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INTRODUCTION 

 

Compared with the extraordinary wartime cultural boom, the later 1940s were to 

yield less in the way of literary creation. In sharp contrast to America, France 

and Germany, and to the British reaction to the Great War, the long awaited 

literary response to the Second World War did not materialize. (Deer 2009, 235) 

 

By means of this statement, the critic Patrick Deer directs our attention to the apparent 

shortage of literary works written on the subject of the Second World War, a fact that, in 

his view, was surprising, especially when considering the impact that wartime issues 

had had on other forms of art, such as cinema, music or different types of visual art. 

Also, when considering the resonance of certain literary works relative to the First 

World War, for example the publicly acclaimed poems by Wilfred Owen and Siegfried 

Sassoon or the heroic novels by Vera Britain, Rebecca West, Ford Maddox Ford or 

Somerset Maugham, we find that, in comparison, the equally meritorious work of 

British poets Alum Lewis, Sidney Keyes or the novels by Evelyn Waugh or Graham 

Greene, although applauded by literary critics, does not seem to have been so closely 

associated with the Second World War itself. It is, however, worth bearing in mind that a 

comparison of the literary output in relation to the wars themselves may not prove to be 

appropriate for research, given the fact that the dissimilarities between both wars may 

well have generated a different kind of response. Indeed, during the First World War the 

fighting took place away from English soil, whereas, in the Second World War, the 

attack was also focused on the actual cities of England, which became the main target of 

the aerial bombing from the German Luftwaffe. Under these circumstances, could it be 

that the severity of the onslaught, targeted on the citizens themselves and their homes, 

could have taken its toll on the literary creative output of this period? Literary critics 

Victoria Stewart, Gill Plain and Petra Rau all venture different theories and possible 

reasons for this alleged literary silence. Whereas Stewart agrees that it could have been 

“historical circumstances that necessarily circumscribed the viable types of literary 

production” (2006, 2), Plain asserts that other more popular artistic and cultural forms, 
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such as the cinema and radio, had taken over from literature as a means of expressing 

wartime feelings (2013, 4). For her part, Rau affirms that, stylistically, the 1940s had no 

literary definition and therefore the writers could not advance as a productive group, 

placed as they were in what was considered an “awkward decade, pinched between late 

Modernism, Angry Young Men, the return to Realism and early Postmodern 

experiments” (2016, 2).  

Despite this generalised consensus with regard to the apparent shortage of 

literary production, there do, in fact, seem to be certain works that have become 

recognised as classic Second World War literature; these works being Elizabeth 

Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1949), Henry Green’s Caught (1943) and Graham 

Greene’s The Ministry of Fear (1943) (Rawlinson 2000, Mengham and Reeve 2001, 

Miller 2009, Deer 2009, MacKay 2010, Plain 2013). While the work of these three 

writers does skillfully delineate the intricacies of wartime London, these novels, as it is 

my intention to demonstrate in this dissertation, are not by any means the only literary 

works representative of this period. Certainly, as critics Piette and Rawlinson (2012, 1), 

MacKay (2009, 1), and Rau (2016, 10) point out, the literature of the 1940s has suffered 

from neglect by scholars and is now undergoing a process of reevaluation and revision. 

As Rau reminds us: “For a long time, the literature of the 1940s languished without 

much critical attention (…) and yet even the return of mid-century writing to the 

academic agenda (and publisher’s back lists) has not resuscitated every writer of 

potential interest” (2016, 10). Therefore, a more profound investigation into the 

novelistic output of this period is necessary in order to increase our awareness with 

regard to the value of the literary work resulting from the Second World War. This 

process may also enable us to be in a position to refute some of the claims made by 

critics on the scarcity of literary activity during this period. With this aim in mind it is 

my intention to examine the writings produced by certain lesser known female authors, 

whose work is in urgent need of revalorisation. 

I would like to clarify, at the outset of this study of the literature of the 1940s, 

the extent of the scope of my research, specifying both the temporal and spatial 

demarcations of the five novels which are my aim to investigate. Within the extended 

temporal margin of the Second World War, I will be focusing on a concrete time limit, a 

period known as the Blitz (from the German word Blitzkrieg), a time-lapse of nine 

months during which continuous bombing raids hit many English cities. The Blitz 
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began at the end of August 1940, continued throughout the autumn and winter of that 

year and ended in May of 1941. The ferocity of the attacks resulted in a high incidence 

of loss of life, as well as severe material damage to many cities in England, such as 

Coventry, Hull, Liverpool, Portsmouth, Southampton or indeed London itself, cities that 

bore the scars of the onslaught for years after the contention ended. To the temporal 

margins of the period of the Blitz, I would like to add the spatial delimitation of the city 

of London, the common urban denominator of the novels considered. Indeed, the British 

metropolis epitomised the strength and resilience demonstrated by the civilian 

population in the face of the Nazi attack, a resistance to adversity which has since 

attracted the attention of scholars and the general public alike.  

In effect, readers’ avidity for more information on those eventful times has led to 

a considerably prolific historical output, with recognised works of erudition such as 

Philip Ziegler’s London at War 1939-45 (1995), or more recently Juliet Gardiner’s The 

Blitz: The British Under Attack (2010) and Wartime: Britain 1939-1945 (2005). Other 

studies include books on such varied themes as the wartime plight of the East Enders, 

the experiences of wartime children, the perils caused by the blackout or the 

insalubrious conditions of public shelters, all of which have helped to create an 

extensive popular Blitz literature
1
. A more personal account can be found in Amy Helen 

Bell’s London was Ours: Diaries and Memoirs of the London Blitz (2008), which offers 

compelling first-hand accounts from a variety of primary sources, or Jean R. Freedman 

Whistling in the Dark: Memory and Culture in Wartime London (1999), which includes 

interviews with the survivors of several underrepresented groups, including Jewish 

people and working-class citizens. Over the last couple of decades, there has also been 

an increase of critical work on the writers of the Second World War. Despite the 

complaints with regard to the supposed scarcity of literary writings, there does not seem 

to be a lack of critical investigation on those authors that have now become established 

as ‘classic’ wartime writers such as Graham Greene, Elizabeth Bowen and George 

Orwell, or, more recently, Rose Macaulay, Henry Green and Rosamond Lehmann. Well-

researched studies include Imagination at War: British Fiction and Poetry 1939-1945 

(1995) by Adam Piette, British Literature of the Blitz: Fighting the People’s War (2009) 

                                                           
1
 Some of these books include such interesting titles as Gilda O’Neill’s Our Street: East End Life in the 

Second World War (2003), Sheila Lemmer Dobson’s There Goes the Siren: Childhood Memories of the 
London Blitz and Wartime Evacuation (2012) or Stephen Wade’s Air Raid Shelters of the Second World 
War: Family Stories of Survival  in the Blitz (2011). 
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by Kristine A. Miller and Modernism and World War II (2010) by Marina MacKay. A 

fact that illustrates the growing interest of scholars and critics in the literature of this 

period is the high incidence of critical studies that continue to appear. To the works 

mentioned we must therefore add Literature of the 1940s: War, Postwar and “Peace” 

(2013) by Gill Plain and Long Shadows: The Second World War in British Fiction and 

Film (2016) by Petra Rau.  

In order to contribute to this ongoing research process that seeks to validate the 

literary output of the Second World War, it is my aim in this dissertation to focus on the 

work of certain mid-twentieth century women writers, whose novels, as I shall attempt 

to demonstrate, offer a clear and nuanced picture of the wartime situation while attesting 

significant literary merit. Moreover, these writers also provide us with the opportunity 

of witnessing and understanding the wartime urban reality from a female perspective. It 

is undoubtedly true that, with the majority of active men away fighting, London became 

a city with a predominantly female population, a place where women took on an active 

role, performing both qualified and non-qualified jobs very often for the first time. For 

many mothers and daughters this situation of intensified public activity also signified an 

escape from the more entrapping routines of their homes. These unprecedented changes 

proved to be a source of inspiration for female writers who, having remained in the 

metropolis, recorded in their novels the historical moment of which they were the 

participants as well as the observers. However, although women’s involvement in the 

conflict was often seen as a window of opportunity that could enable them to discover a 

more dynamic way of life, we should not overlook the fact that their participation was 

also fraught with difficulties and traumatic situations which often led to feelings of 

frustration and even despair. What can be asserted, though, is that this exceptional 

situation signified the starting point of a veritable voyage of self-discovery for many 

women, including the authors whose work is studied in these pages and who were able 

to explore conflicting feelings and experiences in their novels.                  

It is my intention, therefore, to do justice to the work of some of these female 

writers and, in so doing, recover for the field of literary studies the narratives of four 

novelists, Marguerite Steen, Phyllis Bottome, Bryher
2
 and Lettice Cooper, whose novels 

                                                           
2
 The writer, whose maiden name was Annie Winifred Ellerman, changed her name to that of the wild a 

remote island of Bryher in the Scilly Isles, a place she used to visit in her childhood and that for the 
author represented the essence of her character.  
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I have chosen due to their excellent portrayal of the Blitz in its different stages and to 

their inclusion of female protagonists that offer a varied and complementary view of 

women’s situation and development during the contention. Although they differ in their 

style and characterisation, these are all novels which exhibit a degree of literary prowess 

while adopting a variety of stylistic forms. Certainly, while Lettice Cooper in Black 

Bethlehem (1947) and Bryher in Beowulf (1956) demonstrate a marked poetic turn in 

their choice of language, Marguerite Steen in Shelter (1941) shows a predilection for a 

more pungent and direct style, and Phyllis Bottome in London Pride (1941) reveals her 

ability to use vivid dialectical language, while also introducing humorous pathos. These 

four novels are studied in this dissertation alongside an acknowledged classic; Elizabeth 

Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1949), which effectively completes the picture of the 

wartime scenario. Bowen, although comparatively neglected herself by literary critics 

until the 1990s, has since then been the object of a literary revival which has stimulated 

the writing of a wide spectrum of critical studies on her work (Ellmann (2003), 

Corcoran (2004), Osborn (2009), Walshe (2009)). Needless to say, my study has also 

benefitted from the ample research on Bowen, a key figure in wartime writing, both for 

her wartime novel and her short story collection, The Demon Lover and Other Stories 

(1945). Conversely, the other writers considered in this dissertation have not received 

much attention from literary critics, who tend to overlook them, sometimes limiting 

their research on these writers to that of a brief commentary. However, Phyllis Lassner, 

author of an informative study on women wartime writers, British Women Writers of 

World War II: Battlegrounds of their Own (1998),  offers in her chapter, “‘This 

Shuddering Night’: The London Home Front of Elizabeth Bowen, Marguerite Steen and 

Lettice Cooper”, a general overview of three of the writers focused on in this 

dissertation, and Jenny Hartley, whose Millions Like Us: British Women’s Fiction of the 

Second World War (1997), includes chapters such as “Blitz and the Mothers of England” 

and “From Class to Community in Fortress England”, in which she focuses on the social 

aspects of the works of Phyllis Bottome and Bryher. The motives for the general lack of 

interest in the works of these novelists vary. In some cases this may be due to the 

writers’ political involvement, which for Bryher and Phyllis Bottome became their main 

activity overshadowing their literary output, or, it could also be that they became better-

known for other literary works, causing their war novels to fall into oblivion
3
. 

                                                           
3
 Phyllis Bottome was famous in her day for the anti-Nazi novel The Mortal Storm (1937) which was 

turned into a Hollywood film starring James Stewart, Lettice Cooper for her social comedy The New 
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Curiously, none of these novelists were Londoners by birth, although several of them 

voluntarily chose to live in the metropolis during the Blitz, and were personal witnesses 

of the events which they narrate in their works. These writers also performed activities 

to help fellow citizens, and were, therefore, particularly involved in the war effort; in 

some cases there was also a political motivation in their determination to help refugees, 

especially the Jewish victims of the war. Regrettably, their novels have, to a great 

extent, gone out of print and general circulation, though, due to a renewed general 

interest in wartime writing, undoubtedly spurred on by the centenary commemoration of 

the First World War, several reprints have appeared recently, although not from the 

major publishing companies. In the case of Marguerite Steen’s novel, Shelter (1941), I 

have used for this research a First Edition copy that originally appeared under Steen’s 

penname Jane Nicholson. However, a new digital copy, attributed this time to Steen, has 

been made available by the group Endeavour, the Independent Digital Publisher, in 

2015. Similarly, for my study of Lettice Cooper’s Black Bethlehem (1947), I have also 

used the original edition, although it is interesting to note that a new one has been 

published by PFD Books in 2013. With regard to Phyllis Bottome’s London Pride 

(1941), there has been one reprint in 1975, but nothing further. In the case of Bryher’s 

Beowulf, this novel was printed for the first time in English in 1956, having been 

previously printed in French in 1948. Elizabeth Bowen’s work, however, has been 

reprinted several times and the modern Penguin and Vintage Classics editions offer 

annotated editions with introductions and notes, although the edition I have used in this 

dissertation is a first 1949 copy. 

I would furthermore like to indicate that the purpose of this piece of research is not 

only to bring to light the work of a series of neglected authors and works, but also to 

emphasise the texts’ relevance to the developing field of spatial analysis. In particular, 

my exploration of the spatial categories in the context of war will be conversant with the 

questioning of the binaries ‒ private-public, inside-outside, work-home ‒ characteristic 

of an important strand of spatial theory today. My contention will be that the depiction 

of the urban spaces of war in the texts under discussion, which includes both the 

changes undergone by the city and the new spaces that emerge during the ordeal of war, 

offers revealing insights into the malleability of space and the redrawing of fixed spatial 

                                                                                                                                                                          
House (1936) and her more regionally based The National Provincial (1938), while Marguerite Steen’s 
The Sun is my Undoing (1941) was undoubtedly a sales hit in her times.   



19 
 

boundaries. Indeed, the convulsive situation in which the city of London was immersed 

during the Blitz led to new ideas about living space and urban configuration in which 

the private and public domains suffered a profound transformation, creating a cityscape 

in which the homes, the street and specific wartime places, such as shelters, became the 

symbiotic parts of a convulsed scenography. It is my intention in this dissertation to 

reveal the ways in which supposedly dichotomous realms may interrelate under the 

prevailing wartime circumstances and to show the extent to which literary 

representations may illuminate us by pinpointing aspects of this ambiguity not yet 

remarked upon. Furthermore, I also aim to show how the spatial changes highlighted 

above have a direct effect on the way the women protagonists of the novels experienced 

life in the London Blitz, focusing on their development and their wartime opportunities. 

In order to illustrate these points I have also welcomed spatial theories which shed light 

on the relationship between binary concepts. Especially useful are theories that focus on 

liminality, when, by referring to liminal spaces, we mean those that occupy spatially 

transitional and at the same time transgressive demarcations. These theories were 

conceived initially by anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep (1909), who also introduced 

the concept of the rite of passage as a necessary procedure that had to be followed when 

the individual or group of individuals underwent any process of change, either spatial or 

period related – clearly represented, in this study, by the wartime situation of the Blitz. I 

therefore aim to reveal how the different stages that Van Gennep delineated in the rites 

of passage − separation, liminality and assimilation − can be instrumental in helping us 

to understand the changing face of wartime reality and its effect on the citizenship as 

perceived in the writing of the times.  

With this view in mind, I propose to carry out an interdisciplinary piece of 

research which encompasses both literary analysis and spatial research, demonstrating 

how this more integrational method of study can illuminate literary readings while, at 

the same time, offer a more complete approach to the assessment of urban landscapes. 

Spatial theorists of the twenty-first century particularly stress the necessity of focusing 

on the city as the site where spatial issues may be articulated in all their complexity 

(Madanipour 2003, Parker 2004). Moreover, there is a growing tendency to underline 

the fact that urban space in general, and living space in particular, has always shown a 

marked intent to overcome set boundaries, and that a more apposite study should 

consider the margins of separation between binaries such as private-public, inside-
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outside or home-work to be frequently tenuous and indeterminate. In Cathy N. 

Davidson and Jessamyn Hatcher’s influential work No more Separate Spheres! (2002), 

the writers trace the origin of one of the most controversial of dichotomies, that of 

private-public spheres, to the need of feminist historians of the 1960s and 1970s to set 

up a “tool for depicting the legal, institutional, occupational and affective limitations 

placed on women” (10). However, this constant pairing of the public with the male as 

opposed to the private and female has proved to be ultimately detrimental for the 

development of a non-gendered approach because it has increased the effectual 

“separation” between women and men and made it even more marked. As Davidson and 

Hatcher explain: 

 

The separate spheres model has narrowed the possibility that terms and fields 

occupying opposite sides of these binaries will come into contact and 

conversation with one another; that is, separate spheres logic creates a structural 

disincentive for thinking about nation in relationship to home, politics in 

relationship to privacy, femininity in relationship to reason and so on. (20)        

 

Following this line of thought, Joan Scott and Debra Keates published Going Public: 

Feminism and the Shifting Boundaries of the Private Sphere (2004), while Leonore 

Davidoff in her article, “Gender and the ‘Great Divide’: Public and Private in British 

Gender History” (2003), warned that the separation of the spheres “inevitably connotes 

hierarchy; one condition is evaluated more positively than the other” (11). Davidoff also 

explains more fully that: 

 

Within this dualism people are limited by a falsely universal position. When 

they are assigned to either category, differential consequences follow in terms of 

power and access to resources. Such categorising marks boundaries, providing 

opportunities for some, constraint for others. Bounded categories tend to become 

metaphors and are imbedded in language and as images. (11)  
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Davidoff’s positioning helps us to ascertain the detrimental effect of creating dualisms 

and the necessity of moving towards an increased porosity between the spatial realities. 

A postulation which becomes especially pertinent when we consider wartime literature, 

an area of study that needs to be further developed in spatial literary criticism
4
. In the 

valuable research of literary critic Deborah Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis: 

Women, the City and Modernity (2000), we find the critic insisting on the fundamental 

change experienced in the wartime metropolis and how ‘traditional’ definitions of 

private spaces in the city become obsolete, giving way to a generalised realisation with 

regard to the need to ‘appropriate’ the public domain. In her own words: “Traditionally 

feminine private spaces are lost as living spaces become no longer homes, but instead 

are other people’s houses, let as flats to people staying in the city yet bombed out of 

their own buildings” (190).  Parsons points towards a new dimension of urban space 

marked by the rigours of war, a new spacious public arena for women, namely the city 

street. Parsons also underlines “the displacement of wartime urban existence” (196), in 

which she draws attention to the disorientation felt by citizens during this time, product 

of an enforced altered lifestyle and the lack of a fixed abode. Parsons’ research into the 

city space of the street offers some very challenging insights into wartime urban reality, 

which I develop further in Chapter One, although it is also worth noting that her 

extensive study of the public sphere does leave its relationship with the private sphere 

of the wartime home somewhat neglected. 

Other critics, such as Kristine A. Miller, do address private issues in relation to the 

public circumstances of war. In her insightful essay, “‘Even a Shelter is Not Safe’: The 

Blitz on Homes in Elizabeth Bowen’s Wartime Writing” (1999), Miller explains that the 

home during the Blitz became politicised, and, in so doing, also “politicised the wartime 

role of the women who lived in those homes” (141), as the housewife had to integrate 

wartime measures, such as managing the rationing, ensuring the blackout, and coping 

with the destruction caused by the bombing as part of her workload. Although not 

always outwardly mobile, women’s active participation with regard to the strategic 

positioning of the home was essential for the country to be able to uphold the home 

front’s defensive strategy. In effect, Miller stresses the continual oscillation between 

                                                           
4
 Recently there has been more activity in this respect. Adam Piette’s and Mark Rawlinson’s edited work 

The Edinburgh Companion to Twentieth-Century British and American War Literature (2012), includes a 
section headed “Spaces of War” and a perceptive chapter by Leo Mellor: “Cityscape: The Bombed City in 
the Second World War”.   
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private and public spheres, an interaction that affected all areas of urban life, and that 

had its marked effect on both the housewife and the female money-earner. As Miller 

explains in her article:  

 

As the destruction of homes and the entrance of women into the workforce 

broke down the barriers between private and public life, attitudes towards 

domestic space necessarily changed. (…). The British home became a point of 

convergence between the private lives of individual citizens and the turmoil of 

world politics. (142)      

 

Both Miller and Parsons have written about the special permeable relationship that 

evolves between the realms of private and public urban wartime life, as well as its effect 

on the female characters of the works they analyse. This permeability of the spheres was 

particularly evident during the Blitz, a period of British history in which barriers lost 

their significance in the face of a completely new scenario that encouraged mobility and 

an almost revolutionary reorganisation of both the use and the configuration of all forms 

of city space. Over the following pages I hope to be able to discover other facets of the 

relationship between the spheres that will contribute to the ongoing debate. In recent 

years other critical studies have appeared, the authors of which aim at directing their 

investigation towards other unfixed dualisms that prevailed during the Second World 

War, such as those that study the tenuous barrier existing between wartime reality and 

the imaginary or surrealist perceptions of the same. This is the case of Sara Wasson’s 

Urban Gothic of the Second World War: Dark London (2010) and Leo Mellor’s Reading 

the Ruins: Modernism, Bombsites and British Culture (2011), both of which offer a 

compelling insight into the gothic and surreal ambiguities of the wartime city, as they 

appear in the writings of Elizabeth Bowen, Henry Green, Graham Greene, George 

Orwell and other lesser known writers and poets such as Anna Kavan, Inez Holden or 

John Piper.  

As I have already briefly outlined, the spatial research focused on the study of urban 

spaces has led me to delve into theories of liminality. The French scholar Arnold Van 

Gennep in his compelling work, The Rites of Passage (1909), which was translated 



23 
 

from the French into English in 1960, sowed the first seeds of this field of study, which 

I will explain more fully in Chapter One. Van Gennep’s work was followed many years 

later by another important investigation into liminality; Victor Turner’s The Forest of 

Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (1967). Our present understanding of the concept of 

liminality is, therefore, indebted to the work of these theorists, whose ideas can be 

applied to other fields of research such as literary criticism. Indeed, the application of 

this theoretical framework to the study of literature has initiated a re-evaluation of 

certain works, shedding new light on past research. Particularly successful has been the 

process initiated by the appropriately named The Gateway Press, a publisher which has 

produced work on gothic, popular or science-fiction, focusing on a style of writing 

which is sometimes described as adopting a fringe-like position within the cannon. In 

effect, these are literary forms supposedly situated between the mainstream and the 

marginal and therefore said to occupy liminal positions. The main exponent of the field 

is Manuel Aguirre, whose co-authored work with Roberta Quance and Philip Sutton, 

Margins and Thresholds: An Enquiry into the Concept of Liminality in Text Studies 

(2000), has been the prelude to a school of thought which boasts a generous list of 

contributors offering a consistent approach
5
. Other scholars have recently published 

work in this field. For example, the co-edited work of Teresa Gómez Reus and Terry 

Gifford, Women in Transit through Literary Liminal Spaces (2013) offers a number of 

essays that cover with great insight a period of women’s literature from Victorian times 

to the 1950s, constituting sufficient proof of how this theoretical framework can be 

applied to works of different styles and epochs with success.      

This theoretical approach can also be applied to wartime literature, wartime 

incidentally being a liminal period in itself, a transitional stage which citizens have to 

traverse until peace is restored. Yet, although it may seem that a wartime period could, 

in effect, constitute an ideal vantage point from which to assess issues of liminality, the 

critical work performed in this investigative area has been very slight. We may cite, as a 

recent study, Sara Prieto’s work Reporting the First World War in the Liminal Zone: 

British and American Eyewitness Accounts from the Western Front (2018). Second 

World War studies of liminality seem to be even more scarce, one example being 

                                                           
5
 Subsequent to Manuel Aguirre’s work the publishers have printed three other influential books: A 

Place that is not a Place: Essays on Liminality and Text (2000) by Isabel Soto, Betwixt and Between: 
Essays on Liminal Geography (2002) by Philip Sutton and Mapping the Threshold: Essays in Liminal 
Analysis (2004) by Nancy Bredendick.   
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Rebecca D’Monte’s essay “Moving Back to ‘Home’ and ‘Nation’: Women Dramatists, 

1938-1945” (2013).  

As an organisational pattern, it is my purpose in this dissertation to draw on the 

conception of the Blitz as a rite of passage, a period of time that will mark the order of 

inclusion of the novels under consideration. Consequently, I will begin my study with 

the novels that deal with the first weeks and months of the Blitz (autumn 1940), and that 

in this schema follow the rites of separation and insertion; these novels being 

Marguerite Steen’s Shelter and Phyllis Bottome’s London Pride. I will then turn my 

attention to Bryher’s Beowulf and Lettice Cooper’s Black Bethlehem, works that focus 

on the middle and latter months, the darkest and most sombre period of the Blitz (winter 

and spring 1940-1) and the actual liminal period itself. To finalise, I will consider 

Elizabeth Bowen’s novel, The Heat of the Day, set in the year after the Blitz, 1942, and 

symbolising the reincorporation stage of the rites of passage.  

Within the overarching theme of the transitional status and permeable nature of the 

wartime city and its boundaries, several topics which lend themselves to enquiry emerge 

when considering the novels in question, one of the most relevant being the 

representation of the dwelling, a place which is destined to suffer a complete 

transformation during the war. In fact, during this distressing time a profound and 

disorientating chasm developed between the idea of a warm and welcoming home (a 

concept developed by twentieth-century philosophers Martin Heidegger and Gaston 

Bachelard, which I will expand on in Chapter One), and the wartime notion of the home 

as a death trap from which citizens were forced to flee on a nightly basis. In this home 

that suffered a complete volte-face and that came to be literally invaded by war, 

women’s position within it is placed under scrutiny. Their changing role and identity as 

housewives or mothers during this troubled time will lead to revealing literary 

testimonies. These accounts evidence the extent to which female inhabitants had to 

readapt to the circumstances in ways that were by no means always detrimental. The 

home space, therefore, evolves into a liminal space that, due to its threatened status, is 

considered as being transitional and highly unstable. Many Londoners inhabited 

impersonalised areas of transit such as rented flats, shared houses or partitioned 

apartments, all of them locations in which a sense of belonging was relinquished. In 

view of the above, queries regarding the intrinsic value attached to the home itself will 

be formulated, as, for instance, whether there were any circumstances under which the 
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Bachelardian concept of the home as a refuge of intimacy could still be maintained, if 

there was any room for nostalgia and for remembering the past, or whether these homes 

permeated by war and represented in the novels of the time had really become merely 

functional stepping stones. On this premise and taking their vulnerability into 

consideration, I will attempt to ascertain how the precarious nature of these dwellings 

affected the protagonists of the works discussed. Furthermore, I shall investigate what 

opportunities are envisaged for the female characters, without underestimating the 

extent to which this liminal condition of the dwelling may also have led to other forms 

of entrapment. The situation of the home changed in other ways, apart from the physical 

or atmospheric conditioning, which also affected the inhabitants and their relationship 

to each other. For instance, due to the relative absence of men in this predominantly 

feminine world, the place of residence was often occupied by women living on their 

own or together. Refugees were also welcomed into the home, bringing with them the 

horrors of the transnational reality of war. I shall examine, therefore, if these new 

domestic arrangements led to a bonding between the female protagonists of the novels 

discussed, from whence a relationship of solidarity could evolve or whether, on the 

contrary, if the term home-front, used when referring to the city as occupying the front 

line of attack, may also have proved to be applicable, within the margins of literature, to 

the home as a parallel place of contention.  

Secondly, I will investigate the wartime city itself, which becomes personified and 

is referred to in heroic terms by politicians and civilians alike. The concept of war as it 

affects the urban scene will also be considered and, where relevant, more existential 

considerations related to the city will be examined. Likewise, I will also take into 

account the citizens’ nostalgic feelings for the past amid a natural wish to preserve 

emblematic or historical buildings from being damaged. The street scene will also be 

explored, a site presented to the reader as a maze of cut-off ways, collapsed buildings 

and empty parks.  Under these circumstances, the wartime streets give the impression of 

being overpopulated, full of people continuously spilling out of their flimsy houses, 

citizens who are to be seen roaming the city’s shops, restaurants, cafes and tearooms, 

establishments that acquire a more ‘homely’ atmosphere as their owners attempt to cater 

for the personal needs of bewildered customers. With this scenario in mind, I will 

examine the literature of the times to ascertain the extent to which representative 

catering establishments adapted to the new situation, investigating whether wartime 
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changes really increased the porosity and the liminal tendencies of these premises and in 

what ways they were influenced by the dynamism of war. Given that the unique 

circumstances resulted in an increase of female streetwalking or flânerie, I shall also 

seek to determine whether this situation, as reflected in the works I intend to examine, 

was the means by which women were also able to achieve a more independent 

professional wartime activity. This study will also take into account the wartime role of 

women from different walks of life, including occupations that vary from the domestic 

to the professional, as well as addressing other conditioning factors such as pregnancy 

or motherhood. I shall also attempt to ascertain the effect that governmental control had 

upon certain characters in the novels, for example how propaganda was used to exert a 

certain pressure on the citizens.    

Thirdly, within the novels considered, I will examine the intrinsic physical changes 

that took place in the city. With regard to premises, shops or homes, these places took 

on another identity and were utilised for a variety of different purposes. Public buildings 

were used as war offices, and parks became training areas for the forces. The need for 

protection from the bombing raids also changed the purpose of buildings, especially 

those going below surface area. The Underground was utilised as a refuge from the 

bombs, as were other buildings that had cellars or basements that were similarly used 

for the protection of civilians. Other new specific places were erected such as private 

air-raid and public shelters, essential liminal places of transition. These places offer a 

marked opportunity for study due to their public-private, in-between identity. Their 

unique positioning will generate a series of questions regarding the extent to which 

these public sites were transformed by the needs of the population into permeable places 

where the personal and private necessities of so many desperate citizens had to 

converge. Furthermore, shelters have been hailed by historians as enforcing feelings of 

solidarity between Londoners. Indeed, by focusing on the literary representations of the 

time, I shall attempt to discover if the ambiguous nature of these shelters was just as 

likely to lead to other reactions and conflicting situations which may have ultimately 

resulted in a revalorisation of the home. Therefore, as well as examining the shelters 

featured in the novels under scrutiny, I will also attempt to ascertain if other public 

places, like tearooms, could, under the special wartime circumstances, also occupy a 

liminal or interstitial position akin to the strategically positioned shelters.     
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A brief chapter outline follows. In Chapter One I will examine spatial theories and 

their relevance to this study. When considering this field of academic scholarship, 

special attention will be conferred on the theoretical positioning of spatial philosophers 

during the twentieth century, and in particular those who have addressed urban and 

living space and the relationship between binary demarcations. A more gendered 

consideration of the city will also be taken into account, this being a section in which 

theories relative to a feminine understanding of city space as well as theories of 

liminality will be addressed more fully. In Chapter Two I will deal with the actual living 

arrangements of wartime urban reality in order to provide useful background knowledge 

for the events portrayed in the novels under discussion. As has been stated, the city of 

London developed unique characteristics representative of a city at war. This front-line 

situation modified the configuration of the city and likewise conditioned the writers of 

the day and their reactions to the conflict. The following chapters, in which the novels 

are discussed, are structured around the different stages of the Blitz, understood as rite 

of passage.  

In Chapter Three I shall explore the first novel discussed in this dissertation, Shelter 

(1941) by Marguerite Steen. This novel represents the beginning of the liminal voyage, 

the rite of separation from the state of security prior to the war and the entry into the 

liminal passageway of the Blitz. Steen’s novel is written partly in the form of war 

reportage, each chapter being preceded by a simulated newsreel in which snippets of 

war related news items or extracts from reports situate the reader within the exact 

moment of the Blitz. This style confers upon the novel a degree of authenticity as well 

as a feeling of urgency, as happenings are presented in rapid succession, creating a 

backdrop of uncertainty reflected by the continuous danger of the first days of the 

attack. In this chapter I will study the author’s account of the first weeks of the Blitz in 

order to determine the reactions of citizens, and the extent of their reliance on safety 

precautions and specific buildings erected for the protection of civilians such as the 

public shelter. At the same time I shall seek to determine whether the shelter reinforced 

feelings of solidarity or whether its unsettling public-private dimension could not but 

contribute to the reigning climate of tension. I shall also assess the heroine’s emotional 

reactions with regard to the home environment and her options of professional 

development, as well as her daily incursions into the street scene where she becomes a 

unique kind of flâneuse.     
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In Chapter Four a step further into the first separation rites will be taken. My 

analysis of London Pride (1941) by Phyllis Bottome will centre on the poverty-stricken 

area of East London, a part of the city particularly hit by the bombing raids. In this 

novel, the writer transcribes the Cockney speech with some accuracy taking the reader 

to the East End streets and to an observation of the families that suffered so acutely 

during the first months of the Blitz. The transcription of a dialect of the English 

language will also take us to a debate on whether a particular speech variant may 

enforce a status of liminality or marginality on the literature produced in that area and to 

assess the ensuing spatial and idiomatic relationship. With regard to the characters of 

the novel, the female figure of the mother will be studied for its matriarchal, and at the 

same time curiously spatial, significance and for the implications which the drama of 

the evacuation had both for the families involved and for the city. I shall also take my 

study towards investigating the role of the city at this stage of the Blitz, and more 

particularly that of the East End, especially relevant when taking into account the West 

End location of the other novels discussed in this dissertation.  I will likewise consider 

the extent of the prioritisation of street life and sheltering facilities over the physical 

reality of the home at this stage of the war.      

In Chapter Five the action takes place within the actual liminal passage and will 

address the most acute moments of loss and destruction and its effect on the characters 

of Bryher’s novel Beowulf (1956). In this novel, the writer adopts the stylistic device of 

presenting the characters, and their psychological reactions to war, in a documentary 

type of format in which the plot becomes a secondary necessity. In this way, the author 

presents a set of tableaux that have the common denominator of the scenic meeting 

point; the tearoom, a place where citizens come together, thus escaping from the solitary 

flimsiness of the home and the unpredictable situation in the street. I shall, therefore, 

assess the permeable nature of the wartime tearoom and the fluctuating quality of 

dualisms that emanate from its positioning as well as verify the extent of the characters’ 

feelings of nostalgia for past times. In this respect, I will also investigate the writer’s 

personal friendship with Walter Benjamin, and the influence the philosopher exerted on 

Bryher with regard to issues of place and memory. The repercussions that the breaking 

down of boundaries (private-public, work-home, past-present) have for the characters 

immersed in the darkest period of the liminal tunnel will likewise be closely examined. 
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In Chapter Six I will evaluate the latter stages of the liminal passage. Lettice 

Cooper’s Black Bethlehem (1947) shall be explored with regard to a certain 

revalorisation of the home. I shall also attempt to determine if this factor is due to a 

growing need for privacy on the part of citizens. The section of the novel considered is 

written in diary form by the protagonist Lucy Meadows, thus potentiating the necessity 

for private self-confession at his stage of the war. Although the home seems to recover 

some of its lost prestige at this point of the liminal experience, it will also prove to be a 

source of contention, and I will pay special attention to the female relationships that 

develop within, especially focused on the situation that evolves with a refugee, Marta 

Krawl. This aspect will be explored alongside other potential areas of study which, in 

this novel, focus on contentious ideological or religious issues with regard to a city at 

war which, at this stage, still raged unabated. 

Chapter Seven is my last chapter and is situated already in the passage of 

assimilation as the Blitz months are over. In this chapter I shall consider Elizabeth 

Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1949), and the challenges faced by her independence-

seeking protagonist, Stella Rodney, whose highly impersonal rented flat symbolises the 

relinquishment of all homely and housewifely ties. In this case, I will consider whether 

the liminal concept of a transitory living space may offer a greater degree of freedom to 

the main character without obviating the pressure exerted on her by the other characters 

in the story. As Van Gennep and Turner postulate, this stage of reincorporation may 

reward individuals, or in this case characters, that have traversed the rite of passage with 

success. However, I shall also scrutinise the existence of other factors, such as the 

propagandistic image of women during wartime, which may present us with quite 

another picture of post-Blitz reinsertion.  

To end this dissertation I will present my literary findings in a conclusion in 

which I hope to be able to validate a study which has taken the reader on a liminal 

voyage induced by the reality of the Blitz and its expression in literature. Furthermore, I 

will attempt to examine the implications of the wartime spatial realm for the 

protagonists involved, especially with regard to the binary configuration of urban space 

which, under the circumstances, is relinquished in favour of a much more permeable 

relationship between the spheres. Moreover, I trust I may prove that the investigation 

undertaken in the ensuing chapters shows the utility of a research based on an 

interdisciplinary field of studies which addresses both the wartime cityscape and the 
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response of women writers. Lastly, I hope that, by the time I conclude this academic 

research, I may be in a position to raise general awareness with regard to the value and 

scope of women’s wartime writing, and, in this way, generate a greater appreciation for 

the literary production resulting from the Second World War.               
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Chapter One 

Spatial Literary Criticism and the City 

 

A vocabulary of spatial and geographical terms is becoming increasingly 

familiar to those working in literary studies.  (Thacker 2003, 1) 

 

With this assertion, Andrew Thacker in Moving through Modernity: Space and 

Geography in Modernism (2003) means to draw attention to the recent critical approach 

by which spatial research is applied to the study of literary texts, a methodology also 

adopted by other theorists such as Barney Warf who, in his seminal work co-edited with 

Santa Arias, The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives (2009), underlines the fact 

that “recent works in the fields of literary and cultural studies, sociology, political 

science, anthropology, history and art history have become increasingly spatial in their 

orientation” (1). Thus, and taking into account this wider outlook, it follows that the 

critic’s investigative analysis of literary works is not only related to the diachronic 

parameters of time, epoch or period, but is also configured by the synchronic relevance 

of space, a factor that shapes our understanding of the text. With this perspective in 

mind, we find that the study of these works opens out to receive the influence of other 

fields of academic investigation which, consequently, enrich scholarly thought. The 

interdisciplinary field of study that results is generally referred to as spatial literary 

criticism, or, in Thacker’s terminology, “critical literary geography” (3). 

Spatial literary criticism constitutes a relatively recent approach, as until the end of 

the twentieth century the study of space had lain within the domain of geographers, 

philosophers and different cultural theorists, who focused their research on the physical 

world in which we live. However, the last twenty years have witnessed an increased 

interest in the deployment of spatial theories in the humanities and social sciences. The 

urban geographer and social theorist Edward Soja has been highly influential in 

encouraging this field of interdisciplinary study, underlining the appositeness of what he 

initially termed “the spatial turn”, a clear reference to the much needed interface 
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between spatial studies and other disciplines (1996, 2). Four years later, in 

Postmetropolis: Critical Studies of Cities and Regions (2000), he elaborated further on 

his ideas, pointing at how interdisciplinary studies can interrelate in the research of 

urban space. For Soja, this “distinctive interpretative emphasis builds on the 

increasingly far-reaching “spatial turn” that has been developing across many different 

disciplines in the 1990s and the closely related contemporary resurgence of interest in 

cities and urbanism” (2000, 4). In effect, Soja himself was aiming at bringing together 

the disciplines of social and spatial studies, two different lines of investigation that for 

the theorist are in fact intimately related. Other theorists have taken up his cue and have 

also highlighted this new “spatial turn” in twenty-first century studies. This is the case 

of Doreen Massey, who refers to Soja’s terminology in her varied compilation of 

essays, Human Geography Today (1999), in which she introduces related terms such as 

“conceptual geographies” (17), and “imaginative geographies” (44), equally relevant to 

literary criticism. However, perhaps the most complete definition of the pertinence of 

bridging the gap between seemingly disparate fields of study has been given by Barney 

Warf, who, in his aforementioned work explains: 

 

Because so many lines of thought converge on the topic of spatiality, space is a 

vehicle for examining what it means to be interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary, 

to cross the borders and divides that have organized the academic division of 

labor, to reveal the cultures that pervade the different fields of knowledge, and to 

bring these contrasting lines of thought into a productive engagement with one 

another. (2009, 2) 

 

Warf situates spatial studies at the centre of erudition, from whence other fields of 

scholarly research may be explored. His angle of vision favours an interrelation of 

approaches which depart from a spatial origin and branch out to encompass other 

disciplines resulting in a process which is academically beneficial.    

In the following pages I will present the work of theorists whose spatial thought is 

instrumental in furthering my own literary analyses. Their theories are focused on such 

binary categories as place-space, in-out, public-private, home-street or more time-
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orientated dichotomies such as present-past, and explore how the boundaries set up 

between these categories are challenged. The philosophers discussed in the first section 

of this chapter have also put forward some of the first considerations with regard to 

concepts of public and private living space and, in so doing, have helped other later 

theorists to construct major dissertations on the subject, which takes us to the second 

part of this chapter in which I will be addressing the work of scholars whose 

philosophical enquiry revolves around the city itself as the main subject of study. 

Lastly, and with the intention of offering a complementary view to the mainstream 

theories explored in the second section, the voice of several urban feminist critics will 

be heard and analysed, together with theories that deal with the liminal and the in-

between and which effectively favour the relinquishment of barriers. In this way I hope 

to be able to provide a comprehensive critical framework by means of which the spatial 

intricacies of the novels under discussion may be explored.    

 

1.1. First Philosophical Approaches to Spatial Binaries  

 

The dichotomy of place and space has often been used by philosophers when explaining 

the spatial complexity of living areas. As a result, place has frequently been associated 

with the supposedly static sphere of the inside of the home, whereas space has been 

related to the more dynamic dimension of the outside. Therefore, it can be logically 

inferred that the way in which these binaries are perceived influences how living space 

is assessed. What is more, a further concern which emanates from the consideration of 

these binaries lies precisely in studying the various ways in which the divisions can be 

contested and how research has evolved in this respect. With this view in mind, the 

academic contributions of leading twentieth century philosophers in the field of space is 

discussed and, at the same time, the applicability of these theoretical findings to my 

research assessed.   

One of the first and foremost figures in twentieth century philosophy, Martin 

Heidegger, focused his thoughts on the distinction between space and place applying his 

philosophical thought to the concept of the dwelling , which he regarded as the prime 

manifestation of the human condition. In the Chapter “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” of 
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his influential work Poetry, Language, Thought (1951) the philosopher explains that, in 

his view, space derives from place, understanding by place the physical reality 

represented by a building, and by space the area which is created within its walls. In this 

sense, partitions become necessary as they create the boundaries that configure the 

space where people live. In Heidegger’s words: 

 

A space is something that has been made room for, something that is mainly 

within a boundary, Greek peras. A boundary is not that at which something 

stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that from which something 

begins its presencing. Space is in essence that for which room has been made, 

that which is let into its bounds. (2001, 146)          

 

This assertion pinpoints the fact that Heidegger considers space to be defined as an 

element created by boundaries, a postulation which is certainly restricting, although he 

does concede that these boundaries should be considered, not in their more limiting 

function of enclosing space, but rather as a starting point from which space can develop. 

This concession does in some way leave a door open for other more flexible 

interpretations of space than an initial reading of his more dogmatic assertions would 

lead us to believe. If space is initially “let into its bounds”, we shall find how in difficult 

circumstances, such as during wartime, these bounds may become more indefinite and, 

therefore, liable to become challenged.   

With Heidegger an interest in dwelling as a human manifestation was initiated and 

taken up by his contemporaries. Gaston Bachelard is, without doubt, essential to literary 

spatial criticism, as he is one of the first philosophers to relate the study of space to that 

of literature. In his seminal work The Poetics of Space (1958), Bachelard frequently 

resorts to examples from the medium of poetry to examine the divisions of space within 

the ‘real’ world. Bachelard’s study of the home follows the phenomenological tradition 

and, in consequence, is performed by means of a systematic topoanalysis of the 

different parts of the house. The house is also perceived by means of an oneiric image, 

as a shelter continually present in the inhabitants’ imagination. Bachelard’s conception 

of the abode as a refuge which harbours feelings of protection and comfort will also be 



37 
 

under scrutiny, as during the war many homes became the very antithesis of this 

cherished image of the dwelling as shelter. One of the most revealing points covered by 

Bachelard’s examination of the intimate space of the home is his study of the 

relationship between interior and exterior realms. Initially, Bachelard asserts, “outside 

and inside form a dialectic of division, the obvious geometry of which blinds us as soon 

as we bring it into play in metaphorical domains. It has the sharpness of the dialectics of 

yes and no, which decides everything” (1994, 211). Nonetheless, Bachelard soon 

realises that geometrical barriers are not possible in literature, as it is in this creative 

realm of space that imagination takes over from geometry. These concessions with 

regard to the binary postulation are valuable in my research as it is precisely by means 

of a literature that deals with a specific place and period in history that we see these 

geometrical boundaries challenged. Bachelard goes on to explain: “Outside and inside 

are both intimate – they are always ready to be reversed, to exchange their hostility. If 

there exists a borderline surface between such as inside and outside, this surface is 

painful on both sides” (218).  

An aspect of particular interest in Bachelard’s philosophical enquiry is the attention 

given to the archetypal means of connection between the inside and the outside of a 

house, namely the door. Clearly, the door can be opened letting the outside in or, 

conversely, it can be closed and therefore safeguard the intimacy of the inside realm. 

Bachelard insists on its importance as a means of creating spaces, as “a mere door can 

give images of hesitation, temptation, desire, security, welcome and respect” (224). 

Scholar and theorist Edward Casey has focused on Heidegger and Bachelard’s study of 

the home or dwelling, and has underlined Bachelard’s intention of moving towards a 

greater fluidity between the inside and the outside realms. Casey states: 

 

The “in” paired with the “out” in dwelling cannot be reduced to the here/there, 

which Bachelard considers “the unfortunate adverbs of place”. The “in” ingredient 

in inhabitation is a fluid focus, one that is in constant communication with the “out”: 

for instance, by means of doors and windows, whereby the outside world becomes 

part of the being of within (and vice versa: through these apertures in the house we 

are in continuous contact with the surrounding world). Thanks to this osmotic, two-
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way flow, dwelling is in-dwelling in such a way that we also find ourselves out in 

the ambience of that which we inhabit. (1997, 293)             

Casey’s explanation of Bachelard’s theoretical incursion into the nature of living space 

is enlightening, especially with regard to the points which reveal the French 

philosopher’s insight into the “osmotic” relationship between the spheres and how this 

interdependence leads to a “two-way flow” and to the impracticality of separating the 

realms into a strict binary division.   

Michel Foucault, another French philosopher, studied space and place taking into 

account Heidegger and Bachelard’s contributions. Writing in the 1960s, Foucault made 

direct references to Bachelard‘s work, stressing the fact that while the Frenchman’s 

critical thought was “fundamental for contemporary thought” (1997, 351), it was 

primarily concerned with “inner space” (351). This reflection is included in a seminal 

lecture relevant to spatial studies entitled “Of Other Spaces” (“Des Espaces Autres”), 

which was not printed in English until 1984, although first written in 1967. In this 

article, it is worth emphasising Foucault’s position with regard to the division of space 

into binary units, which, with some misgivings, he sees as a necessary expedient for the 

functioning of our society. Foucault concedes that:  

 

It may be, in fact, that our lives are still ruled by a certain number of unrelenting 

opposites, which institution and practice have not dared to erode. I refer here to 

opposites that we take for granted, such as the contrast between public and private 

space, family and social space, cultural and utilitarian space, the space of pleasure 

and the space of work ‒ all opposites that are still actuated by a veiled sacredness. 

(351)      

 

However, having said this, Foucault does look for ways in which the organisation of 

space could be more flexible. In so doing, he focuses on the idea that space is 

heterogeneous and conformed by a multiplicity of sites. The connection between these 

sites is also relevant as we live “within a set of relationships that define positions which 

cannot be equated or in any way superimposed” (351). This active association between 

spaces also points towards an increased mobility, as it is quite obviously the close 
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relationship between the sites of transportation (streets, trains, cars, taxis…), those of 

relaxation (cafes, cinemas, restaurants…) and of rest (houses, bedrooms, beds…) that 

configures the dynamic nature of space.  As well as the distribution of places, Foucault’s 

great contribution to spatial studies has been the formulation of two specific types of 

site, namely the utopia and the heterotopia. Utopias seem to be firmly ensconced in the 

realms of the imaginary as they are “arrangements which have no real space” (352), but 

the heterotopias necessitate a more complex analysis. Initially seen as a “counter 

arrangement” (352), the heterotopia is a real place situated outside the bounds of normal 

experience. Therefore, heterotopias are “at the same time represented, challenged and 

overturned: a sort of place that lies outside all places and yet is actually localizable” 

352) by society and can be organised into different types, according to whether they 

may be sites of deviation (prisons, hospitals, rest homes), compensation (fairgrounds, 

vacation villages), or even places that can be accessed on an everyday basis, such as the 

garden, the park or even the cinema and theatre. Foucault asserts that these heterotopic 

places, “always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and 

makes them penetrable” (355), a fact that evidences their instability. Society’s 

continuous habit of coming and going between more standardised places and 

heterotopic sites creates a continual flow of movement within living areas. In wartime 

London we are also presented with an array of specific sites (shelters, basements, tube 

stations, cafés, tearooms, to cite just a few), which share some of these heterotopic 

features.           

This study of the division of sites or places takes us to the philosophical theories of 

Yi-Fu Tuan. A Chinese erudite, Tuan studied first at Oxford before taking up a teaching 

post in America where he continued to develop his studies in humanistic geography. 

Tuan also based his most influential work, Space and Place: The Perspective of 

Experience (1977), on the initial division of the spheres. For Tuan, place can be 

considered as the more static element of the home or dwelling, whereas space may be 

understood as the flow of movement within and without the more fixed place. However, 

the division is not an easy one and generates some complex analysis. In Tuan’s words: 

 

Place is a special kind of object; it is an object in which we can dwell. Space, we 

have noted, is given by the ability to move. Movements are often directed 
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toward, or repulsed by objects and places. Hence space can be variously 

experienced as the relative location of objects or places, as the distances and 

expanses that separate or link places, and – more abstractly – as the area defined 

by a network of places. (2008, 12)    

 

These spatial considerations involving distance or approximation between places create 

a state of flux which develops an inner movement within the home and its relationship 

with the outside. This movement generated, not by the places themselves, but by the 

spaces acting on the inside and outside of any given boundary is not dissimilar to 

Barchelard’s fluidity between the ‘in’ and the ‘out’, although in Tuan the vision is not 

directed from within the home but more specifically from the outside, as the movement 

between the places is generated by human activity and flow. Another aspect of Tuan’s 

thought which proves to be valuable for my research is his attention to time as related to 

place. So much so that, as Tuan reflects, “sense of time affects sense of place” (186). 

Accordingly, the sites in the novels examined are places determined, not only by the 

spatial relationships which are inevitably generated, but also by the concrete time period 

in which they are situated.    

These groundbreaking theories in the field of spatial analysis which focus on the 

complex interrelationship that evolves between the ‘in’ and the ‘out’, the derivatives of 

inside and outside, as well as the more philosophical abstract distinction between place 

and space and the creation of sites and heterotopias have also been applied to the larger 

framework of city space and, in so doing, have proved invaluable for the development 

of the field of urban studies, which is an essential part of the interdisciplinary study of 

literary geography. 

 

1.2. The City as Spatial Focal Point       

 

In order to understand the evolution of urban studies it is also necessary to focus on 

certain leading theorists whose contributions have left an indelible imprint on the 

scholarship of today. Indeed, before urban research evolved to include a sophisticated 
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jargon and to be established as the leading science it has now become in the twenty-first 

century, a social erudite, Walter Benjamin, paved the way with theories and 

considerations that still form an essential part of our current investigation.  

Benjamin, born at the end of the nineteenth century in 1892, was a contemporary to 

Martin Heidegger. Both German, they occupied opposite sides of the Nazi rise to 

power. Heidegger was well-known for his fascist leanings whereas Benjamin, as a 

German Jew, was eventually forced to flee from the German Third Reich. In spite of his 

untimely death in 1940, his work continues to provide us with a rich variety of 

theoretical thought. Benjamin wrote widely on a number of cities, such as Naples, 

Moscow, Marseille, his native Berlin and most essentially Paris, where he based his 

most ambitious oeuvre, the uncompleted The Arcades Project (Der Passenwerk) (1940), 

for which he found inspiration in Baudelaire’s work. In his essays, Benjamin perfects 

Baudelaire’s figure of the flâneur, or street wanderer and observer, a key figure both in 

urban and literary scholarship. Another aspect of Benjamin’s work, which is particularly 

compelling, is his focus on the dualism of past and present and its relevance to the 

physical space of the city, which becomes a receptacle in which both the past, perceived 

by means of the buildings and monuments as well as the museums and art galleries, and 

the present, are able to coexist. Benjamin introduces language as the vehicle that should 

dissipate the boundaries that, throughout history, have been erected between time 

issues. As literary critic Mike Savage explains:  

 

Benjamin’s strategy was therefore to displace, by questioning the boundaries of 

past and present, the notion of linear historical time which was sustained by 

narrative form. In his urban writing, Benjamin could use a common spatial 

reference to bring things together in time. (2000, 40)  

 

In Benjamin’s thought, the linear historical time line should be relinquished in favour of 

a dynamic flow of memories that bring the past alive so that it can be integrated into our 

societies, a process which ought to be encouraged in the study of language and 

literature. Benjamin’s endeavour to blur the boundaries between past and present in his 

urban research can be successfully applied to the period studied in this investigation. 
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During wartime, the value of history and the need to recover the past in the midst of the 

disintegrating present prevailed in the writing of several of the authors examined in 

these pages.   

As well as taking into account the work of Walter Benjamin, we must consider other 

theorists who also turned their attention to certain aspects of history which influenced 

their approach to the study of the city. Paul Virilio is a case in point as his philosophical 

thought was shaped by his experience of war. Born in Paris in 1932, the urbanist 

personally suffered the trauma of living in occupied France and grew up under the 

menace of impending warfare, which heavily conditioned his perception of the city and 

the role it had to play in history. For Virilio, cities have been linked to warfare since 

their earliest formation, first as medieval settlements in which their main function was 

to create defensive strongholds from whence offensive operations could take place, and 

then, in successive centuries, as increasingly sophisticated fortifications. In this way 

Virilio views the city as a polis which is in constant preparation for war, the subject of 

his book, Pure War (1983). This situation is worsened when the city is faced with a 

situation of “total war” (Virilio 2008, 18), considered as “a radical intensification of 

existing warfare unleashed like a storm” (Luke and Ó’ Tuathail 2000, 366), which is in 

many ways an accurate description of the Blitz on London. Virilio’s perception of 

twentieth century cities being constantly geared for war also leads to extreme views on 

the role played by citizens. Virilio’s critics Luke and Ó’ Tuathail continue to explain 

that: 

 

The drift towards total war in the twentieth century has multiple consequences 

for twentieth-century civilization. It deepens the colonization of the social by the 

military so that distinctions between the “civilian” and the “military” become 

blurred. To be a citizen means acquiring “a right to die”. (367)        

 

These arguments, held by Virilio, lead to the theorist’s lack of interest in other 

considerations, such as the city being viewed as an industrial, commercial or cultural 

centre. Virilio’s perception of the state of “total war”, considered as a transitory and 

violent commotion that can be exemplified by the Blitz attacks on European cities 
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during the Second World War, is taken one step further by the theorist in his 

development towards the concept of “pure war” (15), regarded as a constant logistic 

struggle.     

Another remarkably influential philosopher, Henri Lefebvre, was however, entirely 

at odds with Virilio’s angle of vision. Lefebvre based his urban theories on the premise 

that the city was first and foremost a centre created for social and mercantile 

relationships. Initially, he was very much influenced by Foucault, and by his theories 

based on the existence of heterotopic sites within the city. Lefebvre’s main contribution, 

however, is the study of the relationship between the different spaces of the city, 

theories which are contained in his seminal work, The Production of Space (1974). In 

his philosophical enquiry, Lefebvre departs from the binary division of space and place 

and instead introduces a tripartite distribution of urban reality. In fact, Lefebvre goes as 

far as to actively reject all dualisms, defending that the city space should be “a triad: 

that is three elements, and not two. Relations with two elements boil down to 

oppositions, contrasts or antagonisms” (1991, 39). For Lefebvre, the city space should 

be understood in terms of a triad, consisting of spatial practice (the space that is actually 

perceived in the city, that is, the physical space of houses and buildings, shops and 

parks), representation of space (the space initially conceived by planners and urbanists, 

and therefore a theoretical space) and representational space (pertaining to the actual 

living experience of the city people within the city space). The latter, Lefebvre explains, 

also includes the work of artists, novelists, historians and sociologists who write about 

the city as a “space which the imagination seeks to change and to appropriate” (39). 

Lefebvre also includes references to the boundaries, and the elements which configure 

these, such as doors and windows and the threshold itself as a constant reminder of the 

transit in and out of any given place. In fact, Lefebvre points out that one of the main 

characteristics of doors and windows was that they were “transitional objects” (209), 

and, as such, they are the medium by which spaces interrelate in a two-way flow: “As a 

transitional object it has two senses, two orientations: from inside to outside, and from 

the outside to the inside. Each is marked in a specific way, and each bears the mark of 

the other” (209). This interdependent relationship between the spaces ensures a dynamic 

flow between the realms.   

Ten years later, Michel de Certeau also focused on the city in his theoretical 

postulations. In his acclaimed work, The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), de Certeau 
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refers to the city by means of the term “concept-city” (1988, 95), underlining the 

necessity of understanding its functioning, highlighting its status as a “place of 

transformations and appropriations, the object of various kinds of interference, but also 

a subject that is constantly enriched by new attributes, it is simultaneously the 

machinery and the hero of modernity” (95). This definition leads to a wider 

understanding of cities, as it does not limit the city’s inner organisation of space to a set 

of boundaries and static distribution of places but rather encourages the city to be 

perceived as a place which is vulnerable, allowing for new influences and “attributes” to 

foster its constant development. In this way, war could also be considered as exerting a 

transformative force upon urban space. Another idea which is central to de Certeau’s 

thought with regards to urban planning is the distinction between what he terms the tour 

and the map. In his view, a kind of control is exercised by the drawing up of a map, as 

its configuration has the function of organising the city from a panopticon position of 

power. In contrast, the tour belongs to the citizens, who may acquire the right to 

improvise different routes in order to reach a destination. Furthermore, whereas the map 

shows a clear vision of the city from a superior standpoint of height, the tour or the plan 

is seen from street level and is clearly the prerogative of the citizen. These two 

representations of the city, the more clearly objective and the subjective, also has points 

of intersection with Lefebvre’s tripartite division.  

Michel de Certeau likewise relates the study of place and space to the city. For the 

French philosopher, a place is necessarily static, a site in which a set of elements occupy 

a “proper and distinct location” (117). Moreover, a “place is an instantaneous 

configuration of positions. It implies an indication of stability” (117). This definition of 

the city as an amalgamation of stable and static places is definitely shattered by the 

wartime city reality. Precisely during the months of the Blitz, the city presented a 

panorama in which nothing seemed to maintain its position or have a “distinct location”. 

