i t h . T h u s , a l l I can succeed i n do ing is 
substi tut ing one set of texts for another, substi tut ing texts w h i c h 
are not embodied i n the o r ig ina l for those w h i c h are, or can be 
shown arguably to be. W e r e I to substitute a new set of texts, not 
demonstrably embodied i n m y p r i m a r y text, I w o u l d merely be 
using the omissions, silences, and elusions of that text to con­
struct m y o w n . T h u s m y cr i t i ca l text w o u l d be constructed on the 
basis of a l inguist ic v o i d , ex nihilo though not in vacuo. T h e de-
constructionist, however, must first have a text to deconstruct 
func t ioning somewhat as prey or ca r r ion . A s a scholar a n d teacher 
I find this problemat ic i n that p r imary texts retain the l inguist ic 
an ima t ion of their h u m a n author, whose language though pub l i c 
also serves a pr ivate or personal impulse . 

A l t h o u g h the baggage of textual experience I b r i n g to this 
exercise m a y be cumbersome a n d even out-dated, it at least func­
tions as a basis for conference a n d perhaps c o m m u n i c a t i o n by 
be ing recognizably embodied i n the texts I pretend to consider. 
I f we abandon the convent ion that p r i m a r y texts receive con­
siderat ion for their o w n sakes a n d for their embodied mean ing , 
we must replace i t w i t h another convent ion. If texts not embodied 
i n the p r i m a r y texts i n f o r m the p roduc t ion of mean ing , a clear 
defini t ion of the assumed ideological stance w i l l have to be i n -
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eluded i n this new convent ion. T h e n I fear that Conservat ive , 
M a r x i s t , Feminis t , or L i b e r a l w i l l be d r a w n to engage only w i t h 
their l ike , thus re inforc ing o ld C y c l o p i a n perspectives. 
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