If de Certeau’s definition of place is challenged by the precise historical moment subject 

of this dissertation, his understanding of space does allow for a wider margin of 

interpretation. Thus, space encourages movement, “vectors of direction, velocities and 

time variables” (117). More precisely, “space occurs as the effect produced by the 

operations that orient it, situate it, temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent 

unity of conflictual programs or contractual proximities” (117). Therefore, space offers 

a dynamic interpretation of living experience within the boundaries of the more static 
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and stable place. Another part of de Certeau’s thinking which gained special relevance 

was the understanding of place and space in the “spatial stories” of narrative. In this 

way, within the margins of the story, the interdependence and close relationship 

between binary postulations becomes manifest. In de Certeau’s words: “Stories thus 

carry out a labor that constantly transforms places into spaces and spaces into places. 

They also organize the play of changing relationships between places and spaces” (118). 

Consequently, within the context of wartime disruption, we witness how these “stories”, 

transmitted to us in the form of novels and various writings, are the evidence of the 

constant transformation of the wartime city, a place in which dichotomies are modified 

due to the “changing relationships between spaces and places”. In these “spatial 

stories”, the frontier takes on a special mediating role and acts as the third character or 

actor in a play of relationships. For de Certeau: “In the story, the frontier functions as a 

third element. It is an “in-between”, a “space between”” (127).  This special mediating 

role given by de Certeau to the frontier (and previously termed as the “boundary” by 

Lefebvre), is another revealing aspect to take into account when considering a literary 

liminal study that focuses on interconnecting sites.  

 

1.3. Towards a Removal of Barriers from City Space: Gendered and 

Spatially Liminal Perspectives  

 

In addition to the theoretical postulations introduced by philosophers and theorists 

detailed in the previous points, other spatial studies developed in a different direction, 

taking as first consideration the place of women in the city. Although not opposed to the 

urban theories of Lefebvre and de Certeau, feminist critics studying the city in the 1970s 

emphasised the lack of real interest directed towards women’s experience of the urban 

reality.  In order to make up for this negligence, a more gendered outlook and analysis 

of the city was initiated, leading to the eventual re-evaluation of the separate spheres 

ideology.  

Certainly, during the decades of the 1970s and 1980s the separation of the public 

and private spheres had “proved useful to scholars seeking to redress the systematic 

exclusion of women” from the city scene (Davidson and Hatcher 2002, 17). Needless to 
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say, this positioning was essential to feminists at the time, as it created a platform from 

which to denounce the inequalities implicit in the linking of the public sphere to an 

exclusively male orientated experience, a practice condemned by cultural theorist Janet 

Wolff in her work The Social Production of Art (1981) and by art historian Griselda 

Pollock in Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of Art (1988). 

Indeed, one of the first reactions to the nineteenth and twentieth-century more 

masculinised view of the city came from Wolff, who, as a result of her research into 

Walter Benjamin’s exaltation of the figure of the flâneur, the prototype of the detached 

male wanderer in the city streets, wrote her seminal essay “The Invisible Flâneuse: 

Women and the Literature of Modernity”, first published in 1985. In this essay, Wolff 

insists on the fact that the figure of the flâneur could only have a male connotation (and 

a masculine grammatical form), as women were quite “invisible” from the urban arena 

of public life. This situation had as its natural consequence an intensification of the 

division between the spheres. As Wolff explains: 

 

Men and women may have shared the privatization of personality, the careful 

anonymity and withdrawal of public life; but the line drawn increasingly sharply 

between the public and the private was also one which confined woman to the 

private, while men retained the freedom to move in the crowd or to frequent 

cafes and pubs. (1990, 40)       

 

For Wolff, these circumstances effectively led to a reinforcement of the barriers erected 

between the private domain, associated with women, and the public domain of the city 

predominantly occupied by men. In her essay, the theorist condemns the fact that the 

experience of city life that comprised both the gratification of a professional life and the 

freedom of wandering alone should be a masculine prerogative. As a consequence, 

women had to create their own space within the home and, in so doing, faced a life of 

comparative obscurity and neglect. Wolff adds: “The literature of modernity ignored the 

private sphere, and to that extent is silent on the subject of woman’s primary domain” 

(45). Wolff’s denouncement of the invisibility of women in public was seconded by 

other critics such as Griselda Pollock, who, as an art historian, called attention to the 
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fact that women impressionist painters, among them leading figures Mary Cassat and 

Berthe Morisot, had been denied the possibility of painting in the public spaces of the 

city. In a thought-provoking essay first published in 1988 entitled “Modernity and the 

Spaces of Femininity”, Pollock argues that the bourgeois mentality was at fault as it 

created a society in which “the social spaces of the city were reconstructed by the 

overlaying of the doctrine of the separate spheres on to the division of public and 

private, which became as a result a gendered division” (2000, 162). In so saying, 

Pollock underlines the damaging effect that this one-sided association with the private 

domain had had for women’s development within the urban loci.   

Social theorist Elizabeth Wilson also took up the debate on the issue of the separate 

spheres ideology by questioning the appropriateness of exclusively advocating the 

public domain of the city as male and the private as female. In her challenging study, 

The Sphinx in the City: Urban Life, the Control of Disorder and Women (1991),  Wilson 

maintains, in the chapter entitled “Into the Labyrinth”, that the city “might be a place of 

liberation for women” (2000, 151), instead of signifying their anonymity or 

disparagement. Her research points towards a need to reassess masculine and feminine 

visions of urban space stressing on the fact that it has been “the male-female dichotomy 

that has so damagingly translated itself into a conception of city culture as pertaining to 

men” (153). Furthermore, in her 1992 essay, “The Invisible Flâneur”, Wilson 

personally takes Wolff to task sustaining that:  

 

Janet Wolff is inaccurate in arguing that by the closing years of the nineteenth 

century middle-class women had been “more or less” consigned to the home, 

since this was the very period when they were emerging more and more into the 

public spaces of the city. (2001, 81) 

 

Wilson continues to stress the fact that women were not “invisible” at all and that, 

although placed at a disadvantage within a city that was often difficult to navigate, this 

was also a “contradictory and shifting space which could be appropriated by women” 

(83). In so doing, Wilson adds that it may even have been the male wanderer that was in 

some way discomfited by the increasing presence of women in the city streets. In fact, 
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as Wilson asserts, “the new metropolis (…) has a disintegrative effect on the masculine 

identity” (87). In this sense, the male walker may see his role as a dominant, patriarchal 

figure challenged by the irruption of the independent woman walker. Thus, it becomes 

“the flâneur, and not his impossible female counterpart, who is invisible” (89). 

According to Wilson’s arguments, woman is assigned with a subversive role within the 

city, a place which provides experiences that may include situations of risk as well as of 

enjoyment.                   

Viewing the debate from a more detached standpoint, it can also be argued, as 

theorist Jane Rendell does in her work, Gender Space Architecture: An Interdisciplinary 

Introduction (2000), that both Wolff and Wilson defended equally valid points in their 

cultural and social assessment of the position of women in the cities. For Rendell it is 

quite possible, as Wilson contends, to “use literature produced by women to provide 

positive representations of their life in the cities, and to assert therefore that women 

occupied and enjoyed urban public space” (2000, 104) but, likewise, it is also 

reasonable to argue, as Wolff does, “that the almost exclusively male literature of 

modernity, promoted the ideology of the separate spheres and so worked to deny the 

connection of women to the city” (104). 

Literary critic Deborah Parsons also contributed to the debate with regard to 

women’s place within the public space of the city in Streetwalking the Metropolis 

(2000), a groundbreaking work which I already refer to in the Introduction of this 

dissertation. In her study, Parsons advocates for an assessment of the city that should 

include both male and female perceptions and therefore move away from strict gendered 

visions. Furthermore, she insists that, “too often the politics of gender difference are 

concerned with the comparative experience of the male and the female subject in the 

city and overlook their relative formulations of the city” (7), thus underlining the 

necessity of looking at ways in which the city may be represented, for example by 

means of artistic or literary creations.  In this way, the writer’s (male or female) 

interpretation of the city is what gains in importance over and above the author’s 

gender. As Parsons explains: 
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The urban writer is not only a figure within a city; he/she is also the producer of 

the city, one that is related to but distinct from the city of asphalt, brick and 

stone, one that results from the interconnection of body, mind and space, one 

that reveals the interplay of self/city identity. (1)                   

 

The question of representation gains special relevance here. The writer is seen to be 

different to the average citizen as he or she is supposed to be performing a mediating 

role between the city and the reader. At the same time, there is an interconnection 

between the search for an identity on the part of the author and the way the city is 

represented, which leads to differing interpretations of the same, determined by the 

various factors that condition the writer. If the literary work available has largely been 

that of a male observer, then the irruption of the female spectator will naturally contest 

the masculine interpretation of the city. So, as Parsons goes on to explain: “It is with this 

social influx of women as empirical observers into the city street that aesthetic, urban 

perception as a specifically masculine phenomenon and privilege is challenged” (6). 

Consequently, as can be inferred, what needs to be challenged is a predominantly 

masculine perception in order to be able to include stimulating interpretations by both 

women and men writers. Notwithstanding this necessary reformulation with regard to 

the assessment of the city, it is nevertheless also true that women, historically more 

excluded from city-life, have frequently responded by finding other means of giving 

expression to their urban perceptions and of negotiating the boundaries that separated 

them from a more public life. The current research of these often ingenious and 

remarkable ways of ‘going public’ has opened up a revitalised field of studies which has 

also been applied to other areas of investigation, such as literature, affording 

enlightening and compelling studies such as Teresa Gómez Reus and Aránzazu 

Usandizaga’s compilation of literary essays, Inside Out: Women Negotiating, 

Subverting, Appropriating Public and Private Space (2008), which gives ample 

testimony of the enriching rereading and re-assessment of literary works.      

The overstepping of boundaries has continued to be a topic worthy of attention 

within the field of urban studies. Research has evolved by rescuing theories from the 

past that deal with the liminal and the in-between. In this way, the anthropological 

theories of Arnold Van Gennep, which date back to 1909, shed light on the need of 
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finding intermediate spaces that tend to dispel the importance given to boundaries 

within the city. By reassessing liminal theories that deal with movement and transition 

we arrive at additional means by which women can validate a more dynamic 

positioning. In his initial work of study on African tribes, Van Gennep compares man’s 

life with the cycles of nature “from which neither the individual nor society stands 

independent” (1960, 3). Furthermore, he insists that periods of transition are an inherent 

part of life: “The Universe itself is governed by a periodicity which has repercussions 

on human life, with stages and transitions, movements forward, and periods of relative 

inactivity” (3). In his study he focuses on these periods of transition, denominated rites 

de passage, and organises them in a schéma, translated variously as a pattern, process or 

structure. Van Gennep divides the rites into three stages, the first being la séparation, 

which as its name indicates signals the separation process from the previous stage of 

security, followed by la marge period, the essential liminal period of transition, and 

finally l’agrégation, in which the individual or group of individuals (which Van Gennep 

refers to as ‘neophytes’) would reinsert themselves into society.  

These theories, which seem so enlightening and easily applicable to other spatial 

demarcations different from his field of studies of African tribes, only awoke a limited 

interest on the part of critics in his time, and it was not until 1967 that British theorist 

Victor Turner brought them again to the fore of social and cultural studies with his 

work, The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (1967). Since then, the study of 

liminality in various fields such as anthropology, sociology or geography has developed 

in importance and now boasts such figures of renown as geographer Bjorn Thomassen, 

whose influential books include Liminality and the Modern: Living through the In-

Between (2014) or the co-edited work, Breaking Boundaries: Varieties of Liminality 

(with Agnes Hovarth and Harald Wydra) (2015). Indeed, Thomassen has explained that 

the appeal of theories of liminality lies in their universal status, “human lives cannot 

exist without moments of transition, and those brief and important spaces where we live 

through the in-between” (2014, 4). In many of these assertions we find that the concept 

of liminality can be explained as being co-terminal with the concept of the in-between, 

calling our attention to the fact that research is centred on the period of transition, of la 

marge, where the reality focused on is set between two marginal periods. This situation 

inevitably calls for an understanding of space which is non-static, which allows and 

encourages mobility and change in order for the subjects to be able to enter the liminal 
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passage or tunnel and emerge victorious after the process. As I anticipated in my 

Introduction, we can also apply the transitional aspects of these theories to the wartime 

period under observation. In this way, the rite of passage would encompass the pre-war 

stage, the Blitz months ‒ as the true liminal stage ‒ and the emergent post-Blitz reality. 

This process inevitably would lead to a period of re-adaptation for all the citizens 

involved, which was especially challenging for women, due to the repercussions that 

this transitional moment had on their lifestyle.  

The theories of Wolff, Pollock, Wilson and Parsons analysed in this section point 

towards a new direction when investigating social and spatial relationships and the 

different methods of appropriating and negotiating porous boundaries in the city. This 

tendency is mirrored in literary criticism, in which an intensive revision of writings has 

provided a challenging angle of study. Coextensive to this spatial reading of literature, 

in which we can observe the suitability of regarding urban wartime space as a window 

on opportunities for women, other compatible approaches, such as those offered by 

theories of liminality are to be encouraged, all of which contribute to dispel the 

boundaries of city space for the female citizen. This movement of the spheres towards a 

closer approximation is thrown into sharp relief by the spatial location of the city of 

London, a city shaken by its particular time-related circumstances and by the 

transformative power of the wartime situation. These considerations are further 

illuminated by the lasting legacy of the philosophical theorists which have been 

included in this chapter, all of which contributes to create a critical vantage point from 

which the works of wartime women authors may be assessed.  
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Chapter Two 

The City at War: A World Turned Upside Down 

 

Cities are nothing without their bodies. When you have destroyed Paris and 

Oxford what happens to their souls? (Ritchie 1974, 77) 

 

For a city to have no body or substance, to be razed to the ground, seems to be quite 

unimaginable
6
. Nevertheless, during the months of the Blitz, the intensity of the aerial 

attack on London caused a generalised fear that the city might ultimately face 

annihilation. The onslaught was so intense that diarists and writers of the day, such as 

Charles Ritchie, quoted above, were reduced to the necessity of looking, not just outside 

at the ruins and debris, but inwards towards the inner recesses of their imagination in 

search of other compensations and beliefs. Indeed, if ever we were to allow for a city to 

have a soul, that city would be London during the war years. The Blitz transformed the 

buoyant metropolis into a depressing scene of devastation. For the first time in history 

the actual city became the home front of the contention and, as such, was bombed 

mercilessly during a time-span of nine months, between September 1940 and May 

1941. Citizens of London, and of other cities and towns in England, who were in the 

direct line of attack of the German Luftwaffe, were forced to rally and join forces in 

order to withstand the assault, which caused an unprecedented number of victims. 

Historian Jerry White recounts how London, by the end of 1940, had suffered 40 per 

cent of war casualties, with over 13,000 people killed (2001, 38). Within the actual 

physical space of the city, buildings were also destroyed at an alarming rate. White also 

refers to 50,000 houses demolished in inner London with a further 66,000 ruined in the 

outskirts. This violent attack on the British capital led to a profound reaction among the 

citizens who had, in consequence, to alter their conception of living space accordingly. 

                                                           
6
 In effect, Peter Ackroyd´s well-known London: The Biography (2001) underlines the corporeal entity 

that the city has come to acquire over the centuries. In the Introduction to his work, which Ackroyd 
aptly names “The City as Body”, he confides: “The image of London as a human body is striking and 
singular; we may trace it from the pictorial emblems of the city as God” (1). 
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On a more positive note, however, London, by all reports, did manage to survive the 

raids. Historians, politicians, writers, or civilians have, since then, constantly 

personified the city in heroic terms. Indeed White explains that: 

 

Throughout all this bombardment, London never came close to the terminal 

dislocation that the Luftwaffe hoped for and pre-war planners feared. It was so 

vast, its infrastructure so capable of finding ways round the damage, that it could 

absorb the blows and get on with life. (39)                 

 

Over the following pages I will explore the ways in which the city fought to maintain 

the integrity of both its ‘body’ and ‘soul’ amid the bombings. In order to illustrate the 

various reactions to the wartime situation I will be using both documented facts from 

historians as well as quotes from essays and literary works from writers and diarists of 

the day. I shall attempt to show how specific spatial considerations such as the blackout, 

the erection of shelters or the destruction of buildings changed the physical face of 

London. At the same time, equally profound internal reorganisations of living space 

affected Londoners’ homes and domestic arrangements in ways that created a new 

improvised style of life.        

 

2.1. The Reorganisation of the Wartime City    

            

During the Second World War the wartime city became a perilous and unpredictable 

place to live in. The constant presence of debris and glass on the pavements created a 

dramatic scenario, made even more dangerous by the actual collapsing of buildings, the 

fires and the gas explosions. This harrowing situation, already extremely difficult for 

people during the daytime, was exacerbated at night, a time during which people were 

faced with a situation that had all the ingredients of a fully-fledged nightmare.   

One of the most distinctive features of war, which caused a serious disruption of 

urban life, was the blackout. The absence of electric light in the streets meant that 
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London was shrouded by a cover of absolute darkness, only mitigated by the light of the 

moon on certain nights. In effect, this situation in which people walking along the 

streets continuously collided into each other, created opportunities for robbery, personal 

harassment and sexual encounters that would never have been possible in well-lit 

streets. Another aspect unique to the wartime city space was the creation of air-raid 

shelters, both private and public. Every night a neat procession of citizens flocked to the 

nearest shelter, although many opted for the underground tube stations or to remain 

within their own homes. In all cases, though, the nightly bombings created a danger-

filled scenario, a situation in which Londoners faced continuous aggression and 

disruption to their normal lifestyle. 

In addition to the blackout and the creation of the shelters, another inevitable 

feature of the London Blitz was the massive destruction of buildings within the city. 

Never had the city had to face such an onslaught, during which buildings disappeared 

overnight, or appeared the next morning completely useless for habitation, ruined sites 

in which personal belongings were reduced to dust and debris. This devastation affected 

the whole city too, from areas of greater poverty in the East End and the Docklands to 

the prosperous West End, where many beautiful houses, as well as expensive stores, 

were demolished. The unprecedented attack on the metropolis was comparable only to 

the Great Fire of London in 1666, which, as history annals recount, resulted in a city 

space that was totally devastated. In the following points I aim to describe these features 

of wartime more fully, as well as include other relevant aspects which impinged on the 

way citizens lived through these difficult times.     

2.1.1. London in the Blackout, a “network of inscrutable canyons” 

London, during the years in which the blackout was enforced, became, as Elizabeth 

Bowen described in the “Preface” to her wartime short story collection, The Demon 

Lover and Other Stories (1945) a “network of inscrutable canyons” (1986, 99), in which 

citizens “developed new bare alert senses, with their own savage warnings and 

notations” (99). The blackout gave way to a new perception of the city that proved, in 

Bowen’s words, to be particularly “inscrutable” and liable to cause innumerable 

difficulties for citizens. 
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The blackout system was implemented before the German attack on England 

took place. To envelop the cities in a blanket of darkness was a precautionary measure 

installed in order to hamper the visibility of the metropolitan areas from the sky and so 

impede the German bombers from being able to effect direct hits on historical buildings 

or other important strategic sites. Nevertheless, the city of London could not be totally 

camouflaged on nights with a full moon, as the shining waters of the River Thames 

always acted as an orientation for the bombers, inopportunely assisting them in 

identifying targets. The measure of the blackout, however, involved all Londoners 

actively in the war effort, as citizens had the responsibility of maintaining their homes 

in the dark, ensuring that the necessary black curtains were in place so that not even the 

smallest chink of light could be seen from the outside. The ARP (Air Raid Precautions) 

wardens were responsible for overseeing that this regulation was observed. One such 

warden was Elizabeth Bowen, who voluntarily worked on a nightly basis for six years. 

An essential part of her commitment was to check that homes had indeed complied with 

the norm. In this way, wardens assumed a role of would-be police officers. They were 

often unpopular with citizens, who found their zealous activity sometimes overbearing 

and officious. Amy Helen Bell explains how their role was initially regarded with 

suspicion: “The main figure in civil defence was the warden. In the year before the 

bombing raids wardens were mainly responsible for ensuring that the black-out was 

kept and imposing fines if it was not, a task that earned them the public dislike” (2008, 

93). However, once the war actually broke out, wardens acquired added responsibilities 

for which they were admired and respected, as they effectively assisted people who had 

become victims of bombing raids by calling for ambulances and helping them to reach 

nearby help or shelters.  

Outside in the streets the blackout was also a compulsory norm with which all 

citizens had to comply. People were allowed to use dim torches so as not to stumble in 

the air raids, but these had to be kept directed to the ground and to be used as discreetly 

as possible. The darkened streets caused people to become disorientated as they were 

unable to recognise even the most familiar of places. Under these circumstances, 

citizens had to learn to make their way through the streets, and so recall having to use 

other senses such as touch and smell to find their bearings (Feigel 2013, 18).  Historian 

Philip Ziegler relates: “Roads which people could have sworn they knew intimately 

became impenetrable mysteries” (2002, 68), and situations, such as citizens falling over 
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sandbags and debris, or frequent collisions, became the standard norm. Ziegler insists: 

“It was the blackout which impinged most forcibly on the life of the average Londoner” 

(67), and so it became highly controversial, as accidents and even robberies proliferated. 

The blackout was also unpopular because it interfered with people’s night-time 

activities, not only pleasurable ones like going out to the cinema or dining out, but also 

duties that could have helped others. Marguerite Steen remembers that: “I volunteered 

for driving ambulances and was humiliated to discover I was night-blind. So night-blind 

I could not even take a job after black-out” (1966, 224).    

The blackout situation, although regarded in a negative light in many respects by 

London’s citizens, was also considered to be a unique phenomena in a city used to 

brightly-lit streets. The fact that the metropolis was immersed in total darkness every 

night also meant that the city was constantly enveloped in a mysterious atmosphere 

which had an aesthetic effect for many people, who regarded this lack of visibility, not 

just as an inconvenience but as a poetic manifestation of defiance. Diarist Negley 

Farson felt this to be so. When recording the visual effect of the enforced darkness over 

the city, he confided: “London, when you can see its sky-line at all, seems particularly 

beautiful under the black-out. And you may read a bitter, sad defiance in its silver stone” 

(1941, 15). 

2.1.2. Shelters, a Dubious Search for Safety 

As the impending threat of the German attack on the city materialised, it became clear 

that the citizens should not (in theory at least) remain at home during the bombing raids, 

as their homes could hardly offer them the protection they needed. Therefore, the 

construction of shelters became of paramount necessity in order to improve the citizens’ 

chances of survival during the nightly raids. Nevertheless, although the shelters are 

considered to be one of the most emblematic features of the Blitz, they were not, in fact, 

used by the majority of Londoners, who, in reality, preferred to stay within their own 

homes whenever possible. Historical accounts have left us indications that many people 

preferred to use cellars or basements located underneath their homes, or even hide under 

their beds or under the kitchen table, so as to avoid the loss of privacy that the common 

usage of the shelters entailed.  
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For those who had a garden, the Anderson shelters also became a popular 

feature, although they were far from being really bomb-proof. These shelters consisted 

of a deep hole excavated in the garden and covered by a tin roof. They provided enough 

room for a family, but were damp and cold and, in the event, did not prove very safe as 

a direct hit could kill the whole family. As well as the Anderson type of shelter, there 

were also private and public shelters installed by the Government, which could house as 

many as fifty people. These refuges seemingly provided the best option; however, in 

truth, they did not offer very great security either and the sanitary conditions, at least 

initially, were extremely poor. Juliet Gardiner explains the situation of these shelters: 

 

Many people preferred the “safety in numbers” illusion and the camaraderie of 

communal shelters, where the raid outside could be partly drowned out by the 

talking, singing and playing music. Yet brick-built surface shelters were 

increasingly distrusted, and shared all the drawbacks of cold, damp Anderson 

shelters, while adding some of their own when it came to sanitation, general 

comfort and cleanliness. (2010, 68) 

 

Although these shelters offered a rather dismal picture at the beginning of the Blitz, they 

would in fact improve as the war progressed and offer better services as far as sanitation 

and comfort were concerned. As an alternative option, citizens could spend the night in 

cellars or basements offered on occasion by the restaurants and hotels to their clients. In 

the first months of the war, Londoners also sheltered in the underground tube stations, 

although this option proved unpopular with the Government, which preferred the tube 

stations to be operable and not used as shelters. Neither was the underground the safest 

alternative, as there was always the risk of becoming trapped if one of the bombs fell on 

the entrance doors. However, many civilians did opt for the tube stations, and eventually 

the Government had to allow the rails to be used for citizens to sleep on, in spite of this 

option proving to be extremely uncomfortable. 

Although historical documentation has left us many images of people sheltering, 

either in the public shelters or in the underground tube stations, these cases were in fact 

in a minority. Gardiner indicates that, according to the ‘shelter census’, four per cent 
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opted for the underground, nine per cent used public shelters, twenty seven per cent the 

Anderson shelters, while the remaining sixty per cent stayed at home (2010, 85). 

2.1.3. The Day after the Bombing: A Looter’s Paradise 

A spectacle that was hard to ignore on the mornings after the nightly raids was that of 

the streets littered with the personal belongings from homes or the wares from shops. 

Accounts from the times also relate that the presence of glass on the pavements from the 

windows smashed during the night constituted another of the most salient characteristics 

of wartime London. Consequently, the continual crunch of glass under the feet of 

Londoners emerged as another feature of wartime experience. Likewise, the smell of 

burning and the presence of dust and debris were also intrinsic aspects of the scene that 

greeted Londoners every morning. Elizabeth Bowen vividly describes the picture of the 

London streets in her essay, “London, 1940”: 

 

Early September morning in Oxford Street. The smell of charred dust hangs on 

what should be crystal pure air. The whole length of Oxford Street, west to east, 

is empty, looks polished like a ballroom, glitters with smashed glass. Down the 

distances, natural mists of morning are brown with the last of smoke. Fumes still 

come from the shell of a shop. (1986, 21-22)    

 

This description accurately portrays the image offered by the London streets on the 

mornings after the bombs had caused havoc in the city. Although the glass, dust and 

smell of the fumes were some of the unpleasant consequences of the wartime situation, 

these became secondary aspects in comparison to the loss of possessions, buried under 

the rubble or destroyed by the fires. Many of these articles did, however, find their way 

onto the streets, causing a moral dilemma for the citizens who were tempted to pick up 

and take what looked like abandoned property. This situation also developed into a 

severe problem for the police officers or wardens on duty who were faced with the 

difficult decision of how to deal with these ‘thefts’. Indeed, looting became an everyday 

aspect of wartime London, and unfortunately led to situations that propitiated violent 

altercations in the streets. Furthermore, it is also true that some of these looters were 
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criminals who took this opportunity to steal to a considerable extent and so were liable 

to be punished by law.
7
 However, in general, the majority of looters were normally law-

abiding citizens who were either pressed by necessity or were just tempted to purloin 

articles of apparent interest or value. Gardiner remarks that: 

 

Many looters were simply opportunistic, in the right place at the right time, 

pouncing when they saw watches, jewellery, silverware, radios, cartons of 

cigarettes spilling out of the windows of a blitzed shop onto the pavement. 

Previously honest citizens impetuously yielded to temptation in these times of 

stress and chaos picking up what would seem like discarded goods. (2010, 328) 

 

Although these may be seen as minor offences, in reality these petty-thefts caused a 

great deal of added distress to citizens, who had to face the loss of their goods or 

belongings, not only as a consequence of the bombing, but also through the activities of 

looters on the streets. 

2.1.4. Destruction of Homes and the Loss of Furniture and Belongings 

Due to the nightly bombings, it became customary for citizens to wake up to a picture of 

general chaos. Even when there was no loss of life involved, Londoners often had to 

face the extremely traumatic experience of having their homes and lifelong possessions 

destroyed or badly damaged overnight. Indeed, for those who spent the night in shelters 

or the underground, there was always the uncertainty of whether they would find their 

homes still standing, or whether they would have to deal with the prospect of a pile of 

smouldering embers awaiting them. This fear resulted in people taking their most prized 

possessions with them into the shelters. The picture very often presented families laden 

with books, clothes and different articles following each other in a quiet nightly 

                                                           
7 Philip Ziegler records that Scotland Yard had to be called in to deal with the ‘epidemic’ of looters 

during the Blitz. Some of the punishments were severe, including death penalty although this was never 

carried out and many of the looters were let off with much more lenient fines (2002, 148).   
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procession as they made their way through the streets. In the morning, they would 

appear at the entrance of their shelters, “as might the risen dead in the doors of tombs” 

(Bowen, “London, 1940” 1986, 22). 

The actual destruction of buildings made a huge impact on citizens. The fact that 

the solidity of a construction made of concrete, cement and stone could end up, in a 

question of minutes, as a pile of rubble and broken glass was hard to assimilate. This 

was indeed the case for diarist Charles Ritchie, whose flat was hit in November 1940: 

 

Last week when I wrote in this diary I was sitting on my sofa in front of my 

electric fire in my perfectly real and solid flat with my book at arm’s length – the 

furniture had that false air of permanence which chairs and tables take on so 

readily – the drawn curtains shut out the weather. Now all that is a pile of dirty 

rubble, with bits of my suits, wet and blackened, visible among the bricks. 

(1974, 78) 

 

It is also worth noting that not all buildings were imbued with the same significance for 

Londoners. In some cases the destruction of certain emblematic buildings caused a 

greater impact on citizens’ feelings and emotions. Such was the case of the elite 

department store John Lewis in Oxford Street, the demolition of which caused a great 

deal of distress to Londoners, also resulting in the added presence of unwanted looters. 

The bombing of the Café de Paris was another blow to Londoners’ spirits, as this 

sophisticated West End nightclub represented a place that seemed untouchable. 

Needless to say, wealth was not a guarantee against air raid destruction. However, the 

tragedy that befell this elite establishment did shock the average Londoner. Amy Helen 

Bell underlines how the destruction of socially successful places had a psychological 

element of fascination as well, which was often encouraged by the press: 

 

The destruction of social and cultural sites of privilege garnered more public 

attention in the press, as well as the public imagination. The Café de Paris 

nightclub bombing, for example, received more press coverage than less 



64 
 

glamorous hits. The transformation from glamour to horror caught the public 

imagination. (2008, 67)     

 

However, although the attack on these sites was somewhat incongruously perceived as 

both horrific and fascinating for the citizens, the necessity of safe-guarding certain 

emblematic buildings was considered as being even more vitally important to 

Londoners. This is the case of St Paul’s Cathedral which miraculously ‘survived’, 

practically unscathed, after one of the worst raids that took place on December 29, 

1940, a night referred to by Londoners as that of ‘The Second Great Fire of London’. 

On this night, the area around St Paul’s was severely gutted, although the cathedral 

remained practically intact, soaring magnificently above the ruins. Photographer 

Herbert Mason “captured on camera St Paul’s emerging magically from the tumult of 

fire and smoke around it” (White 2001, 39). Indeed, emblematic images like these were 

a stimulus for the people and became iconic representations that symbolised the 

resistance of Londoners. Undoubtedly, had St Paul’s received a direct hit, the citizens’ 

morale would likewise have suffered a great blow.  

An image that became particularly disturbing for citizens was the witnessing of 

buildings which, as a result of the explosions, had completely lost their façades, thus 

allowing their interiors, still relatively intact, to be exposed to full view. This disclosure 

of private life, although shocking for onlookers, also had a mesmerising effect for 

people who often stood staring, as if paralysed, by this vulnerable manifestation of 

human life. The sight of these ruinous buildings caused diarists and authors to search for 

extreme metaphors when describing these dramatic effects of war. For example, when 

Virginia Woolf saw a mirror hanging out of the side of a house she felt it was “like a 

tooth knocked out – a clean cut” (2003a, 333). Charles Ritchie also resorted to a violent 

visual image when referring to the destruction of his flat: “This violent, meaningless 

gesture like a slap from a drunken giant has smashed my shell of living into a heap” 

(1974, 78). 

For many citizens this feeling of loss was exacerbated by the fact that quite often 

irreplaceable goods or personal treasures that had a sentimental value were found to be 

ruined. Writer Rose Macaulay lost all her books, as well as her lover’s letters which she 
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had treasured for over twenty years in her flat. Some of the books she had had were 

expensive first editions that could not be replaced. Their value was also sentimental, as 

for Macaulay these books represented what she felt was the essence of her being. Lara 

Feigel has studied Macaulay’s acute sense of loss in her recent work The Love Charm of 

Bombs: Restless Lives in the Second World War (2013), and includes quotes from the 

letters Macaulay sent to friends after the bombings in which she voices her despair: “‘I 

can’t start again. I loved my books so much, and I can never replace them. I feel I am 

finished, and would like to have been bombed too’” (151). Yet again to another friend: 

“‘House no more – bombed and burned out of existence, and nothing saved. I am 

bookless, homeless, sans everything but my eyes to weep with. All my notes gone. I 

shall never write that book now’” (151). Finally, Macaulay ends up with: “‘I am 

desolated and desperate – I can’t face life without my books’” (151). This loss of both 

home and possessions led to the most extreme emotions in Londoners during the Blitz. 

For many, the situation was devastating, as in the case of Rose Macaulay’s “desolated 

and desperate” reaction. Yet, for others, the loss of belongings also represented a new 

beginning, a fresh start, a loosening of past ties and a welcoming of new opportunities 

or, even more basically, the triumph of life over death. In Elizabeth Bowen’s wartime 

story “Sunday Afternoon” (1945), the flat of the main character has been totally 

destroyed by a bomb causing him to lose all his possessions. However, he confesses that 

his reaction is that of relief at being alive and able to start again. “I am very glad to 

remain. To exist….on any level” (22). 

2.1.5. The Need to Communicate in the Blitz 

Despite the negative impact caused by the widespread destruction of city space during 

the war, there were certain more positive features that gained relevance during the Blitz. 

The newspapers, the radio and the telephone became fundamental unifying elements, 

creating a feeling of bonding that helped ward off the sensation of isolation resulting 

from the wartime situation. Newspapers, for example, became an essential source of 

information. Their relevance during the Blitz was unquestionable as people were always 

hungry for news, of any sort. While the content was usually censored, and the opinions 

often biased, they still remained a valuable provider of information, and a much sought-

after representation of wartime space. The newspaper stories of fortitude and resilience 

based on people’s individual experiences were invaluable for Londoners, who needed to 

read about other people’s life experiences in order to validate the hardships they were 
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enduring themselves. Historians have also written about the heavy censorship and the 

manipulation of newspapers’ coverage during the war years, indicating how the media 

supported governmental propaganda which was thought to be instrumental in raising the 

public morale. It is true that strict censorship relating to the real figures of wartime 

casualties and destruction of houses prevailed at the beginning of the war. The 

determinedly light tone of the press led to an initial mistrust, and a general confusion as 

to what was really happening. Indeed, as Gardiner points out: “The public did not like to 

be kept in the dark, and in the absence of authoritative information, often grossly 

exaggerated rumours spread rapidly, and were hard to squash” (2010, 162). Little by 

little the media institutions became aware of their strategic mistake and began to 

disclose a certain amount of real information, but to withhold news which could be 

welcomed by the Nazis, as for example the exact locations that had been hit, the extent 

of the damage or the number of casualties
8
. 

          The radio or wireless, as it was more commonly referred to, also became 

indispensable during the Blitz. Its importance as a source of news was, in the same way 

as newspapers, not to be underrated. However, an additional bonus was attached to the 

use of the radio as it became the medium by which the speeches of King George VI 

were listened to throughout Britain. Winston Churchill’s memorable speeches were also 

heard and constituted an essential boost for citizens’ morale. The BBC became a vital 

reference for many Londoners, and listening to the daily news bulletin at nine o´clock in 

the evening became a set habit for families during the Blitz. One particularly moving 

moment was the occasion on which Churchill appealed to the courage and resilience of 

Londoners at the beginning of the Blitz. The broadcast of his speech on September 11, 

1940, “presented London as a symbol of the fortitude of the British nation” (Bell 2008, 

13). In Churchill’s own words: 

 

‘All the world that is still free marvels at the composure and fortitude with 

which the citizens of London are facing and surmounting the great ordeal to 

                                                           
8 Instead of indicating the exact number of casualties, newspapers euphemistically referred to the 
number of victims as ‘slight’, ‘considerable’ or ‘heavy’ (Gardiner 2010, 162). 

 



67 
 

which they are subjected, the end of which or the severity of which cannot yet be 

foreseen’ (qtd. in Bell, 14) 

 

In this solemn and moving speech Churchill refers to the ‘“tough fibre of Londoners”’ 

(14) who ‘“have been bred to value freedom above their lives”’ (14), while 

unhesitatingly referring to London as that ‘“mighty imperial city”’ (14), a city in which 

the citizens, in Churchill’s view, were capable of great resilience and courageous feats. 

Obviously such inspiring speeches were invaluable for the people who needed a leader 

capable of spurring them on in the face of such a fierce onslaught. The wireless, 

therefore, became the medium by which the leaders of the country could effectively 

communicate their message to the nation and, as such, it became an indispensable asset. 

          Lastly, the telephone also became a key item during the harrowing days of the 

Blitz, as it was the most direct means of communication between Londoners. As the 

nights became increasingly dangerous and unpredictable, the telephone became 

practically the only way people had of checking on each other’s safety and wellbeing on 

the mornings after the raids. However, telephones were not available all the time, as 

during the raids they were disconnected. If after the bombardments there was no signal 

it often meant that the building had received a direct hit, so citizens had to visit the place 

physically in order to get news regarding their friends’ welfare, which proved a long 

and harrowing process as all means of transport were reduced to the minimum. 

Conversations on the telephone were not private either, as these were censored, as were 

letters, newspapers and radio programmes. However, civilians’ need to remain in touch 

and to hear the voice of family, lovers or friends was paramount, and therefore the act of 

calling or receiving a call became one of the most necessary features of wartime life. 

Marguerite Steen summarised the process that repeated itself each morning after long 

sleepless nights at the shelter: 

 

There was a period of tension every morning, when one rang up as many friends 

whose telephones were still live, to know if they were still there, and, if one got 

no reply, taxied out somewhere through piles of ruins and rubble, to be assured 
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by a grey-faced ARP or AFS that all was well with the person for whom one was 

seeking. (1968, 34) 

 

This tense situation, which could only be lessened by a prompt reply on the other side of 

the line, became a common feature for Londoners. Bryher also used the telephone to 

check on her friends’ wellbeing and recounts an episode in which she had failed to 

communicate with a friend, Gerald, and was left wondering if his home had been hit, or 

if the telephone wires had been cut. A mutual friend then rang up informing Bryher that 

Gerald’s home had indeed been bombed, that he was wounded, and that they had to rush 

to his home to ‘save’ his things. As Bryher explains: “It was important for friends to 

dash to the ruins. Wardens had neither the time nor the authority to salvage what was 

left and unless possessions were rescued quickly, the acids in the dust destroyed them” 

(1972, 134). For emergencies like these, telephone communications between friends 

were an essential means of gathering forces in order to act promptly and efficiently. 

  

2.2. Wartime Living Space:  Life Stretched to the Limit 

 

Inasmuch as city space was a place severely damaged by the continuous raids, living 

space inside the homes also became unpredictable and chaotic, profoundly altered in 

many respects, especially those concerning key aspects of privacy or the need to belong. 

The concept of proprietorship also suffered a complete volte-face as wartime homes 

were not ‘owned’ any more in the traditional sense of the term, but were instead 

considered to be functional places where exhausted Londoners could sleep and eat in. In 

effect, many of these people had been bombed out of their own homes, and were just 

seeking somewhere habitable where they could stay, not a place to put down roots. 

Generally speaking, during the war, Londoners usually opted for rented or borrowed 

flats or apartments, which were sometimes partitioned in order to accommodate greater 

numbers. This situation led to a general feeling of dispossession with regard to the 

home, furniture and personal items.  Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1949) is 

an excellent example of the disorientation experienced in a flat where the total absence 
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of personal belongings and items evidence the depersonalisation of wartime living. 

Similarly, in another novel of the times, Elizabeth Taylor’s At Mrs. Lippincote’s (1945), 

the family who temporarily rent the home wander about amongst Mrs. Lippincote’s 

personal possessions amid a general feeling of unwarranted  appropriation. Under these 

circumstances, the feeling of ownership ceased to count as a self-defining element of 

living space. Instead, the situation gave place to a certain sense of continuum, as homes 

became permeated by the quick succession of inhabitants. Also, many houses were able 

to accommodate various families at the same time, thus leading to an internal 

redistribution of space and the subsequent elimination of distinct separations and 

boundaries within the actual homes
9
. 

          Another consequence of this increased vulnerability of wartime homes was the 

loss of the sense of separateness from the outside. The absence of inner seclusion in the 

homes was mainly due to the incursion of the public element of war. The ferocity of the 

bombings destroyed a great number of houses and severely damaged many others, a 

situation that led to a greater incidence of homes with broken windows, smashed doors 

and damaged walls. Also the sounds and smells from the outside permeated the home, 

as people could hear much more clearly through windows without glass, or could smell 

the acrid smell of burning and of gas leaks. The dirt from the street also made its 

unpleasant intrusion into the dwellings, filling the rooms with a permanent coat of dust. 

Consequently, we may assume that during this dramatic period the private realm 

became a vulnerable space, constantly challenged, one way or another, by the effects of 

the bombings.             

          The greater permeability of the spheres also led to a new social conscience. 

Different social classes were forced to integrate as a result of the reduced availability of 

homing facilities. A great number of homeless refugees were also accepted within the 

homes of Londoners. In one of the novels I explore, Lettice Cooper’s Black Bethlehem 

(1947), a female refugee is taken in by the protagonist, becoming part of her life and 

sharing her home and possessions. In many respects war was referred to as a ‘great 

leveller’, but in some other cases the inevitable co-habitation of Londoners from 

                                                           
9 A good example of this situation can be found in Elizabeth Bowen's short story “In the Square” (1945), 
in which three distinct sets of people share a house, each taking a different floor. In this case, the 
inhabitants try to live their lives independently but the common telephone line leads to confusion and 
to a forced degree of intimacy.   
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different suburbs and walks of life created tensions between people who found it 

difficult to mix. These tensions were also felt within the family unit itself. As Amy 

Helen Bell points out: 

 

The collapsing of the boundaries between the public and private lives of families 

not only evinced middle class voyeuristic disdain, but also created tension and 

frustration between the families. Conflicts were sharper within the family groups 

because of a shared family economy and familiarity during the Blitz.  (2008, 

116)        

 

The difficult situation which often arose between Londoners, or within an actual family 

nucleus, was also caused by living in a cramped and reduced space, which certainly did 

not help to improve strained relationships. Claustrophobic conditions within the home, 

added to the lack of privacy and the continual invasive presence of the outside, created 

complex and unpredictable reactions among inhabitants. Moreover, during the Blitz, 

characteristics pertaining to the realm of domestic life did not only conform to the space 

of the home. As the boundaries stretched so did potential living possibilities. In this 

way, spaces of common usage, such as shops, cafes and restaurants, traditionally 

considered to be the public arena of the city, were taken up by the more private 

experience of living, occupied as they were by citizens at all hours of the day and night. 

As well as these more usual outdoor locations, there were other specifically created 

wartime places, such as public or private shelters we have just referred to in the 

previous point of this chapter, sites that were created with the aim of offering protection 

to civilians during the night hours when the attacks were the most deadly. 

Consequently, these shelters were occupied during people’s most intimate hours of 

night rest, thus creating a specific wartime atmosphere which has been the object of 

representation in the arts, as well as being recorded in the literature of the times. One 

example can be seen in the famous drawings of Henry Moore, which show rows of 

figures lying in a sleeping position in the cramped space of shelters or tube stations. The 

attitude of these people is that of the most private expression of sleep. In a macabre 

light, these disturbing images of prostrated figures huddled together could take on the 
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appearance of a representation of aligned corpses. Photographers of the times have also 

left us images which evidence the claustrophobic reality of these shelters and of their 

often insalubrious conditions. In literature we likewise have many instances in which 

the characters, who represent the citizens of London, recount their experiences of life in 

the shelters. Historians have also rescued for posterity reports, diaries and essays of the 

times in which this unique phenomenon of enforced co-habitation was described. Bell 

remarks on the intense feeling of proximity created in the Blitz shelters, especially 

marked when citizens were asleep: “The shelter created not just physical proximity, but 

also the intimacy of seeing – and of feeling – the physical vulnerabilities of others 

asleep” (2008, 147). This corporeal encroachment of space was understandably 

exacerbated at night, a period of time during which the separation between the private 

and the public aspects of life was to all effects vulnerated. 

          The logical consequence of this intrusion of war into urban life was that the city 

came to acquire a frontline emergency status. In fact, and using historical parallelisms, 

the situation of London during the Blitz was undoubtedly that of a city under siege. This 

frontline demarcation pushed the citizens to the limit and consequently Londoners, for 

the space of nine harrowing months, lived in a world that seemed quite surreal in the 

intensity of its harsh reality. This picture of devastation also gave place to different 

reactions, as citizens, faced with these unprecedented events, would sometimes 

transform the scene that surrounded them into some kind of imaginary creation, or the 

ugliness of destruction into a warped type of beauty. Indeed, many of the writers, 

diarists and journalists of the day recalled how very uncomfortably beautiful the night 

sky became as a result of the explosions, illuminated every evening with the light of 

tearing bombs as they dropped from the planes and crashed amid the fire of the 

buildings below. This sight, which was horrendous in its destructive power, could quite 

incredibly also be perceived at times as aesthetic and beautiful to watch, a fact that 

remained incongruous, as destruction and beauty seem to be contradictions in terms. 

The author Henry Yorke wrote under the pseudonym, Henry Green, one of the most 

emblematic novels of the war, Caught (1943). In his book, the voluntary fire brigade are 

often faced with having to extinguish fires which are also reported as beautiful and 

fascinating to look at, and which raise all kinds of philosophical queries. Lara Feigel has 

studied the writer’s reactions and explains how “the fire became an imaginative 

landscape which Yorke inhabited as ‘something between living and dying’, caught 
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between hope and fear” (2013, 50). Feigel further insists: “In this state he could find the 

fire itself abstractly beautiful, retreating into a visual experience which seemed to have 

nothing to do with the actual immediate danger” (50). Bell also refers to the contrasting 

emotions of fear and attraction experienced by citizens faced with an unprecedented 

reality:        

 

Such destructiveness, and the aesthetic pleasure that writers recorded feeling in 

their witnessing of it, gave their writings a profound sense of ambiguity, which 

surfaced in sublime metaphors of “terrible beauty” and in a lose surrealism 

which lingered in vague threats and uncanny associations. (2008, 31) 

 

These uncanny associations formed the basis of a representation of space that had 

effectively become extremely dangerous and hostile. In effect, London was transformed 

into a city that had lost many of its previous positive connotations as a prosperous and 

welcoming metropolis. This strange atmosphere within the city space gave way to an 

unexpected and disturbing reality. Sigmund Freud used the term unheimlich (un-homely 

or uncanny) in his seminal essay “The Uncanny” (1919), to describe the sinister or 

strange feeling that a person could experience within a well-known place that had 

suddenly become unwelcoming or in some way threatening. Following Freud’s theories, 

we can ascertain that wartime homes had, in effect, become decidedly unfamiliar and 

therefore evoked disquieting feelings and thoughts in their inhabitants. Bell also 

highlights this point, underlining the atmosphere of nervous tension and mystery 

prevalent in this “uncanny” description of the metropolis: “The conspiracy of secrecy 

signified both the shared nervous tension in London and the dream-like intensity of the 

city during the Blitz. London becomes the uncanny city, in which a mysterious 

landscape, strangely familiar, evokes terror” (2008, 37). 

    Londoners during the Blitz also claimed to have an intense emotional life as a 

consequence of the extreme situation that they were enveloped in. The circumstances of 

war often led to some of the most extreme psychological reactions. These were, in many 

cases, channelled into a creative response in which the citizens resorted to imaginary 

spaces where the human psyche could find an outlet to the horror of war. Elizabeth 
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Bowen wrote about the “rising tide of hallucination” (“Preface” to The Demon Lover 

and Other Stories 1986, 96), which helped people to rise above these difficult times. 

Furthermore, she insisted that the creation of these alternative imaginary spaces was not 

a sign of mental instability or insanity, but rather a way in which the human brain was 

trying to cope with the profound disorientation caused by the circumstances of war. 

Writing about the hallucinations experienced by her characters in her wartime short 

stories, Bowen explains: 

 

The hallucinations in the stories are not a peril; nor are the stories studies of 

mental peril. The hallucinations are the unconscious, instinctive, saving resort on 

the part of the characters: life, mechanized by the controls of wartime, and 

emotionally torn and impoverished by changes, had to complete itself in some 

way. (96) 

 

Other writers that lived in London during the conflict also felt this necessity for 

completion or for creating other alternative imaginary representations, although these 

may not have been intrinsically happy or idyllic. Bryher, for example, recounts the 

strong emotional reaction she felt when coming across an abandoned building on a walk 

by the river: “Suddenly an empty building appeared, narrow and high, somehow a more 

vivid symbol of destruction than a complete ruin. It was just a mid-Victorian house 

leaning drunkenly towards a by-now non-existent neighbor” (1972, 149). The image of 

this house, whose ruinous state is graphically conveyed by the adjective “drunkenly”, 

evidences the vulnerability of wartime buildings; a description which could also be used 

to illustrate the mental and physical state of London citizens, severely affected as they 

were by continual bad nights and devastating attacks. This climate of unrest is further 

evoked by Bryher as the writer imagines the lives of the people once living in the house: 

 

At almost the same moment I was aware of a room cluttered with dark, massive 

furniture and two elderly ladies sitting beside a fireplace, listening for a bell. 

There was a feeling of deep apprehension in the room. They were waiting for a 
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nephew that had just returned from India. Financially they were in his power. 

What would he be like? Would he force them to leave their home? They had not 

seen him for many years. (149) 

 

This imaginary situation is conjured up in Bryher’s mind before she realises that it is a 

figment of her imagination: “I looked at the river and back to the street and only the 

house was there, dusty and broken” (149). The writer, however, reflecting on the 

imaginary world she has just created, feels that the war and the destruction caused by 

the bombs had led her to search for other alternative mental creations, in this case also 

due to the subconscious memory of a story she had read as a child. Bryher ends with 

words that have a somewhat sinister ring: “So, I thought, this is what the war was 

making of us, it was giving us hallucinations and driving us back to the blank spaces of 

our beginnings. My imagination was doubling round and round on itself, like a bird off 

course” (150). 

As I hope to have demonstrated by means of the different points covered in this 

chapter, the war changed the metropolis beyond the limits of citizens’ imaginations. In 

effect, the city and its citizens were abruptly severed from their previous state of relative 

comfort and tranquillity and were forced to enter a perilous journey that was totally 

unpredictable as to its ending.  In this liminal situation of wartime strife a constant 

merging of boundaries became palpable. Distinctions became blurred, both in the 

imaginary and physical realms of the city, the confluence between seemingly opposing 

categories of space having become a marked feature of wartime. The resulting picture 

evidenced a unique urban reality, a place where concepts of public space, property or 

privacy suffered modifications with respect to the existing status quo. The challenges 

faced by citizens in this unprecedented situation led to surprising reactions which also 

found a response in the literary works written at that time.     
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Chapter Three  

Entering the Nightmare of the Blitz: Public and Private Confusion 

in Marguerite Steen’s Shelter  

 

She descended some steps, pushed open a door and found herself in a passage. 

There was a large room like a cellar and a bright light that dazzled her for a 

moment. She thought for a moment that she had stumbled into a private shelter 

and started to apologize. Several people wished her good evening and went on 

incuriously with what they were doing. There were two Li-Los, a card table, and 

some camp beds; a woman sitting on one of the latter conscientiously plaited her 

hair and tied the ends up with bits of blue ribbon. Two couples were playing 

bridge. A short middle-aged man like a successful small shopkeeper dispensed 

food efficiently out of a large thermos container, his wife and (probably) her 

mother ate stew from bakelite plates. Everyone delicately refrained from looking 

at the eaters. (Steen 1941, 133) 

 

Marguerite Steen’s novel, Shelter (1941), was written at the outset of the Blitz attacks 

on London and illustrates the first weeks of the contention as it was experienced by 

civilians. In this way, the reader is presented with the citizens’ initial reaction of shock 

at the ferocity of the attacks and the ensuing necessity of adaptation to the new 

disturbing situation. This initial period was obviously felt as very stressful, as the lives 

of citizens were turned upside down and their routines and customary way of life were 

violently disrupted. Due to the effort to raise the survival chances of the population, the 

city itself had also experienced a profound number of changes. Restrictions such as the 

food rationing, the blackout and the close monitoring of citizens’ movements were 

acutely felt. Physical constructions were instituted such as the emblematic shelters, 

which, as can be perceived in the introductory quote above, emerged as controversial 

places where public and private behaviour had to co-exist. Steen’s novel very ably 

records the terrifying first weeks of the onslaught, the bewildered reaction of citizens as 
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well as the necessary adaptation to the situation, which, inevitably, became a matter of 

survival. In accordance with the theoretical framework of the stages of liminality 

outlined in the critical chapter of this dissertation, it is clearly obvious that the action of 

this novel is situated at the beginning of the liminal stage of the Blitz period. In this 

way, we could say that the time-span of the novel embraces both the end of the pre-war 

stage of comparative security and the initiation rites of the conflict. These traumatic 

experiences are ably narrated in Shelter, both the painful severing process or ‘rite of 

separation’ that cuts the citizens off from their previous life, and that of the process of 

insertion into the dangerous and uncertain time-span of the Blitz, which in this 

theoretical parallelism is compared to the liminal tunnel or passageway.  

In consonance with the dramatic theme, the prose of the novel is agile and the 

choice of language evocative and figurative. Each chapter is preceded by a number of 

excerpts from simulated newsreels or newspapers, which confer a fragmentary structure 

upon the book which skilfully transmits the dislocated reality of the Blitz. It is, 

therefore, surprising that this novel has not figured more prominently in recent research 

of wartime literature. In the 1990s, a decade in which many forgotten texts by women 

writers were recuperated, Steen’s was either not included (Plain 1996), or was referred 

to briefly (Hartley 1997, 21). With the exception of Phyllis Lassner (1998), who 

explores several key issues in some depth in her chapter “‘This Shuddering Night’: The 

London Home Front of Elizabeth Bowen, Marguerite Steen, and Lettice Cooper”, the 

novel has been largely ignored by both feminist and Second World War criticism. 

During the twenty-first century, Steen’s novel has again remained critically invisible
10

. 

It is also remarkable that Steen has not been mentioned in the Encyclopaedia of 

Women’s Writing, 1900-1950 (2006), edited by Faye Hammill, Esme Miskimmin and 

Ashlie Sponenberg, an absence that is incomprehensible given the fact that, although 

Steen’s wartime novel Shelter has not raised much critical response, the writer had 

written other novels, such as The Sun is My Undoing (1941), which were extremely 

popular in her time.  

In this chapter I seek to redress this situation by undertaking a study of Steen’s 

novel, concentrating my research on her compelling portrayal of the home-front reality 

as it was experienced in the city during the first convulsive weeks of the contention. By 

                                                           
10

 One exception being Sara Wasson’s study of the urban gothic of wartime London (2010), which does 
include a brief commentary of Steen’s Shelter.  
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means of an illuminating depiction of the London scene between August and the second 

week in October of 1940, Marguerite Steen explored the ordeal endured by citizens in 

specific wartime designated spaces such as the public shelter, as well as describing both 

the claustrophobic atmosphere inside the homes and the danger outside in the streets, 

aspects that are representative of the urban panorama of the Blitz.     

It is important to mention at the outset of this chapter a discrepancy in the authorial 

designation. On the cover of the English version of the first edition of the novel, which 

is the copy I have used for my research, we immediately observe the name printed 

below the title to be that of Jane Nicholson, whereas in the American publication of the 

novel, the author’s name is that of the writer, Marguerite Steen. Indeed Steen, whose 

extensive writing career included novels, plays and biographies, always signed with her 

actual name, the only exception of this being this particular edition of Shelter, which 

was signed under the pseudonym of Jane Nicholson. This seemingly strange anomaly is 

not without its reason. In order to clarify the situation I must refer to certain details of 

the author’s personal life. Linked romantically for many years to the painter William 

Nicholson, Jane was the name the painter used to address Marguerite, and so it became 

the name by which both the painter and their more personal friends knew the writer. In 

the same fashion, although William and Marguerite never married, she was widely and 

affectionately known as Mrs Nicholson and later, when William received a knighthood, 

as Lady Nicholson. Therefore, the choice of Jane Nicholson as a pseudonym was an 

obvious one. 

However, there were other practical reasons for using a pseudonym rather than the 

author’s actual name when it came to the publication of Shelter. Marguerite Steen had 

for some years been writing novels, and her name had become well-known in the 

bookstores. At the time of publishing Shelter, she had another book on the stands that 

had become a bestseller, The Sun is My Undoing. It soon became clear that, from the 

marketing point of view, it would be counterproductive to trade both novels under the 

same authorial name. In Steen’s words: 

 

The Sun was in all the bookshops, its superb jacket – the head of a negro girl in 

yellow chalk on a background of dark sanguine, designed by William – 
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dominated Hatchard’s windows, and people stood still on the opposite side of 

Picadilly to look at it. To market another book as M.S., cheek by jowl with the 

big best-seller was a bad idea. So, although Shelter appeared under my own 

name in USA, the English edition was signed, by William’s permission, Jane 

Nicholson. (1968, 23) 

 

For the purposes of this research, I have preferred to use the writer’s real name, as all 

the rest of her literary output is signed under the name of Marguerite Steen, including 

her two autobiographical works. The pseudonym Jane Nicholson was only used for the 

publication of Shelter and for the purposes already indicated. In the light of this fact, I 

will continue to refer to the author by her name, Marguerite Steen, instead of using her 

pseudonym, Jane Nicholson. 

Marguerite Steen was very knowledgeable about the terrain she was covering in her 

wartime novel. Although not a Londoner (she was born in Liverpool in 1894), in her 

twenties she went to the British metropolis where she intended to pursue a theatrical 

career – a project that would be aborted when her lifelong friend, the famous 

Shakespearean actress Ellen Terry, advised her against acting, strongly recommending 

her to become a writer. After living in France and Spain, Marguerite and the painter 

William Nicholson returned to England and settled in London, where they lived in Duke 

of York Street. The couple were living there when the war broke out, her personal 

experience of the bombing raids consequently inspiring her to pen her novel, a unique 

text for a writer who had previously specialised in producing involved and lengthy 

sagas about a Bristol merchant family. Steen and Nicholson, however, were not able to 

live in their London home during the entire duration of the war, as it was severely 

bombed during the first months of the Blitz, with the inevitable destruction of the main 

part of the house and the loss of many books and belongings. The couple were forced to 

move out of London for some years, but did eventually return during the final year of 

the war. Inevitably, the city had changed considerably, and when the war was over they 

decided to move away from the metropolis and never returned to live in London in a 

permanent way.  
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Although certainly not a long novel, Marguerite Steen’s work offers a close insight 

into the wartime opportunities available to women during the early stages of the war. 

Over the chapters, the protagonist Louise Mason undertakes both a spatial and 

emotional journey. Married to the attractive man-of-action Jos Mason, Oxford graduate 

Louise has to come to terms with their waning relationship and her husband’s affair 

with socialite Camma Hill. Not only has she got to face this difficult moment in their 

marriage but also attempt to regain her professional independence after losing her job as 

the secretary to a well-known writer who has fled to the country in order to escape from 

the bombing in the city. Louise finds herself at a difficult crossroads in her life, made 

additionally complicated when she discovers that she is in fact expecting a child at this 

testing moment of her marriage and while a war is raging on her doorstep. In the first 

chapters we find Louise in her rather depressing home and from there the action of the 

story is transferred onto the street. Her movements about the city include her 

wanderings while she searches for different addresses or work options, her dinners at 

several restaurants and her sojourns at three different shelters. In the last chapters of the 

book, Louise has to cope, not only with the dramatic bombing of the shelter where she 

is seeking refuge, narrowly escaping death herself, but also with the devastating news of 

the death of close family members.  

In this chapter I will investigate the three principal spatial settings of the novel, the 

home, the street and the shelter, and their literary and critical implications. At the time 

in which the novel was written, idealistic representations of the home were intensified 

by the Government – images that tallied with Gaston Bachelard’s primal idea of the 

home as a place of peace, joyful reunion and protection. Although the idea of the home 

as a positive and even an empowering realm for women in wartime London has been 

highlighted by scholars such as Kristine A. Miller (1999, 142), in this chapter I wish to 

examine the other side of the question, the darker side, which is subtly captured by the 

nuances in  Steen’s novel Shelter.  

The second area under scrutiny is the street, as seen through the eyes of the 

protagonist, Louise, who in the novel becomes a kind of flâneuse, or rather a female 

flâneur in the sense that Deborah Parsons has persuasively argued in her seminal work, 

Streetwalking the Metropolis (2000). The fact that Parsons omits Steen’s novel in her 

study of female flânerie in wartime London adds critical pertinence to the study of 

Shelter. A relevant aim of this chapter, therefore, will be to contribute to on-going 
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discussions of women in the modern city, adding another “invisible flâneuse” (Wolff 

1985) to the gallery that current criticism of the field has provided, as well as examining 

the professional outlets for women at this initial period of the war. The permeable 

nature of the vocabulary of public and private spheres has been explored in the last 

decades, in which feminist critics have become, in Janet Wolff’s words, “less and less 

preoccupied with identifying bounded areas and their exclusions [for women], and 

much more interested in the blurring of boundaries, the negotiations of spaces and the 

contradictory and open-ended nature of urban social practices” (2008, 15).  Shelter 

offers an opportunity for the exploration of the blurring of boundaries and the effects 

that this porosity of public and private space may have on the protagonist in her 

personal development.     

Lastly, in this chapter, the public shelter, a unique liminal space which effectively 

brings together public and private aspects of co-habitation, will be examined. 

Furthermore, the study of the permeable nature of the public shelter in the novel is 

linked to its liminal status and to its emergence as the perfect recipient, from the point 

of view of spatial criticism, to house both public and private behavioural patterns. This 

unique in-between locus is, however, marked by its temporal boundaries, which provide 

a transitional and time-orientated dimension to its existence. In this part of the chapter I 

shall also undertake to assess the implications of the strategically placed shelter and 

whether it did indeed help to foster the mythical aura that surrounded what became 

known as the ‘people’s war’
11

, a designation that has raised some debate in scholarly 

circles. 

In order to address these issues, I will first consider the stylistic structure of Shelter 

and the author’s use of a simulated ‘newsreel’, which functions as a presentation to each 

successive chapter in the book, as well as being instrumental in offering a general 

insight into these first weeks of the contention. The brief and incisive excerpts provided 

by each ‘newsreel’ submission help to create the social and historical backdrop of the 

novel, as well as illuminating many of the key spatial aspects raised in this chapter.     

                                                           
11

 This reference to the Second World War as a civilian experience achieved historical validation in Angus 
Calder’s book, The People’s War: Britain 1939-1945 (1969). 
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3.1. A Tale of a City in Fragments  

 

The novel Shelter is unusual in its presentation and format. As I have just explained, 

each chapter obeys the same schema, the first pages consisting of a selection of news 

items and general social commentary that aims at reproducing the spatial framework of 

the city at war. These extracts have been defined as: “A disjoined collage of cheery 

newsreels, chilling pieces of war news, voices from the bombed streets and snapshots of 

society London” (Hartley 1997, 21). The collage, headed by the generic title West End 

Newsreel, is reproduced in a succession from I to VII.  Each episode of the weekly 

newsreel is followed by the actual development of the plot, which unfolds in exactly the 

same space of time. From start to finish, the novel spans a period of seven weeks, from 

the last week in August to the second week in October, which corresponds to the first 

weeks of the intensive bombing on London. It is worth remembering that, although the 

fictitious story-line ends in October, in reality the Blitz would continue until May of 

1941. 

This fragmentary style of writing is also punctuated with cuts by means of which the 

censor
12

 makes his presence felt, a constant reminder that what was written on the page 

might not be complete and that a vigilant eye could well be scrutinising what appeared 

in print. These disjointed pieces also have the function of foreshadowing the plot that 

unfolds in the following pages. In this way, the action is foretold in another format, by 

means of a news item or in the form of an excerpt from a conversation that takes place 

in the street. The reader must, therefore, be constantly aware of the layout of the novel, 

so as not to miss details of the plot which may be essential for understanding the story 

that subsequently follows. These ‘newsreels’ also offer an opportunity of recording how 

people’s reactions to the war changed from the first weeks in September to the first 

weeks in October and how the violence of the bombing affected them.  

The first chapter, however, is preceded not by the customary ‘newsreel’ but by a 

“Prologue" entitled “Hushaby, Baby”, which illustrates the general atmosphere of the 

city in the weeks before the bombing started. From the point of view of the structure of 

                                                           
12

 The censorship system, installed as a precautionary measure by the Ministry of Information, was 
mainly directed at the press, although in reality it affected all forms of writing and communication, from 
literature, filming or theatre to personal letters and telephone conversations (Gardiner 2010, 160).  
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this dissertation which aims at following Van Genep’s rites of passage, the “Prologue” 

works perfectly as it presents a state of simulated security which effectually precedes an 

incursion into a liminal situation. In the “Prologue”, Steen situates the city in the midst 

of a glorious summer: “It was real summer – that August 1940: the sort of thing that 

takes England by surprise and the English a bit off their balance. It was Andalucía in 

May, it was Paris in June” (1941, 5). Steen goes on to remark on how beautiful the city 

looked, stressing “her variations of light and colour” (5), “her lyrically green” (5) open 

spaces and “her skies so transparently, innocently blue” (5), conveying an image of 

London so distant from war that it seems difficult to imagine that these “innocent” skies 

would soon be full of bombers that would strike terror on the city. The atmosphere of a 

peaceful city is further enhanced by the citizens themselves who “looked up into a pale 

blue afternoon sky peppered with silver flies, and did not associate them with death, but 

with petty disturbances to their routines” (6). This attitude on the part of the citizens 

represented their initial resistance to accept the reality of war in England as it was 

happening in Europe: “The quiet disappearance of Austrian and Polish friends left gaps 

in our ranks; we closed them up quickly, lest we should feel the thin wind that blew 

under our golden sunlight” (7). The end of this “golden” time in which the ‘separation 

rites’ evidence the citizens’ reluctance to accept the inevitable is recalled by Steen with 

some firmness: “It was not until the end of that matchless summer that we woke up and 

realized that our time had come to claim our share of the blood and tears” (7). This 

“Prologue”, then, marks the end of peacetime in England and prepares the reader for the 

events that will signify the entry of the city and its citizens into the liminal passageway 

of war. 

The seven chapters that follow are preceded by instalments of the West End 

Newsreel, the function of which is to illustrate the gradual immersion of the city and its 

citizens into the devastating reality of the Blitz. It is interesting to perceive the change in 

attitude as the war progresses. If in the first ‘newsreels’ the reaction is that of 

incredulity, illustrated by comments such as that Londoners were “waiting for the show 

to start” (29), and assurances that if it was going to be “a war of nerves London can take 

it” (29)
13

, remarks that reveal the citizens’ slowness in realising the seriousness of what 

                                                           
13

 The expression during the war of ‘London Can Take It!’ was also popularised by an extremely 
successful short documentary film from 1940, which shows the effects of the Blitz attacks on London 
and its citizens. The aim of this propagandistic film, produced under the guidelines of the Ministry of 
Information, was to sway the American population in favour of Britain.  
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would ensue. As the war starts to rage, “London raises its eyebrows and orders 

copiously from the menu” (53), referring to “noisy nights” (75) with the “national taste 

for understatement” (75). However, by the third week in September “the stiff-necked 

Londoner” (99) was starting to grasp that the situation was indeed serious and 

consequently the attitude began to change. “Levity persists but admittedly veneer” 

(123), gives way to desperate voices crying out in shock and fear at the terrible situation 

that they were confronted with. From a lady exclaiming horrified “I’m so frightened - I 

can’t contain my water” (167) to the heroic response of another, “Please don’t give me 

morphine. My arm’s across my husband’s head. I must remain conscious - please” 

(167), the vivid picture that the ‘newsreel’ conveys of the first weeks of the Blitz is a 

potent illustration of the wartime reality as it evolved.    

Taking into account the valuable research of philosophers on the city we could here 

include that of Michel de Certeau, an erudite who took his time to explain that the study 

of places could benefit from an interpretation based on the joint usage of certain 

linguistic devices such as the synecdoche and the asyndeton. De Certeau clarifies that 

the synecdoche takes parts or fragments to represent the whole while, the asyndeton cuts 

out and omits certain facts. As the philosopher indicates: “Synecdoche replaces 

totalities by fragments (a less in the place of a more); asyndeton disconnects them by 

eliminating the conjunctive or the consecutive (nothing in place of something)” (1988, 

101).  In the writing of Shelter, Steen uses both literary devices to create the 

disorientating effect of the spatial milieu of the Blitz. The writer presents a segmented 

text that adroitly reproduces in writing the violent fragmentation of a city suffering the 

effects of war. Similarly, the omissions in the text, in the form of cuts by the censor, 

also help the reader to visualise the physical decimation of the city. In addition, Steen’s 

manner of writing Shelter effectively makes, as de Certeau postulates, “some parts of 

the city disappear and exaggerates others, distorting it, fragmenting it, and diverting it 

from its immobile order” (101).        

This reading of Steen’s style of writing, which includes these linguistic techniques 

of the synecdoche and the asyndeton, can be expanded by taking a look at other theories 

that also analyse the spatial possibilities opened up by fragmentary writing. For 

example, surrealism provides an interesting approach to wartime fiction, especially in 

the way in which fragmentary elements of the cityscape are introduced into literary 

works (Mellor 2011, 93). Indeed, during the Second World War, citizens were 
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surrounded by fragments of furniture, belongings, letters or books, parts of buildings 

left hanging precariously or, even more disturbing, by parts of limbs or injured bodies 

that were to be found on the streets of the bombed city, conveying a gothic dimension to 

the urban reality (Wasson 2010). Therefore, it seems apt that the fragmentary reality of 

the urban landscape should be, to a certain extent, represented by a method of writing in 

which a disjointed composite of news items, personal soliloquies and exclamatory 

commentary is used. Mellor defends fragmentation as worthy of study in his research on 

the surrealistic aspects which were common during the London Blitz, stressing, with 

reference to these fragments, that: 

 

Despite being initially understood as part of a greater whole, with boundaries 

showing signs of recent violence or rupture, they are also worthy of 

consideration in their own right as singular fragments, whether visual, auditory, 

or only accessed through language that has to enact mimetically the process of 

splintering and shattering. (2011, 136)         

 

This “process of splintering and shattering” is what Steen accomplishes in Shelter with 

her style and presentation. In one instance, which certainly seems surreal in its potent 

visual imagery, a girl climbs the exposed front of her house in order to save a kitten 

hanging from the edge of a protruding bath. The rescue squad describe the tragic 

development of her ascent in moving terms: “God Almighty, do you see her? She’s 

going up that wall like a fly – she’s gone crazy – hell, I shall be sick – it CAN’T hold… 

She’s got her kitten! Buck up, the wall’s going… Oh-h-h-h, God. It’s gone” (147). This 

horrific incident symbolises the extent of the damage of war on personal lives. It is a 

fragment that stands for the whole enormity of personal suffering and human waste that 

the war was causing. As can be seen from examples such as these, the ‘newsreel’ entries 

in Shelter emerge as an essential part of Steen’s work, a perfect device for the author to 

convey the dramatic situation resulting from the first weeks of the contention.  
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3.2. Unwelcoming Homes: The War Raging on the Doorstep  

 

During the Blitz, London homes were constantly rocked by a cascade of bombs that 

threatened to demolish them overnight. The bombing, however, was not the only 

invasive feature of war that made its presence felt within the home. There were other 

correlative elements of war that ‘invaded’ the home, such as the smoke, the dust and the 

dirt, which rendered it vulnerable to the outside in a way that was quite unprecedented. 

In effect, these invasive features of war would result in the home becoming the direct 

antithesis of what a welcoming home was taken to represent.  

As I have indicated in Chapter One, Gaston Bachelard wrote at length about the 

virtues of the home, assigning to it positive aspects of shelter and repose, a place where 

man could find peace and fulfilment. For Bachelard, the strife and hardships 

experienced in the outside world could be combated from within the home. In this way, 

the philosopher often refers to the rigours of a cold climate, adding that, “a reminder of 

winter strengthens the happiness of inhabiting” (1994, 40). The French scholar also 

includes other attributes which he finds to be indispensable aspects of the dwelling, 

such as privacy and intimacy. Writing about the mental representation of the house that 

all humans have, he insists: “A house is considered as a space for cheer and intimacy, a 

space that is supposed to condense and defend intimacy” (48). Bachelard’s theoretical 

postulation of the house as a “space for cheer” that defends intimacy also connects with 

the desire for privacy. However, Bachelard’s idea of the home as an indisputably 

positive realm has been questioned by later critics who have portrayed the home in quite 

a different light. Feminist scholars have illustrated the gendered nature of the home and 

shown how women’s constriction within the domestic realm has historically resulted in 

their exclusion from the public sphere. This more negative aspect of the dwelling also 

emerges in Shelter, where domestic tensions confer upon it a climate of unease.        

As the novel progresses, we come across many instances in which the home 

acquires a darker dimension. Negative invasive elements, such as dirt, dust, lack of light 

and noise contribute to the depressing appearance of the apartment. Cleaning seems a 

daunting task for Louise, until she realises that it could be quite easy for people to come 

into her home and witness its disarray. Indeed, Louise wonders: “Supposing these flats 
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got a hit: supposing people came in here, opened doors!” (129). The loss of privacy in 

the home during the war resulted in a situation in which there was a constant fear of 

becoming exposed, and of being judged by others. Louise, in order to ward off a rising 

panic attack, tackles cleaning her flat as a nervous backlash to her fears. 

The blackout is another factor that illustrates the permeable nature of Louise’s 

apartment and the constant invasive presence of war. The black curtains which 

obliterate the exterior have a pronounced effect on the inside, which remains in 

comparative darkness. The mental pressure of having to ensure that the blackout is 

effective every evening affects Louise in a negative way, forcing her to perform her 

duty even “though it was barely dusk”, which means, “shutting out with regret the 

golden evening” (85). The blackout also makes the “air in the room stuffy and lifeless; 

it lay across her forehead and pushed down on her eyeballs” (19). The impossibility of 

being able to look outside creates a feeling of imprisonment for Louise, who asks 

herself in desperation: “I wonder if I’ll ever again sleep in a room with open windows 

and drawn blinds, looking at the stars without fear? The black-out seemed to stretch 

back eternally, blotting out all previous life” (19). This situation was also strictly 

controlled by wardens who performed nightly inspections to ensure that the blackout 

was effectively implemented. The wardens were unpopular and were often regarded as 

officious intruders
14

. In the novel there are various instances of confrontations and 

disputes as Louise attempts to comply with the regulations and sometimes fails to meet 

the requirements (26). 

As we have seen, the spatial intrusion of the blackout and the physical presence of 

the dirt and dust resulting from the nightly bombing raids have a pejorative effect on the 

home, thereby intensifying its potentially entrapping nature. On a more positive note, 

however, the telephone emerges as a device that facilitates a more fluid interchange 

with the outside. However, during wartime the telephone could also become a source of 

frustration when it impeded satisfactory communication from being effected. The lines 

were often cut off after a raid and it became distressing for citizens to discover that this 

necessary source of personal contact had been suspended. The most powerful instance 

of failure to achieve communication in the novel comes in the ending chapter of the 
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 Philip Ziegler recounts how wardens became “if not villains, at least self-important nuisances. Their 
enforcement of the blackout, in particular, led to their being considered spies on their fellow-citizens” 
(2002, 65).  
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book at a point in which we, the readers, already know that Louise’s husband Jos has 

been killed when trying to enter a building in flames to rescue someone who has 

remained trapped. We have been informed of Jos’s fate in the ‘newsreel’ excerpts that 

come immediately before the chapter, unlike Louise and Jos’s mistress Camma, who are 

still waiting for the telephone call from Jos. Their wait lasts all day, and their anguish 

mounts as the certainty of Jos’ death becomes more obvious as the hours pass. Philip 

Ziegler asserts that the frequent absence of news due to the poor state of the telephone 

service was a constant feature of the wartime situation.  From an “infernal nuisance” 

(2002, 128) and “an inconvenience number one” (128), to a matter of life or death for 

many who were waiting for news of loved ones, its importance was undisputed. Shelter 

ends with the absence of the necessary call and the tacit confirmation of Jos’s death for 

both women. The message from the outside that would confirm their private anguish is 

transmitted by means of a silence that becomes more eloquent than words.       

In addition to the inconveniences caused by the war on the homes and their 

inhabitants, in the London of the Blitz there was always the very real threat of death 

posed by the raids. The bombs started falling just after the ‘Alert’ sounded, and the 

danger continued until the ‘All Clear’ siren signalled the passing over of the most 

immediate attack. This siren was very loud and highly unpleasant in its sound. Louise 

describes it as “a rough-edged metal spoon scooping at her inside, developing into a 

fiendish yell that multiplied itself and jagged the spongy texture of the darkness into 

little peaks” (24). This is a very graphic image of the anguish probably felt by 

Londoners each time the sirens were activated. Thoughts of death became increasingly 

frequent, and Louise finds herself thinking of dying in bed, which at that stage seems 

preferable to being killed in public. She confesses: “Being in bed gave one a little more 

confidence; better to be killed in bed than walking along Picadilly, or climbing the steps 

of the Tube” (9). Although the more private nature of being killed at home might seem 

more acceptable if she were in bed, there were other situations, such as bombing raids 

taking place while one was in the bath, for example, that were much dreaded. One of the 

‘newsreel’ entries records a lady who voices her fears: “You discover a ridiculous 

prejudice against being possibly left sitting in your bath to receive the rescue squad, 

who are on the spot almost before the façade of your house has finished falling down”  

exposes the real distress felt by Londoners, potentially unable to maintain their privacy 

at the most embarrassing of moments. All these aspects clearly evidence the instability 
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of domestic life during the war: the constant threat of death and destruction, and the 

added insecurities and inconveniencies experienced within the home – numerous factors 

that turn inside out the ideal of peace, comfort and security postulated by Bachelard.  

However, not all wartime factors are to be viewed as wholly negative.  Indeed, one 

of the main consequences of this situation was that the pressure that had been exerted on 

the barriers between private and public spheres became more relaxed. This circumstance 

has also been explored by some critics, who have argued that this instability provided 

women, and indeed the female protagonists of the novels they wrote, opportunities for 

greater freedom and independence. As I anticipated in the Introduction, Kristine A. 

Miller has keenly defended that: “The blitzed home represents a radical, feminist 

challenge to gendered categories of public and private space” (1999, 139). Moreover, 

Miller also points out that the wartime dwelling provides an opportunity for the home to 

become a political voice, as the blackout and the rationing give it a certain front-line 

relevance. Indeed, she reminds us that, “public policies such as household rationing and 

the blackout charged the private home with political energy” (142).  I do not doubt that 

this more positive reading of the situation has been evidenced in the writing of other 

wartime authors, yet, as we have been able to observe in this chapter, the home 

described in Shelter is certainly not a case in question. In Shelter, public policies are 

undoubtedly noticed within the home and the converging of the public and private 

realms is palpably felt, however, in this case, these public policies work the other way 

and prove to be detrimental to the private realm, increasing its claustrophobic and 

depressive traits. In Steen’s novel, the home does not have a beneficial political voice; 

on the contrary, it is a site where there is a noticeable exclusion from active world 

politics. Louise feels trapped by the effects of war that tie her even more to the home 

domain, therefore, any possible benefits that could be derived from the wartime 

permeability of spaces do not have, in this novel,  a positive outcome for the main 

character. 

Furthermore, Miller’s research has led her to observe that, “for many middle class 

citizens, the convergence of the home front and the front line posed an ideological 

challenge to traditional gender roles” (141). Again, for Louise, this convergence results 

in her feeling more disorientated as to her role within the home. In her case, she is 

further limited by the fact of having to install wartime restrictions, by having to work 

harder to maintain a decent standard of cleanliness, as well as having to enforce the 
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blackout and cope with the food rationing. It seems clear that Louise does not feel 

empowered by having merged the home front with the actual home and the result for 

her is neither positive not challenging, at least not at this early stage of wartime.   

 

3.3. On the Streets of Wartime London: Flânerie and Frustrating 

Job Prospects for Women               

 

The street scenes described in Shelter are no less revealing than those set within the 

homes and in the various shelters to which Louise Mason wanders to in search of safety. 

In the ‘newsreel’ excerpts at the beginning of each chapter we are presented with 

several instances in which the effect of the bombing on the streets of London is 

graphically illustrated. Likewise, as Louise walks around the city, she witnesses the 

demolished buildings, the unseemly-looking gaps and the personal belongings that litter 

the streets. Deborah Parsons underlines the variety of women’s responses as they walk 

the city streets that have become their territory pointing out the positive aspects of “an 

increased freedom of women in wartime urban life” (2000, 189), as indeed do Rosario 

Arias and Lourdes López in their studies on twentieth-century flânerie. For both these 

scholars the female urban walker takes an active interest in her surroundings.  López 

points out that the female walker “is more tolerant than authoritative, and more 

connective than detached” (2008, 189), while for Arias the postmodern flâneuse takes 

on an active role and “establishes a dialogue in a two-way process” with what she 

witnesses in the city (2005, 6), all these being characteristics that embody the flâneuse 

of the years during and after the war. Indeed, in Steen´s novel, Louise’s observation of 

the city as she attempts to reach various destinations affords her with a new way of 

escapism intermingled with a growing awareness of what is happening around her.            

The flânerie, or streetwalking, which we witness in Shelter is therefore quite 

different to the concept which was first introduced by Baudelaire and later developed by 

Walter Benjamin and understood to purport a leisurely aimless stroll in which the 

flâneur observed the city picture from a detached viewpoint. In the case of Louise, her 

daily sallies onto the streets of London confer upon her a role that comes near to that of 

the “invisible flâneuse”, although not in Janet Wolff’s meaning of non-existence which 
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I explain in Chapter One, but in that of being a largely ignored figure within the city. 

Her identity as a flâneuse becomes closely linked to that of the original meaning given 

to the term, as she wanders the streets unmolested, feeling free to observe the city scene 

at her leisure. However, contrary to Benjamin’s more aloof figure, Steen’s stroller is 

affected by what she witnesses and cannot adopt a detached attitude. In this way Steen’s 

streetwalker is nearer to Parson’s or Arias´ and López´s description of the flâneuse, a 

female walker who interprets what she sees about her and is part of the urban picture. 

What is more, I would like to add that Steen offers her own version of the streetwalker, 

invisible to others, independent in movement, frustrated in her aims, yet closely linked 

to the unexpected modifications of the wartime urban landscape. Teresa Gómez Reus 

has also explored the controversial trope of female flânerie in an essay that deals with 

Edith Wharton’s perception of the deserted streets of Paris during the First World War. 

Although the Paris of that contention is not altogether comparable to the London of the 

Blitz, the personal involvement of the female street walker as she observes the scene is 

startlingly similar.  Gómez Reus introduces the term “flâneuse malgré soi”
15

  (2011, 

34), which can also be used to describe Louise’s inevitable street wanderings in the face 

of the absence of any means of transport. Indeed, the protagonist of Shelter does, 

likewise, become “an involuntary flâneuse, roaming the streets and reading the 

physiognomy of a city which the war had all of a sudden turned into a strange and 

defamiliarized place” (31).  For Louise, so strange does the city seem to her that, instead 

of walking purposefully to her destination, she hesitates in her gait (Steen, 93), 

observing the scene with shocked awareness, and finally has to make “herself walk at a 

reasonable pace” (94) in order to be able to make her way. Louise’s stunned reaction to 

what she sees around her is shared by other London citizens who behave in a similar 

fashion. Louise observes that:  

 

It was odd to see no one hurrying. People drifted by with a half dazed, half 

sleepy expression on their faces, as if they had forgotten something, but couldn’t 
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 Literal translation: “A flâneuse in spite of herself”, although for a clearer interpretation of the meaning 
of the expression in the present context it would be more accurate to define the term as “a flâneuse due 
to the circumstances”, meaning the wartime situation, in the sense that it is the war that inflicts upon 
the female walker an enforced flânerie, and in that she does not necessarily take up walking by choice. 
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remember what it was. Something uneasy, abnormal in this leisure, like… like a 

watch running down. (38)           

 

This apparent dream-like state observed in the walkers is the result both of the sleepless 

nights and of the shock of witnessing scenes of devastation in the streets. Thoroughfares 

in the West End of London that were once easily recognisable become a maze of 

cordoned off areas, with gaps, collapsed buildings, boards and signs which ironically 

strike Louise as appearing to be some kind of game. Indeed, she remarks: “Ropes, 

traffic diversion notices, boards chalked crudely with “DELAYED BOMB” – in the 

clear pure light it was as if the West End was diverting itself with some new kind of 

treasure hunt” (93). The absence of traffic also contributes to create an eerily quiet 

atmosphere, where the walker could “appreciate for the first time the breadth and 

architecture of streets” (100). The cordoned-off areas, the glass and the unwelcome 

gaps, as well as the silence, all unnerve the protagonist as she walks through London. 

Louise seems to regard the city as if its disarray were part of a theatrical set, as a site 

which is in continual preparation for a play to be enacted. In this respect, Steen´s 

flâneuse shares the ‘spectator’ trait of the female flâneur that Arias underlines in her 

essay, “‘All the World’s a Stage’: Theatricality, Spectacle and the Flâneuse” (2005), and 

which seems especially pertinent when analysing the wartime scenario of the Blitz. In 

Arias’ words, in the female twentieth-century experience of streewalking, we are 

addressing “the spectator, a flâneuse, that observes, watches and reads each fragment of 

the real life of the city as if it were a performance” (8). In this case, for Louise, the 

picture that unfolds, as she walks the city streets, does really seem to take on the 

dimension of a theatrical performance rather than the visualisation of reality itself. Her 

role as spectator is, however, in all ways affected when she witnesses the actual 

destruction of houses and the subsequent exposure of rooms, furniture and personal 

belongings, left uncovered and visible to the eyes of the city wanderer or flâneur. If we 

recall the first section of this chapter, in which the homes lose their privacy and homely 

essence due to the invasive action of the raids, we now witness a process of inversion. It 

is the inside of homes that enters the public realm and invades its space. Everywhere in 

the city the walkers may “observe, watch and read” (Arias, 8) the interior of homes and 

the intimate details of private lives. Louise also draws comparisons between what is left 
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of a building, seemingly on display, and a child’s doll’s house, another simile that works 

well in the text: 

 

A house with its front stripped off like the front of a doll’s house. Rooms that 

had been private. A bathroom with pink towels folded neatly on a rail. A long 

Georgian terrace with three-quarters of the window-frames blown out and tatters 

of curtains draped over the sills. (106-107)            

 

Louise cannot avoid seeing the contents of rooms, at the same time as she bears witness 

to intimate details of decoration such as the “pink towels”, touchingly described as 

being neatly folded on a rail. The simile of the doll’s house works perfectly in this 

context, as it eliminates the physical barrier normally erected between the interior and 

exterior, leaving the inside open to the pubic gaze. Similarly, in another instance of 

exposure, Louise comes across the destruction of a building in Bruton Street, a place 

where she had come in search of Jos’ mistress, Camma.  What she encounters leaves her 

in a state of bewilderment: 

 

No, this isn’t….not Bruton Street. When her head steadied itself there were the 

broken windows, the splintered frames, doorsteps and pavements knee-deep in 

litter, and a long, raw segment of what had been a house or shop – in her 

confusion she could not remember which – with the floors exposed: a hanging 

fold of carpet, filing cabinets with the fronts torn out and papers fluttering, a bit 

of winding staircase painted blue, a lavatory basin tilting forward as though to 

crash at any moment. (94)  

 

As we can see from this description, the exposure is complete, and the confusion is 

intensified by the sudden change into a complete ruin of what only a few hours before 

had been a house or a shop, with its façade intact. The abrupt violence of total 

disclosure is felt like the tearing off of a mask from a face, leaving the inner soul visible 
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to all.  Urban geographer, Ali Madanipour, has studied the idea of the human mask
16

, 

taking into account its social dimension as well as a certain parallelism with building 

façades. In his view, masks are surfaces which are “essentially appearances, gestures 

and patterns of behaviour, but which also include building façades, and all the elements 

of the city that are displayed in its public spaces” (2003, 234). It is precisely the 

destruction of these façades, as well as the revelation of what they conceal, that 

becomes one of the prominent features of wartime urban space. As we can perceive, 

during the Blitz, the permeable relationship between private and public spheres reached 

unprecedented limits, acquiring a quality almost of transparency, which, in some cases, 

was comparable to that of an X-ray of the inside of homes
17

.   

For Louise, her interaction with the outside is also protected by a vulnerable 

physical mask. Her make-up and her efforts to dress smartly as well as her society 

manner are her way of transmitting a confident image to the world outside. This 

protective mask is habitually put in place by Louise as she attempts to occlude the 

insecurity and despair she is really feeling. Louise’s masked image impedes her initially 

from connecting with a world at war and from feeling real solicitude or concern for her 

fellow citizens. Her situation, and that of the women she represents at the beginning of 

the war, was indeed difficult. As Deborah Parsons admits, during the first months of the 

war there was a high incidence of female unemployment which led to a generalised 

feeling of frustration (2000, 191). Yet by 1941, the “compulsory registration by women 

19-40 for essential work was instigated” (192), and therefore the situation changed 

radically with a large percentage of women working in different jobs (Miller 1999, 141).  

However, although the need for women’s labour would open up new options for women 

which gave rise to a different set of opportunities later on in the war, in Steen’s novel 

the first most difficult month of the contention, in which the protagonist is not able to 

find any kind of suitable employment, is described. In the book, Louise’s choices in 

helping with the war effort prove to be limited, mainly consisting of unpaid voluntary 
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 In Madanipour’s compelling study Public and Private Spaces of the City (2003), the mask is seen as a 
psychological and social device with which people endow their appearances (make-up, jewelry, 
hairstyles as well as a certain manner or reserve), a “stable elaborate construct that human beings wear 
in social encounters to protect the self” (234).     
17

 Journalist Hilde Marchant has this idea in mind when she describes the situation: “One day something 
quite fantastic happened. As we looked at the flats, suspended in mid-air, one of the bedroom doors 
opened and a young man put his head round. He stepped into the room and went carefully over to the 
cupboard and began to take suits from their hangers. It was as if, by some strange X-ray, we were 
looking through the wall of his flat into his home” (2003, 418).   
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work or routinary paperwork, whereas, on the other hand, she sees her husband 

fulfilling a useful, important and admirable job in the fire rescue squad. This frustration 

leads to a self-questioning reflection on the absurdity of women’s position:  

 

It was odd to think how many women in London were like Louise: going 

through their nights alone, with their men out on war duties, sitting at home, 

sitting in shelters, ashamed to get together, as they might have done, to make 

some form of mutual diversion – ashamed because they felt they also ought to 

be doing an active war job. (Steen 91)      

 

Louise’s feeling of shame at not being able to perform a job mirrors the frustration of 

many women during this difficult period. In the novel, the protagonist cannot at first 

come to terms with the reality of not being wanted for work and confides, “it never for a 

moment seemed likely that she would not go straight into some useful, responsible war 

job like Jos’s” (40). Louise, although intelligent, cultured and practical, is reluctantly 

forced to face her limited options, which, at this stage of the war, result in her 

attempting to perform voluntary type of work such as working in a canteen, which she 

finds exhausting and uninspiring.   

         For Phyllis Lassner, who includes in British Women Writers of World War II 

(1998), a critical appraisal of Steen’s thought-provoking novel, Louise’s lack of 

fulfilment stems from an unfair governmental organisation, which excluded women 

from worthwhile work in the first place. Steen’s narrator also reflects on this failure of 

foresight of those in power which left women out of the picture: “Masses of potential 

energy, wasting away, wasting in shelters, because there was lacking the guiding power 

to direct it into useful channels” (Steen 91). Lassner explains in her study that, during 

the first months of the contention, the Government still insisted on social policies that 

were detrimental to women’s development, a situation highlighted in the novel: “Shelter 

shows how this waste is generated by social policies which rely on women’s compliance 

with class and gender roles that formerly served their security” (158). Although Lassner 

stresses that the wartime government was mainly to blame for a situation that excluded 
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women from active or relevant employment, she also points out that the root of the 

problem was to be found in the traditional role assignation of women in society: 

 

Steen’s novel confronts the wartime double bind that undermined women’s 

sense of agency; propaganda called upon women to fulfil their destinies by 

following orders. Shelter shows how those restraints were deeply embedded in 

the failure of wartime conditions and culture to erase traditional constructions of 

femininity as defined by their need for men’s heroic protection. (159) 

 

Therefore, although women were supposed to “follow orders” and collaborate with the 

war effort, they in fact found it difficult to accomplish this successfully because of the 

“traditional constructions of femininity”, which did not allow them to perform more 

masculine type of work, at least at the beginning of the war. Lassner underlines that this 

situation inevitably transformed women from feeling “merely vulnerable” (158) into a 

state of “paralysis” (158).  However, I would like to argue that the protagonist of Shelter 

does actively react against this alleged feeling of paralysis. Her search for a job is as 

tireless as is her determination when walking through the city. When she is unable to 

succeed, she is invaded by feelings of frustration, desperation and eventually a certain 

degree of acceptance of the situation, although it can be argued that she actively tries to 

overcome the constrictions inherent in her position.  Furthermore, Louise finds an outlet 

to her frustrations when she allows herself to consider other options, such as the 

befriending her husband’s mistress, Camma Hill, the decision to continue with her 

pregnancy or the progressive feeling of empathy with regard to fellow Londoners, an 

aspect that will be explored in the following point. 

 

3.4. The Liminal Space of the Public Shelter 

 

As I have just pointed out, the city which Louise encounters on her daily walks is a 

place marked by destruction, a place altered beyond recognition. Indeed, even in 

peacetime cities are also constantly in the throes of undergoing change, as Elizabeth 
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Wilson reminds us in her study of the city and urban life. In fact, Wilson assures us that 

in a city: “That which we thought was most permanent dissolves as rapidly as the 

kaleidoscopic spectacle of the crowds and vehicles that press through its streets” (2000, 

148). This scenography of change and mobility is obviously exacerbated during 

wartime, imprinting a marked transitional character upon the city, a place where even 

the most seemingly solid of buildings was in danger of collapsing overnight. In 

consequence, the characters that move around the city are also permeated by this feeling 

of impermanence. Louise is a figure in transit, not only because she is continuously 

walking from one place to another but because her presence in the city is not secure. 

The danger of sudden annihilation is present throughout the novel affecting all the 

characters as well as the city itself.  

One of the features that Steen includes in her insightful account of how the city 

coped during those first weeks of continuous bombardment is the archetypal wartime 

fixture of the air-raid shelter. The aptly named novel Shelter presents the reader with a 

unique wartime space that, while it ostensibly offered protection to thousands of Britons 

all over England, also became in many cases a controversial site which proved to be a 

source of contention for many citizens, principally due to the hours of obligatory co-

habitation which led to a complicated situation in which hundreds of civilians unknown 

to each other were forced to spend seemingly endless hours of practically every night in 

close proximity. This enforced intimacy produced a constant intermingling of private 

and public aspects of life, a borderline situation in which domestic activity unfolded 

within a supposedly public domain. As can be induced from the quote included at the 

beginning of this chapter, very private manifestations of everyday life were in evidence 

in the shelter, such as those pertaining to personal hygiene, leisure, beliefs or to habitual 

eating customs. In the private shelters, families could attempt to continue with their 

home routine in spite of the uncomfortable circumstances and the bombing overhead, 

but, in the public shelters highlighted the protection of privacy amongst people 

unknown to each other could only be attempted by means of civil behaviour, which, no 

matter how effectively it was put into practice, could not dispel the inevitable 

awkwardness of living in such close quarters.  

Taking up the debate on the public and private dichotomy, which as Janet Wolff 

argues has eventually given way to considerations which favour the more “open ended 

nature of urban social practices” (2008, 15), we perceive that this closer relationship 
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between the spheres leads to a study that focuses on exploring “the liminal space, the 

ambiguous situation, the unexpected moment of access” (15). I would like to stress that 

the case of the wartime shelter offers a particularly revealing illustration of the intricate 

meshing together of these two spheres. As Janet Floyd has also pointed out, wartime 

afforded “extraordinary experiences of space” (2008, 354), that provided a unique 

opportunity for the effacing of urban spatial barriers. Floyd further remarks, that, a city 

at war encourages “situations and arenas that unravel and defy the structures of routine, 

allowing us to approach the convergence of conventional and improvisational 

negotiations of space” (354).  Being also a transitional space, the existence of the shelter 

was limited by the temporary situation of wartime and conditioned by its historical time 

context. As Hazel Andrews and Les Roberts declare in their study, Liminal Landscapes: 

Travel, Experience and Spaces In-Between (2012), liminal spaces do not only occupy a 

physical space of their own but are, at the same time, conditioned by temporal margins. 

As the critics explain: “The liminal (….) exhibits temporal qualities, marking a 

beginning as well as an end but also a duration in a spatio-temporal process” (1). In 

Marguerite Steen’s novel we are presented with a liminal kind of space which is 

situated outside the margins of urban mainstream planning and created for a wartime, a 

therefore time-limited, purpose.  

These shelters also caused an extreme degree of emotional strain for citizens 

suffering the psychological stress of having to spend so many hours together in 

circumstances that afforded such little privacy. As has always been common practice, 

citizens usually enter the public places of the city, such as cafés, restaurants or shops, 

with a social and consumer purpose, of which they are fully aware, and, therefore, 

behave accordingly, relegating private affairs and attitudes to the home. In the shelters 

of the Second World War, these elements of public visibility were still present, but the 

purpose of the place was radically different. In effect, citizens did not aim to socialise or 

purchase goods in a shelter, but to find protection from the bombing raids. In this sense, 

the shelter was placed in a difficult position due to both its public function and its 

unavoidable practical usage. Indeed, civilians had no other option but to attempt to sleep 

or pass the long hours of the night in some occupation. In so doing, these people 

inevitably shared intimate aspects of their personal lives, aspects which conferred upon 

these spaces a unique fringe-like status, clearly outside standardised living experience.      
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As I have explained in Chapter Two, the wartime urban picture included a vast 

number of air raid shelters, which varied in size, commodity and safety. There were also 

sheltering arrangements for the more wealthy citizens, who could afford to have dinner 

in an expensive restaurant, and then retire to a basement area provided when the ‘Alert’ 

sounded. Hotels also had their own basement facilities for their clients to use in the 

evening after dinner. In the streets, citizens could use both private and public shelters, 

depending on their economic situation or the area of London in which they lived. 

Throughout the novel, there are several instances in which Louise uses both the 

facilities afforded by the restaurants and the public shelters to be found in the streets. 

Not having much food at home, Louise generally dines at one of the fashionable 

restaurants of the West End. On one occasion, she dines on her own at Prunier’s and 

there coincides with Camma Hill, thus providing an opening for the two women to 

become better acquainted. On another occasion, Louise dines with her husband while 

the raid is thundering above them. The barrage increases in violence during their meal 

and they are forced to descend to the restaurant basement shelter. Although 

comparatively safer than remaining up above, these basements weren’t very welcoming. 

In fact, “these shelters were little bare white cells with no furniture except a few forms. 

The lighting was very bad” (Steen 1941, 158). As soon as the most violent period of the 

bombing is over, Louise and Jos depart for home. In both these episodes, the dining 

experiences at the restaurants in question are scarcely the intimate relaxing occasion 

they aim to represent, but a severely fraught experience. Intimate snippets of talk are 

interrupted by the bombing, which constantly intrudes upon their conversation while 

they are eating at the table, forcing them to leave their meal unfinished in order to make 

a rapid exit, either to a public shelter or to one of the restaurant’s “little bare white cells” 

below. 

Louise’s description of three of the shelters she makes use of is very revealing for 

the purpose of understanding the unique characteristics of these places. The first one is 

quite uncomfortable, but, being the nearest to Louise’s flat, becomes her first option. 

This shelter occupies the space below a fashionable music club, so it is noisy, a place 

where “the men played cards or billiards, while the girls danced with one another or 

screamed at the radio” (132). Occasionally, people got drunk and the “local tarts took 

advantage of the raids to bring in French sailors” (132). Also, “there was no rule against 

smoking” (132), so the air in the shelter was stale and smoky. Neighbours also brought 
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their dogs into the shelters which caused frequent quarrels. Louise drily comments that 

the “terrier had filthy habits, and the Peke had hysterics whenever the barrage got 

noisy” (132). With this scene played out nightly around her, Louise finds it impossible 

to get any peace, although she attempts to play patience and read. The situation becomes 

unbearable, so she decides to try another shelter in the middle of the square. What she 

finds there is no less deplorable: “it was nearly empty, comfortless, and the lighting was 

abominable. There were empty cigarette packets and other rubbish on the floor; air dank 

and stale” (132). Some people came into the shelter in their dressing gowns and went to 

sleep on the wooden benches while others whistled aimlessly. If the shelter before had 

been noisy and chaotic, this refuge proves to be so depressing that Louise sets out in 

search of yet another shelter. This time she is directed to the eastern side of the square 

and enters another refuge, which turns out to be a better choice. This place is brightly lit 

up and the people wish her good evening as she enters. Louise feels much cheered as 

she observes “the well-organised, domestic little community” (133). However, 

notwithstanding the civilised atmosphere, private behavioural patterns can be observed, 

such as that manifested by a girl plaiting her hair, a man removing his dentures or a 

woman praying quietly beside her bed. Again, we find that the natural barriers of 

privacy are being transgressed, as actions usually only performed in private were taking 

place in front of other people, sometimes without much apparent self-consciousness. 

These were inevitably public places that enclosed a touching portrayal of private life.       

In his study of public and private spaces of the city, geographer Ali Madanipour also 

explores the vulnerable aspects of urban reality. One of his most valuable contributions 

is his definition of personal space. This was the aspect of space that became so easily 

trespassed upon and damaged during the war. By personal space Madanipour was 

referring to that “which is closely related to the realm of privacy as its essential 

ingredient. It provides an invisible and portable protective layer for an individual, 

ensuring the desired level of privacy and freedom from outside intrusion” (2003, 37). It 

is precisely this layer of personal space which is sacrificed in the precincts of the shelter 

in Steen’s novel. The citizens portrayed lose their “protective layer” of intimacy, and it 

is only by means of great tact that the situation is able to be tolerated in the best of 

cases, because, as we have seen from Louise’s description of other more ‘undisciplined’ 

shelters, the atmosphere could also be completely chaotic. Furthermore, this 

vulnerability is most clearly felt when the citizens are asleep. During her time at the 
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shelter, Louise observes the people dormant and oblivious to her presence, their masks 

totally relinquished, and finds that she is able to look right inside their souls: 

 

They dropped asleep with a strange suddenness of fatigue; she watched the 

relaxed faces, slipping off their day-time masks, watched age creeping on one, 

youth on another. The little man who had insisted on her having the deck chair 

slipped back to chubby boyhood under her eyes, while his wife’s face grew grey, 

its lines deepened, it was gradually possessed by an almost intolerable pathos, as 

though all the fears and anxieties her courage held back during the day flowed 

over it in sleep (136).  

 

In her social investigation of the Blitz, Amy Helen Bell also highlights the private 

nature of citizens’ deportment within the shelters, which not only encouraged a tangible 

closeness between citizens but also cut through psychological barriers (2008, 147). As 

the novel progresses, Louise observes and feels the proximity of people that, although 

unknown to each other, form a unified whole, dispelling some of the social and class 

barriers formerly erected between them. She gradually experiences a feeling of empathy 

with humanity which helps her come to terms with her own feeling of displacement 

within the wartime city. Indeed, Louise surprises herself by exclaiming: “By God, these 

are the people worth fighting for – not our own damned race of snobs and intellectuals. 

These are the real people…” (136).  In a process of personal self-enlightenment, she 

realises that the people that remain in London and fight to survive had become “the real 

people” to her, not her friends, “snobs and intellectuals”, who had moved out of London 

and into the comparative safety of the country. In this sense, Louise experiences an 

inward move towards a new way of thinking and acting, at the same time as she 

becomes more interested in her fellow citizens and in each person’s individual plight 

during the war.            

The feeling of empathy experienced by Louise and portrayed in the novel is in 

accordance to that which has been recorded by historians and social researchers. Indeed, 

the solidarity exhibited by the London citizens when faced with the adversity of war has 
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become a myth in the popular imagination
18

. Historian Stephen Wade in his study of the 

air-raid shelters of the Blitz does allow for the extraordinary importance of community 

cohesion under the special circumstances: “The normal situation was that the shelters 

brought people together, overcame the British reserve and created a community spirit, 

bringing a crucially important element to the circumstances” (2011, 1). Wade does not 

obviate the fact that the acclaimed solidarity of the people probably created a human 

force which contributed to fuel citizens’ courage. Other historians are perhaps more 

sceptical on the subject. One of the most recent contributions comes from Joshua 

Levine who has recently published The Secret History of the Blitz (2015), a book 

focused on dispelling any myths surrounding the heroism of citizens during the Blitz. In 

so doing, Levine points towards the probable ‘middle path’ taken by Londoners, which 

would probably include both the heroism of some and the despicable attitude of others:   

 

People pulled together and helped strangers, they broke rules and exploited 

neighbours. They bonded with, and stole from one another, they grew to 

understand, and to dislike each other. They tolerated without complaint and they 

complained without tolerance. They were scared and fearless, they hoped and 

the cracked. They behaved, in short, like a lot of human beings. Everything they 

did both confirms and refutes the “myth” of the Blitz. (5)         

 

This may be a more balanced view of the London situation during the Second World 

War. However, in the literature of the times we find that the community spirit was 

certainly insisted upon, both as a means of creating a feeling of solidarity, which the 

citizens needed in the face of adversity, and as a powerful political weapon initiated by 

the Government in the first uncertain years of the contention
19

.  

                                                           
18

 Two seminal works have been written on this subject by historian and literary critic Angus Calder. His 
first study, The People’s War (1969), led to some confusion, later clarified by The Myth of the Blitz 
(1991), which related myth-making to wartime propaganda. 
19

 The question of the ‘myth of the Blitz’ has led to a debate that has been explored by Sonya Rose 
(2003), Penny Summerfield and Corinna Penniston-Bird (2007), Kristine A. Miller(2009) and lately Petra 
Rau (2016), who underlines that the myth, in spite of constant revisions, has become part of the popular 
memory of the Blitz, “It has become a truism, an evidence for the way in which propaganda 
photography and film have won an easy victory”(7).  
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In what is an otherwise grim literary appraisal of wartime circumstances, the novel 

does go a long way to underline the benefits to be derived from the solidarity exhibited 

by citizens during the time that they are grouped together in the space of the shelter. In 

fact, the shelter finally chosen by Louise is seen as the place where her companions 

finally come to realise their need for each other. Consequently, the reader can surmise 

that the characters of the novel, as well as probably the real Londoners of the Blitz, 

emerged fortified from their nightly sojourns to the shelters and found that they were 

better able to face the hardships of war on their re-incorporation into London life. This 

process acted as a true liminal itinerary which can also be adapted to Van Gennep and 

his rites of passage. Accordingly, we could say that these citizens may be seen to move 

from the pre-liminal situation of the hours before the raids, to the actual liminal and 

transitional period, which took place while they were inside the shelter. This period 

would end in the morning when the citizens had completed their ritual and were ready 

to return to the outside world – by then a completely different reality altered by the 

bomb damage of the night. This ‘rite of passage’ would be repeated constantly 

throughout the Blitz by Londoners who sought refuge from the bombing raids.  

Another aspect to take into account was the very real danger that these Londoners 

were subjected to throughout all this process. In the novel, Louise and her companions 

are not completing a pleasurable voyage into a rewarding liminal situation in order to 

emerge revitalised or pampered by an enjoyable experience. Instead, they are in 

constant danger, probably less so than in their vulnerable homes, but, nevertheless, the 

risk of a direct impact on a shelter was also very high. As Andrews and Roberts, further 

clarify: “One aspect of liminality that has become somewhat detached from the term’s 

application in relation to spaces of pleasure is that of danger” (2012, 6). As we perceive 

in Shelter, the liminal space of the air-raid shelter is fraught with danger in every 

respect, and it was probably this element which worked to unite the citizens and to 

create this bond of solidarity. In the novel, the protagonist benefits from this feeling of 

empathy which she experiences when she is grouped together with people who try to 

behave in a civilised manner in spite of the circumstances. It is precisely the dangerous 

situation in which they are all submerged, and their need and respect for each other, 

which triggers in Louise her most positive feelings towards humanity. In so doing, 

Louise’s emotional distress, the result of a discouraging marital situation and failing 
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professional aspirations, is finally alleviated by an awakening sense of concern with 

regard to the welfare of her fellow citizens (136).               

                                                      §§ 

A close examination of Marguerite Steen’s novel has revealed the many challenges 

which the wartime city afforded citizens during what could be termed as the initial stage 

of the liminal process of the Blitz. These first few weeks would be followed by the nine 

long months of bombardments over London, a dramatic period which is the subject of 

the novels investigated in the next chapters of this dissertation. In this chapter, we have 

been able to observe the profound spatial changes experienced by a city in which all 

former barriers are in some way challenged. Indeed, as we have seen, the boundaries 

existing between the private and the public, the inside and the outside, the home and the 

street become tenuous and indeterminate. However, the potential benefits of this 

increased mobility are not immediately perceived in the characters’ roleplay. We have 

been able to observe how at the beginning of the conflict, Louise, and many women like 

her, occupied a place in the home which, although seemingly dynamic in its constant 

interchange with the outside realm, could also produce an effect of stagnation. This 

situation can only be counteracted by means of the more liberating experience of 

streetwalking, a physical activity during which Louise begins to develop a conscious 

interest with regard to the urban picture that surrounds her, an interest that becomes 

more empathetic due to her shelter experiences which finally raise her awareness with 

regard to the plight of fellow citizens. In a certain way, it could be said that the 

protagonist embarks on a liminal voyage herself, tracing the steps outlined by Van 

Gennep in his theories. In this way, we could say that Louise departs from the pre-

liminal stage in which she feels depressed by her lack of success in finding a job and by 

her husband’s infidelity, and from there proceeds to traverse the actual liminal period of 

wartime suffering and loss. This situation leads to a growing awareness of her inner 

emotions and to an awakening of feelings never before experienced. She finally 

emerges in a post-liminal situation as a woman better able to cope with the daily 

struggle of wartime and her approaching motherhood. It may be concluded, therefore, 

that the novel Shelter aimed to show both sides of a conflict that was in its initial stages. 

In other words, Steen describes the strife of war and the frustrations experienced by the 

characters, without obviating the emergence of positive feelings of solidarity among 

citizens as well as the personal emotional growth of the individual.   
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Chapter Four 

“Dockland just now is no place in which to bring up the young”: 

The East End Bears the Brunt of War in Phyllis Bottome’s 

London Pride  

 

“Wot yer ‘owlin’ abaht – bricks an’ mortar? Then yer’d better cry yerself inter 

yer grave – for there’s enuff bricks an’ mortar dahn – orl over Lunnon – as 

would mike Kindergartens for all the children in the world.” (Bottome 1975, 

175) 

London had not sprung from its great buildings: it had made them, out of its 

shabby, arrogant, defiant, hopeful and astute, old heart” (208). 

 

Phyllis Bottome’s London Pride (1941) focuses on the East End of London, commonly 

known as the Docklands, an area severely hit by the bombings of the Blitz. The first 

bombs fell on this part of the city on September 7, 1940, this being the initial outburst of 

a spate of bombings that would continue to batter the East End over the following nine 

months. At the start of the war the Germans reportedly believed that if they were able to 

destroy the strategic commercial activity of the Docklands, they would effectively 

destabilise the city and the country as a whole. The attack on this part of the metropolis 

also had another objective; the East End was the area where the dock workers lived and 

where the homes of the city’s poorer families were located. By means of attacks on the 

lives and livelihoods of a sector of already discontented citizens, the Nazis probably 

hoped to cause unrest and possibly a rebellion against the British Government. This, 

however, did not happen. The East Enders rallied and withstood the attack, emerging 

time and time again to offer an example of resilience and fortitude that has been 

applauded and admired for years since. In her novel, Phyllis Bottome sets out to do 

justice to the citizens’ bravery, as well as to their unconquerable spirit, while also 

bringing to the fore the trials and tribulations which they had to undergo in the process. 

Indeed, one of the hardest ordeals that tightly-knit families had to face was the 
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evacuation process, as under these circumstances they were obliged to decide between 

splitting up the family unit or facing the dangers which were so terrible for the young. 

This is an essential topic in London Pride, the onus of which rests heavily upon the plot 

of the story, a factor also reflected by the quote included in the title of this chapter 

(Bottome 1975, 94).   

London Pride was published in 1941, in the midst of the Blitz, at a time when the 

possible outcome of the war was still uncertain. Like Marguerite Steen’s Shelter (1941), 

London Pride records the initial stages of the attacks on London and is therefore 

situated in what has been termed as the beginning of the liminal tunnel or passageway. 

However, in this novel the time-span reaches further into the conflict, as it records the 

attack as it occurred over the first six months, rather than limiting its scope to just the 

first few weeks of the Blitz. In this way, the novel has the poignant effect of distilling 

the immediacy of the beginning of the war, but it also allows for further development in 

the effect the war had on a concrete group of citizens. The unique characterisation of the 

East Ender is also played out to the full in this novel.  In effect, the reader may readily 

recall emblematic Cockneys in literature whose traits of resilience, volubility and 

resourcefulness are focused on and considered as characteristics that embody a certain 

set of people. Charles Dickens’ intentional highlighting of the personality and mode of 

speech of Sam Weller in Pickwick Papers (1837) is a clear example of the amusing and 

likeable image of the Cockney servant, another instance being the winning Cockney 

“flaar girl” Eliza Doolittle in Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion (1916). In both cases the 

characters are presented in a humorous way, a form of characterisation which Bottome 

also uses in London Pride. The humour, however, is not meant to be derisive, on the 

contrary, it is used to enhance human traits of valour and optimism in the face of 

adversity. In its style, London Pride has a very agile prose, intense and direct. The 

dialogues are written in imitation of the East Enders’ way of speech, creating a feeling 

of empathy on the part of the reader.  Bottome uses this highly successful stylistic 

device very effectively in her novel.  

At the time it was published, London Pride was immensely popular, being reprinted 

six times and becoming one of wartime’s best-loved novels. (Hartley 1997, 26). In 

general, however, this part of the metropolis did not receive much attention from 

literary figures writing during the war, and there are few novels which have an East End 

setting. Jean Freedman stresses this aspect when she complains: “There is little 



111 
 

published work by working-class Londoners themselves or by people who address 

working class experience” (1999, 7). Exceptions being, obviously, London Pride and 

Eileen Marsh’s We Lived in London (1942), another novel which addresses life in the 

poorer suburbs.  In my research, I have come across very few references to Bottome’s 

novel, although literary critic Jenny Hartley does include some revealing commentary 

on London Pride in her chapter “Blitz and the Mothers of England” which can be found 

in Millions Like Us (1997). With regard to Phyllis Bottome’s general output there has 

also been little academic research. Certainly, much of Bottome’s writing is politically 

motivated, her priority probably being not so much that of writing a carefully crafted 

novel, but rather that of forming a basis from which a direct and powerful message can 

be read. Moreover, stylistically, Bottome sometimes borders on a rather sentimentalised 

treatment of disadvantaged groups, a characteristic which may have led to a rejection of 

her writing on the part of some critics. Indeed, in the opinion of her biographer, Pam 

Hirsh, her literary production has, at times, been downplayed as bordering on the 

“middlebrow” (Hirsh 2010, xvii).  According to Nicola Humble, an expert in the 

research of the middlebrow designation, it was precisely both the stylistic and the 

thematic issues of these novels which caused this somewhat pejorative appellation to be 

conferred upon them (2001, 11).    

Taking a look at certain biographical details of the writer, it is relevant to point out 

that Bottome, born in 1882, participated fully in both world wars. During the First 

World War, Phyllis was able to fulfill her lifelong wish to help people in distress, and 

found she could combine this with her growing dedication to writing. As Pam Hirsch 

states: 

 

During the trauma of the First World War she took on relief work helping 

Belgian refugees and also assumed a writing post under John Buchan at the 

Ministry of Information. Both these activities, simultaneously organising aid and 

using her writing skills, would become hallmarks of Bottome’s lifelong 

commitment to social and political causes. (2010, xviii) 
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Although London Pride is focused on the British metropolis, Phyllis and her husband, 

Ernan Forbes, did not live in London during the 30s or the early 40s. They resided 

variously in Austria, Switzerland and Germany where they founded a school for 

problematic boys, one of their students being the James Bond creator, Ian Fleming. 

During this time, Bottome became increasingly aware of the unjust fate of the Jews and 

began to campaign for their rights. In fact, she wrote several novels which reflected her 

growing concern with regard to the rise of Nazism and some of these novels were 

adapted to films, such as Private Worlds (1934), her best-known novel The Mortal 

Storm (1937), turned into a successful Hollywood film starring James Stewart, Danger 

Signal (1939) and The Heart of a Child (1942). At the start of the Second World War, 

Phyllis and Ernan returned to England and lived in Cornwall, from where Bottome 

organised a series of conferences in order to increase general awareness as to the plight 

of the poorer communities during the contention, as well as that of minority groups, 

especially Jewish communities. After the war she would continue to help and campaign 

for those in need until her death in 1963. In her obituary she was movingly described by 

her friend, Daphne du Maurier, as ‘“a tilter at windmills, a champion of brave causes, a 

warrior for the misunderstood and the underprivileged, whether they be refugees from 

European prison camps, or rootless Jamaicans, or maladjusted boys from broken 

homes”’ (qtd. in Hirsch 2010, 357).  

Bottome’s literary output is extensive and includes non-fictional works such as a 

biography of the psychologist Alfred Adler, Alfred Adler: Apostle of Freedom (1939), 

reprinted in 1947
20

, and a very interesting compilation of articles on influential figures 

of her times, From the Life (1944) which included studies on Alfred Adler, Max 

Beerbohm, Ivor Novello and Ezra Pound among others. With regard to her novels, the 

only work that has been reprinted in the latter part of the twentieth century has been The 

Mortal Storm, a novel which has drawn the attention of the critic Phyllis Lassner, author 

of the Introduction to the 1998 version. Lassner also includes a study of this work in her 

critical research British Women Writers of World War II (1998), in the chapter 

“Defending Europe’s Others: The Battlegrounds of Phyllis Bottome and Olivia 

Manning”. 

                                                           
20

 There has been a very recent reprint of Bottome’s study of Alfred Adler translated into German: Alfred 
Adler: Aus der Nähe Porträtiert (2017).  
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With regard to my literary spatial investigation, London Pride is a valuable addition 

as it is set in a different spatial milieu to the other novels discussed in my research. Both 

the setting of the novel in the East End of London and the social class of the family 

portrayed offer a new perspective of enquiry. The thematic slant of my investigative 

study, which focuses on public and private wartime spaces, has also benefitted from this 

new angle of vision. In order to do some justice to what I consider a most compelling 

novel I will begin by focusing on the relevance of the Cockney speech variant, valuable 

for representing a concrete spatial area within London. In order to explore the function 

of the dialect within a specific group, various theories relating to the experience of 

urban life will be assessed, such as Henri Lefebvre’s division of city space into a 

tripartite organisation, with “lived space” representing characteristics which could 

include variations of language, as well as other idiosyncrasies of group-orientated 

existence. Likewise, Michel de Certeau will also be included in this spatial 

investigation, especially for his perusal of Ferdinand de Saussure’s distinction between 

the Langue and the Parole, highly relevant in this context. Having examined these 

theories, I will consider the Cockney speech variant for its significant role in liminal 

communities, and, in so doing, enter into debate as to whether liminality and 

marginality can be understood as overlapping notions, or whether they represent 

different concepts of reality, and, in the process, verify which of the concepts is better 

suited to illustrate the picture presented by London Pride.  

In the following points I will undertake the exploration of the physical reality of the 

city represented in London Pride, a novel in which the precariousness of living space 

and the predominance of the outside realm is underlined. In Bottome’s novel, the 

concept of privacy is seriously under threat, principally due to the effects of the 

bombing that caused homes to become exposed and therefore much more public.  

Owing to the scant protection afforded by the East End housing at this time, the 

characters of the novel are forced to look for the welcoming features representative of 

the home elsewhere, as for example in the actual members of the family group, that may 

become, under the wartime circumstances, liminal substitutes for the actual concept of 

home.  When investigating the relevance of the role of the mother at this early stage of 

the liminal passageway I will broach on spatially related issues relative to mothering 

during wartime, such as the evacuation scheme which exercised further pressure on the 

city home, the situation of which became even more precarious, empty of children that 
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were billeted to other homes across the country. In my exploration of the effects that the 

evacuation programme had on the city, I will also include the somewhat surprising 

stance of psychologist Anna Freud, who, in spite of the acute dangers of the wartime 

situation, campaigned for children to stay in London with their families instead of being 

evacuated.  

In the third section of this chapter I shall turn my investigation towards the public 

space of the city. Indeed, its importance is undisputed for the children in the novel, who 

spend their days roaming the streets of London’s East End.  For this reason, I shall also 

explore the spatial porosity of the street, a public place where liminal and transgressive 

behaviour occurs; activities such as looting – the purloining of private property from the 

streets after a bombing raid ‒ trespassing and the appropriation of empty living space 

are seen to take place on a daily basis. In view of the above, the thoughts of the 

acknowledged expert on liminality, Bjorn Thomassen and his recent work, Liminality 

and the Modern (2014), will be taken into account, as his theories can be studied in 

order to illustrate the  transgressive element of war highlighted in the novel researched 

in this chapter. With regard to the wider picture of the city scene, we will also discover 

how the author once again resorts to the figure of the mother as representative of 

identifiable city traits.      

 

4.1. Speech Variant, Liminality and Marginality 

 

One of the principal characteristics of London Pride is the way in which the author 

establishes a direct relation between the novelistic representation of the Cockney citizen 

and a specific geographical space of London. In effect, the protagonists of this novel, 

the Barton family, respond to a prototype of a family group belonging to an urban 

community, known as the East Enders or in a more informal language, the Cockneys.  

Therefore, a study of this group of Londoners should also comprehend a study of the 

specific area in which they lived, as well as the curious dialect that marked them as a 

spatially defined group. As an easily identifiable community they have been studied by 

sociologists and urbanists such as Michael Russell, who has also investigated the origin 
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of the term Cockney in his recent work on the East End, and has clarified the mystery 

that surrounds so strange a name. In his words: 

 

The word “cockney” is a nickname for a citizen of the East End of London and 

is said to be derived from the Latin “coquinus” meaning a “cook” who was 

signified in ancient times as coming from some fictional, opulent country. This 

epithet is claimed to be at least as old as the time of King Henry II (1154). 

(2014, 5) 

 

As can be seen, the origin of the term is many centuries old and the connection to a 

“cook” that originally came from an opulent country confers a certain mark of 

distinction upon a set of people that have not been surrounded by any degree of 

opulence in reality, living as they have done throughout the past centuries in some of 

London’s most neglected areas. This group of citizens have, likewise, been associated 

with a particular speech variation or ‘slang’, which is another characteristic that endows 

the community with its own idiosyncratic identity.  Bottome used the Cockney dialect in 

her novel to show that the spatial boundaries she wished to delineate were those marked 

by this particular use of language. Therefore, this use of idiomatic variation is spatially 

orientated and merits a closer analysis. 

Philosophers interested in the configuration of city space have put forward theories 

that help us to understand how the speech mannerisms of a set group of people can 

determine the true nature of a city. As I explained earlier in the theoretical chapter of 

this dissertation, philosopher Henri Lefebvre clearly stated that urban reality should not 

be divided into binary oppositions, the spatial theorist instead favouring a triad which 

included the perceived, the conceived and the lived space. In Bottome’s East End there 

is a perfect example of this ‘lived space’, an enriched vibrant living experience that is 

not in accordance with what urban planners may have intended (conceived space), or 

with what the general concept of London is taken to represent (perceived space). As 

Lefebvre further insists, ‘lived space’ is “redolent with imaginary and symbolic 

elements” (1991, 41). This rich experience of community life builds up an identity 

marked by spatial boundaries, which, in the case of the novel, is also outwardly 
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represented by the Cockney mode of speech. Furthermore, Lefebvre points out that any 

particular community “has its own source in history – in the history of a people as well 

as in the history of each individual belonging to that group” (41).  From this point of 

view, and in relation to the historical value of the East Enders’ experience of war, we 

could say that this community created a historical identity based on its own particular 

manner of withstanding the contention.  Enlarging on his definition of ‘lived space’, 

Lefebvre also uses the term ‘representational space’, explaining: 

 

Representational space is alive: it speaks. It has an affective kernel or centre: 

Ego, bed, bedroom, dwelling, house; or: square, church, graveyard. It embraces 

the loci of passion, of action and of lived situations, and thus immediately 

implies time. Consequently it may be qualified in various ways: It may be 

directional, situational or relational, because it is essentially qualitative, fluid 

and dynamic. (42)    

 

The reader of London Pride will find that the world represented in the novel is adroitly 

illustrated by Lefebvre’s definition of ‘lived space’. Bottome’s East End is very much 

alive and its “affective kernel” definitely belongs to the public realm of the city. Life on 

the streets is packed with action, adventure and vitality. It is fluid and dynamic and 

marked by a unique moment in history, a period dominated by a world war and the 

consequent attack on homes, livelihoods and life itself. In order to achieve a faithful 

representation of this reality, the author makes ample use of several fictional devices for 

the depiction of the characters; one of the most outstanding and effective being the 

literary representation of the Cockney mode of speech used in the dialogues, the 

narrative part of the novel being written in third person and in standard English. 

The Cockney variation of language has often been referred to as a dialect. 

Therefore, it is more than just an accent, as the Cockney speakers have added words to 

create its unique vocabulary, in addition to which the word and sentence structure is 

also quite distinctive. Historically and culturally, the Cockney dialect has not been well 

accepted, being associated with the poorer areas of the city, and, therefore, to 
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neighbourhoods where education was harder to acquire
21

. However, by highlighting the 

Cockney dialect in her novel, Phyllis Bottome was validating this way of speech, 

marking it as a highly original cohesive force within an ample social community.  

In the same way as Henri Lefebvre’s work included theories that can be applied to 

London’s multicultural society, so did the thought of other scholars prove to be relevant. 

Such is the case of Michel de Certeau, initially opposed to Lefebvre’s urban triadic 

theoretical postulation. For de Certeau, as I have explained in Chapter One, city space 

should be divided into binary distinctions that would encompass ‘place’ and ‘space’ 

(1988, 117). Whereas from his point of view ‘place’ is the more static physical body of 

the city, the ‘space’ of the city could be viewed as more dynamic and, therefore, more 

closely resembling Lefebvre’s ‘lived space’ or ‘representational space’. What should be 

highlighted in this section of the chapter is de Certeau’s interest in the act of speech, or 

enunciation, of a community. To explain his position, the French philosopher reverts to 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s distinction between the Langue and the Parole, the Langue 

being the system of a language, which could be connected to a more static 

representation of place or even to the country as a whole, whereas the Parole, more 

clearly associated to the practical act of speaking, is more related to the concrete space 

of a community and, therefore, in this particular case study, closer to the Cockney 

variation of speech. Saussure also states that the relationship between these binary 

oppositions is not an easy one. Indeed, de Certeau insists that for the linguist there is a 

“break between the statement (an object that can be written) and enunciation (the act of 

speaking)” (159), or in other words, the path taken from “the creativity of the speech-act 

to the system of language” (159) is far from being straightforward, a situation that can 

also be transposed to the spatial distinction between dichotomies such as place and 

space, in which the barriers often become tenuous and not easily identifiable. 

When addressing this social manifestation of language, which is the act of speech, 

de Certeau explains the relationship between language and speech in a way that proves 

to be instrumental in my analysis of the Cockney variation: 

                                                           
21

 In 1909 the negative attitude to the dialect was recorded in a report issued by the Education 
Department of the London County Council and afterwards included in MacBride’s analysis of dialects, 
which stated that: “The Cockney mode of speech, with its unpleasant twang, is a modern corruption 
without legitimate credentials, and is unworthy of being the speech of any person in the capital city of 
the Empire” (MacBride 1910, 6).  
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In dissociable from the present instant, from particular circumstances and from a 

faire (a peculiar way of doing things, of producing language and of modifying 

the dynamics of relation), the speech act is at the same time a use of language 

and an operation performed on it. (33)                

 

Drawing a parallelism with the novel we are concerned with, it can be affirmed that the 

Cockney dialect used by the people of the East End is, in fact, the result of their 

“particular circumstances”. This mode of speech has immediacy and freshness and 

effectively transports the reader into the world it is seeking to represent. Returning to de 

Certeau’s definition, I would like to point out that the Cockney dialect can be 

understood as both a “use of the language”, in the sense that it represents a variation of 

the standard version, while, at the same time, it is “an operation performed on” the 

language, as it modifies the standard English usage. In effect, in London Pride we 

perceive the writer’s “effort to master the ‘voice’” (159) of the people of the East End. 

Likewise, once the writer has managed to introduce the “voice”, this becomes an 

omnipresent feature of the novel.  In Bottome’s London Pride, the Cockney speech is a 

“voice” that spatially defines a group of people. Writing in the vernacular is an attempt 

to “master” the act of speech of the people of the East End, and thus it is used to 

represent a space within the city that is unique and distinct from the rest of London. 

Theories debating on the difficulty of distinguishing the limits existing between 

marginality and liminality are also appropriate in this respect. Theorist Lucy Kay has 

co-edited a comprehensive work; Mapping Liminalities: Thresholds in Cultural and 

Literary Texts (2007), in which she explores areas of contention. In her study, Kay 

encourages a position in which liminality is found to be more enriching than 

marginality. In effect, her position with regard to the idea that “liminality (…) 

transcends notions of marginality” (10) coincides with that of other theorists such as 

Manuel Aguirre, who also stated his clear preference for the dynamism of liminality in 

relation to the more static concept of marginality. For Aguirre, the study of marginality 

conforms to “a closed binary system” (2000, 8), which deals with the notions of centre 

and periphery, whereas liminality offers a much wider scope of study as “the postulation 

of an open plural system” (8), which allows for a more permeable approach to 
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boundaries. Taking into account these theories, I would like to argue that the East End 

could indeed be considered as a liminal area, if we accept that the Docklands do not 

occupy a position at the end of the city margins but are located between the city centre 

and the real outskirts of the metropolis. The more negative connotation associated with 

the terms marginal or marginalised, gives way to a more dynamic interpretation, if the 

word used is that of liminal or liminality. In effect, marginality seems to point towards 

an area and a group of people that are situated outside the accepted centre or kernel and 

who lose their rights with regard to being accepted or integrated. In the case of London 

Pride, Phyllis Bottome was asking for these Londoners’ rights to be considered, and for 

their courageous stance in the war to be documented, while at the same time awarding 

them recognition for their condition as Londoners, a concession which can indeed be 

accepted from a liminal angle but not as easily from a marginal situation of exclusion. 

The Cockney variation of speech is another factor which has at times seemed to relegate 

the East Ender to a marginal and outsider position. Nevertheless, this language 

distinction can also be addressed from a standpoint of liminality, as a variation of the 

standard Londoner’s speech. Taking this idea into account, theorist Hein Viljoen points 

towards liminality as being more related to hybridity than marginality. In his words: 

“The multiplicity of translations and negotiations (…) means that all cultures are hybrid, 

and those interactions between cultures, in getting articulated, invariably hybridise 

them” (2007, 9). They have to pass through what Viljoen takes from theorist Homi K. 

Bhabha to be the “third space of enunciation” (9), which is a “semiotic apparatus of 

language as an institution as well as the specific conditions for the utterance as a 

performance” (9.). Under this premise, the English language may be seen as a hybrid 

composite, allowing for the variations that the articulation of the language by different 

groups thus entails. The “third space of enunciation” could be, if we follow Viljoen’s 

reasoning, effectively represented by the “performance” of the Cockney variant.                      

 

4.2. Home and Family Dislocations under the Blitz  

 

As we know from our historical records, the first months of the Blitz caused such severe 

damage to the city that it literally annihilated parts of the urban scene. Historian Philip 

Ziegler details how destruction set into the metropolis: “In the first weeks of the Blitz 
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16,000 houses were destroyed, 60,000 seriously damaged; more than 300,000 people 

needed rehousing” (2002, 126). These facts are the hard evidence of a chaotic situation 

which is mirrored adroitly in London Pride.  The first bombing raid which besieged the 

area around the protagonist Barton family home is graphically described, and illustrates 

the disorientation and helplessness felt by Londoners caught completely unawares
22

. 

The fateful day that marked the beginning of the Blitz was September 7, 1940, and it 

happened to be a Saturday. In the novel, one of the children of the family, little seven-

year-old Ben, had been left at home caring for the one-year-old baby Mabel. He is 

suddenly awakened by the siren and is reminded of his mother’s cautionary remark, 

expressed as usual in broad Cockney transcription: “The Prime Minister ‘e sets it orf, 

for us ter git inter the nearest shelter before that bloke ‘Itler drops ‘is bombs!” (47). 

After the siren ceases, the bombing does, in effect, really begin. This is how Ben 

experiences the shaking of the home in those first few minutes: 

 

Suddenly the little house, the bed on which he sat, and his own heart, began 

plunging wildly to and fro; and all the little houses of Beulah Street shook 

together. There was a roar like the bang of a gigantic paper bag, bursting against 

a wall; and after it, once more that long queer trembling of the bed. (47)                       

 

The first thing that Ben does is look out of the window to see what is happening on the 

street and looks up at the sky which gives the impression “of trying to hide itself behind 

a latticed barrier of coloured stripes” (48). Ben dives under the bed with Mabel, as the 

crash of another bomb smashes the bedroom window making it “dance back into the 

room” (49). When he finally manages to get out of the house with the baby he finds 

himself on the street where there were “some people lying flat on the pavement so that 

he had to step over them; but it was quite easy because they never moved” (50). As Ben 

hurries down the street, he sees neighbours, “spilling out of their little houses, like ants 

from a threatened ant-heap” (48) and passes by a house “burning hard, bright as a great 

                                                           
22

 London had been preparing for the bombing for some months, the population had been warned and 
practices with gas masks had been essayed. However, the urgency of the first practices had given way to 
a feeling of boredom and impatience and the pervading feeling that the German attack would not 
materialise  (Ziegler in “The Phoney War” 2002, 40-63), (Gardiner 2010, 8).  
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candle” (48). The voices of humans are described as “brittle”, whereas those of the guns 

“roar” in “inhuman shocking” (48) noise. Eventually the entire family reunites in the 

nearest shelter where they wait until the ‘All Clear’ siren announces the end of the first 

bombing raid. The description of this raid ends with a bitter comment: “The guns 

barked all night long, until the dawn noiselessly stole up the river, as if ashamed to look 

at what was left of London” (56). Thus ends the first night of the Blitz, which shook the 

East End and would continue to do so, almost uninterruptedly, during the following nine 

months, causing homes to be destroyed at an alarming rate, and conferring upon living 

space in the East End a vulnerability much greater that that evidenced in the West End 

of Marguerite Steen’s Shelter.    

One of the most complicated issues that civilians had to contend with during the war 

was the process of evacuation of children to other areas of the country, an event which 

became a mass movement of gigantic proportions. This migratory exodus caused an 

added pressure to the sphere of the home and, indeed, for the private life of families, a 

reality which Bottome explores in some depth in London Pride. Taking a look at the 

historical details of the evacuation process, we are informed, that, in the months prior to 

the conflict, a very high number of children and expectant mothers had already left 

London and other big cities in an exodus that was quite unprecedented. Penny Starns 

has studied this phenomenon, indicating the high numbers involved in this operation: 

 

The civilian evacuation constituted the biggest social upheaval in British history, 

and in England alone official figures record that 673,000 unaccompanied 

schoolchildren, 406,000 mothers and young children and 2,000 expectant 

mothers were moved during the course of three days. (2012, 8) 

 

However, the effects of this “social upheaval” were to some degree counteracted by the 

reverse process only a couple of months later, when the families that had been spurred 

into action saw that the attack on England did not materialize and began to welcome 

their children back home. Ziegler comments on how “by the end of August 2,500 

children a week were returning” (2002, 103). However, this partial return of children to 
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the home and family group was also fraught with tension as their experiences in other 

homes brought about a different kind of disruption.    

The evacuation of children from the large cities of England proved, in any case, to 

be a controversial issue that initiated a debate between those who, quite understandably, 

placed the protection of human life above any other consideration, and those who 

highlighted the harmful effects on families and homes that this enforced separation 

caused. In London Pride, Bottome examines the dramatic consequences of this situation 

in some depth. For the mother of the protagonist family, Mrs Barton, the dilemma as to 

whether her children should be evacuated or not becomes her main preoccupation 

throughout the novel. Her doubts and general uneasiness about letting her children go 

from her side are described in a poignant manner and form the basis for the book’s 

storyline.  

One of the figures of the day notable for holding a critical position with regard to 

the evacuation process was Anna Freud, child psychologist and daughter of Sigmund 

Freud. Freud, who was responsible for running several nurseries for children on the 

outskirts of London, was adamant in maintaining that the stress which the enforced 

separation caused children was psychologically harmful to them. She considered that 

children should at all times remain with their mothers and in their homes, and that those 

that stayed and lived on bombsites were healthier and more balanced than those who 

were forced into exile. Freud was not alone in her insistence for children to stay at home 

in spite of the dangers, she was seconded by other psychologists who, likewise, saw 

separations being fraught with long time side-effects. Gardiner explains that:  

 

The conclusions that Freud, Edward Glover, Melitta Schmideberg, John 

Bowlby, Donald Winnicott and other psychologists drew from the Blitz, that it 

was separation that was damaging for a child, not the fact of the air raids, was an 

indictment of the policy of evacuation, which invariably meant a sudden, often 

unexplained, rupture. (2010, 198)           
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Edward Glover added that the ‘“the mental condition of children sleeping on the 

underground was a state of bliss”’ (qtd. in Gardiner 2010, 199) compared to that of the 

homesick evacuees, and that the advantages of safety ‘“may dwindle down to nothing 

when weighed against the fact that the child has to lose his family in order to gain 

them”’ (199). This standpoint may seem at odds with the need to preserve life at all 

costs. In effect, the return of children to their homes on the eve of the outset of the war 

was considered by those who did favour the evacuation process as an appalling event, 

not only because of the danger and fear for the loss of life in the young, but also because 

the children from the less salubrious areas of London would be returning to their slum 

life. The writer F. Tennyson Jesse pleaded in a letter to The Times in 1939 not to let the 

children from the East End go back to their homes as they would again turn into the 

“half-savage, verminous and wholly illiterate children” (2003, 336) that they had been 

before. 

The evacuation scheme in a certain way also publicised the poverty of these slum 

areas. As Gardiner underlines, the removal of children from the most underprivileged 

parts of London caused the poverty of the East End to become evident before the eyes 

of the rest of England. Gardiner goes on to explain: 

 

The evacuation programme is often held up as an example of how many people 

in Britain saw for the first time how the other half lived, as children from inner-

city slums were dispersed around the country. The Blitz had the same effect. 

Walls sheared off in a raid poignantly revealed how mean so many homes were, 

how few possessions the poor might have, what a narrow margin there was 

between them and destitution. (2010, 367)   

 

Therefore, both the evacuation programme, controversial as it may have been, and the 

Blitz itself, afforded a situation which opened the eyes of many Britons as to the 

hardships experienced in the deprived parts of cities where housing was very neglected. 

The living conditions of homes in these neighbourhoods became more easily visible, a 

factor which also caused these people to lose some of their privacy which, in reality, had 

been a means of concealing their abject poverty.    
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The novel also addresses some of the moral issues involved in the separation of 

families. In one of the first chapters, Mrs Barton is visited by a member of the 

evacuation committee who tries to convince her of the benefits of evacuating her 

children. As to arguments that her children will be kept “safe” (21), Mrs. Barton 

expresses her doubts, and Ben, who is hiding under the table, innocently reflects on how 

awful it would be “not to return triumphantly in the evening to the familiar friendly 

smell of his own street where he could boast of the day’s adventures” (22). When the 

lady presses her to leave with her baby, Mrs. Barton is confronted with one of the key 

issues of the book. If she goes she will have to leave behind her husband, as well as her 

elder son and daughter. With regard to her daughter she confides:  

 

“Flossie, that’s my eldest girl, she’s a good child of course, but yer don’t leave 

‘em at seventeen if you can ‘elp it. I don’t interfere with ‘er now she earns ‘er 

own money, in a matter of speaking. But I do know when she comes in of an 

evening – and ‘oo she goes abaht wiv” (26).  

 

Mrs. Barton finally decides to send two of her children to Cornwall, while she herself 

stays in London with Ben and Mabel and the rest of the family. As the novel progresses 

we will see just how dangerous life turns out to be for Ben and Mabel, who, in one of 

their numerous adventures, remain trapped for days in the debris of a demolished house 

narrowly escaping death. At the end of the book, Mrs. Barton is again confronted with 

the predicament of evacuating her children, and whether to go away herself or not. 

Finally having to face the prospect of her children possibly losing their lives if they stay 

in London, she decides to send Ben to Cornwall with the twins and Mabel to relatives in 

the north, herself remaining in London with her elder children and her husband.  

The dilemma Mrs. Barton faces with regard to evacuating her children is related to 

her role as homemaker. In the novel, she emerges as the key figure which ensures the 

union of the family, conferring upon their precarious home a more welcoming character. 

The hardships resulting from the Blitz in London, added to the initial poverty of the 

dwellings in the East End, created homes that were under constant threat of annihilation, 

a situation, which, as I have just explained, was exacerbated by the evacuation of the 
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children, a circumstance which affected the actual core of the family unit.  In the face of 

this predicament, the positive values usually enhanced when discussing the concept of 

home, which should include notions such as security, comfort and care, were quite 

absent from the family dwelling.  In London Pride these attributes are to be found 

embodied, not in the family dwelling at all, but in the figure of Mrs. Barton, a character 

that comes to effectively represent the necessities of shelter and nurture. Accordingly, 

when faced with the need of letting her younger children depart to the country, Mrs 

Barton decides to remain in the city in order to continue to provide these essential home 

values for her elder children and husband. When pressed to leave she answers her son’s 

plea: 

 

“I’ve thort it orl aht, Ben, ser it ain’t no use yer squeezin’ my weddin’ ring into 

me flesh – like a demon! I want ter go erlong of you, with Mabel, jes’ as much 

as yer wants ter ‘ave me! But fair is fair – yer carn’t git awiy from it. The way I 

see it is – I got ter stiy with Flossie and your Dad, an’ keep the ‘ome goin’!” 

(194) 

 

In this way, the mother figure fulfils the physical requirements inherent in the term 

‘home’, providing with her presence all its necessary attributes, a reality that is 

evidenced when destruction does indeed befall upon their ramshackle dwelling. In this 

case, the next abode to which they move to becomes a home as soon as it is occupied by 

Mrs. Barton, a character who stands for a much more real representation of the meaning 

of this concept. With regard to the spatially orientated angle of my investigation I would 

also like to add that the mother figure, and Mrs Barton in this case, could also be 

perceived as an intrinsically liminal figure that effectively purports the means by which 

the home was accessed during war. In this way, Mrs Barton can be regarded as 

occupying the position of the in-between, as the means of bridging the gap between the 

home that is non-existent and its idealised substitute. As spatial critic Manuel Aguirre 

has explained, the mother figure in her bodily form is liminal in that she acts as a vessel 

between two realities, a kind of “two-way station” (2000, 41).  As Aguirre goes on to 

affirm, the female body “houses within itself a threshold or gateway, which, in theory, at 
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least, like any other gateway, opens onto two spaces at once” (41). In this case Aguirre 

is referring to the process of birth and to the mother figure acting as a liason between 

life and death, another binary relationship that is determined by the female body. In our 

present case study, the mother has a role as “mediator” (42), based upon her function as 

a mediating figure that acts between the citizen’s need for a home and the means by 

which the essence of the home is accessed.  Under these circumstances, the wartime 

liminal status of the mother figure created, by her presence, a valid medium that enabled 

the values of the home to become reinstated.   

In her chapter on Phyllis Bottome, referred to earlier, literary critic Jenny Hartley 

also considers Mrs. Barton as a character that provides a means of accessing the home, 

defining her as a “genius loci” (1997, 25), enlarging on this concept to include other 

types of community, other than the domestic, which are represented in the novel and, at 

the same time, are conditioned by decisions taken by the mother in the story. Hartley 

refers to the fact that Mrs Barton “comes to recognise that in the interests of the larger 

community, her smaller, domestic community must be sacrificed” (27), in this way 

prioritising the necessity of survival of the larger communities of the city and country 

over and above domestic considerations, such as the breaking up of the home and 

family. However, with regard to women’s role during wartime, I would also like to point 

out that this positioning of the mother as pivotal for home and country contributed in a 

certain way to enhance the domesticity of the female figure, a factor that may seem at 

odds with the wartime prerogative of women breaking free from domestic ties and 

becoming more involved with the war effort.  In effect, the maternal role of woman, 

central to London Pride, opened a debate with regard to the meaning of ‘mothering’ 

during wartime. As critic Gill Plain underlines in her work Women’s Fiction of the 

Second World War: Gender, Power and Resistance (1996), the mother figure during war 

“became a symbol of survival, passing wisdom and understanding to a new generation” 

(160). These characteristics are certainly embodied by Mrs. Barton. However, in other 

novels discussed in this dissertation the protagonists take on a totally different stance, 

favouring a more independent view of womanhood. In Marguerite Steen’s Shelter, for 

example, the main character, Louise Mason, does not wish to fulfill this symbolic role 

of motherhood, facing the prospect of becoming a mother only after her initial plan of 

abortion fails and when she has managed to overcome her reluctance to produce a child 

that will inhabit a world at war.  
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As Gill Plain further reflects, the issue of ‘motherhood’ during the war was open to 

different interpretations. In her own words: 

 

Within the framework of war, the figure of the mother becomes a powerless 

symbol of a creativity designed both to represent the ultimate end of the war, 

and to fuel its remorseless procession. Many mothers remain marginal to the 

ordering of events, unable to directly influence the process of change. Yet there 

is none the less a comfort in the continuity they represent, which can only be 

seen as resilience. (1996, 159-160)  

 

I would like to argue that in London Pride the figure of the mother is definitely much 

more than a “powerless symbol of creativity”. It is true that Mrs. Barton, and other 

women like her, had no political influence and, therefore, could not attempt an 

independent line of action during the war. However, taking into account what this figure 

represented for families suffering the onslaught of war, it can be clearly perceived that 

these wartime mothers had a relevant role, not only within the family nucleus but also 

as an evocation of the image of home and security. In fact, as Hartley has defended in 

her study, the powerful influence wielded by these mothers was, in many cases, 

extended to the much larger community of the city, as can be observed in novels such as 

London Pride and We Lived in London (Marsh, 1942), the critic reminding us that 

“these versions of the Blitz put mothers at the centre of the stage and identify their role 

with the survival of the city” (31).  

 

4.3. Street Tensions Prevail in London’s East End  

 

The wartime situation, which created an upheaval in all the housing arrangements of the 

city, also had a great effect on the outside living experience of the streets. This was 

especially evident in London’s East End, where housing was poor, thus obliging the 

citizens to spend long hours of the day outdoors. Inevitably, the street scenes became a 

permeable site in which the public and the private experiences of life tended to coalesce. 
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In the novel, although the city had become a dangerous place, with demolished 

buildings and upturned pavements at every corner, the children continue with their 

routine of eating and playing, while the babies sleep in prams that are jostled about on 

the damaged streets and pavements. This preference for life on the city streets is 

coexistent with the characters’ actual dislike of the idea of country life. Indeed, the 

characters of the story repeatedly state their predilection for the bustle and hum of the 

city in comparison with the apparent dullness of the countryside. Little Ben recoils from 

the thought of being evacuated to the country: 

 

He would give up the country for Mabel and himself without undue reluctance. 

Such vast nameless spaces were all right for them that liked them; but where 

were the streets – the shops ‒ the docks? Where were the noises, the smells, the 

fatal accidents, the hair-breadth escapes? What was life without the jostled 

sensations of humanity? (25) 

 

As Ali Madanipour reminds us, “public” is derived from the Latin populus meaning 

‘people’ (2003, 108), and so we find that Ben’s preference for the “jostled sensations of 

humanity” is perfectly well satisfied by a life lived almost exclusively on the streets. In 

London Pride, seven-year old Ben and his friend, nine-year old Emily, are totally 

responsible for the one-year old babies, Mabel and Sam. This situation was, in fact, 

quite normal on the streets of the East End where, as historian Harriet Salisbury points 

out: “It was expected that children would play out in all weathers, bigger children 

looking after the little ones, families and neighbours watching over each other” (2012, 

56).  Under these circumstances, Ben and Emily and their charges spend their time 

trying to get shopkeepers to give them more to eat than what their money can afford, as 

well as trying to smuggle goods inside Mabel’s pram. The children also find a derelict 

house that they try to convert into a play-house which, however, is hit by a bomb, 

entrapping the children below the debris for days. During this disastrous escapade the 

baby Sam is killed, while Emily is seriously injured and only manages to survive by 

means of the help she receives from Ben until the crying of Mabel finally alerts the 

Rescue Squad. This narrow brush with death highlights the unpredictable and dangerous 
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nature of this type of life during wartime. The street is a place which, even though it 

tends towards a permeable atmosphere in which homely features such as playing, eating 

and sleeping may occur, is fraught with danger and is completely devoid of welcoming 

attributes such as the safety and the shelter normally provided by the home, aspects 

which are, in any case, totally absent from any of the abodes pictured in London Pride.    

In fact, as the novel progresses, the reader perceives that the closest the characters 

come to sharing a more intimate experience as a family unit occurs when they take 

refuge in the public shelter, a truly liminal wartime space explored more fully in 

Chapter Three.  The family gather at these meeting points at the end of the day, Ben 

usually being in charge of securing a place by dumping the “bedding of the pram” (75) 

as a token of possession. Many of these shelters were permeated with a true community 

spirit. This need for mutual support is also a characteristic of Marguerite Steen’s 

Shelter, where a strong feeling of empathy with humanity arises, seemingly a unifying 

trait in the novels written at the beginning of the war. In London Pride we perceive an 

example of this emotional reaction when Ben begins “to dance, the elation in his heart 

setting his whole being into rhythm” (108). What is more, “he was in an ecstasy – music 

driven – and all who watched him shared his ecstasy” (108). While the “guns shrieked 

and spattered above their heads” (109), and the crashes shook the shelter “from end to 

end” (109), the people inside were amused and pleased by Ben’s dancing: “He saw 

smiles and friendly glances all about him. It was as if all London sat there, sharing this 

gigantic picnic” (109). The citizens enjoy watching the child’s joyful performance and 

begin singing “Home Sweet Home”, a relevant detail that contributes to enhance the 

public-private status of the shelters. Common to many authors writing during the war, 

Bottome repeatedly lays stress on the circumstances which allow for a growing 

community feeling to develop, especially noticeable during the first months of the 

onslaught. Bottome ends with a clear exposition of this wartime epiphanic realisation: 

 

Walls might go, roofs might go, the prized possessions of a lifetime might be 

burned or broken up, but something within the peoples’ hearts grew stronger 

through the harsh and noisy hours. The feeling upon which all homes throughout 

the world should surely be founded, stirred some of them for the first time in 
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their isolated lives – and grew greater in those who already felt it. They felt that 

those who shared their danger with them – were their brothers. (109)             

 

The reader is made to understand that “homes” should, in fact, be founded on a 

community spirit based on feelings of solidarity that should rise above the poverty of its 

people. Consequently, when devastation does indeed befall the Barton neighbourhood, 

citizens respond by helping each other, as the Barton family does when they decide to 

adopt Emily, who becomes an orphan when her parents are killed during a bombing 

attack.  

However, when the air raids wreak havoc in the West End, the children of the story, 

always the first to get the most out of any event that may happen on their street domain, 

view the destruction of wealthy homes as an opportunity for finding objects and things 

of value. With this aim in mind, they plan an adventurous trip to the other side of the 

city which coincides with the bombing of the exclusive department store John Lewis, 

the devastation of which is also described in Shelter.  The children’s incursion into the 

other side of London can also be seen as a liminal voyage in which they cross the 

threshold of their own home bounds and enter an unknown world, where the promise of 

smuggled goods becomes an enticement difficult to resist. In this case the entry into the 

realm of the forbidden works as an added attraction for the children. Indeed, theorist 

Bjorn Thomassen has explored areas of liminality and has underlined the alluring 

attraction of entering a world where anything may be possible. In his words:  

 

Liminality also involves a peculiar kind of unsettling situation in which nothing 

really matters, in which hierarchies and standing norms disappear, in which 

sacred symbols are mocked at and ridiculed, in which authority in any form is 

questioned, taken apart and subverted. (2014, 1)   

 

This is particularly illustrative of certain episodes in London Pride. The children take 

this opportunity and feel protected by the fact that the apparently lawless situation of 

war will allow for almost anything to take place unheeded. The authority of those in 
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power, or even the rights of the owners of goods, is downplayed by the children who see 

their unlawfulness reinforced by an “unsettling situation” in which “standing norms 

disappear”. In effect, the children enter a liminal situation which affords them immunity 

with regard to a life regulated by codes of moral behaviour. Indeed, their plan with 

regard to looting the goods of the gutted John Lewis shopping store involves an act of 

trespassing in which moral codes do not seem to enter the equation. In wartime London, 

the burning down of this icon of wealth had unprecedented relevance in the history of 

the city and made a great impression on the imagination of Londoners, who have 

variously recounted the destruction in the light of what shocked them most
23

. In the 

novel, the narrator describes the powerful symbolism of its destruction:  

 

There was a light in Oxford Street stronger than daylight. A wall of sheer flame 

stretched into the sky. What was once a huge department store was now a fiery 

cavern, out of which smoke swirled – streaming off over London as if to hide, 

behind its heavy pall, the wound at its core. (82)  

 

Little by little the children of the story get nearer to “the great wall of flame” (84). The 

firemen attempt to put out the fire, “their wheeled ladders stretched upward like the 

antennae of an insect, cautious, watchful, joining up together so as to reach higher and 

higher against the fragile walls” (84). The contents of the shop, normally only available 

to a few wealthy Londoners, is there on show, “in one last orgy of advertisement” (84), 

looking like an offering of goods that had invaded the public space of the street: 

“Thousands of garments of all shapes and colours shone for a last time in a burst of 

glory, before – licked back by flames – they sank into dust, or filtered into sour smelly 

ashes” (85). Other objects are flung onto the surrounding streets, like “dropped flying 

treasures” (85) that the children eagerly pounce on. The resourceful Emily, with the help 

of Ben, manages to secure an amount of loot that seems totally at odds with the poverty 

these children were accustomed to: “Six pairs of silk stockings, two pairs of gold dance 

slippers, a blue fox fur, a quilted satin dressing-gown” (88). These items of luxury, 

which were many of them also private in their use, were to be found almost littering the 
                                                           
23

 Philip Ziegler recounts how for one citizen the image of “plaster dress models, very pink and realistic, 
looked so like a pile of corpses that one could have mistaken them for that at a distance” (2002, 124-5). 
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public way, bridging the gap between the private and the public essences of life as well 

as, in a certain way, between the rich and the poor. In the event, Emily and Ben escape 

with their loot but are caught by a policeman when they arrive home and are disgraced 

in front of their families, this being the moral outcome of their escapade on the other 

side of the city, a trip out of bounds, both physically and morally, as they attempt to take 

into their possession goods which would normally be out of their reach. In this case, it 

would seem that the barriers erected between right and wrong are finally restored, 

morally and effectively, although in the London reality of wartime these acts of 

reprehensible looting did take place on a regular basis, in spite of the efforts on the part 

of the authorities to put a stop to them.  

London Pride depicts a city that has enormous relevance as an entity in itself. 

London is often personified and, in fact, frequently emerges as a prime character in the 

book, taking on different roles. One moment it is likened to “a dog that has been 

suddenly stepped on by a Prussian boot” (110), but more frequently the city is referred 

to in the feminine gender and is portrayed as the victim of the attack. In a very graphic 

description the reader is informed that, “as the voice of the guns rose louder and louder” 

(162), it was as if “London were being caught by the throat and was screaming back at 

the monster that had caught her” (162).  At other times, London is identified with the 

characters of the book. Bottome expressively insists that “Ben was London. He was 

crowned with the halo of his capital’s stubborn heroism” (202). However, as the reader 

looks deeper into the book he comes to understand that the city is, in fact, adroitly 

represented by characteristics that identify Mrs. Barton. Mrs. Barton is stolid, brave and 

hard-working, ‘qualities’ that may finally lead the country to victory. The less attractive 

characteristics of Mrs. Barton are also presented; she is more often described as ugly, 

poor and ignorant, also facets of a sprawling, unattractive city. Bottome’s metaphoric 

references with regard to the city were also shared by prominent men of the day. Not in 

vain did the politician Harold Nicolson negatively compare the city of London with that 

of Paris: ‘“Poor old London is beginning to look very drab. Paris is so young and gay 

that she can stand a little battering. But London is a charwoman among capitals and 

when her teeth start to fall out she looks ill indeed”’ (qtd. in Gardiner 2010, 245-6). The 

idea of comparing the city of London to a charwoman is, as we have observed, also 

present in the novel. Indeed, Bottome refers to Mrs. Barton’s occupation as a cleaner, 

and in the process highlights characteristics that are neither attractive nor endearing but 
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which could also be used to describe the city. At the same time, the author also 

underlines Mrs Barton’s strength and resilience, as well as her dogged perseverance and 

sense of responsibility, in this case positive qualities which are also used when talking 

about the city and its citizens.  Mrs Barton is, therefore, perceived to be a spatially 

dynamic figure, a character constantly in flux between private and public domains and 

different personifications, generating a wealth of interpretative analysis especially 

stimulating in a study of wartime spatial porosity.  

In her seminal study on cities,  Elizabeth Wilson highlights in the chapter “Into the 

Labyrinth” the contrasts that are to be found in the urban scene, remarking on the poorer 

areas or buildings of a city in a favourable light in contrast with more opulent urban 

images. In effect, Wilson asserts that the scenes of poverty may become more 

interesting to the urbanist than the more sophisticated or showy parts of the city. As 

Wilson clarifies, there is an inversion of values and “what was once seen as marginal 

becomes the essence of city life and that which makes it truly beautiful, even if its 

beauty is a beauty of ugliness” (2000, 149). This assertion calls attention to the positive 

qualities of the city’s “ugliness” and is illustrative of Bottome’s attempt to validate a 

community which has often been downplayed as marginal and sidelined due to its 

poverty, while at the same time evidencing the writer’s wish to underline certain 

features of the characters which would otherwise certainly become ignominious.  

                                                                §§ 

In this chapter it has been rewarding to research several wartime aspects, highlighted by 

Bottome in her novel, which offer a complementary vision to Marguerite Steen’s 

Shelter. The first months of the bombing raids on London affected the city in widely 

differing ways, and the pressure exerted by the bombardments on the West End was by 

no means comparable to that suffered by the East End. However, as my examination of 

the novels has revealed, the havoc and stress caused by war affected all Londoners 

profoundly, leading to completely unprecedented reactions on the part of citizens who 

were forced to adapt to major alterations in their lifestyle, as well as having to face 

inevitable changes in the city’s configuration. Both Steen and Bottome record the 

primary stages of the ‘liminal passage’ of the Blitz masterfully, distilling the first waves 

of anxiety and panic, in addition to the physical displacement resulting from such 

ferocious attacks. Nevertheless, the different types of community nuclei addressed by 
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each writer is evident; whereas Steen focuses on a more sophisticated set of younger 

people and their varying reactions to the onslaught, Bottome delves into the plight of the 

poverty-stricken East Enders and their bewildered but courageous response. Curiously 

both novelists, authors of apparently quite dissimilar works, coincide in pinpointing the 

relevance of the public shelter, which emerges in the novels as the perfect liminal site. 

In effect, wartime spatial arrangements erased the boundaries that arose from a more 

pure conception of public and private life, and gave rise to an intermediate public-

private scenography in which both realms appeared enmeshed, a reality clearly 

perceived in the shelters of London Pride. In this novel we must also consider the 

unique liminal positioning acquired by the characters in the book, especially relevant in 

the case of Mrs. Barton, who we perceive to be a rather unconventional heroine. To all 

intents and purposes, then, London Pride takes the reader a step further into the Blitz, 

the next stop in the liminal voyage undertaken in this dissertation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



135 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



136 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



137 
 

 

Chapter Five 

The Heart of the Blitz and the Traditional Tearoom as Refuge: 

Converging Space and Time Issues in Bryher’s Beowulf 

 

Yet the (tea)room was bleak; foreigners, Eve thought, would hurry away from 

its cheerlessness, but if it were destroyed, and she wondered if a spirit of a place 

survived a bomb, something draughty but kind would be broken. (Bryher 1956, 

134) 

‘I shall miss my little shop. I tried to make it a home from home and to give 

people value for their money’. (196) 

   

Bryher’s novel Beowulf (1956) offers the reader a sensitive and perceptive account of 

the most severe period of the Blitz. In her chronicle, Bryher describes the darkest 

moments resulting from the bombing attacks on London, a period during which the 

lives and livelihoods of Londoners were in constant peril. In effect, the winter of 1940-

41 represented a time in which the citizens feared that they, and their mighty city, may 

indeed succumb to the enemy. Likewise, and according to the organisational pattern of 

this dissertation, this period could also be taken to correspond to the actual liminal 

process of transition. After having investigated the novelistic production that records the 

initial stages or pre-liminal stage of the warfare on Britain, we encounter a novel in 

which the actual heart of the conflict is examined, therefore entering the actual la marge 

period of liminality in which the critical wartime situation is accounted for in all its 

complexity. Indeed, Bryher conceived her novel to be a true reflection of what she was 

herself witnessing during the heaviest period of the bombardment of the Blitz, a 

daunting task which led her to consider her work in terms of “a documentary, not a 

novel, but an almost literal description of what I saw and heard during my first six 

months in London” (1972, 15). By means of presenting her book as a documentary 

work, Bryher’s intention was to underline its veracity and illustrative qualities over and 

above any other considerations or novelistic conventions such as plot or 
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characterisation. The resulting oeuvre was much appreciated by her contemporaries, 

who evidently did find it to be a revelatory piece of writing. One of Bryher’s closest 

friends was Adrienne Monnier, the owner of the Parisian bookshop La Maison des Amis 

des Livres, which, together with Sylvia Beach’s Shakespeare and Company bookshop, 

created a centre of intellectual activity for the Parisian Left Bank group of the 1920s. 

During the Second World War, Monnier continued to keep her bookshop and publishing 

business operative, in spite of the German occupation, and it was Monnier herself, with 

the aid of Beach, who decided to print Beowulf in the years after the war, at a time when 

Bryher’s work had not yet awakened the interest of British publishers
24

. The first 

version of Beowulf was thus printed in Paris, translated into French, under the name 

Beowulf: Roman d’une Maison de Thé dans Londres Bombardé (1948)
25

. In the first 

French edition, the novel is described by Monnier in the “Préface” as “un petit 

classique” (5), which shows she held the work in high esteem. The original version was 

printed eight years later, in 1956, in the United States. This first English copy appeared 

with a dedication to both Beach and the then deceased Monnier, which testified the debt 

of gratitude which Bryher felt for the two ladies. On the first page the dedication reads: 

“To Sylvia Beach and the Memory of Adrienne Monnier”.         

Monnier’s epithet when describing the novel, “un petit classique”, reveals her 

insight into what we can perceive to be a carefully crafted novel in which the characters 

represent the backbone of English society, an unassuming set of young, middle-aged 

and elderly citizens who fight to maintain their dignity amidst the devastating attack on 

their homes and livelihoods. The setting chosen, and in which practically all the action 

takes place, is a tearoom, named The Warming Pan, a traditional type of establishment 

that also represented a desire for the maintenance of the English way of life. In her 

wartime autobiography, The Days of Mars: A Memoir 1940-1946 (1972), Bryher recalls 

having written the novel as a means of distraction during the endless hours of the night, 

a task the author also assumed in order to keep a record of the events surrounding her 

during a crucial moment of history. With her customary sense of humour, she explains 

how she wrote the novel on a typewriter in her bedroom for which “there was no room 

                                                           
24

 Bryher explains this point in her autobiography The Days of Mars, in which she comments that the 
British publishers of the latter part of the 1940s were not interested in printing work on the Second 
World War, the devastating contention being still too recent in people’s vulnerable memories. (1972, 
119)  
25

 English translation: Beowulf: Novel about a Tearoom during the Bombing of London.  
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for a table but a broad window ledge that I could use as a desk during the day” (14). 

Bryher recounts how, when typing during a raid, a superintendent came bursting in 

accusing her of making a “cracking noise” (14), which made him think she was 

“signaling” (14) to the enemy. Both her autobiography and her novel, Beowulf, are full 

of humorous comments such as these, probably the most predominantly English trait of 

a writer that was otherwise truly cosmopolitan. Another comical but altogether 

significant addition to her wartime novel is the presence of a plaster figure of a bulldog 

named Beowulf, which stands for the steadfast solidity of the English race and probably 

that of its leader, Winston Churchill. This symbolic figure appears throughout the novel 

and is miraculously the only object salvaged from the ruins when the tearoom is totally 

destroyed by a bomb at the end of the book. Obviously, the chosen title of the novel is a 

clear reference to the Old English poem, and to the legendary knight who killed the 

dragon to free the country; an analogy that cannot escape the reader.            

Bryher herself was a highly influential figure in her time, and is now being 

culturally reassessed for her role in publishing and editing, as well as for the financial 

help she gave to key figures of her day, such as the poet H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), her 

lifelong romantic partner and her flat-mate during the five years she spent in London 

during the Blitz. She also supported Marianne Moore, Edith Sitwell, Dorothy 

Richardson, James Joyce and other writers, thus becoming a kind of patroness to 

struggling authors. Notwithstanding the relevant role she played, Bryher’s own abilities 

and literary prowess have been generally overlooked. In effect, Bryher’s novel Beowulf 

only appears briefly mentioned in a selection of scholarly manuals (Hartley 1997, 

Lassner 1998, and more recently in Wasson 2010, McCabe 2011 or Wojcik, 2011b), a 

surprising degree of neglect that should be rectified in the face of what ought to be 

considered a masterful portrayal of wartime London. 

With regard to biographical details, it seems appropriate, given the relevance of the 

writer in her day, to offer a more comprehensive insight into her adventurous life. 

Bryher was born in 1894, the illegitimate child of an extremely wealthy shipping 

magnate who, on his death, was dubbed “the richest man in England” 
26

.  Her real name 

                                                           
26

 In The Bryher Chronology (2014), published by the H.D. International Society, Celena E. Kush states 
that when John Ellerman died in 1933 he left “an estate worth 36 million pounds, nearly three times the 
value of the previous record in the UK. Ellerman is often called the wealthiest man in England in his 
time”.   
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was Annie Winifred Ellerman, but she changed it to Bryher, after one of the Scilly Isles, 

when she stated her wish to become independent from her father and acquire her own 

identity. The fact that Bryher chose one of the most remote Scilly isles for inspiration 

was not merely incidental. Scholar Lucie Guiheneuf indicates that the author’s purpose 

was principally to escape from the English way of life:  

 

It should be understood that this space (the island of Bryher) is peripheral on two 

accounts. On the one hand, Cornwall is a long distance from London, the political 

and urban centre where Bryher lived as a child. On the other hand, the island of 

Bryher occupies the furthermost western inhabited point of the archipelago. (my 

translation 2014, 47)
27

  

 

Therefore, it can be understood that Bryher wished to be associated with a place that 

was both the furthest distance possible from London and the nearest to America, while, 

at the same time, voluntarily validating her position as that of an outcast. From an early 

age Bryher felt out of place in an Edwardian society where she felt she was really ‘“a 

girl only by accident”’ (Bryher qtd. by McCabe 2012, 15). The leading sexologist of the 

day, Havellock Ellis, helped her to come to terms with her lesbian nature and 

independent mentality. Over the following years Ellis would become one of her closest 

friends and allies. Bryher was, from the start, attracted to the modernist movement and 

soon became a champion for the same, especially in the financial sense. Her first 

marriage of convenience was to Robert McAlmon, a homosexual American poet with 

whom she collaborated in the publishing businesses of Contact Editions and the Egoist 

Press. She helped financially with the publishing of H.D.’s Hymen (1921) and Marianne 

Moore’s Poems (1921), and she would continue to encourage these two literary figures 

for many years to come. In 1927, Bryher divorced McAlmon and married her second 

partner in business, Kenneth Macpherson. H.D., MacPherson and Bryher formed a 

triangular relationship at her stupendous Bauhaus style villa on Lake Geneva in 

Switzerland where the married couple would legally adopt H.D.’s daughter by 

                                                           
27

 In the original French: “Il s’agit d’un espace doublement péripherique. D’un part, la Cournualles est 
eloigné de Londres, centre politique et urbain où Bryher reside durant son enfance. D’autre part l’île de 
Bryher est I’île habitée la plus occidentale de I’archipel”.   
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composer Cecil Grey, Perdita. The years spent in Villa Kenwin (from Kenneth and 

Winifred) were very productive for Bryher as, together with her husband, she published 

and edited the cinematic magazine Close Up: An International Magazine Devoted to 

Film Art (1927-1933), which was to include articles written by McPherson, H.D. and 

Bryher, as well as by other film directors and influential figures of the times. The couple 

also founded POOL Productions and produced several films, among them the 

experimental Borderline (1930), in which they themselves were the actors. Another 

remarkable influence upon the writer was her intense interest in psychoanalysis. Bryher 

met Freud and financed many of her friends’ treatments with him, including that of 

H.D.. She herself was more influenced by Hans Sachs, one of Freud’s disciples, with 

whom she cemented a close relationship at the Berlin Institute. Indeed, as social critic 

Susan Stanford Friedman points out: “Bryher was a knowledgeable and passionate 

advocate of psychoanalysis as a panacea for the evils of civilization. She was heavily 

involved in the movement itself, as analysand, analyst-in-training and patron” (2002, 

xxvi). In the event Bryher decided to train to become a lay practitioner under Sachs’s 

direction, and continued to do so until the pressure of the Nazi regime forced her instead 

to help the Jewish psychoanalyst flee to America.  

In the decade of the 1930s Bryher became very active in her help and support of 

Jewish intellectuals and in their escape from the Nazis. Her home in Switzerland 

became a stepping off point for many refugees as they took flight to France. One of 

these intellectuals was Walter Benjamin, who also received the financial aid and support 

of Bryher. In the event, Benjamin managed to escape from Nazi Germany, and from 

Paris when France became occupied. However, Bryher then lost track of her friend and 

Benjamin, supposedly afraid of being captured at the Spanish border, allegedly 

committed suicide by taking an overdose of morphine. Due to these activities 
28

, Bryher 

herself became under threat in 1940, and had to hurriedly depart for London where she 

joined H.D. and was to spend the next five years of her life. While in London, she 

edited the literary journal she had herself purchased some years back, Life and Letters 

Today: An International Magazine of Living Letters (1935-50), which had contributions 

from all the leading figures of the city’s literary scene, among them writers focused on 

in this dissertation such as Elizabeth Bowen and Lettice Cooper.  

                                                           
28

 Marina Camboni records that “Benjamin was one of hundred and five people that Bryher helped to 
leave Europe between 1933 and 1940” (“Bryher and Walter Benjamin” 2009). This reference shows that 
her commitment to help refugees was serious and dedicated.  
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Once the war ended, Bryher returned to Villa Kenwin where she would pursue her 

literary career writing well-researched historical novels on Roman and Greek history, a 

subject for which she had always had a passionate interest. She also wrote three 

memoirs, one of these being the aforementioned record of her years spent in London 

during the Blitz, which was published in 1972. She died in Switzerland in 1983 after a 

long life dedicated to the arts and, as Emily Wojcik’s has written, to:  

 

A publishing career that spanned three decades and crossed multiple boundaries, 

upsetting social conventions or personal and professional relationships; creating 

a critically empowered readership; and ultimately redefining the role of the 

editor/publisher/patron in the first half of the twentieth century. (‘“Their Own 

Privately Subsidised Firm”’ 2011b)                               

 

In effect, Emily Wojcik continues to remind us that Bryher in her professional life, 

“demonstrated a willingness to challenge and transcend traditional boundaries between 

artistic genres – primarily literature and film - as well as  those separating publisher, 

patron, editor and artist” (2011b). In her professional and personal life she was 

unconventional and, as Wojcik adds, she “enacted an active rejection of the boundaries 

between ideals, blurring the lines between art and politics much as she blurred the lines 

between intimate and professional engagement” (2011b). The relevance and scope of 

Bryher’s life, always in the shadow of other writers, is only now being reconsidered, as 

well as the literary value of many of the articles she wrote for the magazines and 

journals she edited and produced. Her role as patroness and publisher as well as some of 

her novelistic output, her memoir The Heart to Artemis (1963) and the Elizabethan 

novel A Player’s Boy (1953) (both reprinted in 2006), are being subjected to a new 

assessment, and special interest has been awarded to her futuristic novel A Visa for 

Avalon (1965)
29

, printed again in 2004 with an Introduction by Susan McCabe. Doctoral 

dissertations focusing on the author have also been written, such as Emily Susan 

                                                           
29

 The Science-fantasy novel A Visa for Avalon (1965) recounts the story of a group of people trying to 
escape to the fictional country of Avalon on the eve of a revolution in their own country. Readers from 
the twenty-first century have been interested in the allegorical significance of the novel, especially in 
the face of the current political unrest and the global rise of terrorism. The novel has also attracted 
critical attention (see Lloyd-Kimbrel, 2010).    
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Wojcik’s “No Compromise with the Public Taste?” Women, Publishing and the 

Cultivation of Transatlantic Modernism (2011), or Lucie Guiheneuf’s Identité, Espace, 

Écriture dans les Récits Autobiographiques et les Fictions de Bryher (2013)
30

, which 

evidence a growing trend of research on the author.   

However, a blanket of silence is still maintained with regard to the merits of 

Beowulf. This novel, as I hope to show over the next pages, offers a revealing portrayal 

of a city and of its citizens, often both desperate and disorientated by the crushing 

reality of war, which is described here at its height. As I have already mentioned, this 

novel is firmly ensconced in the middle section of the transitional or liminal period of 

Van Gennep’s rites of passage, so its relevance as a unifying centre or kernel in this 

dissertation is indisputable.  With the aim of understanding Beowulf fully, I will first 

take a look at the leading cultural currents of the times that influenced Bryher in her 

writing, such as film-making and psychoanalysis, in order to be able to find the imprints 

of these influences upon the novel. I will then concentrate my attention on the spatial 

aspects of the tearoom, which emerges as the central focal point of the novel. With the 

intention of analysing the relevance of the tearoom in Beowulf, I will also consider 

wartime factors that conditioned the functioning of this type of business, such as the 

food rationing, the blackout or the lack of clientele, aspects that, however, did not 

hamper the community spirit enhanced by the establishment.   

In the next point of this chapter I will study the spatial characteristics of the eating 

establishment itself, taking into account certain ambivalent qualities which point 

towards its public-domestic role within the city at war. The tearoom, therefore, will also 

be seen to occupy a special liminal positioning, strategically situated between the 

thresholds of public and private spheres. In order to understand this point fully I will 

resort to critic Dara Downey, a specialist in liminal studies whose research will also 

prove illuminating for my study. In this section I shall also consider the role of the 

emergent businesswoman and the predominantly feminine venture of the teashop. 

Furthermore, we must not forget either that for the two co-owners, Selina Tippett and 

Angelina Hawkins, The Warming Pan is not only their business but also their home. 

Therefore, the indeterminate barriers that arise between the home and the workplace 
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 English translation: Identity, Space, Writing in Bryher’s Autobiographical Pieces and Novels 
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will also be explored in this chapter taking into account the theories of social critics 

such as Doreen Massey, who has studied the feminine intricacies of the workplace. 

Inasmuch as the spatial interest of The Warming Pan proves to be stimulating per 

se, there are other aspects worthy of study related to the tearoom which open up other 

fields of research. Time-connected spatial issues in the novel centre on Bryher’s literary 

relationship and personal friendship with the Jewish-German philosopher Walter 

Benjamin. During the 1930s both writers corresponded regularly, expressing mutual 

admiration for each other’s literary production. Benjamin’s theories on issues of history 

and the value of the past also made a deep impression on Bryher, an aspect I shall be 

exploring in relation to the spatial dimension of the novel (McCabe 2011, 2014). 

Benjamin’s preoccupation with the passage of time, founded on his admiration for the 

novelistic output of Marcel Proust and his translation of the writer’s work À la 

Recherche du Temps Perdu (1913-27)
31

 was much valued by Bryher, for whom the 

nostalgia of the past and the weight of history were considered to be inescapable 

features of human existence, and invariably attached to issues of spatial representation. 

The reflections of philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan will also be considered, especially his 

insights into voluntary and involuntary memorialisation, a subject which was also of 

central interest to Benjamin and Bryher.   

 

5.1. Bryher’s Use of Filmmaking and Psychoanalysis in War Writing 

 

As has been explained in the biographical details supplied, during the 1920s and 30s 

Bryher was much influenced by two of her ruling passions: filming and psychoanalysis. 

Both signified the author’s entry into some of the most revolutionary cultural 

developments of the twentieth century. To begin with, the process of filming led Bryher 

into examining the elements involved in the cutting, selecting and putting together of a 

motion picture which consequently took her to explore the art of filming from within, 

this being complemented by the writer’s interest in production and film editing. For her 

film magazine Close Up, Bryher wrote reviews and articles which demonstrate her 
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knowledge of the field, also evident from the book she wrote at this time, Film 

Problems of Soviet Russia (1929).  

Another of Bryher’s keen interests was psychoanalysis. Again, Bryher’s 

investigation in this field of the human psyche was deep and far-reaching, influenced by 

her personal relationship with Freud and Sachs. Taking these two major influences into 

account we can clearly perceive how satisfying it must have been for Bryher to see both 

cinema and psychoanalysis come together in articles written for her film magazine, 

Close Up. Indeed, many of the essays were penned by Sachs himself who was a 

frequent collaborator. In this way, we can see that Bryher’s intention was to bring 

together both the cultural and the analytical fields into the common medium of film 

making.  In effect, Bryher showed her marked preference for films which explored 

extreme patterns of behaviour and psychological deviations, for which, however, there 

was the hope that ‘rational activism’, spurred on by the film’s capacity to shock, would 

lead to a process of re-education in the viewer (McCabe 2012). There is evidence of this 

in the film Borderline (1930), a production she both acted in and produced and which 

raised a debate about such evil tendencies in human nature as racism and violence. 

Curiously, in this film, Bryher acts the part of a café manageress, the idea of the 

character being perhaps a precursor to that which she later developed in Beowulf, a 

novel in which the protagonist is the owner of a teashop, although in this case the 

wartime setting makes for quite a different reading.   

Bryher’s desire of uniting filmmaking and psychoanalysis was not unique. During 

the first thirty years of the century a tendency to combine these two fields was 

prevalent. As Laura Marcus points out in her revealing study, Dreams of Modernity: 

Psychoanalysis, Literature, Cinema (2014), their influence on each other was 

remarkable: 

 

Psychoanalysis and cinema thus emerged in tandem at the close of the 

nineteenth century: twin sciences or technologies of fantasy, dream, virtual 

reality and “screen memory”. In the following century, a vast body of literature 

has explored the complex historical and conceptual relationship between the two 

fields. (178-179)       
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Literature would also seem to be the perfect recipient to contain both methods of 

studying the human psyche. The writing of the twentieth-century shows the irruption of 

psychoanalysis in a definite way, writers such as Joyce and Woolf evidence this with 

their use of ‘stream of consciousness’ or interior monologue, and their efforts to imprint 

on paper the flow of the human mind. In addition to this psychological study of 

characters, the fragmentation and montage procedure of filming also forms part of the 

literature we are discussing.  

By the time Bryher was living in London during the Blitz years she had ceased to 

edit the film magazine Close Up (which closed in 1933), and had had to end her 

psychological training (Sachs had escaped to America). The writer, however, initiated a 

new venture, the editing of the literary magazine Life and Letters Today, which was 

very popular during the war, in spite of its offices being bombed several times. It would 

seem, therefore, that Bryher had put aside her early passion for cinema and 

psychoanalysis to concentrate her efforts on mainstream publishing. The writing of her 

novel Beowulf would in a certain way testify to this, although a close reading proves 

that, quite on the contrary, Beowulf shows a clear influence of both cinematic editing 

and psychoanalytic training on every page. 

Precisely, one of the most striking characteristics of Beowulf, and a feature which 

reveals the author’s interest in mental processes, is the changing of perspective on the 

part of the different characters with regard to the same reality. In this way the reader 

acquires an overall picture of the London Blitz through the eyes of several characters 

who have varying reactions as to the reality they are witnessing. By means of this 

continuous shifting of perception, the novel achieves the documentary aspect which 

Bryher aimed at producing. For example, on the topic of war there are differing 

viewpoints which illustrate how various people felt on the subject. Eve, a young girl 

who is a lodger at the tearoom is totally against violence and recoils from the idea of 

war. In fact, she is more afraid of the concept of war itself than that of the danger posed 

by the raids. Eve feels that “there were worse things than danger; there was this 

terrifying sense of having a cylinder full of fog clapped over one’s face” (135). 

However, Joe, her friend, can’t see further than his “brilliant present” (135), as wartime 

presupposed for him an active useful life, full of excitement. He, therefore, finds it 
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“strange how a girl’s mind works” (135). Eve ponders on their dissimilar attitudes and 

the impossibility of reconciliation: “What is going to happen, Eve thought, staring at the 

broad, wind-burnt face in front of her; Joe doesn’t want it to end. So many people were 

happy, really happy, now for the first time; and others like herself, were suicidal” (135). 

Bryher is particularly successful in her presentation of changing points of view, in some 

cases consciously formulated as in Eve’s questioning doubts, whereas at other times 

these perceptions are expressed by means of involuntary thought processes on the part 

of the characters. For instance, the tearoom is sometimes perceived as “a perfect 

meeting-place, not smart but homelike, with gay primrose china and tiny, polished 

tables” (25), yet, at other times, it is found to be “prehistoric” (125), or a “cheerless and 

bleak” (135) place smelling of “soap and soda” (145), which becomes “unendurable” 

(145).         

This myriad of differing attitudes is evidently influenced by the author’s interest in 

psychoanalysis. The shifting point of view stems from the desire to transmit the 

characters’ innermost thoughts, while the influence of cinema is also seen in the way the 

author divides the action into slides or scenes, each allowing for a different mood, 

amalgamated to form a representative whole. Bryher’s style of writing, although 

following a line of action, does not develop as a story but is rather a selection of 

vignettes, which progress as units within each chapter. Sometimes, a unique perspective 

fills the whole chapter, while at other times there are several different attitudes included 

in a unit. For this reason the novel can be perceived as a sequence of situations and 

perspectives brought together to conform a whole. This recalls the process of film 

making, of a final montage of the various parts of the production which have the 

common denominator of the spatial reality in which they take place.  

 

5.2. The World of Beowulf: Community Spirit under the Blackout  

 

In Beowulf we encounter a tightly-knit community world in which the characters are 

faced with the hardships common to their situation, such as the rationing and the 

blackout, two of the most salient features of wartime. The Warming Pan, being an eating 

establishment, suffered the consequences of the food rationing acutely. Selina Tippett, 
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one of the two co-owners, struggles to provide her customers with wholesome food, and 

remembers fondly the “nicely browned crumpets and thick gingerbread, rock cakes and 

buns” (30), which she can no longer stock. Instead, she is forced to stare “sadly at the 

meagre row” (30), reflecting that “there was something stinted and miserly about it” 

(30). Selina feels her inability to offer customers more generous portions to be even 

more soul-destroying than the actual raids as for her it represented a kind of surrender to 

the enemy: 

 

It was not the bombs that distressed her, awful as the noise was, so much as the 

lack of loaded trays to make up for the horrors of the night. She hated ration 

cards, less because she wanted more food herself than because they were a 

symbol of some poverty of spirit. (30)  

 

The food shortage was felt to be a subject of some contention for many Britons. The 

fact that this situation was enforced by the Government created a feeling of loss of 

independence. As Amy Hellen Bell adds, although citizens knew that these regulations 

meant to be fair, they “hated to be told what to do” (2008, 75). Ziegler also points out 

that rationing “was the most potent source of discontent” (2002, 248), and led to many 

disagreements such as when, in the novel, Angelina and Selina argue endlessly about 

the usage of egg powder as a substitute for real eggs in their cakes and buns (96-97).     

The blackout was another aspect of wartime that affected citizens of London in a 

more spatially orientated manner. This precautionary measure constituted a 

controversial unifying element for all citizens whatever their status. In Beowulf, the 

feeling of disorientation caused by the dark particularly affects one of the characters, the 

elderly painter Horatio Rashleigh, who complains that, “in this miserable blackout he 

could see nothing without a light” (9). This darkness is also felt to be irritating indoors, 

especially during the daytime. Angelina is upset when she finds that the windows are 

left with the blackout all day long, as well as at night, and protestingly grumbles: “She 

wanted light, the whole world wanted light; if people were wise they would hoard every 

moment of it, as the silly bankers hoarded gold” (93). If light is a valued asset indoors, 

it is no less important outdoors. Selina repeatedly states that “the blackout is worse than 
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the raid” (166), as she stumbles through the streets, feeling that there was “something 

morally reprehensible” (155) about it. At times the blackout proves to be more than an 

irritating lack of a commodity, as it acquires a surreal dimension, distorting the city and 

altering the perception of familiar streets and buildings. Likewise, the darkness has the 

power to transform modest buildings into unexpectedly beautiful images. Selina muses 

on the way the darkness alters the street: 

 

Yet, this darkness, cold and difficult as it was, was strangely beautiful. The ugly 

block at the bottom of the road became a fortress – and had she seen archers 

scrambling up the turrets in the front beam that was not a swinging lantern but a 

small, electric torch, she would not have been surprised. (161)          

 

Torches become lanterns, blocks of flats fortresses as Selina’s imagination runs wild in 

the unlit streets of London. An expert on gothic fiction, Sara Wasson, also reflects on 

the phantasmagoric quality of the city’s streets, as she records the words of a citizen 

who claimed there was “a sense of phantasmagoria, cast over the blacked-out cities, 

making familiar places seem strange” (2010, 12). For example, Ruby, a worker at The 

Warming Pan, on returning home feels that “the heaviest buildings had a fragile air as if 

children had cut them out of coloured paper and stuck them up in school with cardboard 

supports” (76). There is also, in addition to the real dangers of a city in the dark
32

, an 

element of the supernatural (Wasson 2010, 13), as for instance when Eve accompanies 

her friend Joe to the bus stop and, once he gets onto the bus, she waves, “but the 

splinter-net and the blackout over the windows hid the passengers as the bus rumbled 

off into the gathering darkness” (138). The disquieting sensation of the dark ‘blinded’ 

bus departing into the impenetrable night reminds us of Elizabeth Bowen’s wartime 

ghost story “The Demon Lover” (1945), in which a taxi driver turns out to be the long 

dead lover of the protagonist, Mrs Drover. The ending scene in which the ghostly taxi 

driver traps Mrs Drover into the vehicle and “accelerating without mercy, made off with 

her into the hinterland of deserted streets” (87), produces in the reader the same 

sensation of dread. 
                                                           
32

 Ziegler records that there were “forty fatal accidents involving pedestrians every day, eight times as 
many as in pre-war London” (2002, 68) 
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Another characteristic feature of the Blitz was the strong feeling of unity between 

the citizens within each neighbourhood. As we read the book we perceive that the 

characters in Beowulf feel stronger as a small community than as part of a big sprawling 

city, preferring to see London as “a collection of villages along the Thames” (134). 

Selina Tippett insists on more than one occasion: “I have to stay on here in my own 

village” (201). This sense of locality, of belonging to a small neighbourhood or village, 

rather than directly identifying themselves with the mighty city, seemed to foster closer 

ties among the citizens. During the Second World War, whether this strong emotion 

really existed or was part of a governmental strategy to increase citizens’ power of 

endurance, has become a matter of some debate, a subject which I refer to in Chapter 

Three. For historians such as Juliet Gardiner this feeling of unity was real and was the 

product of unique circumstances: 

 

This localism was reinforced by the fact that large numbers of people had left 

London, either because they had been bombed out or because they had opted to 

evacuate. Those left behind for economic or other reasons felt a sense of siege, 

but also of pride, of “sticking it out”, of “taking it” and this engendered a sense 

of community” (2010, 182) 

 

This localism within London helps to confer upon the iconic tearoom its own particular 

form of unifying atmosphere. During the war, and more specifically during the 

harrowing times of the Blitz, tearooms became increasingly unstable as businesses but, 

nevertheless, gained prominence as important meeting points for their faithful 

customers. In effect, as we can see in the novel, Selina Tippett becomes worried with 

regard to the bills she and Angelina have to pay and convinced that the landlord will be 

sending them their notice. Concern over a failing business is however compensated by 

the usefulness of their mission. Selina reassures herself that the best thing was to “go on 

as if everything were absolutely normal” (22), with the staff following in her lead they 

would be “influencing not just Ruby, Timothy, and the customers but perhaps hundreds 

of people” (22). Selina continues somewhat enthusiastically: 
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For if clients came into lunch and went off cheerfully afterwards, they, in their 

turn, would affect their relatives and their maids. It was inspiring really, 

especially on such a cold, dreary morning, to think how much one solitary 

woman could do in defense of her native land. (23)    

 

In the event, The Warming Pan is not able to fulfill this useful mission for very long, 

since, due to the bombing raids and their destructive power, the tearoom is demolished 

not long after. For Selina this is a critical moment in her life as the destruction of the 

tearoom symbolises the end of a personal dream. However, amid her sorrow, she also 

realises that the end of the tearoom is also the end of the pressure of the landlord’s bills: 

“She started suddenly to laugh. The landlord could not send them a demand for the rent! 

He could never give them notice!  She laughed until the tears run down her cheeks” 

(193). For the other characters that do not see the teashop as a business, the destruction 

of the tearoom has other consequences.  Eve, for example, feels “she had lost 

everything. Nothing could ever make up to her for this robbery. The Warming Pan was a 

symbol of eternal freedom” (190). For Eve the tearoom had symbolised her 

independence. Also, it had been her own personal space, a room of her own, obviously 

away from the constrictions of her family and the role that she was expected to perform 

in society: “What she wanted was the anonymous liberty of thought that her room and 

old Selina’s cheerfulness had given her. It was less a question of atmosphere than of 

balance, of belief” (190). With the demolition of The Warming Pan, things seem to 

come to a standstill for the characters of Eve and Selina.         

 

5.3. The Spatially Ambivalent Nature of the Public-Private Tearoom   

 

As has become clear from these pages, the tearoom occupies the central stage of the 

novel. Not surprisingly, in the French title the book was entitled Beowulf: Roman d’une 

Maison de Thé dans Londres Bombardé or in English; Beowulf: Novel about a Tearoom 

during the Bombing of London, thus making a direct reference to the spatial location of 

the events. Indeed, very little of the action happens outside the tearoom, although there 
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are scenes which take place in the streets and other areas of London, as for example 

when the characters are forced to escape to a basement shelter, where they narrowly 

escape death while The Warming Pan is finally engulfed by a cascade of bombs.  

From the start, the tearoom is a unique place for its owner. Selina Tippett, having 

lived a stultifying life spent as a companion to several ladies, finds that her work in The 

Warming Pan represents the freedom she has always longed to achieve (Bryher 1956, 

24). After a secluded and intensely private occupation, Selina has acquired a public role 

as a businesswoman, managing several employees, among them a cook, a waitress, a 

caretaker, as well as offering lodgings to Mr Rashleigh and Eve. However, although it is 

a business, the tearoom remains essentially feminine and predominantly domestic in its 

approach to the public world. As spatial critic Scott McCracken asserts, teashops were 

“feminine territory” (2005, 90), and were staffed by women as well as having a large 

number of feminine customers. Indeed, the teashops or tearooms in London provided a 

welcome option for women who were not allowed into the male dominated pubs. 

McCracken has traced the changes in the geographical urban plan of London during the 

first half of the twentieth century, which included the introduction of chains of teashops, 

such as the ABC and Lyons. The critic comments on the literary significance of these 

places: “The teashop became a standard reference point in the literature of the time and 

seems to have had a particular interest for many early twentieth-century writers” (86). 

American expatriates, Ezra Pound and H.D., seem to have been among the most faithful 

of customers.   

The Warming Pan, however, provided a much more modest fare than these more 

sophisticated chains, which aimed at catering on a greater scale. In the novel, the 

tearoom emerges as a place that, despite the war, does not relinquish its homely 

ambience and its friendly nature. Selina refers to it as being “a cross between a village 

shop and the family doctor” (28).  As she continues to assert, “they fulfilled a need in 

the neighbourhood” (20), occupying an indeterminate space that belonged to the public 

domain (a place that was open to the general public), but that maintained its essentially 

intimate atmosphere (the customers were usually always the same and consumed tea 

and buns, the most homely of refreshments). Melinda Harvey, in her study of bedsits 

and cafés, refers to these establishments as being “exempt from the responsibilities and 

restrictions of domestic life, but characterised by an inexorable homeyness” (2008, 

168), occupying “a space of public-privacy” (168), a characteristic especially pertinent 
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of the tearoom, a place which does not exert the domestic ties of a home but does retain 

some of its essential traits. For example, in Beowulf, Eve, the young girl who is a lodger 

there, finds that taking a young man to The Warming Pan for tea is a welcome 

alternative to her taking him home, as in the tearoom there would be a more ‘cosy’ 

atmosphere and they would be able to consume a larger amount of “good cakes” (125), 

whereas other “gayer places ration you to one apiece” (125). As soon as they enter the 

teashop they are greeted by “a pleasant smell of baking, coffee and warmth coming 

from the kitchen” (127), domestic traits that make up for what Eve considers to be an 

otherwise rather old-fashioned and “cheerless” (134) place. In spite of the tearoom not 

being very gay, and Eve wonders all the time if they should rather have gone to the 

more fashionable West End (137), it does fulfill the requirements as being a public 

place where an informal meeting could be carried out in a simple way, without 

overstepping the limits of propriety, given the fact that the couple is surrounded by the 

protective presence of fellow lodger Horatio Rashleigh as well as other habitual 

customers.  

As Harvey goes on to explain, the nature of the café’s, or in this case tearoom’s, 

private-public ambivalence rested on the ease with which it was managed: “At the 

interstices of the realms commonly understood as exterior (external, civic, public) and 

interior (internal, intimate, private), spaces of public-privacy are porous” (168). This 

spatial porosity of the tearoom leads to the breaking down of the barriers erected 

between two supposedly separate realms. In effect, we could say that this is a place 

which, although essentially public in its inception, evidences a markedly domestic 

nature, thus highlighting its potential liminal status as an in-between location where the 

boundaries of public and private may cease to be fully operative. In Beowulf, the 

tearoom is described in a language that constantly reminds us of its homely nature, The 

Warming Pan being, for example, a place to which you walked up “if you wanted a 

recipe for quince marmalade or if Auntie had trapped a swarm of bees in her garden and 

had written for advice” (133), comments that increase its warm, accessible nature 

without obviating the importance of its service to the public.  

In this respect, we can affirm that the tearoom comes to occupy an intermediate 

locus conditioned by both public and private realms. In the scholarship of liminal 

studies, the in-between positioning of certain places has also led to a new terminology. 

Dara Downey in her recent co-edited work, Landscapes of Liminality: Between Space 
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and Place (2016) points towards the “entre-deux” (between-two), the French term 

making clear reference to the existence of two fields of pressure. More concretely in her 

Introduction, aptly entitled “Locating Liminality: Space, Place and the In-Between”, 

Downey explains: “The entre-deux arises in-between two or more categorical 

definitions, but its spatial position implies both integration of and resistance to whatever 

is either side of the in-between” (6). In the case of the tearoom, the “whatever” that 

exercises the pressure on “either side of the in-between” is exerted by the public and 

private spheres, which are in their turn directly influenced by the cataclysm of war. 

Indeed, during wartime, pressurising elements emanating from both spheres were 

particularly evident. For instance, the war that raged outside was clearly felt within the 

tearoom due to the implantation of restrictive measures, such as the blackout or the 

rationing (Bryher, 125, 127, 131). These conditioning factors exercised a direct 

influence over The Warming Pan but were also in a certain way repulsed and resisted by 

it, as both owners and customers attempted to exclude the negative intrusion of war, 

enhancing, for this reason, the climate of homeliness and simulated security they all 

wished to create within.  However, in spite of this resistance, the extent of wartime 

influence upon the inner aura of the rooms is considerable. In The Warming Pan we 

find the more personal touches of the décor and the symbolism of certain objects, like 

the plaster bulldog Beowulf, to be redolent of wartime, as well as the straightened 

means by which the tearoom is maintained, a fact observed by customers and lodgers 

such as Eve, who notices “the faded chintz cushions and the blackout curtains that made 

the room seem dingier than it was” (132). In view of the above, it becomes clear that the 

tearoom emerges as a liminal interstitial space which, as Downey indicates, was a site 

where both the integration and the resistance of public and private influences could be 

attempted, creating an in-between space where all these conditioning factors could 

converge. Downey explains more fully: 

 

In simple paradigmatic terms, one cannot occupy an in-between space or exist 

(in-) between two binary states without a resultant tension and/or mobility 

between both elements of the binary, which resist but also merge with the 

middle in-between. (2016, 6)           
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The idea of a certain mobility existing between the spheres is also relevant to the case in 

question, again mainly due to the dynamics of war which required never-ending 

readjustments to be made on the part of the citizens as well as the owners of the 

businesses. Many of these pressures converge in the teashop, “the middle in-between”, 

where, albeit a certain resistance, there is also a merging process. This fluctuating nature 

of the public-private divide may also be extended to other dichotomies created by the 

spatial framework of the tearoom, as for example that of home and work. In The 

Warming Pan we can observe how the seemingly separate spheres of work and home 

also blend to create a pronounced interstitial locus, the tearoom being Selina’s and 

Angelina’s home as well as their workplace. In their attempt to ensure the profitableness 

of their business, the two ladies succeed in bringing together the realms of public-work 

and private-home into one unifying setting.  

The path of entry into the world of business has never been an easy one for 

women to traverse. Social historian Lynne Walker has explored how this process 

evolved from the Victorian Age, when women first entered the business arena in the 

city, to the twentieth-century, in which they had a much more dominating presence and, 

generally speaking, were able to progress towards finding new methods of approach 

which aided their professional ventures.  In her words: “By eliding public and private 

spheres through the conjunction of life and work, these women created new social 

spaces which challenged the traditional division between the public male institutions 

and the private female place of home” (2000, 74).  In the case of The Warming Pan we 

are dealing with a “social space” that challenges this “traditional division” effectively, 

and that probably succeeded because the public realm it aimed to conquer tended 

towards the domestic and, therefore, generally female sphere. Eve reflects on this 

acceptance of the tearoom’s suitability in relation to her own work in an office, more 

frequently pertaining to the male sphere of employment. Her comment is surprising 

coming as it does in the middle of the twentieth-century: 

 

People talked about progress, but when you came down to happenings and not 

articles in the press, the same old Victorian life went on. They accepted The 

Warming Pan because it belonged to the kitchen, was domestic, but her own job 

was taboo. There was nothing people hated more than independence. (175)    
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These are very bitter words and reflected a situation for women attempting to enter the 

male dominated workforce as still far from ideal. The tearoom, however, owed its 

success and general acceptance to its domestic nature and to its marked home-

workplace ambivalence. Doreen Massey, exploring both worlds in her study on the 

inequality of the division of work between women and men argues that, especially for 

women, the home is frequently invaded by the sphere of work making it more difficult 

for women to separate both worlds effectively.  The boundaries set up between work 

and home become tenuous: “Indeed, it is a dislocation (of boundaries) which primarily 

takes the form of an invasion of the space and time of one sphere (the home) by the 

preoccupations of the other (paid work)” (1994, 166). Here Massey is referring to home 

and work as two separate entities, while in Beowulf, I am considering both of them as 

pertaining to the same spatial location. The pressure exerted on the limits between home 

and work is, therefore, even greater. As Massey continues to assert, when referring to 

the home, “both temporally and spatially, it is porous and in particular it is invaded by 

the sphere of paid work” (168). This is true for The Warming Pan, although here we 

look at it from the opposite angle, as it is not the home that is invaded by work, but 

rather it is the workplace that also includes the home.  

The overstepping of the boundaries is made clear in several passages of the book. 

For example, Selina and Angelina usually spend some time together in the private 

rooms of the teashop before beginning with the afternoon teas.  Amid comments 

pertaining to their years of friendship, they drink tea “in two cups and saucers with thin 

blue dragons” (95) and eat rock cakes and jam tarts placed on a tray with a white cloth 

which Selina tries her utmost not to stain, details that highlight the special and personal 

nature of relaxing moments spent together. However, business matters do not fail to 

crop up, and so the two ladies embark upon a discussion about public and private 

enterprises and, whether, as a private enterprise, they were entitled to an allowance of 

egg powder, and what would happen to their business in the event of not being able to 

obtain the necessary amount (97-103). This conversation maintained in the privacy of 

Angelina’s bedroom highlights the permeable nature of the areas of work and home and 

how, as we can see from the example above, the separation between the spheres could at 

times become quite confused, creating a common liminal space where the realities of 

both work and home could easily coalesce.   
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The relationship of the dualism home-work is, therefore, far from being clear cut. In 

Massey’s view, even though the blurring of boundaries may sometimes seem to 

predominate in the case of the home being invaded by work, “it does not entail any kind 

of overcoming of the dualism itself” (1994, 169), indicating that it is the practice that 

encourages the indeterminacy, but that this does not alter the position occupied by the 

categories themselves that continue to be considered as fixed within their position. 

However, this assertion does seem to lack force in the face of ambivalent or liminal 

places in which the type of work involved is predominantly domestic, thus creating a 

firm basis for the prevalence of the workplace cum home. In the case of Bryher’s 

Beowulf, I would like to suggest that, as my research has aimed to show, the barriers set 

up between dualisms such as public-private and work-home do indeed become quite 

nebulous. The existence of these liminal in-between places, such as the tearoom 

featured in this novel, demonstrates how at certain moments of history, such as the 

Blitz, the separation between the categories could be disregarded in favour of a more 

permeable reality.             

 

5.4. Bryher and Walter Benjamin:  The Value of History, Memory and 

Place    

 

As we read the novel we also become conscious of the characters’ appreciation for the 

old building that houses the tearoom, a feeling linked to the writer’s wish to exalt the 

value of history and past times. As I indicated at the beginning of this chapter, Bryher 

held the German-Jewish philosopher Walter Benjamin in great esteem and was very 

much influenced by his thought, in particular by his theories regarding the importance 

of history and the value awarded to the past in our civilisation. Bryher, in her youth, had 

planned to become an archaeologist and was fascinated by Egypt
33

. As an adult, her 

interest in classical history would also be the basis for well-researched historical novels 

that would make her name in the latter part of her life. However, what brought her 

closer to Benjamin, more than the study of any historical epoch, was the fascination 

                                                           
33

 As a child Bryher also travelled widely due to her father’s position as the owner of a worldwide 
shipping enterprise. Some of the places that would influence her interest in archaeology were, as well as 
Egypt, Morocco and Saudi Arabia (McCabe 2011, 8) 
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with the idea of the past and its influence on the present and how memories of this past 

could be evoked by means of the stimuli induced by place and by certain mental 

associative mechanisms. Both Benjamin and Bryher were great believers in the power 

of the mind to evoke powerful childhood memories and images of the past. The ability 

of children with regard to mentally recording particular aspects of places and the 

process by which these images could be recalled many years later enthralled both 

writers. In the 1930s their correspondence was established, first based on Bryher’s 

financial help to Benjamin, and then spurred on by their interchange of childhood 

memoirs. Bryher sent Benjamin her article “Paris, 1900” (1938), based on her memories 

of her visit to the French capital during the Parisian Exposition Universelle, and 

Benjamin replied by sending Bryher excerpts from the book he was writing at the time, 

his Berlin Childhood Around 1900 (1950), a book full of perception of life in Berlin as 

it would appear to a young boy. Marina Camboni records that, in a letter sent to Bryher, 

the philosopher expressed his admiration for her article, stating that he especially 

enjoyed “her description of her first experience of pure freedom, of her liberation from 

all the restrictions of British culture and bourgeois upbringing” (“Bryher and Walter 

Benjamin” 2009). This type of intuitive perception, emanating from a state of “pure 

freedom” from cultural and social ties, was attributed by the two writers to the 

unencumbered mental state of childhood, a period of life suffused with special 

significance.  

In her novel, Bryher also pinpoints several instances in which childhood 

memories have a special relevance for the characters, a feature of her writing that I will 

be analysing in the coming pages. Susan McCabe has also documented the close rapport 

that developed between Bryher and Benjamin and the mutual admiration and respect 

they professed for each other: 

 

In their exchange of their fin-de-siècle memoirs, their kindred historical anxiety, 

and their insistence upon a present juxtaposed alongside the ruins and 

“skeletons” of memory, a spectral dialogue kindles between Bryher and 

Benjamin. Along with the financial assistance she provided, there existed a 

geographical displacement that allied these very different individuals. (2011, 11)               
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The aspect that has proved most challenging to me in my research of Bryher’s novel 

Beowulf is the way in which these recollections, these “skeletons of memory”, can be 

associated to place, in this case to the London of the Blitz, and more specifically to the 

tearoom, the focal point under scrutiny in this chapter. By recuperating the past we are 

also dealing with the concept of time, and by focusing on London, relating time to 

space, another binary relationship that can be highlighted in Bryher’s novel. London, as 

a city marked by the past and present, comes into focus in relation to destruction and 

war, especially pertinent during this virulent stage of the Blitz. The anxiety engendered 

by the possibility of the final destruction of a city that had survived centuries of plagues, 

devastating fires and turbulent historical events is present throughout the novel. The 

characters constantly reassure themselves that the final demolition of the city is a far off 

prospect that would take three years and a half to be effected (Bryher 1956, 27, 55, 62). 

However, this fear of annihilation is always present, and does in fact prove to be 

realistic when the tearoom is totally wiped out by a bomb. In the novel there is a 

predominant feeling of loss, as if history, in spite of repeating itself, could be 

responsible for erasing some spiritual element of a place that may never be retrieved. In 

one of Bryher’s most poetic images, she delicately outlines her thoughts with regard to 

the cyclical nature of history, the passage of time and inevitable dissolution of all things 

ephemeral: 

 

It was too cold, too lonely; even if the war ended in an hour, there would always 

be a rift, a sense of loss. History repeated itself, but in each age there was 

something as ephemeral as these autumn reds and russets that no reconstruction 

could replace. The bright ochre leaves rolled away into the gutters, and under a 

scarred tree that had half its roots in the air the pathway was littered with small 

branches and green twigs. (45)        

 

The destruction of war is therefore not the only annihilating force, as life progresses 

something is always lost, either by human force or by nature. The green twigs that 

sprout out of the scarred tree are the evidence, however, that destruction cannot be 
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complete, and that there is always scope for regeneration in spite of individual loss. 

Nevertheless, the constant presence of death and the pressure of old age becomes a 

leading undercurrent in the novel and is represented by several of the elderly characters, 

who feel that their days of useful life have come to an end. Their displacement within 

the mechanism of life is a reflection of the cruelty of a world at war where the elderly 

were apparently not needed. For instance, in the novel, middle-aged Colonel Ferguson 

attempts to find work and is routinely dismissed in spite of his high qualifications. With 

a growing feeling of melancholy he muses: “Death is not dissolution (…), it is the 

moment when humanity needs our services no longer” (45). The elderly lodger, Mr 

Rashleigh, is also totally out of place in a world at war, a world that has no patience 

with a fussy, lonely, practically destitute old-fashioned painter. Selina Tippett also feels 

that, with the destruction of The Warming Pan, her useful life has come to an end, she 

“was too old to make a fresh start” (196). After the death of Mr Rashleigh, who dies 

from shock during the ferocious bombardment that destroys the tearoom, the Colonel 

and Selina offer each other mutual comfort, while the Colonel sums up their feelings: 

“It was a pity that they could not all claim a quiet, painless death when the world got 

tired of them” (198). 

The inexorability of time that conditions the characters’ thoughts and actions is also 

transposed to the buildings. The connection between old buildings and the past, as well 

as the value given to ghostlike presences or spirits of former dwellers, is a recurrent 

feature of the literature of the twentieth century. Virginia Woolf’s “The Haunted 

House” (1921), is a good example of this literary mode in which characters that 

represent the present and past dwellers of a house bridge the barrier of time, or 

Elizabeth Bowen’s wartime story “The Happy Autumn Fields” (1945), which also takes 

the reader back and forth between the past and the present by means of a vivid dream.  

In relation to the pressure of time and its relevance to space we should also take into 

account the theories of the philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan, particularly enlightening in this 

respect, especially in his insistence on the evocative power of buildings and their special 

significance for those who inhabit them. Tuan also places emphasis on the interiors of 

places and on how the different objects and fittings enable inhabitants to mentally 

recover the past. The philosopher insists that the “images of the past are evoked not so 

much by the entire building, which can only be seen, as by its components and 

furnishing, which can be touched and smelled as well” (2008, 144). In the case of 
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Beowulf, the characters do not have “images of the past” related to the building itself, 

however, intrinsic features of the teashop, such as the homely type of furnishing, or the 

smell of fresh bakery and tea, are likely to help to conjure up reassuring images related 

to each character’s individual past. These visual and sensory elements of the tearoom, 

essential characteristics of this type of public establishment, are increasingly valued by 

the characters that needed to create an illusory atmosphere of safety.  

With regard to this connection of the tearoom with the past, we learn that The 

Warming Pan is really old, “prehistoric” (125) in Eve’s terminology, a place that bears 

the weight of centuries. The actual interior structure of the building is described 

emphasising its heavy woodwork, narrow staircase and high ceilings, and atmospheric 

details such as the creaks of the floor boards and the stiffness of the doors, all related to 

the antiquity of the building. Selina reflects on these aspects of the house: “Nobody had 

noticed in peacetime how steep the staircase was. It must be a very old house. The 

shadowy walls stretched above her head like cliffs, and then, as she turned the corner of 

the final flights, she seemed to be staggering into a mine” (159). This sudden realisation 

of the antiquity of the building is related to a heightened sensorial awareness prevalent 

during wartime, which at times created a feeling of anxiety within places that had 

afforded a homely or familiar atmosphere in the past. This strangeness, or to use 

Freud’s terminology, this ‘uncanny’ or ‘unhomelike’ dimension within a once familiar 

atmosphere, was not uncommon during wartime. Selina, on passing her room, has the 

urge to collect her things, “they seemed to reproach her for leaving them” (164), and 

reflects on “how easy it was to become terrified by one’s own imagination, whenever 

violence upset normal existence” (165). As the literary critic Sara Wasson explains, the 

uncanny “is fundamentally about feeling in the grip of a narrative governed by an alien 

intelligence outside one’s conscious control” (2010, 111). This prevalence of the 

uncanny experienced in The Warming Pan is spurred on by an anguish felt during 

wartime, which created images that were beyond rational control. Mr. Rashleigh, in 

particular, is totally governed by his altered perception of reality: “He looked miserably 

at the wedge of wallpaper beside the fireplace, and there in the crack a face was jeering 

at him” (150). From this revelatory description we gain perception into what Wasson 

refers to as a “diabolically animated domestic interior” (2010, 111), which continues to 

plague the elderly painter even more acutely: “There was no safety; the wallpaper 

flowers were like heads, grinning and leering, though he knew it was his fancy. He was 



162 
 

shivering, and it was with fear” (151). During wartime these terrifying “fancies” were 

not infrequent. Writer Anna Kavan in her short story, “Our City” (1945), likewise 

creates a truly uncanny picture of her bedroom, in which “everything in the room jeers” 

(2013, 132) at her while “the walls shake with laughter” (132) and even “the blue carpet 

finds it necessary to spread out its softness in sheerest derision” (132). The ‘animated’ 

objects of the room in this case contribute to create a nightmarish situation truly 

entrapping for its victim. Extreme circumstances, such as the continuous bombing raids 

of the Blitz, created a feeling of haunting in places that had previously offered security 

and comfort. For Julian Wolfreys, who has extensively studied both the city of London 

and Victorian literature, “the act of haunting is effective because it displaces us in those 

places where we feel most secure, most notably our homes, in the domestic scene. 

Indeed, haunting is nothing other than the destabilization of the domestic scene” (2002, 

5). In the novel Selina also experiences the effects of this “haunting” as she mounts the 

narrow staircase of the house:  

 

She had a sense of the walls being alive, of shadows watching her, laughing at 

her, as if the thoughts of the people whom she had never known, the original 

dwellers of the house, had been released from cracks and keyholes. It was 

unnatural, there were no other words to describe it, and she had never had so lost 

a feeling before. (166)  

 

In the case of Selina, her feeling that the situation is “unnatural” and that the house is 

haunted by the presence of former dwellers who laugh at her, is also in a certain sense 

related to her feelings of wartime anxiety and to a certain premonition as to the final 

destruction of the house. This creates a reaction causing her to feel “lost”, a sense of 

foreboding related to the emotion she will probably experience when the house does 

finally disappear. In vain Selina confronts the apparently irreconcilable solidity of the 

building with the nothingness of annihilation: “How strange, Selina thought, climbing 

the endless stairs; in a few seconds they might be blown to bits” (164). Selina’s 

innermost conviction of the imminent destruction of the teashop continues to haunt her 

throughout the bombing raid that follows. When this is over, Selina has no doubts as to 
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its consummated end: “The Warming Pan had gone; nobody had told her, but she felt it. 

It had ended its life in a blaze of glory, but she didn’t want to have to look at the 

remains. She only wanted to sleep” (192).  Indeed, as can be perceived, Selina’s 

pressing sense of imminent disaster experienced during the evening culminates in her 

complete certainty that the teashop had indeed been struck by a bomb. This conviction 

is coupled with her reluctance to witness its end, her need to sleep mirroring a desire for 

oblivion provoked by the untimely destruction of the building.          

With the devastation of the building, present and past realities seem to involute, thus 

creating a more immaterial picture of the present triggered by the absence of the 

tearoom. Indeed, the memory of the tearoom becomes more easily accessible than the 

void left by its destruction. Eve wonders wistfully “if the spirit of a place survived a 

bomb” (134), while Selina reflects on more tangible aspects of the building: “She 

seemed to feel The Warming Pan in her fingers, hear its creaks and noises, but it had 

gone, and in a little while she would be the only person to remember it” (201). The 

categories of the ‘then’ and the ‘now, related to the spatial issues of the novel, appear to 

intermingle in a constant flow of past and present evocations, but, as Selina realises, it 

would soon cost an effort to bring back the memory of the past which would slowly 

disappear and reappear only sporadically in her mind. As Bryher’s mentor Walter 

Benjamin stresses: “For every image of the past that is not recognised by the present as 

one of its own concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably” (1998, 247). Inevitably, 

Bryher obviously also feared that the past may only survive as a fleeting memory that 

would be recalled, first involuntarily, and then, voluntarily, in order to keep it alive
34

. In 

his analysis of temporal issues, Yi-Fu Tuan, for his part, considers that voluntary mind 

processes, or what he would term “thoughtful reflections” (2008, 148), were the only 

means by which the past could attain enduring significance, although the freshness of 

more involuntary reactions would have to be relinquished in the process. In his words: 

“Thought creates distance and destroys the immediacy of direct experience, yet it is by 

thoughtful reflection that the elusive moments of the past draw near to us in present 

reality and gain a measure of permanence” (148). Tuan is here pointing at the way by 

which conscious effort of thought could bridge the gap between present and past in a 
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 Walter Benjamin, based on his studies of Proust, was fascinated by the concepts of involuntary and 
voluntary memory, underlining their different nature; the first being the ideal way to keep memories 
alive while the second, which required a conscious effort, would consist in a less spontaneous but more 
secure attempt to recover the past. (Savage 2000, 42) 
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way that would encourage a simultaneous acceptance of both realities, a means by 

which the past could be recalled within the present and therefore become less “elusive”. 

In effect, Tuan’s postulation constitutes an effort to dispel linear time, a position which 

Benjamin also favoured. However, in order for the past to become an intrinsic part of 

the present, thought processes had to become easily accessible; in this instance it would 

seem that, whereas Tuan favoured “thoughtful reflections”, in order for the past to 

achieve “a measure of permanence”, Benjamin preferred involuntary memories, images 

that could be conjured up in a matter of seconds creating a picture that was as vivid as it 

was ephemeral. The German philosopher explains the process: “The true picture of the 

past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant 

when it can be recognized and is never seen again” (1998, 247). However, in spite of 

these differences with regard to the way in which the past may be recuperated, both 

philosophers defend the importance of removing temporal barriers, and the need to 

incorporate the past into the present by means of a continuous flow of thought 

processes. Indeed, this is a current subscribed to in present literary criticism in which 

the study of past in historical novels favours a non-linear perception of history. 

Following this line of thought, in their Introduction to the volume, Haunting and 

Spectrality in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Possessing the Past (2009), literary critics Rosario 

Arias and Patricia Pulham remark that: “We no longer subscribe to a secular and linear 

sense of time, we are conscious of theories that posit a multiplicity of ‘times’ and 

undermine a singular, linear, authoritative history” (xiv). Evidently this idea of a non-

linear attitude to history and memorialisation was still in its infancy in the 1940s, but it 

is interesting to see in the work of Bryher and her contemporaries the seeds of current 

critical methods of approaching the past.        

With regard to the more spatial notion of liminality that we have elsewhere delved 

upon, I would like here to refer to the concept of liminal time which is, at the same time, 

intimately related to the spatial reality of wartime London. This blurring of the limits 

between the past and the present creates an in-between temporal margin, not dissimilar 

to the transitional gap which appears between other binary spatial units analysed in this 

chapter, such as public and private or home and work. Indeed, in the novel, when the 

tearoom is bombed, Selina cannot at first grasp the significance of its disappearance and 

continues to remark upon its more solid features as if she were indeed in the time-span 

of the day before, thus creating an intermediate period in which ‘yesterday’ and ‘today’ 
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seemingly coexist: “Selina tried to realize what it meant, but all she could see were the 

thick walls of the restaurant, the heavy blackout curtains. Yesterday rushed over her as 

if she were actually alive in it” (193). As can be ascertained, the interplay of time issues 

in the novel does indeed create a liminal temporal border in which present events 

intermingle with the past reality. This concept is especially notable in the case of 

childhood flashbacks, an area of memory that Bryher was especially interested in, and 

which created a special bond between her and Benjamin. In the novel, these childhood 

memories usually flash back during difficult moments of the characters’ present, 

creating a connecting bridge between past impressions and present traumatic events. 

Selina, for instance, when being bombed in the basement suddenly has the vision “of 

being forced to stand as a small child almost underneath a waterfall, and of fearing that 

it would choke her” (185), while Mr Rashleigh wakes up to the raids with the 

impression of being back in his childhood days and of being assaulted and bullied by 

other bigger boys (18, 150). Eve has a constant longing for escape and cannot avoid 

recalling images of her childhood life in which members of her family were constantly 

pressing her to do farming chores (134). All these involuntary memories related to time 

and place can also be seen as the product of wartime stress and shock. Consequently, it 

would seem that the Blitz has the effect of creating a temporal liminal tunnel made up of 

visual flashbacks that pinpoint certain past issues. Bryher herself indicates the 

mechanism: “It was strange how impressions returned, as if they were no isolated 

events but had separate echoes vibrating along memory” (43). In Bryher’s perception 

these impressions are interconnected, like echoes that “vibrate” along a passageway 

created by a flow of memories and frequent time connections which confer upon the 

lives of the characters in the novel an intertemporal dimension.            

To complete the novel’s timeline, in which the past and the present are presented as 

constant features, there is a need for the future to be included, however tenuous or 

uncertain this may have seemed for the majority of characters in the book. While, as I 

have just shown, Selina Tippett, old Mr Rashleigh, Eve and Colonel Ferguson seek 

refuge in the past, Eve’s friend Joe and the warden Mr Dobbie enjoy the present, the 

action and the excitement of war. Angelina, Selina’s partner, on the other hand, 

represents a total emotional break from the other characters of the novel in that she 

wishes to close the book of the past definitely and look to the future. She is a firm 

believer in the symbolic influence of the plaster bulldog, Beowulf, has no patience with 
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her friends and authoritatively expostulates to the melancholy Selina: “And remember, 

partner, we are alive. Why mope about the past? I’m stepping into the future…” (199). 

In a novel so richly influenced by the past, this practical attitude with regard to the 

future is not felt to be the most convincing of antidotes by the other characters of the 

novel, who do not find it easy to second Angelina’s optimism.                                                   

                                                              §§    

In accordance with Van Gennep’s rites de passage, in this novel we have witnessed the 

development of the actual liminal stage of the passageway. In this respect, Beowulf also 

manifests a change in attitude in comparison with the two novels analysed in the 

previous chapters of this dissertation. Whereas Shelter and London Pride abound with a 

more challenging kind of assertiveness that can be observed at the beginning of the 

Blitz, in Beowulf the prevailing atmosphere is that of sadness, sometimes bordering on 

despair, mixed with a certain nostalgia for the past. In this way, the characters also serve 

to illustrate the perplexity and disorientation experienced by Londoners at the time. This 

sensitively written novel does, however, have some features in common with the other 

two works featured in Chapters Three and Four, such as the exaltation of the community 

spirit and the characters’ need for gathering in ambivalent public-private locations. 

However, in this novel this feeling of unity is not perceived in the sense of optimistic 

support, as it is often counteracted by a prevailing feeling of doom on the part of some 

of the characters.  

In effect, all throughout Bryher’s novel there is the underlying sensation of being 

under siege, the imminent destruction of the tearoom being dreaded by the characters at 

all times and imagined in different ways as an impending danger. The knowledge that 

once the tearoom is gone the community atmosphere that it has created will also vanish, 

produces a sense of anxiety and sad foreboding for the characters forced to face its 

seemingly probable end. As can be perceived, the irreparable damage caused by war 

reaches its zenith in this novel, leading to reactions such as that of the protagonist 

Selina, who feels that simply remaining alive when her tightly-knit little community has 

disappeared may not give her enough motivation to carry on (196). Illustrative of a 

transitional but intense period of the conflict, Bryher’s Beowulf is in its turn followed by 

the works of other novelists, such as Lettice Cooper’s Black Bethlehem (1947), which 

will take the representation of the Blitz into its latter stages.        
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Chapter Six 

Private Tensions Tilt the Balance in a ‘Black’ London: Lettice 

Cooper’s Wartime Commitment in Black Bethlehem 

 

When I packed up all my diaries at the beginning of the war and sent them to 

Sophy with my most precious books and the Nuremberg glass and most of the 

things that had belonged to my mother, I felt as though I was sending away all 

the things that made me a person and not a number on an identity card. (Cooper 

1947, 137) 

Was Bethlehem a lie after all, and is there only the jungle? Is love a lost cause? 

No, I don’t, I won’t believe it. (168)                         

 

Lettice Cooper’s Black Bethlehem (1947) takes the reader a step further into the 

wartime reality of the Blitz. In this novel the writer explores the psychological effects 

resulting from the shock and tensions caused by the conflict. In accordance with this 

subject matter, different types of reactions on the part of the characters will be analysed, 

especially those related to spatial aspects such as the home and private life. In this way, 

we shall see that, contrary to Marguerite Steen’s Shelter (1941) or Phyllis Bottome’s 

London Pride (1941), in which the spatial features explored exemplify the wartime 

blurring of the boundaries between the private and public spheres, Black Bethlehem 

evidences a desire for returning to the maintenance of these boundaries, especially 

within the realm of the private space of the home. Furthermore, and in accordance with 

the schema of the liminal rites of passage, we can situate Black Bethlehem towards the 

end of the liminal tunnel, as the time-span of the section analysed in this chapter takes 

the reader to the last months of the Blitz. Consequently, the novel also reveals attitudes 

representative of the changing face of the war, such as the increased attention given to 

more humanistic issues. We must not obviate the fact, either, that Cooper wrote the 

novel after the contention had ended, her privileged vision of the war as a whole also 

lending to her writing a marked philosophical stance. The fact that two devastating wars 
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had shaken the world during the first half of the century gave rise to a debate, in an 

existentialist sense, with regard to the possible finale of the western concept of 

civilisation. In view of these considerations, controversial issues, such as how to prevent 

evil doctrines from spreading in Europe, or even whether religion could still have a role 

to play in pacifying the world, were of vital importance to the writer. These topics will 

be examined within the spatial framework of the city in which the novel takes place ‒ a 

convulsed, ‘black’ London.  

Cooper’s novel is also admirable from the literary point of view; the style is 

sensitive and the language at times poetic, while political and ideological considerations 

appear perfectly integrated in the storyline. Although the fame of the novel, and indeed 

that of the writer, has not endured, Cooper did have a certain literary reputation in her 

time. In literary criticism, however, her work has rarely been discussed in detail, and her 

novel, Black Bethlehem, has only been considered in some depth by critics Phyllis 

Lassner (1998) in her chapter “‘This Shuddering Night’: The London Home Front of 

Elizabeth Bowen, Marguerite Steen and Lettice Cooper”, and Jenny Hartley (1997) in 

“The Blitz and the Mothers of England”. These late twentieth-century studies provide a 

helpful contribution to my research on women writers, although their brief explanations 

sometimes lead to misleading interpretations of a book that is, as I aim to show in this 

chapter, both profound and complex. A more detailed study of the work of Lettice 

Cooper is required, and in particular of Black Bethlehem, a thought-provoking novel 

that should also be noted for its literary quality.  

In order to better understand Cooper’s ideology in the novel Black Bethlehem I will 

now refer to certain biographical details of the writer. Lettice Ulpha Cooper was born in 

1897 in Lancashire and studied classics at Lady Margaret Hall in Oxford.  On finishing 

her degree she returned to the north of England to help her father manage the family 

engineering business. However, she soon began writing, and found her political voice in 

her first success, The National Provincial, published in 1938.  She became the only 

labour supporter in her staunchly conservative home, and, therefore, must have been 

quite relieved to receive an offer to write for the London journal Time and Tide
35

. She 
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 The Time and Tide was a political and literary review magazine founded by Lady Rhondda in 1920. In 
the years in which Cooper wrote, it supported left wing and feminist causes. It finally closed in 1986. Its 
contributors included such front-line literary figures as Vera Brittain, Robert Graves, D.H. Lawrence, C.S. 
Lewis, Rose Macaulay, George Orwell or Virginia Woolf among many others.  
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moved to the metropolis in 1939 and settled in the north of the city where she lived for 

the next fifty years. During the war she worked for the Ministry of Food and there 

befriended George Orwell’s wife, Eileen Blair, who may well have inspired her to 

create the character of Ann in Black Bethlehem (Hammill 2006, 56). Her experiences 

during the war led her to write her ambitious wartime novel which, however, would not 

be as successful as the novels she had written in the previous years
36

.        

After the war the author remained with her sister Barbara in her North London flat, 

where she continued with her literary career. She also participated in several different 

events such as the founding the Writers Action Group with Brigid Brophy, Maureen 

Duffy and others. Cooper was awarded an OBE for achieving Public Lending Rights
37

 

and later became President of the English Centre of International PEN
38

. Cooper’s niece 

by marriage to her nephew Leo, the well-known writer and television presenter Jilly 

Cooper, recalled many years later the liveliness in her aunt’s apartment in London and 

the hospitality that was offered there: “During her life Lettice supported her sister 

Barbara and many other writers. At their parties along with the literary lions were also 

lame ducks: Turks who longed for British passports, pale spinster poets who couldn’t 

get anything published” (2003, xii). Cooper died in 1994, and in her obituary her friend 

Francis King recalls how at a PEN Congress in Stockholm, a Swedish writer remarked 

about Lettice Cooper: “She is what we expect English people to be but what they so 

seldom are” (The Independent , 1994).      

With regard to the novel, Black Bethlehem is an ambitious literary work in which 

the writer aims at reproducing both the timeline of a long drawn-out wartime situation, 

and the perceptions of a representative man, woman and child. The novel is not 

organised in a chronological order, as the timeline jumps from one period of the war to 

another. The reader is initially presented with a group of wardens in the “Prologue”, 
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 The New House (1936) and The National Provincial (1938) are probably her best known novels. In the 
case of The New House it has recently been reprinted by Persephone Books (2003) with a “Preface” by 
her niece, the television presenter Jilly Cooper. 
37

 The Public Lending Right, also known as PLR, is the right for authors to receive payment for the loans 
of their books by public libraries. The PLR programme has evolved to include, as well as compensation to 
writers for any potential loss of sales, government support to all forms of art, such as books, music and 
artwork.     
38

 The English Centre of International PEN (Poets, Essayists and Novelists) is a worldwide association of 
writers which was founded in London in 1921 to promote friendship and intellectual co-operation 
among authors. Nowadays it also defends freedom of expression and acts on behalf of harassed or 
imprisoned writers.  Cooper was President of the English branch from 1977-79. 



172 
 

who are debating on markedly philosophical issues related to the nature of war and to 

belligerent versus pacifistic attitudes in the face of possible future conflicts. Their 

conversation is set in the last complete year of the war, 1944, a year in which the 

outcome of the contention was already relatively clear, although the ‘Doodle Bugs’ 

bombs were still causing a lot of damage to the city. The novel then moves ahead to 

1945 and, with the account of “The Man”, describes the mixed feelings of a soldier with 

regard to the VE Day celebrations. The protagonist of this section, Alan Marriot, is 

suffering from the psychological effects of war fighting and the loss of close friends and 

feels unable to spiritually take part in the celebrations organised for the victory. The 

second part of the novel is “The Woman”, a section that presents a diary written from 

the point of view of Lucy Meadows, a woman who lives and works in London during 

the Blitz.  The third part is “The Child”, set a few years before the war, in September 

1935. This section represents the feelings and reactions of a boy who suffers from 

conflicting relationships at school and at home and whose role in the novel seems to be 

that of exposing the way in which the seeds of violence may germinate and culminate in 

war-faring tendencies. The last page of the novel is the “Epilogue”, which carries on 

from the initial pages, thus concluding the sequence that had begun in the “Prologue”. 

In this section, the warden who was featured at the beginning of the novel receives a 

direct hit from one of the ‘Doodle Bugs’ bombs, causing him a head injury and 

reminding us of the danger and futility of war, as well as its effect on the common 

individual.  

As we can see, the author aimed at creating an overall picture of the conflict in all its 

different stages, as well as presenting a set of attitudes and reactions to war, depending 

on the sex and age of the characters involved. Part II, named “The Woman”, is by far 

the most spatially stimulating section of the novel, and the focus of my research in this 

chapter. This section consists of a diary written by the main character, forty-year-old 

Lucy Meadows, a fashion designer working during the war in a secretarial position for 

one of the ministries. Her diary entries aim to illustrate her daily life and thoughts 

during the months of the Blitz. Lucy, who lives alone in spite of having a long-term 

relationship with her partner Piers, sees her everyday life seriously upset by the invasive 

effects of the war, as well as by an unsettling relationship with a refugee, Marta Krawl, 

whom she welcomes into her home at the beginning of the story. The difficult situation 

that ensues between the main characters reaches its climax when the affair between 
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Marta and Piers is revealed, thus triggering Lucy’s shocked reaction and subsequent 

breakdown. This middle section of the book ends with the protagonist’s emerging 

awareness with regard to the complexity of human relationships and reactions during a 

wartime situation. 

Regarding the subject matter of the section of Cooper’s novel that I analyse, the 

reader is presented with an adroit portrayal of wartime and its intrusive effect on 

citizens’ homes, an aspect which became of central concern for many Londoners who 

felt that this attack on their most vulnerable personal allotment of space was one of the 

most harassing aspects of the times. In Black Bethlehem, this violent incursion into 

personal space is effected, not only by means of the inevitable invasiveness of war but 

also by means of the psychological tension caused by the entrance of a stranger into the 

private realm of the home. My on-going study of the private and the public spheres of 

the city at war will be further illuminated in this chapter by the analysis of conflicting 

human relationships which also contribute to weaken spatial boundaries. Cooper’s novel 

offers a different insight into the vulnerability of the home during wartime which 

encourages further study of the concept of privacy and its spatial limits. At the same 

time, the author’s view of the city as a whole requires a thorough analysis in order to 

understand the extent of her political thought. In this chapter I aim to explore these 

previously under-researched aspects of the book, while at the same time draw attention 

to certain wartime spatial issues by underlining their marked liminal tendency.  

In the first section of this chapter I will deal with diary-writing as a form of self-

expression, an extremely popular type of life-writing during wartime. Indeed, attending 

to Manuel Aguirre’s claim that literature is in itself a liminal kind of performance ‒ 

understood as a means of offering a personalised interpretation of the world mediated 

by the careful and artistic choice of language ‒ we find that diaries come to occupy their 

own sphere of liminality in which the artistic component may be lessened in favour of a 

stronger element of self-expression. In Aguirre’s words, the writer, when creating a 

work of literature, generates a text “between two or more discourses, a transition area 

between two or more universes and which thereby shares in two or more poetics” 

(“Liminality” 2011), a definition which leaves the way open for different forms of 

artistic formats to develop. In the case of the literary diary, we could say that it becomes 

a liminal text par excellence, one in which the writing is imbued with the poetics of life-

writing, while, at the same time, it is a genre which offers a revealing interpretation of 
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the public side of life, chronicled by means of a record of personal details and emotions.   

In this section, I will investigate the private-public role of this genre and how it is 

deployed by the novelist who writes with the public in mind.  

In the second section of the chapter I will focus on the home and the way in which 

the main character, Lucy Meadows, strives to protect the privacy she fears to lose in the 

face of the wartime situation. I shall also contrast the theoretical findings of literary 

critic Wendy Gan and her research into the etymology of the term ‘private’, with the 

position taken by Julie Inness who reminds us that, as civilised human beings, we 

should be able to secure privacy and exert control over those who enter the home (1992, 

6), a premise refuted by the wartime situation. I will also explore the figure of the 

refugee in literature in order to discover the extent of his or her acceptance within the 

home, an issue that is prevalent in Black Bethlehem. In the novel, this intrusion is 

symbolised by the liminal act of the crossing of the threshold, an act not exempt from 

political and social implications. Indeed, with the entrance of German-Czech Marta into 

the realm of the Londoner’s home, the reality of the transnational impact of war is made 

apparent, a facet of the conflict that I will analyse in order to understand the characters’ 

reactions.  

In the third section of this chapter I will explore the writer’s wish to place the city of 

London at the centre of a profound political and philosophical debate. The metropolis is 

viewed by the author as an area of contention in which the concept of civilisation is 

seriously jeopardised by what Cooper considers to be the wartime ‘law of the jungle’. 

The dichotomous nature of this terminology leads to a re-assessment of the Blitz period, 

as both states, that of civilisation and that of the jungle, might be seen to coexist during 

this limited period of time
39

. These deliberations will also take me to consider the title 

of the book, as well as to examine the interpretations of critics Jenny Hartley and Phillis 

Lassner. With regard to Cooper’s concerns over the war-faring tendency exhibited by 

mankind during the twentieth century, I will also take into account Paul Virilio’s 

concept of “total war” (2008,18), understood in this context as referring to the 
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 During the 1940s, the binary ‘jungle-civilisation’ was used uncritically, previous as it is to the thought 
that originated in the 1970s leading to the postcolonial critical movement in which it has been accused 
of helping to perpetuate stereotypes of backward, irrational and wild human beings as opposed to 
civilised Europeans (for example works exposing the colonialist attitude are Chinua Achebe’s essay “An 
Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness” (1975) or Edward Said’s book Orientalism 
(1978)). 



175 
 

continuous state of contention prevalent in western civilisation during the first half of 

the century. This “total war” situation is further intensified by the constant battle 

exhibited between the forces of good and evil, or between the concepts of jungle and 

civilisation, as used in Black Bethlehem, creating a dichotomous struggle that exposes 

the liminal spaces that evolve from the “dislocation of the established structures” 

(Horvath, Thomassen and Wydra 2015, 2).              

 

6.1. The Diary during Wartime, a Private Liminal Writing for the 

Public 

 

As I have already indicated in the Introduction of this chapter, Part II of the novel Black 

Bethlehem is written in diary form. Cooper probably chose to write this section of the 

book in this format due to the artistic possibilities offered by this type of writing. The 

diary was also immensely popular during the first half of the twentieth century, not only 

as a literary device but also as a private form of self-expression. Diaries had already 

proved invaluable for women during the First World War, providing an eyewitness 

report of the events taking place as well as purporting a psychological outlet for the 

mental sufferings and emotions experienced by the female population. They also 

became testimonies of certain historical importance that offered a means of recording 

situations and events with exactitude. Agnès Cardinal, co-editor of an anthology of 

these personal First World War life-writings reminds us that: “The diaries of May 

Sinclair and Margot Asquith offer accounts of war which can be dated precisely, day, 

month and year” (1999, 2). Likewise, in the Second World War, diaries were again 

valued for their personal and accurate unofficial ‘reportage’ of the war.  

Different types of life-writing documents increased in popularity during wartime. In 

addition to diaries, there were also letters, memoirs and autobiographies which have 

also survived as private narrative forms (Bell 2008, 1).  To these more personalised 

types of writing, we may also add other written accounts that were also extremely 

popular during wartime, such as short stories or articles for magazines or literary 

journals. In effect, during the war, the literary journal became very popular. As has been 

stated in the introductory biographical data, Cooper herself wrote for Time and Tide for 
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which she contributed articles. Another journal which also had a front-line repercussion 

was The Horizon, edited by Cyril Connolly, in which literary contributions from key 

writers of the times, such as Elizabeth Bowen, were often included. Indeed, both Bowen 

and Cooper found it very difficult to concentrate on writing just one full-length novel 

during the Blitz, combining long fiction with other more concise forms, such as the 

article and short story
40

.  Both found it easier to complete their war novels straight after 

the conflict, The Heat of the Day appearing in 1949 and Black Bethlehem in 1947.   

As personal accounts of wartime strife, the relevance of letters and diaries was 

unprecedented. Due to the insecurity inherent to war, people could not travel to visit 

relatives or friends or even communicate effectively by telephone, so the means of 

communication by letter form became essential. On a slightly different note, the diary 

became a mode of self-expression for citizens that needed in some way to express their 

own account of the devastating front-line confrontation. Bell explains this need and its 

emerging value for the researcher: “Diaries provide an intimate glimpse into the private 

world of Londoners, disclosing personal and family strategies for coping with 

privations, stresses and dangers of war” (2008, 3).  Also, diarists probably felt that, by 

recording their experiences in writing, they were also validating their own wartime trials 

and tribulations and articulating their active involvement in the conflict. Literary critic 

Jenny Hartley, in the Introduction of her selection of diaries and excerpts of the times, 

Hearts Undefeated (1994)
41

, clarifies this point: 

 

It was a recognition of the significance of this particular moment in history, 

when ordinary existence was intersected by the extraordinary phenomenon of 

war. It was also a flag waving in celebration of ordinary life, those virtues of 

British life to be valued, defended, fought for and carefully documented. The 

writer needed to make the ordinary visible and therefore valuable. (2003, 309)  

 

                                                           
40

 Elizabeth Bowen confessed in the “Preface” for The Demon Lover and Other Stories (1945) that: “I 
lived so many lives, and, still more, lived among the packed repercussions of so many thousands of 
other lives, all under stress, that I see now it would have been impossible to have been writing only one 
book” (1986, 95).   
41

 Jenny Hartley’s book can also be read alongside Anne Boston’s selection of wartime short stories in a 
combined edition, Wave Me Goodbye and Hearts Undefeated Omnibus (2003) 
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As Hartley indicates, by writing down their daily struggles and wartime privations, the 

Londoner was documenting his or her own private experience of the war, thus making it 

important and valuable. Diarists also kept their records in order to read them again and 

remember their wartime trials at a particular time. Indeed, Hartley underlines this aspect 

when she emphasises that: “Before the war was over women were rereading their 

diaries to remember themselves as they had been, and the selves they had written and 

created in the earlier years of the war” (309).  

Although diaries were written initially for the writer’s benefit, as the war proceeded, 

the female diarist soon understood that her account was of value also from a historical 

point of view. This aspect reflects the diarists’ growing realisation that the diary could 

be seen in the future as a historical document of some value. As the character of Black 

Bethlehem, Lucy Meadows, points out after a bad spate of bombing: “I want to make a 

note about last night. One day it will be history, and although I think I will never forget 

it, I haven’t come to be nearly forty without knowing that you can forget almost 

anything” (169). In the case of diaries written by novelists or poets, such as the ones 

written by Virginia Woolf, Rose Macaulay or Barbara Pym, the fact that their works 

were also important war documents did not lessen their literary component, especially 

as many war diaries were written by novelists who used this form of writing, not only as 

a means of self-confession, but also to create literary pieces destined for the public eye, 

as is the case of Black Bethlehem. Therefore, during the war, the original concept of the 

private diary which would only be read by diarist became quite unusual, both for the 

anonymous diarist and for the acknowledged writer.  

The revelation that their diaries may be read by future generations gave these 

diarists a feeling of greater responsibility, as this meant that their privately written 

accounts could be considered as containing important and revealing information about 

customs, attitudes or opinions during the war. Consequently, the barriers between 

private writing and public war documentation also became more blurred and indistinct. 

Bell also recognises this permeable aspect of diaries and the strategic position they 

came to occupy, midway between private and public deliveries. Therefore, inasmuch as 

diaries were “archived for future study” (2008, 171), they also stood “in a complex 

position between private and public sources” (171), an aspect which also conferred 

upon them a special liminal status. Indeed, diary writing constituted a format which 

offered great possibilities for the wartime writer in this respect, as it was targeting an 
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interstitial or in-between realm, which included both private and public sensibilities. 

This is the case of Black Bethlehem, in which the second part of the novel is written 

entirely in diary form, the format being used as a literary device that helps the writer to 

produce a simulated account of the war. To put it in other words, the novelist’s intention 

was to reproduce the style of current diaries with the aim of delivering a ‘realistic’ 

personal view of the public side of war.   

In Black Bethlehem, the tensions arising from the public-private liminal status of the 

diary are revealed to the reader from the outset. The diarist in Black Bethlehem, Lucy 

Meadows, confesses in the first pages that writing a diary had posed a problem for her 

at the beginning of the war because she had viewed herself as a person involved in the 

generalised war effort, rather than a private individual. The diary is initiated by Lucy on 

November 25,
 
1940, and proceeds in a clear chronological way to the last entry, May 

18, 1941, six months later. As can clearly be seen, Lucy does not write about the first 

months of the Blitz (there is nothing for September or October). The protagonist 

revealingly explains: “I gave up keeping my diary on the day that the war began 

because it seemed like the end of my personal life” (136).  For Lucy, then, writing her 

diary is a way of developing her private self, which had initially seemed incompatible 

with the global struggle of war. In fact, she had first considered the Blitz as a force that 

could potentially annihilate the diarist’s own private self. However, when Lucy finally 

does decide to continue with her diary, it is precisely because of her need to recover a 

part of herself that could only be developed by means of a more intimate form of 

writing. The protagonist confesses: “It is easier, at least it is for me, to have your own 

separate, inner life if you tot it up at the end of the day and write something down” 

(138). In this way, Lucy aims to recover her own private thoughts and personal space by 

means of her diary, which can be understood as being a necessary outlet for her 

feelings, fears and doubts and that can’t be expressed in her social or public life.   

Lucy Meadows is also presented to us as a character that values privacy above all 

things: a single lady living on her own, she confides that she “couldn’t manage this war-

time life without a certain amount of privacy” (138). In this way, her diary bears witness 

to her secret anxieties during the bombing raids. This is illustrated when she confesses 

that she only goes down to the basement of her flat when the raids are very intense, 

because she needs “the comfort of having” her “own things about” her (138), and 

because she doesn’t like anybody “to see” her “jump and shiver” (138). Lucy’s 
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imperious need for privacy is acutely felt in these sentences, in which the protagonist 

explains her necessity for remaining in her own familiar surroundings. Furthermore, 

Lucy doesn’t want to feel observed by others when feeling frightened. As happens with 

the other characters of the novels I explore, fear of death and claustrophobia were 

common features of the Blitz, emotions which Lucy likewise experiences but is 

ashamed of confessing to, and which, again, can only be expressed in her diary: 

 

I have never told anybody how much I am haunted by the fear of being trapped. 

Always when I hear a German plane overhead or when bombs begin dropping 

near I imagine myself coming to after the shock and fall and finding myself half 

smothered, pinned beneath mounds of wreckage, unable to move. I imagine 

struggling and screaming until something in me cracks. This again I can only put 

in my diary. (140) 

 

Fear of death is here coupled with the horrible prospect of dying smothered under a pile 

of bricks. The claustrophobic anxiety resulting from this kind of situation possesses 

nightmarish qualities that must have been shared by many London citizens during the 

war. Cooper must have had similar fears herself, and this is expressed in her fiction by 

means of the diary written by Lucy. There are also many non-fictionalised diaries from 

that agonising autumn of 1940, which voice feelings of the kind. In Virginia Woolf’s 

diary, for example, the writer gives a very visual and spine-chilling account of how 

death may occur were she to be buried by a bomb: 

 

Oh, I try to imagine how one is killed by a bomb. I’ve got it fairly vivid – the 

sensation: but can’t see anything but suffocating nonentity following after. I 

shall think – oh I wanted another ten years – not this – and shan’t for once be 

able to describe it. It – I mean death; no, the scrunching and scrambling, the 

crushing of my bone shade in on my very active eye and brain; the process of 

putting out the light, - painful? Yes. Terrifying. I suppose so – then a swoon, a 



180 
 

drum; two or three gulps attempting consciousness – and then, dot dot dot. 

(2003b, 408) 

 

This excerpt shows Woolf’s innermost feelings of horror when faced with the possible 

prospect of her home receiving a direct hit. As we can see, the force of war was 

intruding upon the actual psyche of men and women, who needed the escapism offered 

by the transgressive liminal space of the private diaries as a way of releasing the severe 

tension to which they were subjected
42

. Even though the diary form has a history of 

centuries, during wartime (both the First and Second World Wars), it acquired a position 

of relevance as a form of writing, both intimately related to the literary form and to the 

historical document. Certainly, the liminal and dynamic position of the diary, constantly 

fluctuating between the more public-orientated topics of war and the personal anxiety of 

citizens facing the ongoing devastation, had its relevant place in the novelistic output of 

the day as is exemplified by “The Woman” section of Black Bethlehem.        

 

6.2. Crossing the Threshold of the Home; the Complex Position of 

the Refugee 

 

From the start of Part II we are well aware that the maintenance of privacy in the home 

becomes an uppermost necessity for Lucy Meadows. Nevertheless, as can be expected, 

the protagonist’s veneration for privacy is severely jeopardised by the intrusion of 

warfare into the city. In effect, more positive connotations of the concept of privacy may 

have been defended at other moments of history; this, however, was certainly not the 

case during the Blitz, a time during which the disruption caused by war was felt at all 

levels. In any case, and although the value of privacy is extolled upon in this novel, the 

benefits of private space have not always been highly rated. Literary critic Wendy Gan 

explains to us that the origins of the word “private” were far from positive:    
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 Many other wartime diaries express acute feelings of fear and panic caused by the bombing raids. To 
name but a few we can single out the diaries written by Rose Macaulay, Storm Jameson, Sylvia 
Townsend Warner, Beatrice Webb and Barbara Nixon among others.    
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Etymologically, the word “private” comes from the Latin root meaning 

“deprived” and to be private thus meant being deprived of status, office and 

community. The initial connotations of privacy were negative but privacy’s 

etymological roots are also a reminder that without the contrast of the wider 

social group, without the contexts of social relations, the deprivations of privacy 

cannot be transformed into privileges. (2009, 3)         

 

In the case of Black Bethlehem, the sense of privilege conferred by the concept of 

privacy far outweighs the negative aspect of deprivation implied by the original 

etymology of the word. Also, it is worth analysing this quote in order to observe Gan’s 

preference for a private world that is situated in direct opposition to the outside realm. 

Interestingly, according to this theory, it is precisely this antagonism that transforms 

privacy into a privileged space, as if this opposition were a prerequisite in order to be 

able to emphasise the positive qualities of intimacy. This defence of a strict separation 

of the spheres is understood in this light as necessary in order to enhance the qualities of 

both categories. However, in the case of novels such as Black Bethlehem, we find that 

the wartime conditions exert a great deal of pressure, working in such a way that the 

categories of public and private cannot remain uninfluenced. Consequently, properties 

of each sphere may be enhanced or, on the other hand, the barriers set between them 

may become more easily erasable. Indeed, as Antoine Prost has explained in The 

History of Private Life (1991), the relationship between the categories should not, in any 

case, be understood as unmalleable. In his words: “The boundaries of private life are not 

laid down once and for all: the division of human activity between public and private 

spheres is subject to change” (3)
43

. This possibility of change is obviously felt most 

acutely during wartime, in spite of the main character’s efforts to protect her home from 

wartime damage and influence.     

In contrast to the other novels discussed in this study, Cooper’s novel portrays a 

home in which privacy is highly beneficial. In Marguerite Steen’s Shelter, for example, 

the home is seen as entrapping and depressing. In Bottome’s London Pride, the home 

has many privations due to its state of poverty. This is obviously not so in Black 
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 Urban geographer Ali Madanipour has also written about the difficulty of maintaining set  barriers 
between the private and the public spheres in the city and warns that “the distinction between public 
and private, therefore, is not and should not be rigid”(2003, 106).  
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Bethlehem, a textual space in which the home represented is imbued with many 

welcoming and sheltering connotations. Indeed, Lucy rarely leaves the home when there 

is a bombing raid taking place, preferring to use the basement of her own flat rather than 

search for safety outdoors (138). The protagonist insists that she gains a certain measure 

of stability when she is at home that helps her face the world of war outside. In this 

way, Lucy’s experience of the dwelling comes much nearer to Gaston Bachelard’s 

conception of the home as a place of shelter, a “space for cheer and intimacy” (1994, 

48), a place where the human being can build up the necessary strength to withstand the 

rigours of war outside.  

Social theorist Julie Inness, in her study Privacy, Intimacy and Isolation (1992), has 

written extensively on the advantages afforded by privacy and has also striven to find a 

definition that will provide a satisfying interpretation of the term. In so doing, Inness 

coincides with what Gan would conclude some years later, and finds that the best means 

of achieving an understanding of privacy comes from the necessity of opposing the 

private to the public. However, in Inness’ assertions there is a variation that provides a 

new angle for this discussion. She stresses that, “an initial step towards a definition of 

privacy is to determine whether privacy separates areas of the agent’s life from the 

public sphere or provides him or her with control over them” (6). Inness’ postulation, 

therefore, allows for the agent’s possibility of control over the ensuring of privacy. It is 

precisely in this respect that this concept in Black Bethlehem is found to be under threat, 

as, during wartime, personal control over the limits of privacy ceased to be an option.  

London citizens could not check the invasive action of war, and, in the case of the 

protagonist Lucy, the privacy she longs to maintain is severely jeopardised, both by the 

exterior pressure of the bombs and the arrival of a stranger, in the person of the refugee 

Marta Krawl, into her home.       

The powerful symbolism of the crossing of the threshold is evidenced in the novel 

by means of the repercussions that this action will have for the characters involved in 

the story. Indeed, the refugee’s entrance into the home changes the main characters’ 

lives in an irreversible way. From the point of view of critical studies which focus on 

the stepping over of boundaries between the outside and the inside, the crossover point 

is a liminal space which is situated in the precise limits of the frontier between the two 

realms. In effect, the study of liminality comprehends the focus of an area that connects 

two dichotomous units of space, and, in the case of the novel under consideration, it is 
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the sill or doorway of the house which acts as the connecting device between the outside 

and the inside. When Marta, the refugee, crosses the limen, or threshold, her influence 

on the series of events that ensue becomes clearly marked. She also brings into the 

home the transnational reality of the atrocities committed by the Nazis, which forges 

feelings and reactions alien to the Londoner’s more naïve perception of the overall scale 

of the war.  

Literary critic Michael Stitt writes about the commitment which every person 

undertakes when they allow somebody access into their home or when they themselves 

cross the threshold of another person’s property, an understanding which is subverted 

by Marta when she enters Lucy’s home. In his words: 

 

A person can decide to allow someone to enter their private home, or business, 

or rather reject them, not allowing their entrance. And once a certain person 

crosses the threshold, they are subject to the rules and obligations that the 

household implies. (“Thresholds and Liminality” 2009)          

 

This is precisely the aspect to which Marta refuses to conform, disregarding the implicit 

rules and obligations which her entry into Lucy’s realm implies. However, in this case, 

Lucy can also be held in a certain way accountable. The protagonist is attracted to the 

idea of helping a refugee without really taking into account the extent to which the 

effects of war may cause psychological damage on the individual. Lucy’s decision to 

take Marta into her home stems from her need to make a personal contribution to the 

war effort in a way which, though intentionally kind, could also be interpreted, from 

Marta’s point of view at least, as patronising and overbearing. The difficult situation that 

arises, and the complicated relationships that result, evolve within Lucy’s home, 

creating a conflicting space permeated by differing personal and transnational issues 

that reach a culminating point at the end of this section of the book. 

During the war and the years before the conflict, the entrance of refugees into the 

country had become quite a common occurrence. This situation led to a feeling of 

solidarity on the part of British people who were made aware of the suffering and 
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persecution taking place in Europe at the hands of the Nazi armies. Nevertheless, 

although the initial purpose was that of a genuine desire to help, this was not exempt 

from a certain mistrust and suspicion with regard to citizens whose way of life and 

traditions were totally alien to theirs. As Jenny Hartley points out: “The impatience with 

the intruder had to be tempered by the compassion for the sufferer” (1997, 58). Indeed, 

Hartley has noted how the refugee came to form part of the literature of the 30s and 40s, 

taking on roles that were not always considered in a positive light.  Female refugees 

were often employed in domestic work and could “turn the tables on those who would 

exploit her as a domestic slave by capturing the heart of the head of the household” 

(59). In many literary representations of the time, then, the refugee entered the home, 

but failed to become a “harmonious part of it” (60)
44

.  

This is in part what happens in Black Bethlehem, a novel in which the role of the 

‘evil agent’ in the storyline is adopted by the refugee, a person who strives from the 

beginning to occupy a place of importance in Lucy’s menage.  As Marta increasingly 

usurps the space of the home, Lucy’s partner, Piers, is pushed out. The space that had 

enshrined the privacy of its proprietor, initially only extended occasionally to her 

partner Piers, becomes a place undermined by contention. The tensions between the 

three characters and their need to assert themselves in their appropriation of the home 

space result in Piers becoming the first to be driven out from the dwelling (138). The 

next character to leave the apartment is Lucy herself, who becomes ill and has to remain 

with her sister in the country. While she is away, Marta gains supremacy over the home, 

which in turn also leads to her asserting her influence over Piers, initiating a relationship 

with him that remains occluded from Lucy until several months later. At the end of this 

story, however, despite losing both lover and friend, Lucy is reinstated once again in her 

own home.  

A desire for domination within the home is coupled with the need to possess objects, 

clothes and belongings, a feeling exaggerated by the pressure of wartime. In the case of 

Marta, her belongings are of extreme importance to her. As she herself confesses, she 

has lost so much that what she still possesses must be retained at all cost. In one of the 
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 Black Bethlehem exposes some of the tensions that arose in the process of accepting necessary 
individual and group rights that surrounded the refugee crisis during the war. In 1943 the United 
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration was set up to provide humanitarian relief for refugees, 
which after the war was supplanted by the Declaration of Human Rights in Paris in 1948.    
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last scenes of the novel Marta returns to retrieve her possessions from Lucy’s house. 

Lucy and Marta meet and the former comments with certain irony:  

 

She wanted to make sure of her possessions now that things were difficult. She 

did not trust me to give them back to her. Why, indeed, should anybody so 

unable to be trusted trust anyone? And no feeling of shame or embarrassment 

stopped her from coming to fetch her property. (228)  

 

Although Lucy’s feeling of outrage is in keeping with the storyline, here Cooper may be 

intending us to look at the picture from a wider perspective. In effect, the author may be 

intending the reader to see Marta’s actions as the result of her tragic story. Marta herself 

exclaims: “You were sorry for me; yes, because I have lost everything. You think that 

should make me very grateful, very patient! You do not understand that it gives me the 

right to do what I can to go on living…” (230). As Gill Plain indicates: “This was the 

fate of the refugee, who in letting go of the framework of normality, experiences the full 

weight of repressed experience” (1996, 19). In this way, although Marta tries to conform 

to normality, she is so scarred by her war experiences that she cannot repress her hate 

for the complacency she believes she witnesses in Londoners. In this sense she 

complains:  

 

‘You and your friends – you are all so nice.’ She spoke the word with a scornful 

inflection. ‘You trust people, you think that it is not their fault, that they do not 

mean it, they were perhaps brought up wrong. Still, still, while your London is 

battered to pieces, you do not see that everywhere, always, all the time, it is a 

fight! (…) It does not exist, that so nice world!’ (183).  

 

Marta´s vision of reality leads her to imagine that she is justified in acting selfishly, or 

even immorally, in order to survive, and, in her case, this vision finally erases the 

boundaries between good and evil as she becomes dominated by her desire to gain 
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control over space and property. Her capacity for distinguishing between right and 

wrong has been undermined, and, as a result, Marta is no longer the victim but an agent 

who has the desire to inflict on others what she herself has suffered.  Phyllis Lassner 

also reflects this view in her study of Cooper’s novel: “Marta is no longer simply an 

object of oppressive geo-politics, but the role of victimised other has also made her an 

agent of her own oppressive personal politics, and this undermines her distinctions 

between good and evil” (1998, 104). Her entry into Lucy’s home space is, therefore, 

morally challenging. Her presence upsets the much sought for balance, creating a 

conflict which proves to be even more psychologically devastating for the protagonist 

than the damage caused by the bomb raids.     

Once Marta has left the flat, Lucy cannot but rejoice at having her home to herself 

again and her privacy reinstated: “I am surprised to find that I do feel it a relief not to 

have her here. I really like living alone. I feel as if I could breathe more freely and the 

flat is my own again” (199).  This feeling of proprietorship becomes even more 

important when the story develops and discloses the true nature of Marta’s intentions 

with regard to Lucy and Piers. Lucy is deeply pained by Marta’s betrayal, and, 

consequently, the necessity of gaining control over the home once again has even 

greater relevance. Philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan has remarked on this profound need for 

privacy when confronted with a disturbing situation: “Privacy and solitude are 

necessary for sustained reflection and a hard look at self, and through the understanding 

of self into the full appreciation of other personalities” (2008, 65). It is precisely by 

means of her regained status in her home that Lucy will come to partly understand the 

significance of Marta’s betrayal, and at the same time achieve a state of enlightenment 

with regard to her own naïveté and lack of insight.       

Other considerations regarding the importance of the concept of the home during 

wartime are also voiced in the novel. The protagonist gives some thought to her friends, 

Christopher and Ann, who have quite a different outlook with regard to what a wartime 

home should be: a place for all those who need a roof and bed, or the comfort of warmth 

and food. Lucy, on the other hand, although admiring Ann’s dedication and self-

sacrifice, feels she would be unable to endure the constant intrusion into her private 

domain: 
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Ann and Christopher have the standards of comfort of soldiers on the march. 

Something to eat and somewhere to lie, and a share of anything they’ve got for 

any fellow-campaigner. I often think they are the real citizens of the new world. 

I like comfort, but oh how much more I like privacy! And I know that my belief 

in the brotherhood of man – the only religion most of us have got left nowadays 

– isn’t strong enough to make me willing to take anybody into my home just 

because they are uncomfortable where they are. (181-182) 

 

In this passage, we are presented with two possible purposes for the home: Firstly, it can 

be considered as a place of constant movement, of permeable access in the crossing of 

the liminal threshold that connects the inside with the outside, suited to the wartime 

situation of flux and uncertainty. Secondly, the home can be viewed as a space in which 

the inhabitants fight to maintain a state of privacy and intimacy at all costs. Indeed, 

Lucy does struggle to keep the tumultuous outside world at bay, but the novel evidences 

how she fails to accomplish this task, the pressure of war being too great to allow for a 

lasting preservation of privacy. 

Indeed, as has been made clear over these pages, every single London home formed 

an integral whole permeated by the rigours of war which conditioned the physical 

aspects of living space as well as the difficult personal relationships that evolved within. 

Furthermore, as can be clearly inferred from my analysis of Cooper’s novel, delineating 

the complexities that surround the concept of privacy in this sense is an arduous task. 

Daniel J Solove recognises in his work, Understanding Privacy (2008), the difficulty in 

defining the term, admitting that a “widespread discontent over conceptualising privacy 

persists even though privacy is an essential issue for freedom and democracy” (2).  

Solove then proceeds to give a brief summary of different scholars’ attitudes with 

regard to the concept of “privacy”, including that of those who view it as “socially 

detrimental” (5), or even an “antisocial construct” (5). Definitely contrary to these 

definitions, Solove expostulates that: “Privacy is a fundamental right, essential for 

freedom, democracy, psychological well-being, individuality and creativity. It is 

proclaimed inviolable but decried as detrimental, antisocial and even pathological” (5). 

In the case of this novel, the reader of Black Bethlehem is led to understand that 

behaviour that could be described as “detrimental, antisocial and even pathological” was 
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that which was witnessed normally outside the precincts of the home.  Therefore, it is 

on the streets of London and of cities worldwide that the concept of civilisation is most 

severely undermined, thus forming the basis for Cooper’s vitriolic criticism on war.               

 

6.3. Black Bethlehem and the City of London: The End of 

Civilisation?    

 

In her novel, Lettice Cooper introduces a series of philosophical queries with the aim of 

generating a certain response in the reader. Indeed, by means of her writing, Cooper 

intended to bring certain aspects of the Blitz experience to the fore, so as to expose the 

disastrous nature of war and its repercussions on the city. In order to both shock and 

awaken the interest of the reader, Lettice Cooper chose an unusual and stimulating title 

for her book.  Indeed, the title of Black Bethlehem is mystifying as to its exact 

interpretation. Why Bethlehem and what are the parallels with London? One imagines 

that the adjective ‘black’ is due to the war but the pairing of the adjective with 

Bethlehem and not with London necessitates a deeper analysis. Furthermore, the novel’s 

epigraph, taken from a poem by WB Yeats, adds to the mystery: “What rough beast, its 

hour come round at last, slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?” (Cooper, 9). This 

poem, aptly named “The Second Coming” was written by Yeats in 1919, just after the 

end of the First World War. Its use of Christian imagery is presented in an apocalyptic 

way. The “beast” does not seem to represent a second Christ, but rather some kind of 

terrible monster that probably symbolised Yeats’ fear for the future of humanity. In view 

of what was to happen twenty years later and the atrocities committed during the 

Second World War, Cooper’s usage of Yeats’ poem seems more than appropriate. 

Cooper may have intended the “beast” to symbolise war itself or maybe even the person 

of Adolf Hitler; a “beast” which, instead of making its way to Bethlehem to save 

humanity, was intent on annihilating mankind.    

Although Cooper’s novel has not attracted much critical attention in the twenty-first 

century, those critics who have included the novel in their work on wartime writers have 

not hesitated to present their own theories with regard to the book’s title. Studies by 
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Jenny Hartley and Phyllis Lassner offer suggestions that are to some extent debatable. 

Jenny Hartley makes a direct reference to Cooper’s novel stating: “The title of Lettice 

Cooper’s Black Bethlehem also invites readers to consider the Blitz as a spiritual 

experience, with bombed London the site of Christ’s second coming” (1997, 22).  

Although the reference to Bethlehem logically leads to religious interpretations, the 

surmise that the Blitz constituted a spiritual experience seems to offer an unlikely 

explanation in the face of the meaningless violence and death of war. I would like to 

argue that Cooper is probably more concerned by the loss of life and disintegration of 

civilisation as a whole, which she estimates to be the result of an unchecked tendency 

towards the instinctive evil inherent in mankind. The absence of spiritual guidance may 

well lead mankind into warfare, but a war cannot be viewed as a spiritual experience per 

se, as this lesson in survival is not provided with any religious significance. In addition, 

the idea of Christ’s “second coming” is refuted by the absence of such a figure in the 

novel. The only figure that could symbolise good in “The Woman” section of Black 

Bethlehem is the character of Lucy’s friend, Ann, who dies a pointless and useless death 

when her home is bombed. Her death could be understood as a sacrifice to war, or as the 

absurdity of death resulting from war, but not as the salvation of humanity in a religious 

sense
45

.  

Phyllis Lassner’s interpretation of the title of Black Bethlehem is more complex than 

Hartley’s, and opens up several key topics debated on in these pages. In her view: 

 

It is the collision of public and personal that shapes the character of London into 

a smoking and smashed Black Bethlehem, an unholy place where the child at the 

end can represent a saviour only if a spirit of interdependence is born from the 

city’s ashes to support him. (1998, 162) 

 

I do agree with Lassner that in this novel there is a collision of the public and the 

private, which results in the tensions that we witness among the characters and the 
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 At the beginning of this chapter I indicated that the character of Ann in Black Bethlehem may have 
been modelled on George Orwell’s wife Eileen Blair. However, Eileen Blair’s manner of death was quite 
different to that of Ann, as Orwell’s wife died in a hospital in 1945 while under anaesthetic for a 
hysterectomy operation.   
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insistence on maintaining the personal and private realms as unscathed as possible. In 

her quote, Lassner considers London to be an “unholy place”, negating the positive 

angle which Hartley wished to convey when describing wartime as a “spiritual 

experience”. It does certainly seem more plausible that London should be referred to as 

“unholy”, given the circumstances of war in the city. However, to envisage the child in 

the third section of the book as a saviour, as Lassner appears to indicate, requires a more 

complex argumentation. The child in the novel is presented as a victim of a tendency 

towards evilness in mankind, a boy who may grow up to be a bully because he himself 

has been bullied by his parents, his teachers and his classmates. The call for a “spirit of 

interdependence”, “born from the city’s ashes” is likely to have been one of Cooper’s 

wishes but her constant references to London as a “jungle” (168) where “civilisation” 

(168) is in constant peril go a long way to dispel such an idea from the reader’s mind. 

It could be argued that the title is referring, insomuch as the place indicated is 

Bethlehem, to the birth, not of Christ as the reader may initially surmise, but of any 

standard man, woman or child, who, instead of assuming positive qualities, is 

transformed by the evilness and ‘blackness’ of war into potential figures of hate. The 

wish to recall the figure of the saviour is present in the evocative title, as well as the 

desire to save mankind from self-extermination through a succession of pointless wars. 

However, Cooper’s apparent scepticism with regard to the possibility of mankind ever 

achieving this aim is also patently evident on many pages of the book. The religious 

connotations take the reader to assess the city in terms of a desired spiritual rebirth and 

spatial reconstruction. The idea of the rebuilding of the metropolis can also be found in 

other literary works written during the Blitz, such as Elizabeth Bowen’s short story 

“Mysterious Kör” (1945), in which London, as the subject of an allegorical rebirth, is 

compared to the magical imaginary city of Kör, a place where justice and purity prevail, 

both in spirit and form.  

On reading Cooper’s novel, we find that the author develops a debate on openly 

existentialist issues regarding the future of humanity and society. The reader becomes a 

participant in the debate on whether London could indeed achieve salvation as a city 

representative of the concept of civilisation, or whether ‘the law of the jungle’ would in 

the end predominate on the urban site. Lucy, as the main character, struggles to refute 

the implications that London could succumb to a state of lawlessness, and ends on a 

defiant and hopeful note: “But with my heart I believe that this civilization is better than 
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the jungle. It is an attempt at something. It must be saved“(168). In the novel, the 

concept of the jungle becomes opposed to that of civilisation, thus forming a 

dichotomous relationship which, however, ceases to be static and is probably much 

more dynamic in the practice, generating what we could define as an indeterminate 

space in between. The liminal kind of space that is created is the result of war itself, 

which creates an interstitial area in which jungle and civilisation may coexist, a space in 

which the boundaries between both realms diminish for a period of time in order to 

allow for a situation in which they can both converge. In Europe, the war had created a 

scenario in which an anarchical situation of fighting, of death, of the imposition of one 

culture over the other was able to exist along with a certain amount of rationality, of 

order, of civilised behaviour. In a seeming anomaly of existence both these attitudes 

intermingled during a period of time in which the boundaries of both merged to create a 

unique liminal area, in this context, the London of the Blitz. Relevant to this idea is one 

of the most recent contributions to the studies of liminality, the joint edited work of 

Hovarth, Thomassen and Wydra; Breaking Boundaries (2015), to which I have already 

referred to elsewhere. In the Introduction of their compilation of essays, the researchers 

pinpoint situations that are similar to those experienced in a city during wartime. As the 

authors revise the concept of liminality and its origins, in accordance to Van Gennep’s 

theories, they conclude that a liminal situation is “characterised by the dislocation of 

established structures, the reversal of hierarchies and the uncertainty about the 

continuity of tradition and future outcomes” (2). This is exactly what happens during 

wartime, when the “dislocation of established structures” leads to a transgressive period 

in which the forces of both the jungle and civilisation coalesce creating the picture 

which is ably portrayed in the novel Black Bethlehem.   

The acceptance of the blurring of the dichotomy is also made evident in the way the 

characters visualise their situation. Indeed, Lucy, in a reference which connects both 

concepts, draws attention to the two distinct meanings of the word “natural”; “natural” 

as in the sense of normality understood as ordinary, and “natural” as in Darwin’s 

theories of natural selection. Lucy exclaims: “The way I am living now is not natural. 

It’s not altogether my fault – life in London can’t be natural at all now, or perhaps it is 

altogether too natural, since it has become a struggle to preserve life and to get food and 

drink” (172). In this quote we see that, although Lucy does not want to renounce her 

idea of preserving civilisation, she does in fact feel obliged to recognise that wartime 
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life in the city consists of a daily fight to remain alive, and to manage to eat and drink 

adequately amid the bombing raids and food rationing.  

The author’s necessity of viewing the city in terms of a dichotomous relationship 

stems from her philosophical thought about mankind and its tendency towards 

warmongering. For Cooper, there is an element of violence in man which is exerted by 

means of continuous war-faring. In this respect, her opinions have been voiced by 

philosophers such as Paul Virilio, who grew up in the midst of the Second World War 

and who felt that “the city is the result of war, at least of preparation for war” (2008, 

19). Cooper insists at the beginning of her novel that the problem is that “at the bottom 

we’ve lost hope, so we run amuck” (22). The author leads us to believe that mankind 

has lost hope in religion, faith and goodwill and as a result has let the negative forces, in 

this case the ‘devil’, take over. One of the wardens in the “Prologue” exclaims: “I don’t 

know what the devil is, but I know he’s about all right; I think perhaps he’s anybody 

who bullies ordinary harmless people” (23). Following this line of thought, Cooper 

insists that any “ordinary” person can also house a bully inside him; this idea is 

illustrated by a warden who answers back: “I’m sure he’s in all of us. I think that in 

every one ordinary man…” (23). 

These pessimistic ideas about the evil inherent in human nature and its adverse 

effects on civilisation and cities have been the subject of debate since the First World 

War. In 1915, just six months after the outbreak of the contention, Sigmund Freud wrote 

an essay expressing his disillusionment with human nature and the civilised world. 

Indeed, he complained that it was as if “all moral acquisitions were obliterated, and only 

the most primitive, the oldest, the crudest mental attitudes were left” (“The 

Disillusionment of the War” 1915). This pessimism concerning the future of civilisation 

was again especially noticeable during the Second World War and in the years after
46

. It 

is also worthwhile here to refer to the work of another novelist, Betty Miller, who 

expresses in On the Side of the Angels (1945) ideas that are similar in content to 

Cooper’s.  Miller felt that the root of the problem lay in the fact that human beings have 

an innate difficulty in expressing feelings and emotions and, therefore, “it’s the force of 
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 Indeed this debate on human nature and war-making is still prevalent in the twenty-first century. Only 
recently scholar Azar Gat in his work, War in Human Civilization (2006) has asked himself: “Is war 
grounded, perhaps inescapably, in human nature? Does it have primordial roots in humans’ innate 
violence and deadly aggressive behaviour against their own kind?”(3)   
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pent-up human emotion that wrecked Amsterdam, Leningrad, Coventry, Cologne. 

Why? Because it’s compressed, tightly packed down into the shell-case of civilization” 

(2012, 93). For Miller it is not just a question of the Germans being at fault, as it is the 

entire human race who shares these common defects. Miller concludes: “As a result of 

our unnatural way of living, civilization has become so costive that is needs a regular 

dose of high explosive to achieve catharsis” (93). In fact, Miller’s conclusions come 

very near to Cooper’s when she confronts her two principal characters in debate: 

 

‘Teach your children this, that one man with war inside him creates world war’ 

‘One man? Hitler, you mean…’ 

‘I do not! I mean you or me…anyone. We’re not fighting something local and 

external, labelled Fascism… we’re wrestling with our own deepest inclinations 

and desires.’ 

She chose to misunderstand him. ‘If you’re speaking about the Fifth Column…’ 

she began. 

He interrupted her. ‘There’s a Fifth Columnist inside every one of us’ (94)   

 

As Miller explains, the fact that we do not recognise that negative human emotion is 

trapped inside us, potentially causing the explosive outlet of wars, naturally culminates 

in human beings continually “sparring blindly, century after century” (94). For her part, 

Cooper believed, however, that the most likely reason for the continuous warfare in the 

twentieth century lay in a lack of spiritual or religious guidance that may still save 

humanity and civilisation from disintegrating (22). In this respect, Cooper coincided 

with many of the key thinkers of her day. For example, the influential historian Arnold 

Toynbee in his 1948 work Civilization on Trial wrote an essay in which he reflected on 

the absence of true spiritual faith to guide humanity. In his words, “we have been living 

on spiritual capital, (…) without possessing the Christian belief – and practice 

unsupported by belief is a wasting asset, as we have suddenly discovered to our dismay 

in this generation” (“Christianity and Civilization”, 1948).   

However, both Cooper and Miller seemed to feel that, although the outlook for the 

twentieth century was pessimistic, there was some hope; for Miller, the solution lay in 



194 
 

humankind learning to express and channel pent-up emotions correctly, whereas for 

Cooper humanity still had to discover a doctrine that could enable it to attain a spiritual 

rebirth. Inasmuch as Cooper and Miller did allow some hope for amendment, certain 

philosophers, such as Virilio, still insisted that cities were permanently geared for war. 

The French philosopher argued that there were two main theories which dealt with the 

creation and functioning of cities: “There are two great schools of thought on urban 

planning: For one, the origins of the crystallisation of the city, or urban sedentariness is 

mercantilism; for the other it’s war, commerce only coming afterward” (2008, 19). 

Needless to say, in Virilio’s view, the city is dominated by man’s tendency towards 

warmongering, and in this sense it is considered as a base from which the citizens plan 

their war-faring strategies. Contrary to this position, other philosophers concentrate on 

other aspects of human behaviour that lead to sedentariness, as is the case of Henri 

Lefebvre who focused on the social relations of production and mercantilism as the 

basis for the building of cities (1991, 10). Virilio’s ideas, however, led him to assert that 

cities were in constant preparation for what he termed “total war” (2008, 18), a view 

that certainly seemed to be supported by the London of the Blitz, where the continual 

warfare between the German bombers and the English RAF conferred upon the city a 

long-term front line status.  

Although Cooper certainly seemed to share some of Virilio’s pessimism with regard 

to the war-faring tendency of mankind, she also believed that pacifism should be 

defended and encouraged. In Black Bethlehem, the author confronts Lucy’s more 

recalcitrant attitude to war with that of her friend Ann. Ann lives immersed in a world at 

war that becomes a way of life, while Lucy strongly supports the idea that humankind 

should oppose any type of warfare as intrinsically wrong.  When presented with the idea 

that eventually people may have to fight on the streets should the Germans attempt to 

invade England she recoils protesting: “I’m certain I shall never be any good at it, and 

to me the idea of attempting it is so fantastic that I can’t even think of learning” (177). 

Whereas for Lucy the idea of civilians fighting seems fantastic, for Ann it is quite real 

and even considered to be a natural part of human existence: 

 

I feel about Ann that she is not only used to actual war, but is fundamentally 

used to the idea of war. To me it is like the dislocation of a joint that there 
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should be war at all. I can have no wholeness until it is over. But to Ann it is all 

part of what happens. To me bombing is not only a terror, it is a disintegration, a 

thing that blots out normal existence. But I think that to her it is an ordinary risk 

of normal existence. (177-178)    

 

Alongside Ann’s “deeper acceptance” of war, there is Lucy’s “frantic protest” (178). 

Both reactions constituted a plausible individual response to war, which at times during 

the Blitz could coalesce to form a combined reaction, insomuch as citizens found that 

their anger had to be tempered with a certain degree of rationality in order to overcome 

the wartime situation. Indeed, Londoners came to realise that the ongoing fight to save 

civilisation had to include a period of life in the jungle of Blitz, in order to attain a final 

resolve in which the situation of “total war” (Virilio 2008, 18) could be abated. This 

would be an achievement that, in Cooper’s view, could only be managed if there was a 

spiritual rebirth in which Bethlehem, or maybe even London, instead of being ‘black’ 

and full of hate and chaos, could become ‘white’, a peaceful land of brotherhood.   

                                                                 §§ 

In this chapter it has been my aim to show the scope of Lettice Cooper’s novel as well 

as to pinpoint several thought-provoking issues which the writer raises in her pages. 

Cooper’s concern with regard to the fate of the city appears alongside the attention 

awarded to the personal lives of the characters in the story. The fact that this section of 

the book is written in diary form evidences a predominance of real diaries and letters 

during this period, and therefore, of the citizens need for self-expression during the 

emotional upheaval of war. However, just as diaries offer a portrayal of intimate life, so 

does the dwelling stand for a renewed attempt to protect personal space amid the 

onslaught of the bombing raids and the refugee crisis. As I have explained at the 

beginning of this chapter, this novel reaches the latter half of the liminal passage, being 

the only novel analysed in this dissertation whose action takes us to the end of the Blitz. 

Taking this aspect into consideration, we find that we are better able to see an evolution, 

both in the argument and the thematic choices, which is not so easily perceived in the 

other novels which concentrate on more concrete periods of the Blitz. Also we must not 

obviate the fact that Black Bethlehem was written after the contention had concluded, 
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whereas the other three novels analysed in the previous chapters were written while the 

conflict was as its height. This consideration helps us to understand the change of mood 

in Cooper’s novel, a novel which is not so much focused on survival and community 

issues as it is on  individual self-preservation.  

Concerning the public sphere of the city at war, Cooper’s novel connects with 

the philosophical and humanistic thought of the day in which a pessimistic, almost 

nihilistic, perception of the twentieth century prevailed; the two global wars had, 

inevitably, led to a profound scrutiny of the condition of mankind and the concept of 

civilisation. For this reason we also find that Black Bethlehem demonstrates a marked 

interest in the city itself, as a site seriously jeopardised by all these conflicting issues. 

However, Cooper’s preoccupation is not so much for the physical survival of the city ‒ 

an anxiety that does plague the novel of Beowulf, for example ‒ as for the moral fibre of 

the metropolis and its inhabitants. These concerns mark the difference between Black 

Bethlehem and the other novels analysed previously and evidence the attitudinal 

changes perceived when analysing the Blitz as a whole. In this way the novel not only 

takes the reader to the end of the actual liminal period, but also paves the way for the 

post-liminal reinsertion rites to begin, which are the subject of the next novel under 

scrutiny, Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1949).   
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Chapter Seven 

Paving the Way in Post-Blitz London: Interstitial Spaces Emerge 

in Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of the Day 

 

That autumn of 1940 was to appear, by two autumns later, apocryphal, more far 

away than peace. No planetary round was to bring again that particular 

conjunction of life and death; that particularly psychic London was to be gone 

for ever; more bombs would fall, but not on the same city. (Bowen 1949, 87) 

So in the front room he waited, vaguely staring around him at lit white lamps 

and their reflections in dark glass pictures. This did not look like home; but it 

looked like something – possibly a story. (44) 

 

Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of the Day was first published in 1948
47

, three years after 

the war had concluded.  Although the novel could have been set at any particular 

moment of the war, the author chose to unravel the storyline during the third year of the 

war, 1942. The end of the Blitz, which took place in May 1941, signified the end of one 

of the most virulent attacks in recorded history on the cities of England. By 1942, much 

of the pressure of the initial years of the war had already abated. The lives of citizens, as 

well as their homes, were no longer in the front line of the contention and a semblance, 

at least, of what could be considered a more normalised kind of life tentatively emerged. 

Indeed, shelters and basement arrangements, although still operative, were no longer 

being used by citizens who could, at last, sleep in their own beds. Wardens were still at 

their posts, although they were not called out to rescue people from their bombed-out 

homes. Wartime strategic implementations such as the blackout and the rationing 

programme were still fully operative, however, and a state of constant alert was still 

maintained. In effect, the post-Blitz situation pointed towards a period of wartime which 
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 The Heat of the Day was first published in the United States (Alfred A. Knopf, 1948) and a year later in 
Great Britain (Jonathan Cape, 1949). 
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emerged as a different scenario, featuring a city still at war, but that also showed signs 

of an active recuperation from the wounds that had been inflicted while the metropolis 

had occupied the front line position of the contention.  

Taking into account the theories of liminality which this dissertation is focused on, 

as well as the temporal margin of the Blitz that functions as the liminal tunnel of entry 

and exit, we find that The Heat of the Day is set during the post-Blitz stage which, in 

this paradigm, can be aligned with the post-liminal period of the rites of passage. The 

test of the Blitz having been surmounted by many of the citizens that were in London in 

1942, the situation now evolved as one that entailed the challenge of adapting to the 

period which was to follow.  Evidently the last of the Blitz did not signify the 

conclusion of the war itself, which would continue until 1945, but from the point of 

view of the organising schema of this dissertation it does mark the end of a period 

which formed the setting of the novels previously discussed. During the years after the 

Blitz, there were still intervals in which London was bombarded, such as the “Little 

Blitz” of 1944, a period in which London was attacked by the so-called ‘Doodle Bugs’ 

bombs which did not necessitate transport and could be discharged from occupied 

France. The effect of these bombs, however, morally and socially, was not comparable 

to that of the Blitz of 1940-1, in spite of their causing considerable damage to the city. 

 The chronological setting for Bowen’s novel takes place during a phase known as 

the ‘Lull’, also a difficult time for the citizens of London, who, having passed the 

difficult test of the Blitz, and having achieved a certain level of maturity gained from 

the ordeals experienced, still had to face a period of uncertainty as to the much-desired 

prospect of victory (Ziegler 2002, 233). Therefore, this reinsertion stage into a more 

‘peaceful’ framework of living was far from complete, since the global nature of the 

ongoing war was still causing tension and anxiety for Londoners. As Bjorn Thomassen 

explains, there are periods in which the “process of transformation is undertaken but not 

yet finished” (2014, 13). Although this phase is described by the narrator in The Heat of 

the Day as being “lightless” (1949, 87) and, therefore, we understand, a phase 

characterised by monotony and stillness in which the ‘light’ of victory was still not 

entirely visible, the author did, in fact, present this period as a time which afforded the 

literary characters a series of challenging situations, suggesting a variety of possibilities 

and opportunities with regard to urban living space that spelt a new stage in the ongoing 

war.       
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The writing of the novel presupposed an arduous effort on the part of the author, 

who took several years to accomplish the task
48

. Even though Bowen did begin writing 

during the war, she claimed her concentration was in so many ways distracted by the 

contingencies of the conflict, that she was forced to rewrite the first chapters after the 

end of the contention. In her own words, the writing of such a complex topic and her 

ambitious treatment of it presented “‘every possible problem in the world’” (Bowen qtd. 

in Glendinning 1993, 150). The writer confessed to feeling exhausted after completing 

this emblematic work, but was gratified by seeing her efforts well repaid as The Heat of 

the Day brought her success and a place of prominence in the literary panorama of the 

day. Bowen’s novel was much acclaimed both by critics and by readers, selling as many 

as 45,000 copies almost immediately (Glendinning 1993, 154).  

In contrast to the other novelists discussed so far in this dissertation, Elizabeth 

Bowen’s prestige and the value accorded to her work have increased steadily over the 

years. At the time of her death, in 1973, interest in her writing had decreased to some 

degree and works dedicated to the author were slow to make their appearance, the most 

notable being Victoria Glendinning’s biography written in  1977, followed by Hermione 

Lee’s critical appraisal in 1981. During the 1980s, Bowen was often criticised for her 

convoluted and stylised writing and her upper-middle class settings and characterisation 

(Hildebidle 1989, 127-8). It was not until the 1990s that feminist or gender orientated 

critics brought her again to the fore, among these notably Heather Bryant Jordan (1992), 

Gill Plain (1996), Jenny Hartley (1997) or Phyllis Lassner (1998). During the decade of 

the nineties, other studies centred on Elizabeth Bowen for different reasons: Nicholas 

Royle and Andrew Bennett (1995) saw her as a transgressive writer, capable of 

destabilising the concept of the novel; Renee Hoogland (1994) analysed Bowen’s 

treatment of female relationships from a lesbian feminist perspective; while other 

critics, such as Vera Kreilkamp (1998), concentrated on her Anglo-Irish origins in order 

to analyse her writing within the Big House tradition. 

The centenary of Bowen’s birth was celebrated in 1999. The anniversary 

conferences and seminars dedicated to the author generated a wealth of articles, essays 
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 Elizabeth Bowen did not hesitate to explain how daunting the task of writing The Heat of the Day had 
become for her and how frequently she felt discouraged: “‘Sometimes I think this novel may be point-
blank failure but I shall still be glad to have tried. I would not in the least mind if this were my last shot, if 
I never wrote anything else again’” (Bowen qtd. in Glendinning 1993, 150).    
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and critical works which would set the pattern for scholarly research during the twenty-

first century. Elizabeth Bowen is now firmly ensconced within the critical study of the 

fiction of the twentieth century, in which she occupies a relevant front-line position. Her 

short stories have also been the subject of critical studies on account of their literary 

merit and imaginative power. Monographs or critically edited works, such as those by 

Maud Ellmann (2003), Neil Corcoran (2004), Susan Osborn (2009) or Eibhear Walshe 

(2009), have contributed to create a growing field of research on the writer. Critical 

appraisals continue to make their appearance: Jessica Gildersleeve and Nicola Darwood 

have written interesting contributions
49

 while more spatially related works such as Irish 

Cosmopolitanism: Location and Dislocation in James Joyce, Elizabeth Bowen and 

Samuel Beckett (2015) by Nels Pearson and The Uncanny House in Elizabeth Bowen’s 

Fiction (2016) by Olena Lytovka have been released over the last two years. My 

contribution, however slight, similarly aims to fill the gaps of research that may be 

found in the field of spatial studies versing on Bowen, which is still incipient in 

comparison with other areas of research on the author. My study is also indebted to the 

work of scholars who have addressed wartime issues related to Bowen. In this way I 

have consulted the critical works of Mark Rowlinson (2000), Rod Mengham (2001), 

Kristine A. Miller (2009), Marina MacKay (2009), Sara Wasson (2010), Leo Mellor 

(2011) and Lara Feigel (2013), among others, researchers who have written lengthy 

chapters versing on Elizabeth Bowen’s wartime fiction, namely The Heat of the Day 

and The Demon Lover and Other Stories (1945). 

A very detailed account of Bowen’s biographical data is superfluous in this 

introduction to the chapter, given that this is readily available from a variety of sources 

due to the well-known status of the writer. However, it is important to recall the writer’s 

involvement with the war as it does shed light on the novel under discussion. It is also 

relevant to point out Bowen’s Anglo-Irish background and her proprietorship of the 

country estate, Bowen’s Court, in Ireland. In the years previous to the war, Bowen and 

her husband Alan Cameron went to live in London where they settled in what would 

become the author’s most beloved home on English soil, a terraced house overlooking 

Regent’s Park, her home until 1951. During the 1930s, Bowen established her career as 
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 Gildersleeve’s Elizabeth Bowen and the Writing of Trauma: The Ethics of Survival (2014) and 
Darwood’s A World of Lost Innocence: The Fiction of Elizabeth Bowen (2012), are two recent studies 
which share a more psychoanalytical reading of Bowen’s writing. 
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a writer and formed friendships with literary personalities such as Virginia Woolf, 

Rosamond Lehmann or editorial figures such as Cyril Connolly.  

When the war broke out, Bowen made it her prerogative to take an active stance and 

volunteered as an Air Raid Precautions Warden, working on a nightly basis for her 

district of Marylebone, which gave her a first-hand experience of the war and the 

bombing raids. She continued to live in London throughout the war in spite of her house 

being severely bombed in 1944, forcing her to move out of her home for the first time 

since the war had broken out. During these years, Elizabeth Bowen also worked for the 

Ministry of Information, supplying quite relevant information on the neutrality status of 

Ireland, which caused her to travel frequently to the neighbouring country. This work, 

which was carried out in secret and involved interviewing influential political figures, 

would later be criticised by the Irish media, which considered Bowen’s activities to 

amount to those of a spy in Ireland, a controversial issue which upset the writer 

considerably in the years after the war.    

During the 1950s the Camerons lived intermittently between London and Bowen’s 

Court. These were difficult years for Bowen, who found it impossible to maintain the 

upkeep of her Irish country estate with the revenues from her writing. In 1960 Bowen 

was forced to sell her home to an Irish landowner, who later demolished the building for 

farming purposes. During the latter years of her life she was awarded a CBE, and 

received an honorary degree of Doctor of Letters from Trinity College, Dublin in 1949 

and from Oxford University in 1956. Her novels were very popular during her lifetime, 

the most admired perhaps being The Death of the Heart (1938) and The Heat of the 

Day. In the foreword of his war diary, The Siren Years: Undiplomatic Diaries 1937-

1945 (1974), Canadian diplomat Charles Ritchie renders homage to his friend’s literary 

prowess while accepting his own limitations as a diarist, adding: “Life is not transmuted 

into art. Anyone who wishes to see how that miracle can be achieved should read the 

work of genius set in the London of those years, The Heat of the Day, by Elizabeth 

Bowen” (12).                                              

A brief synopsis of the storyline of the novel is also necessary as Bowen’s work 

includes a series of subplots and secondary characters which should be mentioned in 

order to understand the points I will raise in the following pages. The first chapters 

introduce us to the protagonist Stella Rodney, a forty-year-old woman living on her own 
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in an exclusive rented apartment in Mayfair. The year is 1942 and Stella is working for 

the Government, performing a job that entails certain responsibility. She is also in love 

with Secret Service officer Robert Kelway, and has maintained a relationship with him 

since they first met during the Blitz. It is soon made clear that Robert is being followed 

by another agent, Harrison, who is also in love with Stella. Harrison claims that Robert 

is a spy but offers to remain silent, if Stella will leave her lover and initiate a romantic 

relationship with him instead. As the novel progresses, Stella does really begin to 

suspect Robert of treason, especially after a visit to his stifling home, Holme Dene. 

During the following chapters, events will take Stella to confront Robert, who at first 

energetically denies all accusations. However, in an emotionally charged scene at the 

end of the novel he finally admits to being a traitor, and, fearing arrest by Harrison’s 

men, falls to his death when trying to escape by the roof of Stella’s flat.  There are two 

other subplots in the novel. One is focused on Stella’s 20-year-old son Roderick who 

inherits a Big House in Ireland, an event which obliges his mother to visit the Irish 

property on his behalf. The other subplot involves a factory girl, Louie Lewis and her 

friend Connie, an Air Raid Precautions Warden. These two latter characters provide 

other glimpses of wartime activity pertaining to other social strata. As I have indicated, 

the novel was a huge success in its time, although the plot has been criticised, especially 

Robert’s role as a spy, which appeared improbable to some of Bowen’s 

contemporaries.
50

       

The critics mentioned in these introductory lines have also dedicated a considerable 

part of their research to studying the distinctive atmosphere that prevailed in London 

during the war. This atmosphere was unique to its time, and Bowen’s sensitive and 

accurate treatment of the enhanced sensibilities of citizens who lived with their senses 

attuned to the reality of war has become the hallmark of her writing. Céline Magot 

pinpoints what for most critics is Bowen’s essence when she stresses that “What she 

(Bowen) tries to capture is impressions. The sensations that Londoners drew from their 

wounded city and the changes brought about by the bombings in the way the city is felt. 

She depicts the loss of landmarks and boundaries” (2005, 1).  As Bowen herself asserts 

in the “Preface” to The Demon Lover and Other Stories: “During the war the 
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 Rosamond Lehmann was not convinced by Robert Kelway being a Nazi spy: “‘I would feel happier if he 
had provided some more and more explicit, less abstract, self-documentation in their last scene…What 
bothers me a little is that I cannot see why he shouldn’t have been a Communist and therefore pro-
Russian, pro-Ally, rather than pro-enemy’” (Lehmann qtd. in Glendinning 1993, 151). 
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overcharged sub-consciousness of everybody overflowed and merged” (1986, 95). In 

this singular psychic state of existence, the boundaries, which had been set up between 

seemingly established city margins, were obliterated: “War (…) worked as a thinning of 

the membrane between the this and the that, it was a becoming apparent” (Bowen 1949, 

188). Literary critic Julian Wolfreys also underlines this aspect of Bowen’s wartime 

London in his work, Writing London: Materiality, Memory, Spectrality (2004) and more 

concretely in his chapter, “‘That Particular Psychic London’: The Uncanny Example of 

Elizabeth Bowen”, in which he points out that for Bowen, the city “was animate yet 

inhuman, a phantasmagoric archive and the place of involuntary memory” (83), 

characteristics that are to be found in Bowen’s novel and in her wartime short fiction.       

Inasmuch as Bowen’s London is a city where “overcharged” sensations and 

impressions were exaggerated due to the wartime situation, I would also like to add that 

this climate of exaltation produced an atmosphere that had certain dramatic qualities. In 

effect, in The Heat of the Day the style of the writing used and the treatment conferred 

upon the war-stricken city becomes patently theatrical. Indeed,  within the city scene, 

there were many ‘stages’ on which improvised ‘representations’ of wartime life were 

enacted in what the narrator would refer to as “theatres of war” (1949, 308). The 

connection between war and theatrical dramatization has been an object of study for 

critics in recent years. Silvija Jestrovic  in her work, Performance, Space, Utopia: Cities 

of War, Cities of Exile (2013),  underlines the double meaning of the term “city-as-

action”, with the word action having the significance of both ‘war-action’ and ‘stage-

action’, adding that: “Cities-as-action implies not only the political struggles but also its 

dramaturgy and its mise-en-scene” (19). Furthermore, Jestrovic also considers the 

wartime city as a place where boundaries are jeopardised by the unique historical reality 

in which it is subsumed: 

 

The idea of the “city-as-action” is a dynamic and at times conflicting 

relationship between people-in-motion – a body politic in motion ‒ and 

unshakable architecture, between continuity and rupture, between symbols of 

power and images of resistance, between spectacle and counter-spectacle. (19)  
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The idea of a dynamic “city-as-action” can also be applied to Elizabeth Bowen’s 

London in The Heat of the Day, as the novel plays host to a number of characters, each 

playing a part in the scenario of the wartime city. Indeed, the novel has all the 

ingredients of a stage performance without actually being one, each chapter boasting a 

different setting or scenography, the objects or furniture or general surroundings 

likewise being clearly described and positioned, as well as the characters’ movements or 

speech patterns expressively indicated. There is a predominance of indoor scenes, that 

mainly take place in the flat of the protagonist Stella Rodney, but there are also those 

that take place outside, in a café, restaurant or park.  

In this chapter I will be concentrating my attention on two principal areas of 

investigation. On the one hand, I shall be focusing on the wartime press, a non-physical 

format which exerted a great deal of influence on the actual spatial reality of the London 

of 1942. Though the content of newspapers initially dealt with the public sector of 

citizens’ lives, setting them the patterns of behaviour and wartime activities they could 

partake in, the influence of the press did not just affect issues of public life.  As I aim to 

show, Bowen illustrates in her novel the impact that newspaper articles and stories had 

on citizens’ private life. Within the studies of liminality, it is also worth noting that the 

media, like the diary and its novelistic representation examined in Chapter Six, also 

comes to occupy a liminal space of its own, a printed medium situated in a position 

midway between actual happenings and the written reproduction of facts. Furthermore, 

as social critic Valerie Fehlbaum postulates, the press can also be understood as 

occupying a “liminal and ephemeral domain” (2013, 62), a statement that calls our 

attention to both the liminal and the temporary quality of the wartime press. Following 

the time-span of the novel, I shall likewise investigate in what way news stories could 

still the object of a manipulative propagandistic editorial policy, without ignoring new 

possibilities with regard to both the content and intent of news items or articles in this 

post-Blitz period of the war.  

The controversial issue regarding the questionable manipulation of newspaper 

articles, especially in the way in which they illustrated the wartime scene, appears in the 

novel alongside the depiction of other literary realities. In this chapter I will also be 

delving into the ‘physicality’ of the private dimension of space represented by the main 

character’s home; a place that provides a site from which a more self-assured move 

towards the public sphere may be attempted, of particular relevance during the post-
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Blitz reinsertion process. Following my exploration of literary liminal spaces such as 

the public shelter, the domestic tearoom or the Blitzed home, in Bowen’s novel I 

encounter other representations of place, such as the wartime flat, a setting not 

previously assessed by critics according to the theories of liminality. The representation 

of the rented apartment  offers an example of the type of dwelling that had sustained a 

radical change over the years of the war. Unlike the homes of the other novels analysed 

in the preceding chapters, which were either entrapping or encumbered by the invasion 

of unwelcome guests, the post-Blitz home in The Heat of the Day is presented as a place 

which encourages the more dynamic role of the protagonist.  Stella Rodney’s apartment 

is, moreover, the actual spatial focal point of the novel, and the scenes that take place 

within it will be explored in order to examine the private-public tensions they exhibit.  

More specifically, the liminal or transitional nature of the occupancy of the flat is in 

itself enforced by the wartime situation, converting it into a provisional stage on which 

this particular story can be enacted, a parallelism which concords with the theatrical 

dimension of the novel. In this section I will take into account the literary criticism by 

several leading Bowen experts as well as by liminal theorists. Literary critic Emma 

Short, who has explored the liminal possibilities of Bowen’s early novels, deals with the 

correspondence between liminal spaces and bodily manifestations. Her study does not 

include The Heat of the Day, thus allowing for a spatial and liminal research on 

Bowen’s emblematic wartime novel.        

 

7.1. Media Space and the Development of Character Role Models 

after the Blitz  

 

The representation of space in The Heat of the Day has different literary outlets. At the 

same time as including descriptions of the physical reality of the city that take us to 

parks, cafes, streets and homes, there are other depictions of more metaphorical space 

within the novel that prove to be challenging and enlightening in order to achieve a 

complete vision of the post-Blitz situation of London. One such case is the 

representation of reality perceived within the newspaper medium, of marked interest in 

Bowen’s novel. In the case in question, the journalistic representation of wartime has 

special relevance for the plot of the story, as well as in the configuration and 
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development of characters. It is also relevant to investigate in what ways this 

controversial depiction of the wartime city had changed from the Blitz months to the 

period under examination in this chapter, the autumn of 1942. To all intents and 

purposes, as I aim to show in the following pages, newspapers did develop substantially 

over the years of the contention, although the propagandistic aim of the content did not 

vary in its objective, which was to manipulate citizens with regard to behavioural 

patterns which could be instrumental in helping to win the war. Over the years, 

however, the journalistic style changed, the manipulation became more subtle and the 

presentation of role models more enticing and cleverly presented. 

In order to better understand the development of the press and its influence over 

citizens during the reinsertion stage after the Blitz which this chapter deals with, I shall 

first begin with an analysis of how the media was presented at the beginning of the 

contention. As I stated in Chapter Two of this dissertation when I remarked on the 

relevance of the media during the Second World War, the need to be kept informed as 

to the progress of the conflict became of paramount importance to citizens.  As can be 

imagined, newspapers, magazines and journals were read on an everyday basis, creating 

a dependence on the written word of the media only equalled by the radio (wireless). 

During the first months of the war, both the press and the wireless contributed with 

biased reports on domestic news written with the aim of creating a certain image of the 

immediate world that surrounded civilians. This diversion from strict journalistic 

veracity, once suspected, caused a degree of controversy among citizens who wanted to 

implicitly believe what the newspapers reported. Frequent disillusionment and mistrust 

arose due to articles and news stories that appeared during the Blitz and that had either 

omitted or altered facts. Although people were aware that heavy censorship was 

strategic in order to prevent leakage of information to the enemy about the exact 

damage or location of their attacks, citizens did not want to feel deceived in the process, 

and therefore tended to react with indignation, especially when the news was about their 

home towns and loved ones. Juliet Gardiner explains that: 

 

It was one thing to minimise bad news from overseas, or about the continuous 

disastrous losses at sea; it was rather different when bombs were falling on 

Britain, and people could see perfectly well what was happening in their 
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locality. In such circumstances, downplaying or glossing over bad news and 

exaggerating good did not lead to feelings of reassurance and optimism, but 

rather to suspicion, distrust and scepticism.  (2010, 160-161) 

 

One of the most notorious examples of events that were totally manipulated by the press 

was the Dunkirk expedition, which has since been acknowledged as a complete and 

disastrous military failure. During the early stages of the war, however, the press 

managed to avert the implications of this disaster by investing this event with an aura of 

heroic achievement. Gardiner further states: “As far as the British press was concerned, 

Dunkirk was all about brave glory boys” (161). Furthermore, they were “accorded a 

hero’s welcome by wildly cheering crowds on their return” (161). This is an extreme 

case of the media’s interference with news reportage, but it set the tone of the press in 

the first months of the war. When it came to the Blitz, however, complete obfuscation of 

the public was more difficult because the people could see the truth of what was really 

happening. Following the liminal theories postulated by Van Gennep we could say that 

wartime news had to follow a ‘rite of passage’ in order to be transmitted, entering 

citizens’ homes under the guise of truth when, in reality, it very frequently constituted a 

means by which the Government aimed to control public opinion. In the novel we can 

see how the press falls into a place, truly liminal or interstitial, in which the mediating 

process is particularly emphasised.  In effect, this method of delivery constituted an 

effective way of building a bridge between what was really taking place in London and 

what the citizens were led to believe could be happening. In this context, therefore, 

newspapers acquired all the characteristics of liminal texts, occupying a space half way 

between mimesis and fiction, this being the case in question particularly during the Blitz 

in which there was a marked propagandistic impulse.               

When the Blitz came to an end, the urge for information on what was happening in 

the cities under attack abated somewhat in favour of other readership priorities. During 

1942, the year in which the novel is set, we find that the reinsertion process posterior to 

the harrowing ordeal of the Blitz also necessitated a guiding hand that could lead the 

way. Citizens, at this stage of the war, welcomed the press as the vehicle that could 

effectively take them to a clearer understanding of the new situation. In The Heat of the 

Day’s subplot, we find ample evidence of this added role of newspapers. The factory 
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worker Louie and the Cockney warden Connie ‘devour’ newspapers on a daily basis 

and are always on the lookout for more. The craze is initiated by Connie, a strapping 

young woman full of energy and self-confidence. She is a “collector of newspapers of 

almost any age” (144), and acquires them, ironically, “by every means except purchase” 

(144). Her neighbour, Louie, is soon, likewise, “infatuated” (144) by the papers, 

believing everything that is written in them and constituting the perfect target for the 

newspapers’ propagandistic aims which, as we shall see over the following pages, had 

not lessened in 1942. What Louie likes about newspapers is not so much the news as the 

“variety of true stories, which makes the war seem human and people like her 

important” (145), as well as the articles which were full of “ideas” (147) that inspired 

her. For example, they both read an article about a land girl and her activities on the 

farm where she is working. This makes them think “how war in some ways makes our 

characters better” (147). In the witty repartee that follows, Louie naively continues to 

believe in the land girl as inspirational, while the sharper Connie points out that the girl 

was probably featured because she had formerly been a mannequin and, therefore, her 

photo would attract attention. Literary critic Adam Piette is certainly right when he 

asserts that Louie “is the reader of home-front ‘total war’ propaganda, designed to boost 

morale and public spirit” (1995, 164).           

At this juncture, it is worth having a look at the real newspapers that Louie and 

Connie would be reading in the novel, made available by Adam Matthew Publications 

(“Popular Newspapers during World War II”), which include microfilms of the most 

popular wartime newspapers. Their perusal reveals the way these newspapers developed 

to include a growing number of human interest stories as well as encouraging the 

creation of role models, a facet especially targeted towards their female readership, 

which, during the war, constituted the main part of the population of cities all over the 

country. My study shows that there were two main daily papers, The Daily Express (a 

broadsheet, mainly consisting of news stories) and The Daily Mirror which was a 

tabloid newspaper, full of pictures and large photos, and with many of the human 

interest stories that fascinated Louie. Popular wartime journalist Hilde Marchant wrote 

for The Daily Mirror, specialising in women’s issues such as the relevance of women’s 

wartime work – including articles about heroic land girls like the one Louie and Connie 

were alluding to in the novel. On Sunday, citizens had, apart from The Sunday Express, 

The News of the World (a broadsheet, considered to be the country’s most dominant 
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newspaper during the war), and The People (a newspaper that carried a large array of 

human interest stories). We can safely assume that Louie and Connie would prefer 

newspapers that boasted the greatest number of human interest stories and articles, 

which are obviously the ones Bowen alludes to in the novel, although she does not 

name the publications directly.         

Critics such as Phyllis Lassner (1998, 136), Heather Bryant Jordan (1992, 167), 

Renee Hoogland (1994, 198) and Maud Ellmann (2003, 164) have singled out relevant 

aspects of the media, such as the newspapers’ commitment to the war effort and the 

journalists’ capacity for creating character role models. This is a facet of journalism that 

became especially prominent during this phase of the war in which a reinsertion process 

into a more standardised wartime situation was being effected. Furthermore, citizens 

needed to adopt different behavioural patterns to those which had prevailed during the 

Blitz days, dominated by a survival type of discourse. Louie, coming from a coastal 

town and having lost both her parents, cannot find her true identity within the crowded 

city of London and experiences a profound disorientation.  This loneliness is increased 

by the fact that her husband is away abroad in the army. When she starts to read 

newspapers she feels the emergence of a new identity forming within her; she has at last 

“found peace” (145). Louie finds her place as a “worker, a soldier’s lonely wife, a war 

orphan, a pedestrian, a Londoner” (146), and she rejoices to see herself addressed 

personally: “Louie now felt bad only about any part of herself which in any way did not 

fit into the paper’s picture; she could not have survived their disapproval” (146).  When 

reviewing Angus Calder’s well-known wartime study, The People’s War (1969), 

Elizabeth Bowen openly expressed her opinion about the power of the press, stating 

that: “Press and radio combined in keeping the people’s collective image constantly in 

front of the people’s eyes (…). It was inspirational; one beheld oneself as one had it in 

one to be. The image was a winner” (1986, 184). This is exactly what happens to Louie, 

the “winning” feminine image that was constructed for propagandistic reasons during 

the war was inspirational for the young woman, who wished to see herself identified 

within this collective tour de force, which was exactly what the Churchillian 

government intended. In this case, we could highlight the role of the press at this stage 

of the war as truly instrumental in helping to create war-time identities that were not 

only useful to the Government, but also relevant for disorientated citizens like Louie, 

who personally seemed to derive a benefit from feeling guided and supported. French 
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critic Dominique Gauthier does, on the other hand, ascribe Louie’s disorientation to a 

different origin. For Gauthier, Louie is alienated due to her proletarian condition, which 

is the reason why she is so influenced by the press. In her words: “This is an alienation 

in the measure that she (Louie) belongs to the non-ruling class. In this case the 

exploitation is illustrated by the subordination to the media”
51

 (my translation 1985, 

113). While Gauthier makes a very valid point, I am persuaded that in The Heat of the 

Day, Bowen’s intention, as the quote taken from her review of Angus Calder’s study 

shows, was solely that of highlighting the manipulative role of the media in the creation 

of role models, exerted, likewise, in order to raise the citizens’ morale.   

In the case of Connie, Louie’s domineering friend, the attitude towards newspaper 

reading is different, although the resulting effect is quite similar. We are told that, 

“Connie’s reading of papers was for the most part suspicious; nothing was to get by 

unobserved by her. Her re-reading of everything was the more impressive because the 

second time, you were given to understand, what she was doing was reading between 

the lines” (147). Although, as Jenny Hartley stresses, Connie is not as easily “fooled by 

the myth and propaganda of the People’s War” (1997, 98), to a certain degree she is also 

a victim of the general media manipulation. She is an addictive consumer of articles, 

spends hours reading and rereading the stories, and, though described as having a 

suspicious attitude, is also taken in by many of the subliminal messages of the media. 

One of the key issues that the Government wished to drive home was that of the 

fortitude of character, necessary to withstand this critical period of post-Blitz 

incertitude. Both Louie and Connie are great believers in character, as it was transmitted 

by the media at that time. As Connie insists when speaking to her friend: “What gets 

you anywhere is character” (148), and later: “One thing I do agree – where it says how 

character’s getting us there. Getting us where, of course don’t ask me” (149). The 

conversations between Louie and Connie are full of sardonic comments such as these 

which give a humorous edge to the two girls’ repartee. The reader, conscious of a 

superior knowledge with regard to the manipulative power of the media, can’t fail to be 

amused when reading about Louie’s apparent faith in the ‘integrity’ of the British press, 

in comparison with the ‘mendacity’ of the German. Gullible Louie reflects: 
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 In the original French: “C’est l’aliénation dans la mesure où elle appartient à la classe non-dirigeante, 
dont l’éxplotation est illustré par la subordination aux media”   
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‘You’d surely not be like the Germans, Connie? I was told how they swallow 

anything they are told. I know I saw where it said how they do have papers, but 

not like our ones with ideas. It said how to get them through the war they have to 

kid them along, but how the war makes us think’. (148)     

 

Obviously, the press was manipulating readers on both sides of the channel and Bowen 

adroitly conveys the effect it had on the population by means of the creation of 

characters like Louie and Connie, whose private lives and actions are seen to be 

influenced by the public entity of the media, responsible for psychologically moulding 

them into a set pattern of behaviour. As well as having an effect on her mode of 

conduct, the articles that Louie so much loves to read also shape the physical space of 

the world at war, at times creating a parallel representation of the same reality. Under 

the influence of the media, Louie rejects what she can physically see in the world 

around her in favour of what she actually reads about in the newspapers, which she 

takes to be gospel truth: “But once you looked at the papers you saw where it said, 

nothing was so bad as it might look. What a mistake, to have gone by the look of 

things!” (145). The irony of this comment reveals an inversion of reality and exposes 

the extent of the influence of newspapers at this time.  

Curiously, The Heat of the Day also presents an instance in which the reverse could 

also happen. Citizens could also learn how to use journalistic stratagems for their own 

ends, and, in so doing, manipulate the newspapers´ ‘code’ in order to condition people´s 

reactions in a certain way or to create certain spatial frameworks. This can be seen in 

the ambiguous account which Stella Rodney gives at the inquest which takes place at 

the end of the novel in relation to her involvement in a supposedly scandalous incident. 

When the spy Robert Kelway falls to his death from the roof of the building, Stella is 

summoned to court to give evidence of the details of the accident. With great self-

control she explains the facts in the most truthful way possible, but avoids Robert’s acts 

of treason from being exposed. This can be understood as her last act of loyalty towards 

her lover, in order to prevent him from becoming the subject of London gossip. Stella’s 

insinuation with regard to Robert having left the flat by the roof to avoid a meeting with 

another of her “men friends” (292), the presence of alcoholic drink in the flat, and her 

status as a single woman in a luxury West-End apartment are factors which present a 
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scenario which is potentially scandalous. While none of these details, taken separately, 

are untrue, together they present a picture that, manipulated by the tabloid press, is 

converted into a ‘fictionalised’ setting and representation of the facts. It can be inferred 

that Stella, knowing the power of the press, felt that by just giving out enough true facts 

for a story to evolve the rest would take its course and Robert’s good name would be 

protected in exchange for her own being undermined. 

Louie is the first to believe the story the press has fabricated. Having met Stella and 

the counter-spy Harrison together at a grill-bar one evening, Louie accompanies Stella 

back home. During the walk home Louie is so impressed by her companion’s 

refinement and power of communication that she creates an idealised image of Stella 

which she fervently wishes to believe in. On seeing the news feature in the press, Louie 

is appalled to find out that the doubtful heroine of this news story is, in fact, the same 

person she had venerated. For Louie, Stella had been “a presence” (295), and she is 

therefore shocked and disillusioned to discover this new image of Stella as a ‘fallen 

woman’. Stella had represented characteristics that for Louie belonged to a world that 

was on the “periphery” (296). This world was not easily accessible for Louie and, 

consequently, she had created an appealing imaginative space where “respectability” 

(296) and “refinement” (296) set its boundaries. Just as quickly as Louie had created an 

idolised image of Stella, which was mainly triggered by a meeting that had lasted one or 

two hours at the most, so does this image disappear, when the misleading story 

published by the papers dismantles her desired conception of a perfected world. In other 

words, her figurative imaginings are supplanted by a shattering alternative: 

 

She (Stella) had not been too good. Here, and not in one paper only, was where 

it said about her, the bottles, the lover, the luxury West-End flat. She had had 

other men-friends; there nearly had been a fight. It all only came down to a 

matter of expensiveness; there was no refinement. (296)                   

 

This is the story embroidered by the press, in which the adroit use of language 

combined with the power of suggestion are enough to create a ‘fictitious’ account of the 

reality presented by the novel. Bowen’s exposure of this manipulated scenario calls for 
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a deeper reflection on the enormous power of the written word within a medium that 

many readers esteemed as informative and trustworthy. Renné Hoogland backs this 

argument, stressing the effect the press’ influence has on Louie: “Her (Louie’s) 

susceptibility to the seductive power of words and her unreflective faith in their 

ostensible transparency thus allows for a falsification in the girl’s experience” (1994, 

202).  For Louie, Stella had stood for a certain desired role of conduct and her fall from 

grace results in the young woman going back to her “vagrant habits” (Bowen, 297), 

which culminate in her becoming pregnant.  As we have seen, Louie’s desire to find an 

orientation to her life had been guided by the representation of wartime stereotypes she 

read about in the press, and which had had the effect of swaying her behaviour 

accordingly. However, the much more real prospect of becoming a mother provides her 

with her own individual call in life, resulting in her final loss of interest in the 

newspaper stories, which is also partly due to her fear of finding articles that may 

express disapproval of her moral lapse.  As she breaks free from the press’ influence, 

she is also liberated from their subordinating power, thus terminating her obsessive 

physical and psychological dependence.            

In The Heat of the Day, Bowen successfully draws our attention to the excessive 

power that the media continued to exercise over citizens after the Blitz. Strongly 

controlled by the Government, newspapers also responded to a deep psychological 

necessity on the part of a section of the population who needed to be given role models 

of conduct in the wake of the devastating attacks they had just experienced. As such, the 

media was in direct contact with a community of disorientated citizens at a moment of 

profound uncertainty. The ephemeral aspect of these news stories is another factor to 

take into account, as they were soon superseded by others in a quick succession of 

delivery, a factor which underlines their insubstantiality. In their marked ‘fictionalised’ 

nature, their relation to dramaturgy is no less relevant.  As Adam Piette indicates, there 

is “a psychic tension between historical allegiances and a ‘theatrical’ sense of self” 

(1995, 172), which finds its place in the wartime press: citizens responded by 

committing themselves to their historical role in the struggle inherent to war, but, at the 

same time, did not relinquish their desire to see themselves recognised and glorified, in 

certain cases, as the main characters of a full blown-out drama.  
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7.2. The Liminal Space of the London Wartime Flat: A Move towards 

Independence and Opportunity  

 

The Heat of the Day covers a period of time marked by changes in the London wartime 

city scene. In the novel we are presented with public and private spaces that have little 

in common with those studied in the other novels. The London places described in the 

book are characterised by the post-Blitz reinsertion process that the whole city is 

submerged in during this time and therefore no bombing scenes, shelters, or basement 

refuges are depicted. The novel opens with a concert in Regent’s Park, an event that is 

meant to be cheerful, gay, an occasion which is supposed to symbolise an effort to 

return to normality. The audience, however, is still not ready for enjoyment. There is an  

attempt to regain equanimity but many of the people that are drawn by the music “pause 

in the gateways doubtfully” (5) feeling that “this tarnished bosky theatre, in which no 

plays had been acted for some time, held a feeling of sequestration, of emptiness the 

music had not yet had time to fill”(5). The narrator makes it clear that the wounds left 

by the Blitz needed yet more time to heal.  

Another scene in the novel in which an attempt at enjoyment takes place is at a 

restaurant. This underground location in which the scene is set has an unrealistic feel 

about it due to an artificial bright light, “more powerful than could be accounted for by 

the bald white globes screwed aching to the low white ceiling” (217), and where “not a 

person did not betray, by one or another peculiarity, the fact of being human” (217) and, 

therefore, totally unable to relax in a situation still fraught with tension and unease. 

Public space, consequently, is far from satisfying in the novel, showing places where, 

although there are signs of an effort to recuperate from the Blitz period, a climate of 

transition and unrest still predominates. Private space is represented more positively. In 

the novel we have two different London abodes described in detail. Stella’s rented flat 

in the West End, and the more humble home of Louie, which she shares with her friend 

Connie. In this section of the chapter I am going to concentrate on Stella’s home, as her 

flat represents the most challenging ‘living space’ described in the novel and the 

vantage point from where I will be able to observe Stella’s development in the wartime 

city and her personal progress within the process of reinsertion that forms the theme of 

this chapter.   
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During wartime, as we have learnt from the other novels discussed, there was a 

constant upheaval among citizens who were continually on the move. In some cases this 

was evidently the result of the bombing that destroyed many homes, but in other cases 

the reasons were less dramatic or radical. For example, many citizens left their homes in 

the city and relocated in the country, living in somebody else’s property (as is described 

in Elizabeth Taylor’s novel At Mrs. Lippincote’s (1945)), or, at other times, the reverse 

could happen. For instance, we learn that in The Heat of the Day, Stella “had given up 

the last of her own houses and stored her furniture when the war began” (21), in order to 

be able to move to London where she installed herself first in lodgings before renting a 

flat in Weymouth Street. For Stella, the act of relinquishing her home had had its 

positive connotations: “To her, the opportunity to make a break, to free herself of her 

house, to come to London to work had been not ungrateful” (23). Stella, therefore, 

welcomes the opportunity of living in the city and the possibility of acquiring a more 

independent role. In this sense, leaving her home symbolises a break with the past and a 

step forward into the opportunities that a war-stricken city may have to offer.    

On reading the first chapters of the book, we immediately perceive that the 

apartment featured in The Heat of the Day is a place that has a marked transitory 

character, also a reflection of the general atmosphere that prevails in the novel
52

. In 

effect, Stella’s flat does not instil stability, its main function being that of providing a 

provisional city base, and as such, it is a place destined to be occupied for a brief 

amount of time. This temporary quality of the flat affects Stella in a way that may be 

instrumental in helping her to achieve a greater sense of freedom and autonomy with 

regard to the world that surrounds her. However, in order to achieve this goal, Stella 

must first overcome her visitors’ need to connect her in some way to her abode. Indeed, 

her visitors insistently try to find some kind of pattern that will associate the furniture 

and rooms to its dweller. One of the aspects of the apartment that become most difficult 

for Stella to assume is that, outwardly at least, it does seem to represent her fittingly. 

Stella has the “irritation of being surrounded by somebody else’s irreproachable taste” 

(22). Furthermore, “to those who were not to know this room was not her own it 

expressed her unexceptionably but wrongly” (22). In the novel, both the counterspy 
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 This feature of temporality has been highlighted by critics; Beryl Pong writes about the “transitory 
nature of the Blitzed environment” (2009, 2) when referring to the novel, while Katherine Fisher, in her 
doctoral dissertation, remarks likewise on the “transience of each moment in wartime London” (2014, 
151), a feature also perceptible in Bowen’s settings.  
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Harrison, and Stella’s son Roderick, attempt to find some way of approaching Stella by 

means of her abode, which they feel should be representative of her, only to find 

themselves continually repulsed by Stella’s lack of identification with her surroundings. 

Harrison, upon entering the flat, has difficulty in determining where he is supposed to 

sit, and, when smoking, fingers Stella’s ash-tray murmuring somewhat inadequately: 

“‘All your things are so pretty’” (25) to which Stella retorts: “‘It’s not mine,’ (…) 

‘Nothing in this flat is.’” (25). Harrison’s attitude is that of a “German in Paris” (42), 

that of an invader in a hallowed area of conquest. He attempts to piece his surroundings 

together and to find, albeit unsuccessfully, the connection between the sophistication of 

the flat and the poise and refinement of Stella. Roderick is no less successful. On leave 

from the army, he visits Stella without giving much warning. As he enters the flat, he 

immediately feels out of place and, on his mother preparing the coffee ‒ no food except 

a few mouldy biscuits is to be found in the kitchenette – he is again at a loss as to where 

to place the tray in the sitting room. In vain Roderick complains: “There must be some 

place where it always goes?” (48), but on not receiving a reply he tries fruitlessly to find 

some clue in the room itself: 

 

He sighed. In this flat, rooms had no names; there being only two, whichever 

you were not in was ‘the other room’. Proceeding into what he saw as the 

drawing-room, Roderick, grasping the tray, stood looking round again. 

Somewhere between these chairs and tables must run the spoor of habit, could 

one but pick it up. He could not envisage his mother as so completely alone as 

one would be without any customs. (48) 

 

Precisely this is what Stella does intend to achieve, to break free from the pressure of 

customs that would tie her down, determine upon her a set routine of things done in a 

certain way, or mark the set boundaries of home-life.  Roderick, on the other hand, 

cannot understand his mother’s true intentions, and, finally, not finding a suitable place 

to leave the tray, opts for the floor. When Stella comes into the room she reaches for a 

stool to place the tray on as they sit on a sofa to drink their coffee. For Roderick the sofa 

is like a boat, in which both mother and son sit at opposite ends. This image of the boat 
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is invested with powerful symbolism and has been studied in philosophy for its 

metaphorical significance. For example, Michel Foucault found it to be the ideal 

expression of the heterotopia, a concept that I explain more fully in Chapter One, and 

which emerges as an alternative space which can be accessed either physically or by 

means of the human imagination. Foucault focuses on the boat as “a floating part of 

space, a placeless place, that exists by itself, is closed in on itself and at the same time is 

given over to the infinity of the sea” (1997, 356). In this sense, we find that Foucault’s 

definition of the boat, described as an autonomous sort of place that floats about on 

water, is close in meaning to Roderick’s concept of the boat and its correlation to 

Stella’s sofa. In fact, Roderick feels that the metaphor of the boat offers a better 

alternative to what actually surrounds him: “The reality of the fancy was better than the 

unreality of the room” (51). This inversion of reality and fancy creates a space where 

Roderick can at least expect to feel disorientated: “In a boat you were happy to be 

suspended in nothing but light, air, water, opposite another face. On a sofa you could be 

surrounded by what was lacking” (51). Consequently, this particular room does not 

confer upon the furniture any of the comforts Roderick expects, the sofa being “without 

environment; it might have been some derelict piece of furniture exposed on a pavement 

after an air-raid or washed up by a flood on some unknown shore” (51). It is clear that 

the room and objects within it convey for Roderick a feeling of utter dislocation from 

reality, from custom and habit, and succeeds in placing his relationship with his mother 

at a strange and unrelated angle, caused by his failure to ‘situate’ Stella within her home 

space
53

. 

The idea of home is what both Harrison and Roderick yearn for
54

. Roderick 

confesses to be “all for the authoritarianism of home life” (48), while Harrison pursues 

an idealised image in which he, and not Stella’s lover Robert Kelway, occupies the flat. 

In fact, as critic Sara Wasson has pointed out, Harrison seems to be more in love with 

the flat than with Stella herself (2010, 116). He continually refers to the pleasing visual 

aspect of the apartment which, for him, possesses all the homely attributes that Roderick 

also covets. Harrison voices his thoughts as he sits back in one of the plush armchairs, 
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 Emma Zimmerman has also stressed Roderick’s feeling of estrangement within his mother’s home,  a 
place that “fails to offer a conventional, and for Roderick, comforting configuration of domestic space” 
(2015, 50) 
54

 Bowen wrote in an essay of 1953, “The Idea of the Home”, that this perfected concept of home may 
“harden into a fixation or degenerate into a fantasy, which as such offers itself to exploitation” (2010, 
169), an explanation that seems particularly appropriate in the case of Harrison and Roderick. 
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saying: “‘You know, this is very nice. I so often think of this place that, if you don’t 

mind me saying so, now I feel quite at home’ ” (122). However, I would like to add that 

it is not just the flat that attracts Harrison, it is the combined effect of the luxurious 

apartment and its inhabitant’s enigmatic presence. Stella and her surroundings exert a 

great fascination over him; “her life” (42) was the “first idea he had had of poetry” (42). 

During the war, this idea of the familiar home base was particularly alluring to 

men
55

. For philosophers Bachelard (1994, 46) and Yi-Fu Tuan (2008, 144), the perfect 

abode should offer shelter and welcoming attributes as well as providing a sense of 

belonging, fundamental aspects that encouraged an idealised representation of the 

concept. This idea of homely comfort was also part of a Government incentive in order 

to create stability for home-coming soldiers. As we have seen with the media, the 

Government exercised a considerable degree of influence over set domestic features in 

order to help to boost morale in the war effort. For the characters in the novel, however, 

the meaning of the word ‘home’ is fraught with conflicting feelings. For example, we 

perceive that the factory worker, Louie Lewis, is profoundly disorientated by the loss of 

both her parents and home through the bombing raids on Seale-on-Sea, and this feeling 

is extended to her life in the city where she always seems to be at a loss; in the case of 

Harrison, we can see that the fact of not having a place of his own where he can find 

peace makes him long to make himself at home in Stella’s flat, although he is constantly 

rebuffed by her; with regard to Roderick, we see that he attempts, without success, to 

find the pattern of routine in his mother’s ‘dislocated’ apartment, while the spy, Robert 

Kelway, can only find a sense of harmony in the flat by conferring upon the two rooms 

a wider significance. They become his “country”, (258) in his final confession in which 

he reveals to Stella his betrayal of his actual country. In the case of Stella, her intention 

of not making her home personally identifiable or particularly welcoming to visitors, 

although this stratagem may seem to backfire in the case of Harrison, can be seen as her 

own private stance in the face of mainstream wartime propaganda. As Sara Wasson 

argues: “These disturbing interiors contradict the dominant home front rhetoric which 

constructs the domestic sphere as a place of triumphant labour” (2010, 105). Indeed, 

Stella’s home is at odds with this idea of domestic sphere; there is no warm homely 

atmosphere and meals are not prepared in the “surgical-looking” (Bowen, 44) sterile 
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 Deborah Parsons also highlights this idea of male need and search for stability during the war (2000, 
194).  
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kitchenette. As critic Emma Short has taken into consideration, permanent places of 

abode include belongings, “habits become solidified through regular interaction with 

and movement around the same objects and spaces” (2013, 128), but in Stella’s flat 

there is a marked resistance with regard to forming routines and regular interaction does 

not seem to generate “solidified” habits. Furthermore, I do not entirely agree with 

Kristine A. Miller when she affirms that Stella, “feels out of place in her rented, 

furnished flat” (1999, 148); on the contrary, I consider that she feels comfortable within 

her impersonalised apartment, because the atmosphere of rootlessness, of not belonging, 

is precisely what she aims at achieving.  

At the same time as we take into account these characteristics which help us to 

understand Stella’s position within her physical milieu, we must not obviate the fact that 

there are other readings of Bowen’s work which offer different interpretations of the 

post-Blitz urban space which may not necessarily coincide with my understanding of 

the novel. For example, Gill Plain centres her thought on certain time issues which she 

perceives to be directly related to Stella’s flat. For Plain, there is a certain 

“timelessness” characteristic of The Heat of the Day, which, in turn, causes the 

characters to become isolated and divorced from reality: 

 

The characters of her fictions create for themselves a timelessness, a space that 

rejects the temporal order of war, and enables them to spiritually abscond from 

the physical environment of conflict. These defences against the disruptions and 

chaos of war leave the characters emotionally isolated and distanced from their 

environment. (1996, 122)               

 

Although the narrator of the novel also refers to a general climate of “timelessness” 

within the flat (53), this does not imply that the characters should feel “emotionally 

isolated or distanced from their environment”. In spite of there being some 

circumstances in which the they do seem to be trying to get away from the pressures of 

the conflict by seeking protection indoors ‒ Robert shelters from his condition of being 

a spy while Harrison attempts to create a home space or Roderick to regain his filial 

relationship with his mother ‒ I do not consider the characters to be immersed in a 
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situation in which they feel separated from the public nature of the wartime milieu; 

rather, I would venture to say that the unique aspects of disorientation, dislocation and 

lack of homeliness, as they are variously experienced by the characters in the novel, are 

precisely the result of their conscious reaction to war. The characters may attempt, each 

in their own way, to create a certain domestic atmosphere in Stella’s apartment but their 

behaviour is conditioned by the wartime situation and, consequently, I would like to 

state, intimately related to their environment.  

In the case of Stella, her general attitude, rather than rejecting “the temporal order of 

war”, also seems to constitute a firm recognition of the transitional aspects of the same. 

In this sense, she seems to welcome the impermanent nature of her position, knowing 

that it unites certain aspects ‒ her wartime job, her love affair with Robert, her unique 

relationship with Harrison – characteristic of a passing phase in her life. Although Stella 

never directly refers to the war, except in her final conversation with Robert, her general 

attitude seems to imply a personal acknowledgement of a situation that is transitory, that 

has a beginning and an end, and that enables her to make the most of any opportunities 

that are offered in the process. Her acceptance of the wartime conditioning factors is 

openly manifested in the way she makes use of her flat. In other circumstances, a rented 

apartment would not be the scene of the defensive stratagems so obviously put in 

practice by Stella. Her residence seems to be in every way permeated by the global 

reality of war, thus effectively blurring the boundaries between the public side of war 

and the private realm of the home.  Indeed, facets related to the conflict, such as the lack 

of food, the lack of personal belongings, the blackout – another invasive feature insisted 

on in Stella’s apartment – and the unique ambience created within of tension and unease 

are reiteratively referred to. In fact, as critic Phyllis Lassner points out, when referring 

to Stella’s situation: “The state of dislocation becomes her home, compatible with her 

desire to live in and for the moment” (1990, 124). This assertion also brings time issues 

sharply into focus, underlining the fact that, for Stella, life becomes wartime living, and, 

as such, leads her to successive rented flats creating a haphazard way of life that is 

characterised by a constant symbiosis of private and public conditioning factors, clearly 

perceived in the spatial reality of her flat and in her own mode of conduct.   

Taking these aspects into account it is my intention to ascribe Stella’s flat to a 

category unique in itself, a place at odds with the accepted domestic characteristics of a 

standard home. This positioning of the flat should be considered likewise within the 
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liminal voyage that the novels and novelists of this dissertation have undergone. In this 

way, Stella’s flat in The Heat of the Day can be defined as a more definite passage of 

transit, as the main character manages to accomplish a voyage characterised by her 

personal growth and autonomous behaviour, positive characteristics that are very often 

in accordance with the reinsertion stage of the liminal process. Stella has surmounted 

the difficulties posed by the arduous passage of the Blitz months in order to emerge as a 

confident woman who follows her own path, thus succeeding in her own personal 

transit. However, during this phase of reinsertion, Stella  has to accept the post-Blitz 

conditioning wartime factors which imbue the city and her home with an atmosphere of 

unease and certain disorientation ‒ if not the immediate danger of the bombs.  

Emma Short has undertaken a thorough and comprehensive study of the liminal 

spaces that abound in Elizabeth Bowen’s interwar novels and has identified hotels, 

waiting rooms and seaside towns as places of transit in her fiction. Short adds that these 

spaces “create an unsettled, shifting atmosphere” (2013, 128), attributes which also 

concord with the marked temporary presentation of each scene enacted in Stella´s flat. 

Short´s study of literary homes too, as in the case of the London flat in The Death of the 

Heart (1938), underlines factors related to feelings of instability or lack of belonging as 

one of its main characteristics. Short’s perceptive analysis focuses on the correlation 

existing between the places people inhabit and their bodily responses. Indeed, Short 

affirms: 

 

These descriptions suggest that the different types of spaces one inhabits, 

permanent versus temporary, have a clear and distinct effect on one’s 

physicality, betraying the undeniable relationship between space and corporeal 

subject. (129)  

 

As Short illustrates in the novels she researches, this relationship between the liminal 

space occupied and the physical being seems to act as a determinant, conditioning the 

characters’ physical traits and demeanour. However, we find the pattern changes in The 

Heat of the Day. Although Stella lives in a flat that is under the pressure of a wartime 

environment, though not the Blitz at this stage, this factor does not have the same 
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mirroring effect on Stella’s corporeal identity, which emerges as confident and totally 

self-controlled within the home setting she has created for herself. Therefore, I would 

venture to add that, although the liminal spaces in Bowen’s early novels do seem to 

create unstable characters, this assertion is, however, not extensive to later works. In 

The Heat of the Day, Stella rises above the limitations she voluntarily imposes on her 

home in a manner not exempt from defiance, especially if we take into account her 

vulnerable position as a woman living alone in a wartime city.       

Recent studies on the characteristics of places of transit that unify both spatial and 

time related issues lay stress on these particular traits of impermanence and mobility. In 

their joint edited work, Teresa Gómez Reus and Terry Gifford highlight certain 

transitional aspects that are also illustrative of Bowen’s account of wartime living space. 

The critics affirm, when referring to the concept “in transit”, that: 

 

It may involve actual spaces in which the transition is enacted – places apart, or 

places to escape through or to escape to, places to occupy temporarily – as well 

as experiences of transition undertaken by an initiative to act in the decision to 

separate from a prior state of security. (2013, 6) 

 

In The Heat of the Day, a novel which we have placed in the reinsertion stage of the 

liminal passageway, we find that Stella has managed to secure for herself a living space 

that is ultimately transitional and that, therefore, effectively constitutes a break from the 

“state of security” that was abandoned at the start of the liminal itinerary. Consequently, 

the apartment is a place to which Stella has “escaped” to “temporarily”, in order to 

eschew the role which she is expected to play in society.  In its literary representation, 

the flat is full of details that point towards its temporal dimension, from the fact that 

there is no food in the house, to other minutiae, such as the vase of flowers on the desk 

from which the petals fall incessantly, reminding the reader of the passage of time, the 

letters Stella receives or is about to send, the photographs of Robert and Roderick on the 

mantelpiece that are waiting to be framed or the absence of custom and lack of 

necessary homely objects visitors can relate to. Emma Zimmerman in her recent article, 

“A “tottering lace-like architecture of ruins”: The Wartime Home in Elizabeth Bowen’s 
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The Heat of the Day” (2015) also points towards Stella’s “transitory lifestyle” (50), 

laying stress on the dislocating factor inherent in Stella’s flat and adding that the 

“wartime individual” (46) emerges “as an anxious, fragmented and homeless subject 

who is unable to belong” (46). Whereas I agree with Zimmerman that The Heat of the 

Day presents a disruptive kind of living space and that this affects the characters 

involved, it is my intention to go one step further and suggest that it is precisely the 

impersonal effect created by the truly liminal space of the flat that enables Stella to 

depart from convention and to form her own personal identity. Therefore, and contrary 

to Zimmerman’s somewhat negative evaluation of the results of wartime “ruination” 

(49) of space and its effect on the characters, I would like to offer a more positive 

reading of Bowen’s novel that allows us to see Stella as a character that has acquired a 

strong independent stance, after traversing a long and arduous path of her own, in which 

material and domestic ties have ceased to count as hampering influences. In the novel, 

Stella has a good professional position, and she herself takes the important decisions 

that affect her life, such as her refusal to marry, her disregard for scandal, her choice of 

abode, her relationship with Robert Kelway and Harrison, her trip to Ireland or her 

excursion to Holme Dene. As is also explained in the novel, Stella has travelled widely, 

has lived in different European countries and speaks several languages well (23), which 

confirm her desire for autonomy. Indeed, we can infer that Stella’s position of transit 

and disregard for her immediate surroundings create her own stance of freedom and 

inviolability within the wartime situation. Frances Piper also describes aspects of a third 

sphere that are illustrative of Stella’s positioning: “The ‘third sphere’ is a space of transit 

precisely because the women within those spaces define the spaces, as opposed to being 

defined by them” (2013, 152). It is made obvious, then, that by creating her own 

unanchored space and by not being subjected to the common feminine role of the 

homemaker, Stella is symbolically performing an empowering move within the liminal 

voyage, a move which she accomplishes successfully enabling her to acquire a positive 

reading of her wartime experience in spite of the trials she has to undergo in the process.  

Another characteristic of this “third sphere” or liminal dimension offered by Stella’s 

flat is its theatrical aspect. Indeed, the characters are aware of the ‘fictitious’ nature of 

the apartment. Roderick, on entering the flat muses: “This did not look like home; but it 

looked like something – possibly a story” (44). The theatrical dimension of this unique 

wartime space is not obviated in the novel. The apartment being divided into two main 
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rooms makes it easy to follow the characters’ movements as they walk to and fro, the 

positioning of the sofa and the three armchairs of the room are also described with 

preciseness, as are the lamps, lit at strategic moments and shaded in specific directions. 

The curtains feature prominently and figuratively, first as a means of ensuring the 

blackout, but also as a kind of backstage where the characters may retire when the role-

acting on the stage of the lit-up rooms becomes too intense. In certain scenes of the 

novel, Harrison and Stella both feel the need to escape into the deep embrasure of the 

curtains in order to regain personal self-control. When Harrison finds he is overpowered 

by the confrontation with Stella, he heads “into the curtain like an animal blindly 

wanting to get out of a room” (132). Stella, however, follows him, also “glad to be 

walled away by them (the curtains) from that haunted room” (133). Both are like 

“depersonalised speakers in a drama” (134), which need the silence and darkness of the 

curtain embrasure to recover from their exhausting role-playing. In the dramatic last 

scene of the novel, the other main male character, Robert, reacts quite differently in his 

confrontation with Stella, and instinctively recoils from the curtains and the threat from 

the outside, longing to remain inside the rooms where he is playing his lead role and has 

created his habitat with Stella. She, on the other hand, feels as if she were suffocating 

inside the room, and expresses a need to escape through the curtains, “crash the window 

open and blaze the lights on” (277). This recess, which occupies an intermediate area 

between the room and the outside, is also a liminal space in itself, lodged within the 

larger transitional space of the two-roomed flat.  

As the story of The Heat of the Day progresses, we find that Stella continues with 

her nomadic journey and moves to yet another abode at the end of the novel. This time 

she is exposed to the very real danger of the 1944 bombing raids. In this last scene of 

the book, which she shares with Harrison, she demonstrates a predictable amount of 

sang froid with regard to her own safety and the possibility of her flat being destroyed 

by a bomb. However, in a move that surprises the reader, Stella also states her wish to 

end her independence and announces her intention of becoming married, a clear sign 

that she wishes to become properly reinserted into society after her in-between years of 

relative freedom. Her comment to Harrison, “prospects have alternatives” (311), on the 

other hand, illustrates her aim to still continue being the arbiter of her life, as well as her 

determination to remain unpredictable in her decisions. The other main character of the 

novel, Louie Lewis, decides to relinquish her subordination to the newspaper identities, 
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and emerges from her passive and compliant state to take on the role of a single mother 

masked by the widowhood of her husband’s timely death. In this way, both Stella and 

Louie complete their reinsertion into society in a manner concomitant with the effective 

ending of the war, thereby drawing a parallel between the end of the post-liminal phase 

and the completion of the final stages of the war, which, in 1944, was drawing to a close 

with the predictability of victory already firmly on the horizon.         

                                                               §§ 

As this chapter has aimed to demonstrate, The Heat of the Day provides the base from 

which a unique study of post-Blitz wartime conditionings may be effected. One of the 

major developments during this stage, with regard to that of the Blitz period is that, 

whereas the female protagonists of the other novels discussed in this dissertation have 

more permanent ties with their homes, and, therefore, experience different degrees of 

attachment and responsibility, Stella personally acquires the freedom to downplay the 

importance of what is patently not her own. This can be seen as a positive trait in 

Bowen’s novel that contrasts with the pressures exerted by the home environment in the 

other novels. In Marguerite Steen’s Shelter, for example, the character Louise Mason 

feels distress at not being able to maintain her home in proper order, or in Lettice 

Cooper’s Black Bethlehem, in which Lucy Meadows expresses her deep anxiety at 

seeing her home occupied by a refugee with unfriendly intentions.  

In this post-Blitz reality we have encountered two representations of the female 

character which are remarkably different. Whereas, as we have seen, Stella seems quite 

in charge of her life, living as she does completely detached from any of the places she 

chooses to live in, Louie has demonstrated to be in need of the supportive guidance of 

the ‘mentor’ element in newspaper stories to feel her existence validated.  With regard 

to the physical appropriation of wartime urban space, this novel has also shown that, 

instead of proving to be the frustrating experience that can be perceived in some of the 

other novels examined, it could also the base from which women could attempt to 

achieve greater independence, one of the subliminal messages inherent in Bowen’s 

novel. In this way, The Heat of the Day seems to constitute a fitting end to the liminal 

voyage that has been traced in this dissertation, the progress of which culminates in this 

novel, in both its temporal and thematic aspects.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

It may be that it is the artist rather than the historian who has the vision to give 

certain moments of the national chronicle their full and terrible value. (Bryher 

1972, 50) 

 

As this dissertation has attempted to illustrate, it is indeed the artist, and in this case the 

literary artist, that has the ability to reveal to the world the intricacies of a wartime 

catastrophe of such magnitude as the Blitz. As each chapter has aimed to make clear, the 

novelists encountered a situation that was as unprecedented as it was shattering and it is 

by means of their literary endeavours that we have the privilege to become the witnesses 

of this unique period of British history. The way in which this cataclysmic event 

personally affected the average citizen is a part of this reality that historians may find 

more difficult to access, and it is therefore by means of works of literature, without 

obviating the valuable contribution of diaries, memoirs and personal accounts of 

civilians, that we may come closer to the actual feelings and emotions of citizens as they 

traversed the traumatic experience of the Blitz. The novelists analysed in this 

dissertation have afforded us some surprises and many revelations tendered to us by 

means of novels that offer an incisive picture of the convulsive wartime city. As such, 

these narratives should be rated highly as their testimonies are indispensable for 

understanding a dramatic passage of twentieth century history. 

This being said, for us, as literary critics, the wealth of these novels soars high 

above that of being solely a testament of a period of British history. As I have attempted 

to show in this dissertation, research on these novels can contribute to different fields of 

literary investigation, as well as open up lines of enquiry relative to wartime literature, 

spatial analysis and gender studies. In the following pages I will attempt to summarise 

some of the findings resulting from this research, taking into account the initial lines of 

investigation postulated in the Introduction, and addressed in the subsequent chapters, 

and finalising with the revelations afforded by each novel, an illuminating and in some 
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cases unforeseeable experience. In order to address all the areas explored in this 

dissertation, I shall first refer to the temporal and spatial dynamics of the novels 

analysed before considering the wider picture that this research has afforded us with 

regard to the development of the female characters and the effects derived from the 

breaking down of the boundaries throughout the different stages of the Blitz. 

With regard to the structure and theoretical framework of this dissertation, which 

has followed the rites of liminality first postulated by Van Gennep in 1909, it is 

important to underline the relevance that this method of approach has had for this piece 

of research, as it has enabled me to take a closer look at the Blitz period while traversing 

the rites of initiation, passage and reinsertion by means of the novels analysed. In this 

way, Steen’s Shelter, the focus of Chapter Three, evidences the disorientation of 

citizens during the first weeks of the onslaught and the harrowing and painful separation 

process away from a former more peaceful way of life, while in Bottome’s London 

Pride in Chapter Four, we observe the initiation rites taking place in the different spatial 

location of London’s East End. In this novel, the initiation process, instead of 

concentrating on the disorientation experienced by citizens, revolves around an 

atmosphere of marked resilience and courage characteristic of the East End throughout 

the conflict.  Bryher’s Beowulf, the subject matter of Chapter Five, gives us the 

opportunity of witnessing the actual liminal passage of war in all its severity, the 

prevailing mood at this stage of the war being that of a certain nostalgia for past times, 

undoubtedly produced by the pervading atmosphere of death and destruction. Cooper’s 

novel Black Bethlehem spans the latter part of the Blitz conflict in Chapter Six, and 

presents a world that shows signs of a growing interest in individual self-realisation 

amid the falling of the bombs, as well as an imperious need to find explanations for 

such violent behaviour in man. Chapter Seven and Bowen’s The Heat of the Day takes 

the reader to the end of the liminal journey purported by the Blitz. In this novel we find 

the prevailing feature to be that of the quest for an autonomous position within the post-

Blitz reality of wartime, a characteristic illustrative the possibilities offered in the 

reinsertion stage of the rites of passage. This liminal voyage has permitted us to 

observe, from a temporal angle, the circumstantial conditioning that each stage of the 

Blitz evidences, always, that is, from the point of view of the novelist and her personal 

assessment of the situation as recorded in the novel discussed. 
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From the spatial perspective, this study offers a wealth of material from which to 

draw our conclusions with regard to the malleability of space during wartime. As I 

explained in the Introduction, wartime emerges as a strategic period, ideal for the study 

of the breaking down of barriers in spatial dichotomies. Due to the stress of the 

contentious times, traditionally private places become imbued with the effects of 

wartime and, likewise, those places that seemed public in their inception become 

permeated with ‘homely’ features. In the novels studied, this porosity becomes quite 

evident and, as the liminal passage is traversed, we are able to observe an evolution, 

according to each novelist’s perception of the reality that surrounds her. With regard to 

the private realm, we find that the homes presented in the five novels offer a nuanced 

and varied presentation of the wartime dwelling. In Shelter, we have found the home to 

be entrapping for the protagonist, being presented as a place permeated by the wartime 

characteristics of the blackout, the dust and the dirt. It is also a perilous place that is 

rocked every night by the bombs that tear down from the sky. For Louise Mason her 

home also symbolises her reduced chances of participating in war work, as the more she 

stays within the less she feels she can help outside. The home is therefore represented as 

a negative place and the breaking down of barriers does not result in more independence 

for the protagonist but rather increases her feelings of entrapment and anonymity. 

 The situation illustrated in London Pride is even more negative, the home being 

already bereft of any comforting aspects due to the abject poverty of its inhabitants. 

Wartime does nothing to assuage its desolate aspect, on the contrary, the dwelling 

becomes a danger-filled space from whence the Barton family flee on a nightly basis 

until it is finally bombed and completely destroyed. In Beowulf, the home portrayed 

does have more positive connotations, although in this case it is a home cum working 

place as the building houses the professional outlet of the teashop, thus affording us the 

additional intricacies of the home-work binary. Selina Tippett, who has her own rooms 

in the building, feels attached to the house and values its antiquity, but the wartime 

experience of her abode is at all times marked by the menacing roar of the bombers that 

constantly threaten to annihilate the building. At the end of the book, as we know, The 

Warming Pan is effectively destroyed by a bomb, leading to a profound feeling of 

desolation on the part of the protagonist. In Black Bethlehem, however, the home of 

Lucy Meadows, although also severely bombed, survives the attack and remains 

standing. Other invasive presences, resulting from the war, such as the entrance of 
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Marta, the refugee, do have a more unbalancing effect and evidence the complexity of 

permeable domestic issues during the conflict. On the other hand, Lucy’s final re-

appropriation of the home does signal a more positive outcome and a marked 

revalorisation of the beneficial aspects of property ownership. In The Heat of the Day 

we are presented with the home of the protagonist during the reinsertion stage of the 

liminal period, which is, consequently, not pervaded with the atmosphere surrounding 

of the bombing period of the Blitz. However, the apartment is steeped in many of the 

transitional aspects of wartime, which, in this case, enable the protagonist to attain a 

clearly autonomous stance within the London urban scene. As we have come to realise, 

spatially and thematically, the novels show a progressive changing of attitudes, in terms 

of the relevance of private space during the war and its consequences for the 

protagonists concerned. In effect, as the war unfolds we find that there is a changing 

tide and an emotional break with regard to the revalorisation of home space, which 

becomes of pivotal importance for the heroines of Black Bethlehem and The Heat of the 

Day, although the treatment of the same is radically different. As can be perceived, the 

relationship of the protagonists with regard to private space traverses a long and arduous 

path affording us a myriad of different situations and reactions that have been 

pinpointed in this dissertation.  

From the point of view of the public sphere, we also find this realm to have suffered 

modifications in accordance with the progression of the liminal passage of the Blitz. In 

the first novels analysed, we observed the public realm to be uppermost in comparison 

to the more fragile private sphere. In Shelter, the protagonist’s roaming about the streets 

becomes a unique type of flânerie, a situation during which Louise observes her 

surroundings and is shocked by the destruction of homes and the resulting disclosure of 

private space. However, in spite of leading to an awareness of the war damage in the 

streets, Louise’s flânerie does not help her to find her own way in the city, as her failure 

to find a job that she considers to be worthwhile intensifies her feeling of personal 

frustration. Neither does she feel able to empathise fully with what she witnesses, as at 

this stage, Louise cannot yet rise above her own personal limitations and her existing 

state of emotional impasse. In London Pride, the children are constantly outdoors and 

find their experience of life in the wartime streets to be one great adventure, until they 

become trapped in a derelict house and nearly lose their lives. This novel abounds with 

outdoor scenes, in an atmosphere charged with danger and transgression. In Beowulf, 
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the outdoor loses some of its significance, as the indoor world of the tearoom gains 

relevance as the main focal point of the novel. This tendency to concentrate more on 

inside space continues to prevail in the two latter novels investigated in this dissertation, 

in which the attention given to the outside realm becomes secondary and greater 

relevance is given to the homes of the protagonists. Indeed, we perceive a preference for 

the outside sphere over and above that of the inside at the start of the Blitz and in the 

first months of the same, which becomes gradually superseded by the desire to reinstate 

the indoor realm as the Blitz progresses and finalises. However, although in some cases 

there may be a predominance of one sphere over the other, I would like to underline the 

fact that in all the novels analysed both the private and the public spaces described are 

in every way permeated by the other half of the binary, in this way producing spaces 

that are never pure and that are always saturated by features of the ‘supposedly’ 

opposing spatial realm. 

With regard to the intrinsically liminal spaces that are featured in the novels, it has 

been revealing to observe that the archetypal air raid shelter is presented with some 

prominence in the novels placed at the beginning of the Blitz, or the liminal 

passageway, if we follow Van Gennep’s own particular analysis. The relevance of the 

shelter, a liminal wartime space situated midway between public and private entities, 

calls to mind the urgent needs of the first few months of the Blitz, in which the citizens 

were persuaded into thinking that these refuges could be the panacea for all their ills. 

Indeed, this was so to a moderate degree, although as we know now they were certainly 

not bomb-proof, fatal accidents being recorded as taking place in several well-known 

shelters during the Blitz. It also seems clear to us that these shelters were not only 

popular because of the protection they supposedly offered. They were also well-

attended in the first months of the bombing because of the special community 

atmosphere that predominated within, which gave place to a feeling of solidarity of 

utmost importance for citizens, and most strongly perceived in Shelter and London 

Pride. This need for coming together, as if London were one great family group in 

which citizens helped each other to overcome the traumatic events of the Blitz, is also 

present in Beowulf, but with some variations. In this novel, the common unifying spatial 

entity that acts as a cohesive element is the tearoom, another liminally situated public 

space that is here imbued with the private anxieties of its inhabitants and customers. 

This community spirit is a common feature of the three novels that represent the first 
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part of the liminal passage, as the last two works, Black Bethlehem and The Heat of the 

Day offer very few instances of group solidarity in their pages. In these two novels there 

is an absence of scenes that take place in shelters, considered by Lucy Meadows to be 

better avoided while Stella Rodney never even mentions them. In this case, we find that 

feelings of solidarity are replaced by a greater concentration on the individual and on 

the personal desires of the protagonists in preference to those of the group. The 

progressive passage of the liminal tunnel seems to raise an awareness of individual 

needs over those of group necessities, as if, with half the way traversed, the characters 

and their creators had come to realise that a validation of their own personal experience 

of war was also to become of paramount importance for posterity.                                   

The spatial literary study of the novels concerned has afforded me the opportunity of 

examining the malleability of space during the war as well as permitting me to gain an 

insight into literary liminal spaces, promoting in this way a vantage point that welcomes 

future investigation. I do indeed find that my reading has been amply rewarded, when 

considering the first prerogative of this dissertation, which was to study private and 

public spaces that may evidence an effective dismantlement of spatial barriers. In some 

of the novels the reader may be surprised to find that the desired effects of the removal 

of these barriers did not always generate professional outlets for the protagonists, which 

underlines the fact that the changes brought about by wartime did not in every case have 

liberating repercussions. For example in Shelter, the breaking down of barriers does not 

lead to a greater sensation of independence on the part of the protagonist, Louise 

Mason, alternatively creating in her feelings of disorientation and frustration. This may 

be a reminder that the division of the spheres, more in evidence before the war, had not 

in every case impeded a search for independence. Indeed, to all effects, Louise seems to 

have fared better professionally before the war, a time during which she had held a well-

paid job as the secretary to a writer of some renown. This is to a degree contrary to the 

ideas first posited by Woolf (1981), Pollock (1988) and later by Davidson and Hatcher 

(2002) and Davidoff (2003), by which women could only achieve independence if there 

was an effective effacement of the spatial barriers.  

In the novel, as we have seen, Louise loses her job when the war breaks out and 

consequently becomes more entrapped within the home realm. Under these 

circumstances, the protagonist struggles to come to terms with a situation that for her 

becomes personally traumatic. Her position within the city is conditioned by not being 
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able to participate fully and by being side-lined in a conflict that did not, at this stage, 

recognise women’s potential. Louise also has to face the personal ‘humiliation’ of 

witnessing her husband perform a rewarding, if ultimately dangerous, wartime job that 

she feels excluded from taking part in. In this respect, her incursion into war, as far as 

her personal search for rewarding job opportunities is concerned, has failed to produce 

the desired results. After the death of her husband, Louise’s future role seems to be that 

of rearing her child on a widow’s pension, a traditional role that has perhaps 

disappointed our expectations with regard to women´s emancipation during the early 

stages of wartime. 

In London Pride, the permeable spaces created in the novel point in another 

direction. In Mrs Barton’s case, her employment as a charwoman continues throughout 

the war, a circumstance that also reminds us of the reduced options that the working 

class had in terms of upgrading to other more interesting wartime jobs.  For Mrs. Barton 

the upheaval of spatial issues during the war mainly concentrate on her role as a mother, 

and the problems caused by the evacuation process that threaten to disintegrate her 

family. In this way, important decisions concerning which members of the family to 

evacuate and when to do so have to be taken, creating for Mrs Barton an essential role 

that would not have occurred outside the war. So, in spite of Mrs Barton not relishing 

the predicament which she is faced with, she does ultimately benefit from the added 

responsibility she is conferred with, emerging as a figure, that, although not 

professionally helped by the war, does find a voice and a personal relevance thanks to 

the spatial changes induced by the war.  

Selina Tippett´s domain in Beowulf is also within the domestic sphere, although, in 

her case, the teashop is a business which she runs successfully, employing several 

people and catering for an important number of customers.  In this novel the breaking 

down of barriers that the war entails, and which also affects The Warming Pan in no 

mean degree, is seen as presenting several drawbacks. The number of clients decreases 

and the rationing does not permit them to bake the same amount of cakes or use the 

same ingredients. The business is constantly on the verge of closing because it can no 

longer operate successfully. When The Warming Pan does finally succumb to the 

bombs, Selina and her companion Angelina are left without their livelihood and no 

certain prospects for the future. The author also lays stress on the fact that wartime was 

a particularly difficult time for the middle-aged and the elderly, as although they wanted 
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to help, their services were often turned down in favour of a younger more energetic 

workforce. Some of the characters of Beowulf, therefore, frequently feel ignored, or 

even superfluous, as they feel barred from participating fully in the war effort. 

In Black Bethlehem, the protagonist Lucy Meadows, in a similar way to Louise 

Mason in Shelter, had also had a good job in the pre-war years. As a costume designer 

for a theatrical company, her work had taken her to various cities of Europe on tour and 

had afforded her professional success. However, during wartime she had felt obliged to 

relinquish her job and take up secretarial work instead. In the case of this novel, 

however, the breaking down of barriers, rather than having a marked effect for the 

protagonist in her public role, conditions her behaviour in her private life. The entrance 

of the refugee upsets the balance and creates a situation of tension within the home that 

curiously ceases when the barriers are reinstated once again. Therefore, for Lucy, the 

wartime transgression of space develops into a scene of chaos within the home that is 

not otherwise rewarded by professional or personal advantages outside. Quite a different 

situation is recorded in The Heat of the Day. In this novel, Stella Rodney and the other 

female character Louie Lewis, do experience certain radical changes in their public life. 

In the case of Louie, her role as a factory worker is brought about by war, her husband 

being away fighting and her parents having been killed in a bombing raid. As we have 

seen, however, the job does not produce any direct benefits for the character who, very 

often like Louise Mason in Shelter, feels lost in the urban scene and cannot find her 

place. For this reason, Louie attempts to validate her position in the city by following 

the role images offered by the press, an option which she feels to be inspiring. In the 

case of the main protagonist, Stella Rodney, the situation is quite different. She has 

found a good job due to the war and the breaking down of barriers within her home does 

permit her to have a more independent role in society, thus managing to escape from the 

home ties that had held Louise Mason down in Shelter. However, although Stella 

manages to turn to her advantage the increased porosity of the spheres during wartime, 

this is at the cost of personal traumatic situations that she has to overcome in the 

process. Summing up all these positions and viewing the way in which women fared 

during the war due to their changing spatial circumstances, we again find that Shelter 

and The Heat of the Day are situated at opposite sides of the Blitz involvement and of 

the liminal journey. For Louise the wartime experience results in her feeling continually 

frustrated both outside and inside of the home space, whereas Stella finds her raison 
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d’être during the years of the conflict, asserting her independence from household ties 

while she manages to hold down a good job for the duration.    

In this dissertation we have been able to observe the novelists’ reactions to wartime 

private and public changes, and how they exploit the situation in their novels by means 

of highlighting either the beneficial or detrimental aspects to be derived. From the point 

of view of the liminal experience, however, each of the novels studied and their 

protagonists do perform unique wartime voyages which would have been impossible to 

undertake under any other circumstances. It is worth remembering here the special and 

potentially dangerous circumstances of war, and the fact that the ‘liminal voyages’ 

performed could well have ended in tragedies. In the view of Hovarth, Thomassen and 

Wydra, which I partly anticipated in a previous chapter, the implications of traversing 

an unpredictable journey may be devastating and could signify a definite rupture with 

the past: 

 

Originally referring to the ubiquitous rites of passage as a category of cultural 

experience, liminality captures the in-between situations and conditions 

characterised by the dislocation of established structures, the reversal of 

hierarchies and the uncertainty about the continuity of tradition and future 

outcomes. (2015, 2)    

 

Wartime was precisely such a time. The uncertainty regarding the outcome of the 

conflict had a shattering effect on all previous conceptions about life, including 

hierarchies, traditions or the once established structures that had been relied upon in 

peacetime. In this new experience of existence, the characters of the novels had to learn 

to find their way in a world that was upside down and that afforded a way forward with 

no easy return. Within the broader structure of the liminal tunnel of the Blitz in which 

the five novels analysed take their place, the individual liminal experiences of each 

protagonist should not be disregarded. In the case of Shelter, we find that, although the 

wartime city does not afford Louise any professional advancement, it does however 

provide an opportunity for personal self-discovery, spurred on undoubtedly by the 

wartime situation but more specifically by her experiences in the liminal space of the 
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shelter. It is clear that, in the case of Louise, her life during those first weeks of 

separation rites from peace and the subsequent immersion into war does awaken potent 

feelings in her that finally outweigh the frustrations derived from the wartime situation. 

Louise emerges from the liminal tunnel of her own wartime experience a more generous 

person who has learned to appreciate the sacrifice of others, and that is finally 

reconciled to the prospect of becoming a mother. Mrs. Barton in London Pride is also 

ultimately successful, as the protagonist is able to manage the difficult decision-taking 

that surrounds her commitment as a mother confronted with the predicament of 

evacuation, finally managing to save all her children and emerging, at the end of the 

novel, as a fortified figure, much more self-confident and sure of her actions.                              

In the novel Beowulf, the situation derived from the conflict revolves around the 

liminal space of the wartime tearoom, a place that gains relevance for the characters 

involved and a special meaning for the protagonist. Although the final ending is sad and 

the tearoom is finally destroyed, Selina will look back on the unifying characteristics of 

the tearoom and the role that it fulfilled, bringing people together and creating a 

bonding between citizens during difficult times. The experience of having worked to 

make the tearoom prosper and the special significance the place acquires for customers 

and lodgers is what finally helps Selina to come to terms with its disappearance. The 

bonding with the past and the necessary flow of memories we perceive in the novel 

becomes a rewarding experience for the characters and shows how the author was 

connected with the philosophical thought of Walter Benjamin and the breaking down of 

linear time. In Black Bethlehem the liminal voyage performed by Lucy Meadows is also 

significant and ultimately worthwhile. In her case her rite de passage is very close to 

that formulated by Van Gennep, as Lucy enters a transitional situation in which the 

refugee Marta turns her life upside down. When the affair of Marta and Piers comes to a 

head, Lucy has a breakdown from which she afterwards recovers feeling much more 

capable of understanding human nature and the extent of wartime repercussions, which 

also lead her to reflect on the concept of civilisation in a world that had already suffered 

two devastating wars. The existentialist debate that ensues with regard to the 

dichotomous relationship existing between the concepts of jungle and civilisation helps 

to raise the characters’ and, indeed, our own awareness as to dramatic situation of war-

torn Europe, one of the author’s main objectives.    



239 
 

In The Heat of the Day, Stella Rodney also completes her own particular passage. 

We have seen that the protagonist has a good job and does not pay heed to her domestic 

role within the home, a factor which gives her added freedom. However, her incursion 

into London’s professional life ends with the final pages of the book when, with a move 

that symbolises a reinsertion into the society of the times, she announces her intention 

of ending her independence, in order to marry and settle down into a more conventional 

role. This change may be a gentle reminder on the part of Elizabeth Bowen that the 

apparent autonomy achieved during wartime was not to last and that after this 

adventurous incursion into an increased professional activity, women like Stella would 

have to conform to their domestic roles once again, something that did eventually 

happen, as the 1950s saw a revalorisation of the feminine figure in the home.        

One of the main objectives of this dissertation has been to raise awareness as to the 

prolific nature of women’s writing in the 1940s. In this study, I have only been able to 

centre my attention on a handful of novels written at this time but in my investigation I 

have come across a veritable wealth of literature, especially with regard to novels 

written by women. For the purposes of this research, I have narrowed down my field of 

action to the novelists that were writing about the Blitz in London, and, therefore, have 

regrettably had to leave out novels that had a different wartime location or time-span, 

such as Betty Miller’s On the Side of the Angels (1945) or Elizabeth Taylor’s At Mrs 

Lippincote’s (1945), novels that I do make reference to in certain passages of this 

dissertation. Luckily many of the books written in the 1940s are becoming increasingly 

available for readers, and several publishers have shown an interest in their publication, 

such as the publisher and bookseller Persephone Books. This group are definitely 

performing a worthy task in bringing to light women’s literature from the 1900s to the 

1950s, a period during which women’s literature blossomed but that regrettably did not 

receive much recognition from the reading public in the years after the war
56

. I would 

furthermore like to point out that, although there has been a recent revival in the printing 

of the literature from these times, there still remains a relative silence with regard to the 

work literary critics are producing on the subject. In effect, critical investigation on 

                                                           
56

 Two of the most interesting wartime novels to be published by Persephone Books include Saplins 
(1945) by Noel Streatfeild and Doreen (1946) by Barbara Noble. Both these novels deal with the topic of 
evacuation seen from the point of view of the child, while A House in the Country (1944) by Jocelyn 
Playfair offers a different perspective on wartime life to that of the city. Norah Hoult’s There Were no 
Windows (1944) deals with the elderly and senile dementia during the war, presenting points in 
common with Bryher’s Beowulf.    
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these works is slow to appear in literary journals and editorials. I therefore hope that my 

modest contribution may help to encourage more study in this field, which has proved 

to be extraordinarily rich and rewarding. 

Another of the aims of this work has been to demonstrate the suitability of applying 

spatial criticism and social theory to literary research. This interrelation and the “spatial 

turn” of literary studies, to quote Edward Soja (1996, 2) and Bernie Warf (2009, 1), has 

given this work a scope and depth that would not have been possible otherwise. The city 

and its spaces, both public and private, are overwhelmingly present throughout these 

novels. These works show us how the urban space was navigated during those 

harrowing times and how the protagonists were able to cope, with varied luck and 

opportunities as we come to realise. Yet, in all the novels, despite the struggles of the 

times, there is always some positive element to be derived from a unique spatial 

consciousness. This interdisciplinary study, therefore, has taken us to investigate aspects 

of the novels, spatial and temporal but also in many cases religious, existentialist or 

philosophical, that have produced an illuminating wartime tableau. To end this 

dissertation, which I do with great reluctance after months and days of stimulating 

research, I would like to revert once again to Patrick Deer’s quote (2009, 235), which I 

make reference to at the beginning of the Introduction. In this quote the scholar 

expresses his misgivings with regard to the wealth of literary achievement related to the 

Second World War. I would like to refer to his assessment as it is precisely due to his 

marked disillusionment that I initially found myself undertaking this work of research, 

an undertaking which has taken me on a voyage of discovery that has turned out to be 

both intellectually inspiring and emotionally revealing.  
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SUMMARY IN SPANISH 

RESUMEN EN ESPAÑOL 

 

Esta tesis doctoral pretende abordar la literatura británica de la Segunda Guerra 

Mundial, un tema un tanto complejo debido a la supuesta escasez de obras literarias 

escritas durante este periodo. El crítico literario Patrick Deer ha mostrado su 

preocupación al respecto y lamenta lo que parece traducirse en una falta de desarrollo 

literario durante  estos años, sobre todo “en comparación con el extraordinario auge en 

otras facetas artísticas (…) o en relación con la riqueza literaria relacionada con la 

Primera Guerra Mundial” (Deer 2009, 235)
57

. Respecto a este punto, cabe destacar lo 

dispares que fueron ambas contiendas mundiales. Mientras que la Primera Guerra 

Mundial se desarrolló sobre todo en terreno francés, donde los soldados británicos 

lucharon por detener el avance del ejército alemán, en la segunda contienda las ciudades 

inglesas se convirtieron en el objetivo de las bombas alemanas, trasladando la guerra a 

las mismísimas calles y casas de los ciudadanos ingleses. Fueron dos guerras muy 

diferentes y cabía esperar, por tanto,  que la respuesta literaria también se hiciera eco de 

esta disparidad. Los críticos literarios han aventurado varias hipótesis con respecto al 

supuesto silencio de las letras durante este periodo. Para Victoria Stewart, “podría 

deberse  a las circunstancias históricas del momento, que sin duda afectaron a la 

producción literaria” (2006, 2), mientras que para Gill Plain hubo una transformación 

durante esta época que favoreció el desarrollo de otras formas artísticas, tales como el 

cine o la música,  en detrimento de la literatura (2013, 4). Por otra parte, Petra Rau 

afirma que los años 40 fueron una década complicada estilísticamente, sin una 

definición de grupo, “situada entre el Modernismo tardío, el grupo de los ‘Angry Young 

Men’, la vuelta al Realismo y el inicio de la experimentación Postmodernista” (2016, 

2). 

 A pesar de esta opinión generalizada que nos subraya la aparente carencia de 

obras literarias escritas durante o tras la Segunda Guerra Mundial, sí tenemos constancia 

de tres novelas que han llegado a ser consideradas como representativas de una época y 

                                                           
57

 En este resumen asumo la traducción al español de todas las citas críticas y literarias escritas 
originalmente en inglés. 
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que hoy en día ocupan un puesto de relevancia como obras clásicas sobre la contienda. 

De esta forma, The Heat of the Day (1949) de Elizabeth Bowen, Caught (1943) de 

Henry Green y The Ministry of Fear (1943) de Graham Greene nos muestran la 

complejidad de la ciudad en guerra, describiéndola con gran habilidad y acierto, si bien 

no son las únicas obras que hacen referencia a este acontecimiento.  

Uno de los propósitos de esta tesis es demostrar que efectivamente sí existió una 

literatura de la Segunda Guerra Mundial, y que ésta fue rica y variada. Por lo tanto, es 

mi intención  llevar a cabo un estudio más profundo y pormenorizado para poder 

dilucidar el estado de la cuestión con más garantías. Críticos como MacKay (2009), 

Piette y Rawlinson (2012) y la misma Rau (2016) corroboran esta idea. Rau nos 

recuerda  que “durante mucho tiempo la literatura de la Segunda Guerra Mundial ha 

permanecido oculta sin ser atendida por los estudiosos literarios (…) pero incluso 

nuestro esfuerzo por rescatar estas obras de mediados de siglo XX no ha sido 

completada eficazmente y todavía quedan muchos escritores por redescubrir” (2016, 

10). Partiendo de esta premisa cabe señalar que un mayor acercamiento a este periodo 

literario es imprescindible, labor que se erige como uno de los objetivos principales de 

este trabajo de investigación, en el cual se estudiará a varias escritoras que han 

permanecido en el olvido y que deberían ser valoradas, tanto por el contenido histórico 

de sus novelas como por su creación literaria. 

 A continuación me gustaría señalar el marco espacial y temporal en el que se 

ubican las novelas que son el objeto de mi estudio. Con respecto al marco temporal, las 

novelas se sitúan dentro del Blitz, denominación que proviene del alemán Blitzkrieg 

(tormenta de rayos). Desde septiembre 1940 a mayo 1941, durante un espacio temporal 

de casi nueve meses, muchas ciudades inglesas fueron bombardeadas casi 

ininterrumpidamente, siendo muy cuantiosos los daños acaecidos en ciudades tales 

como Londres, Liverpool, Hull, Coventry, Portsmouth o Southampton.  En cuanto al 

marco espacial, cabe destacar que la trama de las novelas transcurre en Londres, 

convirtiéndose esta ciudad en el centro del desarrollo de la acción en todas las obras. Sin 

duda, Londres se ha ganado un lugar destacado en los anales de la historia, tanto por la 

entrega a la causa de sus ciudadanos como por la manera en que la ciudad logró resistir 

ante los bombardeos constantes del Blitz. El carácter indómito de los Londinenses 

también ha sido valorado por los sociólogos, que destacan su coraje y espíritu de 

superación ante las adversidades. Esta admiración tan generalizada en Inglaterra por su 
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ciudad y sus habitantes ha desembocado en una proliferación de escritos tanto históricos 

como sociológicos. Podemos destacar como buenas bases históricas los libros de Philip 

Ziegler, London at War 1939-45 (1995) y Juliet Gardiner, The Blitz: The British under 

Attack (2010) y Wartime: Britain 1939-1945 (2005). Desde una perspectiva más 

humana también son muy interesantes los libros que recogen extractos de diarios, de 

cartas y de artículos que nos muestran el día a día de los habitantes en estas 

circunstancias tan extremas. El libro de Amy Helen Bell, London Was Ours: Diaries 

and Memoirs of the London Blitz (2008), es un buen ejemplo, como también lo es 

Whistling in the Dark: Memory and Culture in Wartime London (1999) de Jean 

Freedman, que recoge los testimonios de grupos de ciudadanos más desfavorecidos, en 

especial los que provenían de las zonas más modestas, o los inmigrantes, muchos de 

ellos judíos.  

 Si bien parece que, como hemos señalado al principio, la respuesta literaria a la 

contienda no ha sido tan prolífica como cabía esperar, este hecho no parece haber 

mermado el buen ritmo de la publicación de obras críticas sobre los autores más 

conocidos vinculados a la guerra. En este sentido, existen estudios realizados sobre 

Elizabeth Bowen, Graham Greene y George Orwell, autores consagrados que 

escribieron algunas obras sobre la contienda. Últimamente también han aparecido 

escritos sobre Rose Macaulay, Henry Green y Rosamond Lehmann, lo cual ha ampliado 

ciertamente el abanico de estudio, aunque este no deje de ser bastante limitado. Obras 

críticas destacables pueden ser: Imagination at War: British Fiction and Poetry 1939-

1945 (1995) de Adam Piette y British Literature of the Blitz: Fighting the People´s War 

(2009) de Kristine A. Miller.  El interés generado por la literatura más canónica sobre el 

Blitz y la Segunda Guerra Mundial no ha cesado en los últimos años, buena prueba de 

ello es la continuidad que ha tenido la crítica en este tema, dentro de la cual podemos 

señalar el estudio más reciente de Petra Rau, Long Shadows: The Second World War in 

British Fiction and Film (2016).           

 Con el objetivo de contribuir al proceso de investigación que se centra en la 

producción literaria de la Segunda Guerra Mundial, es mi intención realizar un estudio 

de la obra de varias mujeres escritoras cuyas obras abordan el tema de la guerra, tal 

como se desarrolló en Londres durante el Blitz. Estas obras ofrecen una visión muy 

detallada de este mundo mientras que, a la vez, atestiguan un valor literario 

considerable. Al mismo tiempo, un estudio de estas novelas nos permite acercarnos a 
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una perspectiva femenina de la guerra y de sus repercusiones en la ciudad. Es un hecho 

constatable que, debido a la que la mayoría de la población masculina había partido al 

frente, las ciudades estaban habitadas casi exclusivamente por mujeres que se vieron 

con la obligación, y muy frecuentemente el deseo, de desempeñar tareas que nunca 

hubieran podido realizar en tiempos de paz. Para muchas mujeres esta creciente labor en 

el ámbito público de la ciudad conllevaba la posibilidad de una mayor liberación con 

respecto a sus obligaciones dentro de la esfera doméstica. Estos cambios sociales, 

observados por nuestras escritoras, crearon un campo fértil de inspiración para su 

creación literaria que tenía como objetivo ilustrar los logros de estas mujeres, así como 

señalar las limitaciones que también encontraron en su camino. Es mi intención, por 

tanto, resaltar los méritos de cinco escritoras, cuatro de las cuales han permanecido en el 

olvido durante muchos años, ahondando en su producción literaria y, de esta forma, 

presentar su obra al elenco crítico actual con el objetivo de generar un mayor interés en 

su estudio. Las cinco obras elegidas son Shelter (1941) de Marguerite Steen, London 

Pride (1941) de Phyllis Bottome, Beowulf (1956) de Bryher, Black Bethlehem (1948) de 

Lettice Cooper y The Heat of the Day (1949) de Elizabeth Bowen.   

He señalado ya que Elizabeth Bowen posee cierto renombre dentro de la crítica 

actual y que su obra es una de las más leídas con relación al Blitz. Si bien aplaudimos el 

hecho de que esto sea así ahora, Bowen, en los años posteriores a su muerte en 1973, no 

atrajo demasiada atención crítica, y no fue hasta finales del siglo XX, más 

concretamente en la década de los 90, cuando su creación literaria experimentó una 

nueva fase de revalorización. En 1999 se celebró el centenario del nacimiento de la 

escritora, y a partir de ese momento sus libros han disfrutado de una atención crítica 

acorde a su valor literario. Cabe destacar los monográficos y las recopilaciones de Maud 

Ellmann (2003), Neil Corcoran (2004), Susan Osborn (2009) y Eibhear Walshe (2009), 

entre otros, estudios que han esclarecido muchos puntos relevantes de su obra. Mi 

trabajo también se ha visto favorecido por su erudición, sobre todo con respecto a la 

obra objeto de mi análisis, The Heat of the Day, y la colección de cuentos cortos sobre 

la guerra The Demon Lover and Other Stories (1945).  

Sin embargo, en lo que se refiere a las otras novelas estudiadas en esta tesis, la 

atención crítica ha sido muy escasa.  En mi investigación he podido consultar algunos 

trabajos monográficos sobre la guerra que sí incluyen a estas autoras, aunque de manera 

breve y sin analizar sus obras en profundidad. El estudio de Phyllis Lassner,  British 
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Women Writers of World War II: Battlegrounds of their Own (1998), incluye un 

capítulo titulado “This Shuddering Night: The London Home Front of Elizabeth Bowen, 

Marguerite Steen and Lettice Cooper” que analiza conjuntamente las obras de Bowen, 

Steen y Cooper y, por otra parte, el trabajo de Jenny Hartley, Millions Like Us: British 

Women´s Fiction of the Second World War (1997), recoge capítulos titulados “Blitz and 

the Mothers of England” y “From Class to Community in Fortress England” que tratan 

algunos aspectos de las obras de Bottome y Bryher. Estos estudios y los de algunos 

otros críticos cuyas menciones son incluso más breves, aunque meritorias, resultan 

insuficientes dada la relevancia de estas autoras que, si bien no atesoran la brillantez 

literaria de Bowen, sí demuestran haber escrito obras de calidad artística que merecen 

ser analizadas con más detenimiento.                  

          Por otra parte, me gustaría resaltar el hecho de que mi estudio no sólo tiene 

como fin rescatar el trabajo de escritoras que han permanecido en el olvido, sino que 

también tengo la intención de llevar a cabo un análisis espacial, ya que pretendo 

demostrar que un trabajo interdisciplinar puede arrojarnos mayor luz sobre varios 

aspectos incluidos en el marco en el que se desarrollan las novelas. El enfoque espacial 

a la hora de analizar obras literarias se erige como una rama de investigación que ha 

experimentado un desarrollo marcado en las últimas dos décadas, sobre todo en el 

apartado del espacio femenino de la casa y de la ciudad, el  cual ha dado lugar a 

estudios sobre los binomios privado-público, interior-exterior o trabajo-hogar.  

Teniendo en cuenta los logros académicos en esta dirección, deseo constatar que uno de 

los objetivos primordiales de mi tesis doctoral es investigar el comportamiento de estos 

binomios dentro del marco temporal del Blitz y, de esta forma, verificar si los márgenes 

establecidos entre estas dicotomías permanecieron estables durante este tiempo o sí, por 

el contrario, el periodo de constantes cambios que supuso la guerra también afectó a la 

movilidad de las demarcaciones, dando paso a una realidad transgresora entre espacios 

considerados como dicotómicos.  Hay que resaltar, asimismo, que la ciudad en guerra, 

lugar en el que reinaba el caos, abre camino a una realidad completamente diferente en 

la que cabe tanto una reorganización interna de los espacios establecidos como la 

aparición de otros nuevos, como puede ser el refugio antiaéreo.  Es mi intención, por 

tanto, estudiar los espacios más versátiles de la ciudad a través de la literatura de la 

época, señalando aspectos de los mismos que sólo podemos vislumbrar a partir  de  las 

novelas estudiadas y que no han sido observadas con anterioridad.  
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Con el fin de poder analizar estos espacios dicotómicos en su profundidad, he 

consultado la obra de críticos espaciales, de geógrafos y filósofos, eruditos que me han 

aportado una visión más enriquecida de estas disyuntivas. También he acudido a 

estudios antropológicos que tratan estos espacios permeables. De gran ayuda han sido 

los estudios sobre la liminalidad, entendiendo este término como representativo de una 

realidad que ocupa un espacio limítrofe y que posee además cualidades como la 

transitoriedad y la transgresividad, características éstas que podemos encontrar en el 

ámbito de la guerra. Las teorías de la liminalidad se formularon hace más de cien años, 

más concretamente en 1909, cuando un antropólogo francés, Arnold Van Gennep, las 

aplicó con éxito a su estudio sobre tribus africanas. Para Van Gennep tanto el individuo 

como el grupo tenían que pasar por un ritual que comprendía un estadio pre-liminal, de 

acercamiento y de entrada, un espacio liminal en sí, que suponía el paso por una 

situación transgresora,  y un tramo post-liminal, de reinserción del individuo o grupo al 

marco social y espacial que le correspondía. Como podemos deducir, este marco es 

fácilmente aplicable al de un mundo en guerra, entendiendo la guerra en sí, o en este 

caso el Blitz, como una etapa liminal por la que los ciudadanos deben transitar. 

 Durante los últimos años se ha observado un mayor interés a la hora de aplicar 

las teorías de la liminalidad a otros campos, como por ejemplo el de la literatura. Con 

este fin, se ha creado una imprenta especializada en estos estudios denominada The 

Gateway Press, situada en Madrid. Su principal impulsor es Manuel Aguirre, autor junto 

a Roberta Quance y Philip Sutton de una obra inaugural,  Margins and Thresholds: An 

Enquiry into the Concept of Liminality in Text Studies (2000). A esta obra la seguirían 

otras que han suscitado un interés en el campo
58

. Más recientemente se ha editado una 

recopilación de artículos dirigida por profesores de la Universidad de Alicante, Teresa 

Gómez Reus y Terry Gifford, una obra que recoge estudios sobre textos literarios 

escritos por mujeres y analizados desde la perspectiva de las teorías de la liminalidad. 

Se trata de Women in Transit through Literary Liminal Spaces (2013), un libro 

influyente que nos presenta un modelo de análisis literario muy revelador. 

 En mi estudio he tenido muy presente este tipo de análisis, que reúne lo literario 

con lo espacial, y dentro de lo espacial, lo liminal, como rito de pasaje por el que viajan 

                                                           
58

 Estas obras, también publicadas por The Gateway Press, son: A Place that is not Place: Essays on 
Liminality and Text (2000) escrita por Isabel Soto, Betwixt and Between: Essays on Liminal Geography 
(2002), por Philip Sutton y Mapping the Threshold. Essays in Liminal Analysis (2004) por Nancy 
Bredendick. 
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las protagonistas de las obras. En el marco de lo liminal, entendido como un periplo 

transgresor, cabe incluir la atención a las dicotomías y la dilución de las barreras que las 

sostienen. Lo liminal, por tanto, apunta a un espacio también intermedio durante el cual 

estas barreras dejan de ser operativas, aunque con anterioridad y posteridad a la 

experiencia estas sí hayan podido verse erigidas. El viaje transgresor cobra un 

significado especial para los personajes que lo transitan, una experiencia limítrofe que 

se desarrolla dentro del marco argumentativo de las obras seleccionadas.  

La división entre las dicotomías también ha sido objeto de estudio en los últimos 

años, sobre todo en los estudios de género. El eje principal de estos estudios académicos 

se ha basado en una crítica a la división establecida entre los espacios públicos y 

privados y a que, por consiguiente, se le haya asignado al hombre el rol público, 

dejando a la mujer relegada al ámbito de lo privado y por tanto al anonimato. Durante 

este siglo se ha resaltado la necesidad de romper con estas demarcaciones con el fin de 

que tanto las mujeres como los hombres puedan acceder a la esfera pública. Cathy N. 

Davidson y Jessamyn Hatcher escribieron un libro influyente en el 2002, No more 

Separate Spheres! y dos años más tarde Joan Scott y Debra Keates publicaron Going 

Public: Feminism and the Shifting Boundaries of the Private Sphere (2004). Asimismo, 

la socióloga feminista Leonore Davidoff escribió un artículo titulado, “Gender and the 

‘Great Divide’: Public and Private in British Gender History” (2003) en el cual nos 

explica que: 

 

Las personas a menudo se ven incluidas dentro de una posición falsa dentro de 

las esferas de lo público y lo privado. Cuando se les asigna una u otra categoría, 

se encuentran dentro de una realidad diferencial en cuanto al acceso al poder y a 

los recursos. Estas categorías van acompañadas de barreras y límites lo cual 

ofrece oportunidades a unos y desigualdades a otros. Las categorías suelen 

también acabar convirtiéndose en metáforas que se extienden por medio del 

lenguaje y las imágenes. (11)                    

 

Estas desigualdades, contra las que hoy en día todavía se sigue luchando, sí podrían tal 

vez verse mitigadas durante un periodo en el cual, por circunstancias colindantes, el 
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orden establecido se viera modificado, tal y como es el periodo liminal de la guerra. 

Durante este tiempo las barreras espaciales se vieron frecuentemente alteradas o incluso, 

en algunos casos,  suprimidas favoreciendo un marco mucho más fluido entre lo privado 

y lo público, en el cual la mujer pudo realizar todo tipo de tareas tradicionalmente 

asignadas al sexo masculino. Precisamente es Deborah Parsons en su estudio 

Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City and Modernity (2000), quien nos 

desvela la existencia de una mayor fluidez entre los espacios de la ciudad durante 

tiempos de guerra. De hecho, Parsons nos explica que, “se pierden los espacios 

femeninos ya que las casas dejan de ser hogares en el sentido tradicional de la palabra y 

se convierten en casas compartidas por los vecinos que no pueden vivir en las suyas 

propias debido a que estas han sido bombardeadas” (190). Parsons nos asegura que el 

espacio de la ciudad se convierte en público, un espacio donde reina la calle, y donde se 

deja de lado el sentido privado del hogar, por tanto creando un espacio mucho más libre 

para la mujer que abandona, en muchos casos, el rol doméstico que la caracterizaba 

hasta el momento. 

 Mi trabajo de investigación profundiza precisamente en estos espacios porosos, 

tal y como se representan en la literatura de la época. Tengo como finalidad la intención 

de descubrir si realmente estos espacios tan permeables dieron paso a una mayor 

liberación de la mujer en un sentido profesional o si, por el contrario, crearon otros tipos 

de represión no constatados anteriormente. Con el propósito de llevar a cabo esta 

indagación abordaré los espacios privados, destacando el hogar, conjuntamente con los 

espacios públicos, como la calle, y los espacios modificados o creados con un fin 

específico, como podría ser el refugio antiaéreo, con el objetivo de ver en qué medida se 

vieron alterados y cómo esta transformación afectó a las protagonistas de las novelas. 

Con este fin paso a enumerar algunos de los espacios físicos que trataré a lo largo de 

este trabajo de forma más detallada. 

 Para empezar tenemos el espacio privado por antonomasia, el hogar, el cual 

analizaré de acuerdo con su representación literaria dentro de las novelas elegidas. 

Durante el Blitz, la casa abandona la concepción de lugar apacible, impulsada por parte 

de filósofos tales como Martin Heidegger y Gaston Bachelard, y se convierte en un 

lugar peligroso, a veces incluso aterrador, del que los ciudadanos huyen cada noche por 

miedo a quedarse sepultados bajo los escombros. Este es el aspecto más negativo de la 

casa, el que pone en peligro la vida de los londinenses, pero también hay otros factores 
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menos aterradores a tener en cuenta, como por ejemplo los daños a las ventanas, paredes 

y puertas que tiene como consecuencia la entrada del mal olor, el polvo y la suciedad de 

la calle. Estos hechos también favorecen la mirada curiosa de los transeúntes que 

observan lo que acontece dentro de estas casas tan desprotegidas, lo cual, 

evidentemente, mitiga la intimidad de los ciudadanos. Esta situación, que vemos 

reflejada en las novelas, nos revela una mayor exposición y permeabilidad de los 

espacios internos, siempre invadidos de alguna manera u otra por el mundo exterior de 

la guerra. A la vez, estas circunstancias hacen que el papel de la mujer dentro de la casa 

se vea alterado. Las  amas de casa tienen que velar por su seguridad y la de su familia, a 

la vez que cumplir con la orden del “blackout” (por la cual las casas debían permanecer 

en la oscuridad durante la noche) y del racionamiento de la comida, todo lo cual 

contribuye a que adquirieran un rol más dinámico. Al mismo tiempo, esta situación 

favorece una mayor emancipación de la mujer, que, por cumplimiento de las demandas 

del gobierno ven legitimadas sus labores de ayuda y cooperación fuera del ámbito 

doméstico. De acuerdo con estas premisas, indagaré si en verdad fue así, y si la mujer 

realmente pudo realizar una labor más dinámica fuera de la esfera de lo privado. Dentro 

del ámbito del hogar investigaré en qué medida el papel de las mujeres se vio 

transformado y si hubo un mayor hermanamiento entre ellas en su vida diaria. 

Asimismo, inquiriré si la acogida de refugiados en los hogares londinenses trajo consigo 

el desarrollo de una mayor complicidad emocional o si, por el contrario, su entrada 

supuso un foco de tensión  para las familias. También intentaré dilucidar si la casa en sí 

fue considerada como un mero lugar de descanso que no revestía ningún tipo de atadura 

o sí, por otra parte, la nostalgia y el miedo a perderlo todo influyó para que estos 

hogares adquirieran más valor. Finalmente, si el hogar representado en el texto literario 

se erige como un lugar liminal, transitorio y en vías de transformación, ¿qué efecto 

tendrá sobre las protagonistas de las novelas?  

En cuanto al espacio público también tendremos preguntas que formular. La 

calle, dentro del marco de la guerra y su reflejo literario, se convierte en un espacio 

caótico, una imagen devastadora de edificios derrumbados o parcialmente destruidos, 

calzadas llenas de socavones y paseos que amanecen llenos de cristales, escombros y 

objetos personales de las casas ‘victimas’ de los bombardeos nocturnos. Ante éste 

panorama resulta difícil para los ciudadanos llevar a cabo una vida normal y por tanto 

acuden a las tiendas, restaurantes o cafeterías con la esperanza de encontrar cobijo y 
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comprensión. Dentro de mi estudio indagaré si estos comercios demostraron una mayor 

porosidad y un deseo por albergar a los ciudadanos más allá de sus intereses 

comerciales. También es mi propósito averiguar si la presencia femenina en la ciudad 

proporciona un incremento de flânerie por parte de la mujer, entendiendo este término 

como una mayor presencia de la mujer en la calle. Partiendo de una denominación 

inicial que Charles Baudelaire y Walter Benjamin hicieron del flâneur masculino, un 

ciudadano que observa y juzga lo que ve, pasaremos a la reformulación del término que 

hicieron las sociólogas feministas Janet Wolff y Elizabeth Wilson, que subrayaron la 

necesidad de incluir también a la flâneuse como transeúnte participe de la realidad de la 

calle. Intentaré también cerciorar, a partir de las obras literarias estudiadas, qué tipos de 

trabajos existieron para la mujer, qué acceso tuvieron a los mismos y si esta mayor 

participación fue bien recibida o, si por el contrario, el gobierno, mediante el uso de la 

propaganda, también intentó que la mujer adoptara un rol más doméstico con el fin de 

salvaguardar el espíritu del hogar y las necesidades afectivas de los combatientes.  

En tercer lugar investigaré los espacios puramente liminales que surgen con la 

guerra. En este caso centraré parte de mi estudio en los refugios antiaéreos, 

representados como lugares específicos que albergan un estado de liminalidad claro. 

Los refugios emergen como lugares con una clara función pública, que no es otra que la 

de salvaguardar a los ciudadanos que buscan la protección frente a las bombas. Por otra 

parte, estos refugios también demuestran tener una dimensión parcialmente privada, ya 

que las personas que allí se cobijan tienen que compartir un espacio reducido, a la vez 

que realizar actividades pertenecientes a su vida personal como comer, dormir y asearse. 

En definitiva, los ciudadanos se ven obligados a ‘convivir’ dentro de unos márgenes 

estrechos, compartiendo unas horas de la noche que normalmente invitan a la intimidad, 

mientras rezan porque sus casas se mantengan en pie, así como por su propia 

supervivencia. Es también mi objetivo en este estudio investigar si la convivencia 

dentro de estos refugios realmente despertó el sentimiento de solidaridad tan aplaudido 

por los historiadores o si, por el contrario, la necesidad de compartir un espacio tan 

reducido despertó un mayor recelo entre los ciudadanos, dando pie a que la casa y los 

valores de la misma adquirieran mayor relevancia. De acuerdo con lo anterior, 

observaré si, en los textos objeto de mi estudio, hay constancia de otros espacios 

también limítrofes que se desarrollan con motivo de la guerra, por el ejemplo el tearoom 
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o salón de té, un lugar con carácter público que adoptó características puramente 

liminales durante la contienda.                         

Con el fin de analizar debidamente las cinco novelas elegidas, he decidido seguir 

el itinerario liminal marcado por Van Gennep al que se ajusta la lectura de las novelas 

tomadas en su conjunto. En esta disertación comienzo con un capítulo introductorio que 

nos acerca a la realidad de la crítica espacial, centrándonos en el escrutinio de los 

binomios abordados ya en estas páginas, la perspectiva de género y de la liminalidad. El 

segundo capítulo tiene como finalidad introducir al lector a la realidad social e histórica 

de la ciudad en guerra, destacando los cambios y la transformación de la misma con el 

fin de proporcionar al lector una visión más cercana de la realidad descrita en las 

novelas. La primera novela se analiza en el Capítulo Tres y se centra en Shelter de 

Marguerite Steen, novela que se sitúa en el comienzo del pasaje liminal y que, por tanto, 

detalla el ambiente caótico de las primeras semanas del conflicto. El Capítulo Cuatro 

trata la novela de Phyllis Bottome, London Pride, que también aborda los primeros días 

y semanas del Blitz. En este caso, el marco espacial ya no es el West End de Londres, 

escenario de Shelter y representativo de la parte más acaudalada de la ciudad, sino que 

el objetivo de London Pride es retratar la parte más humilde de la urbe, el East End, una 

zona que fue bombardeada sin piedad durante los primeros meses del conflicto bélico. 

En el Capítulo Cinco abordo la etapa más difícil del Blitz, los meses intermedios 

de la contienda que transcurrieron durante un invierno (1940-41), que fue, además,  

tremendamente frío y descorazonador. En este capítulo analizo Beowulf de Bryher, una 

novela conmovedora que describe con sutileza y sentimiento las emociones de los 

ciudadanos. A continuación, en el Capítulo Seis, me dedico al escrutinio de la novela de 

Lettice Cooper, Black Bethlehem, obra cuya acción finaliza en mayo de 1941, al término 

del Blitz. Esta novela se sitúa, por tanto, en el tramo final del denominado túnel liminal. 

La última obra que analizo en el Capítulo Siete es The Heat of the Day de Elizabeth 

Bowen, novela que transcurre en 1942, un año después de la finalización del Blitz, 

aunque todavía situada dentro del marco de la guerra que se alargaría hasta 1945. En 

esta obra podemos observar el rito de reincorporación a una realidad más estable, 

posterior a los bombardeos intensivos del Blitz. Como hemos podido constatar, las 

cinco novelas encajan perfectamente dentro del esquema de los ritos de paso de Van 

Gennep, creando un marco evolutivo que nos ayuda a comprender el desarrollo de los 

argumentos, y las prioridades de las protagonistas, en cada momento del conflicto. Para 
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finalizar esta tesis doctoral detallo en la Conclusión los resultados obtenidos, que paso 

ahora a relatar en las siguientes páginas.            

A lo largo y ancho de este estudio he podido comprobar que las obras analizadas 

no solo nos aportan un bagaje amplio en cuanto a un testimonio histórico más objetivo, 

sino que también nos sumergen en las inquietudes y las vivencias de un grupo de 

personas, hábilmente representados por los personajes de las obras, que vivieron una 

situación límite. A la vez, como obras literarias que son, nos convencen por su calidad 

artística y su variada argumentación. Por otra parte, debido al enfoque crítico 

interdisciplinar que he utilizado, la aportación de estos libros con respecto a una 

indagación de carácter espacial, social y filosófica es incuestionable. Asimismo el 

destacado papel protagonista de la mujer en todas las obras nos proporciona una ventana 

a través de la cual podemos observar tanto su desarrollo como sus inquietudes durante 

la contienda. Considerando lo referido, es mi intención pasar a relatar algunos de los 

resultados obtenidos a lo largo de esta tesis doctoral. 

En cuanto al espacio más privado de la casa he podido constatar una evolución 

significativa a lo largo de las cinco novelas. En la primera obra analizada, Shelter, 

vemos como el hogar se describe como un lugar sombrío, inseguro y poco saludable. Es 

una casa sacudida por las bombas, que se encuentra sumergida en el “blackout”, y en 

una suciedad constante fruto de los derrumbes de la zona. La protagonista, Louise 

Mason, se siente atrapada dentro de la casa, deprimida por la inmundicia que no llega a 

poder controlar, por el ruido continuo de las sirenas y por el miedo a quedar sepultada 

bajo los escombros. Es por tanto una visión muy negativa del hogar durante el Blitz. En 

London Pride, la situación es aún más desmoralizante. La casa de la familia 

protagonista, los Barton, está sumida en la pobreza y la escasez, es un lugar donde la 

familia pasa el tiempo indispensable y del que huyen todas las noches al refugio más 

cercano. Finalmente, como cabía suponer, esta casa tan deficiente es completamente 

destruida por las bombas dejando a la familia sin cobijo.  

En Beowulf, sin embargo, sí se evidencia una mayor apreciación hacia el hogar, 

aunque en este caso se compagina la casa con el negocio, creando otro binomio 

interesante como es el de hogar-trabajo. En esta obra la protagonista, Selina Tippett, 

dueña del tearoom, The Warming Pan, siente cierta nostalgia por el edificio que alberga 

su negocio, que, no obstante, también sucumbirá  a las bombas. Con Black Bethlehem, 
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novela que, como ya hemos apuntado, se sitúa en la recta final del rito liminal, 

vislumbramos un giro en cuanto al valor que se atañe al hogar. La protagonista, Lucy 

Meadows, siente cierta pasión por su hogar y defenderá con ahínco su carácter privado, 

si bien en esta novela la permeabilidad de los espacios tendrá como consecuencia la 

entrada a la casa de una refugiada, Marta Krawl. Las relaciones conflictivas que se 

desarrollan entre los personajes a lo largo de esta sección de Black Bethlehem nos 

desvelan la complejidad de las relaciones humanas durante la guerra. En The Heat of the 

Day, la casa también cobra una importancia especial, pero, a diferencia de Black 

Bethlehem, ésta no es una casa defendida por su intimidad sino que, por el contrario, es 

una casa que se presenta como impersonal y poco hogareña de la cual la protagonista, 

Stella Rodney, se despega por completo, logrando así una mayor independencia y 

librándose de su rol doméstico.  De acuerdo con lo que he señalado en estas líneas, se 

puede ver un desarrollo muy significativo en el papel protagonista de la casa a través de 

las obras estudiadas. En definitiva vemos como la casa pasa de ser un lugar que atrapa a 

Louise Mason en Shelter, a un lugar libertador para Stella Rodney en The Heat of the 

Day. Este cambio se debe a una evolución entre las relaciones espacio-temporales y los 

personajes, un proceso que analizo en mayor profundidad a lo largo de los diferentes 

capítulos de esta tesis. 

Con referencia al dominio público, podemos señalar un claro predominio del 

mismo en las primeras novelas analizadas. En Shelter, Louise Mason pasa horas en la 

calle, buscando trabajo, direcciones de amigos o refugios en los que cobijarse. Durante 

sus trayectos se hace partícipe del espíritu de una flâneuse y observa las casas 

desmontadas, los interiores que están a la vista, las calles irreconocibles. Sin embargo, 

en este momento de su trayectoria personal Louise no consigue empatizar del todo con 

lo que ve, ya que la protagonista de Shelter se encuentra sumida en su propio estado de 

desapego emocional. En London Pride la experiencia vital de los personajes es 

claramente la del espacio exterior. Los niños de la historia pasan el día vagando por las 

calles hasta que encuentran una casa abandonada donde se refugian.  El destino de una 

bomba casi los entierra pero logran sobrevivir gracias a un equipo de rescate que oye 

llorar al bebe de la cuadrilla. En esta novela se percibe un mundo exterior peligroso y 

caótico. En Beowulf, la experiencia de la calle se ve sustituida por la relevancia del 

tearoom, al igual que en Black Bethlehem y The Heat of the Day, novelas en las que las 

escenas urbanas son sustituidas por las del hogar. Cabe destacar, llegados a este punto, 
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que en todos los espacios descritos en las novelas, tanto interiores como exteriores, hay 

siempre un componente del ámbito ‘opuesto’. En las obras estudiadas vemos que no hay 

espacios ‘puros’ propiamente dichos. Esta situación se debe fundamentalmente a la 

presencia del elemento transgresor de la guerra y al continuo vaivén que predomina 

entre las esferas de lo público y lo privado. 

En cuanto a los espacios más estrictamente liminales, tales como el refugio, 

encontramos que estos sitios se representan en la literatura del Blitz como lugares en los 

que hay un ambiente marcado por la solidaridad y el hermanamiento de las gentes. Este 

sentimiento de unión es muy perceptible en las dos primeras obras pertenecientes a los 

albores del Blitz, Shelter y London Pride, obras en las que hay múltiples referencias a 

estas instituciones y en las que se recalca lo beneficioso de este espíritu de concordia 

para poder superar la crisis y la adversidad. En Beowulf también existe el mismo 

ambiente solidario pero, en este caso, la acción se desarrolla en el salón de té, The 

Warming Pan, un lugar en el que los clientes, los dueños y los huéspedes colaboran 

creando una comunidad unida. Sin embargo, en las dos últimas novelas analizadas, el 

rumbo temático adquiere un nuevo giro. Las protagonistas Lucy Meadows y Stella 

Rodney tienen un comportamiento mucho menos solidario y mucho más acorde con la 

búsqueda de la propia experiencia vital de la guerra. Atendiendo al rito del pasaje 

liminal, parece como si, tras haber recorrido la mitad del camino, las protagonistas de 

Black Bethlehem y The Heat of the Day se hubieran dado cuenta de que su propia 

vivencia personal de la guerra debía anteponerse a las necesidades del grupo.   

Por otra parte, estos espacios literarios tan cambiables y maleables, ¿en qué 

medida afectaron a nuestras protagonistas, tan similares a las mujeres reales del Blitz? 

Si comenzamos por la novela Shelter, vemos que los espacios permeables de la casa y 

de la calle no repercuten positivamente en la trayectoria profesional de la protagonista. 

Según los historiadores, durante los primeros meses del Blitz, el trabajo de la mujer no 

fue impulsado por el gobierno, el cual no veía con buenos ojos que las mujeres salieran 

de su ámbito familiar (Parsons 2000). La novela de Shelter lo evidencia claramente, ya 

que para la protagonista Louise la búsqueda de un trabajo digno se convierte en un 

motivo de frustración continua. Curiosamente, antes de la guerra, Louise había ocupado 

un buen puesto profesional como secretaria de un novelista de éxito, sin embargo, con 

la erupción del Blitz el escritor huye de la capital, dejando a Louise sin su sustento 

laboral. Por tanto, tenemos aquí un caso que no concuerda del todo con las 
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postulaciones que recojo al principio de esta tesis, en las que primero Wolff (1981) y 

Pollock (1988) y después Davidson  y Hatcher (2002) o Davidoff (2003) defienden que 

la mujer sólo podía acceder a la vida pública si desaparecían las barreras erigidas entre 

las esferas de lo público y lo privado. Contra todo pronóstico, pues, la flexibilidad de 

los espacios de la guerra no produce en esta novela el efecto libertador deseado, ya que 

Louise no consigue el trabajo que busca y su sensación de fracaso, por tanto, va en 

aumento a medida que transcurre la obra. En el caso de London Pride, novela que 

retrata a la clase trabajadora del East End, vemos como la protagonista, Mrs Barton, 

continúa con su trabajo de limpieza a lo largo de la novela, un recordatorio de que para 

las clases más humildes el acceso a otros trabajos más interesantes también fue 

problemático. La esfera doméstica también es el área a tratar en Beowulf, pero aquí la 

variante es que se aúna lo doméstico con el establecimiento comercial del salón de té. 

Por otra parte, con el Blitz, la ausencia de clientela y el coste elevado de los alimentos 

parecían propiciar que The Warming Pan se viera abocado al cierre, el cual no se 

produce finalmente debido al derrumbe del edificio. En Black Bethlehem, Lucy 

Meadows también abandona un trabajo exitoso como diseñadora de vestuarios para 

ocupar un puesto menos reconocido en uno de los ministerios, el cual acepta y 

desempeña de la mejor manera posible. Sin embargo, en The Heat of the Day, 

observamos como la protagonista, Stella Rodney, sí que logra realizar un trabajo 

destacado del que se siente orgullosa. Es relevante constatar, pues, los caminos  tan 

opuestos por los que caminan las protagonistas Louise y Stella en cuanto a su desarrollo 

profesional, si bien no debemos obviar que la novela Shelter se encuentra al principio 

del viaje liminal, mientras que The Heat of the Day se sitúa en la fase de 

reincorporación, dos años más tarde. 

Aún si bien se puede decir que hay luces y sombras en las novelas en cuanto a lo 

que se refiere a la emancipación profesional de sus heroínas, sí es relevante resaltar que 

estas posibles decepciones se ven en cierta medida compensadas por el viaje liminal 

único que realiza cada una de ellas. Sin embargo, como nos apuntan los estudiosos 

sobre espacios liminales, Hovarth, Thomassen y Wydra, los espacios transitados podían 

ser peligrosos y los cambios acaecidos podrían conllevar  una ruptura definitiva con el 

pasado: 
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Si bien en su origen los espacios liminales se refieren a experiencias culturales, 

la liminalidad nos muestra situaciones limítrofes que se caracterizan por la 

dislocación de las estructuras establecidas, el reverso de las jerarquías y la 

incertidumbre con respecto a nuestro futuro y la continuidad de las tradiciones. 

(2015, 2) 

 

Atendiendo a esta realidad, la experiencia liminal a la que se enfrentan nuestras 

protagonistas se dibuja como un sendero dificultoso y peligroso por el que caminar. Si 

bien esto es cierto, también hay que resaltar lo novedoso y estimulante de una situación 

que supuso una vivencia única para las protagonistas de las novelas. En Shelter, Louise 

Mason aprende a valorar a sus conciudadanos en el espacio del refugio, del cual emerge 

más solidaria y partícipe del sufrimiento de otros. En London Pride, Mrs Barton ve 

realizada su misión de madre al tener que tomar decisiones acerca de la evacuación de 

sus hijos, una responsabilidad que la engrandece y que nunca hubiera tenido que ejercer 

en tiempos de paz. En Beowulf, Selina Tippett comprende al fin el valor tan importante 

que cobra el tearoom, así como la relevancia de su propio papel personal dentro de un 

mundo en guerra. En el caso de esta novela, la nostalgia y el apego a los sucesos 

acaecidos en el pasado, una influencia clara del filósofo Walter Benjamin en la escritora 

Bryher, nos revela además la humanidad de los personajes principales. En Black 

Bethlehem, Lucy Meadows, inmersa inicialmente en su propia vivencia personal, logra 

por fin entender la vulnerabilidad del refugiado y la incertidumbre del ciudadano 

respecto a su papel dentro de un mundo en guerra.  Finalmente, el viaje tan exitoso que 

emprende Stella Rodney en The Heat of the Day acaba con el final de la guerra en 1945. 

La protagonista nos sorprende, una vez más, al anunciar su propósito de casarse, de esta 

forma completando su reincorporación a una vida más social aunque alejada del mundo 

laboral. Tal vez ésta también sea una visión de futuro por parte de Bowen, ya que los 

años 50 traerían de vuelta los roles domésticos de la mujer, una realidad que fue 

impulsada, sin duda, por el gobierno con el fin de lograr una mayor estabilidad y 

promover el aumento de natalidad tras el final de la guerra. 

 A lo largo de esta tesis he podido ver gran parte de mis objetivos cumplidos. 

Muchos son los hallazgos que me han proporcionado las novelas y que analizo en 

mayor profundidad  en los capítulos de la tesis, no siendo posible enumerarlos todos en 
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este resumen. Sí puedo constatar, no obstante, que he encontrado un variado panorama 

literario que trata la Segunda Guerra Mundial, del que estas novelas son solo un 

ejemplo, por lo que animo al estudioso a continuar con esta indagación. En este sentido, 

me alegra haber podido dedicar un estudio más pormenorizado de las novelas incluidas 

en esta tesis, cuatro de ellas en gran medida olvidadas y en cierta manera rescatadas por 

mi trabajo de investigación. Al mismo tiempo, me llena de satisfacción haber podido 

llevar a cabo un estudio espacial de la ciudad de Londres, del que destaco la 

maleabilidad de los espacios binarios que se presentan, en especial el público y privado, 

dentro del marco de la guerra y de la ruta liminal de este viaje literario. Finalmente, me 

gustaría resaltar el papel de las cinco protagonistas literarias que nos han hecho 

partícipes de sus experiencias, de sus frustraciones y sus logros. En definitiva, este 

trabajo de investigación me ha llevado a analizar unas obras que tratan  unas vivencias 

únicas, un viaje que no hubiera sido posible sin la creación literaria de las escritoras 

Marguerite Steen, Phyllis Bottome, Bryher, Lettice Cooper y Elizabeth Bowen.               

 




