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In ‘The Roving Eye’, Bowen suggests that ‘Concentration on any one writer’s work 
almost always ends by exposing a core of naïvety  - a core which, once it has been laid 
bare, seems either infantile or august.’ She continues: 

the vital test is the sense of truth in the vision—its clearness, its spontaneity, 
its authority […] Nothing is negative; nothing is commonplace. For is it not 
that the roving eye, in its course, has been tracing for us the linaments of a 
fresh reality? Something has been beheld for the first time. (Afterthought, 
193-4)1  

The essays in this collection demonstrate, however, that concentration on Bowen’s 
fiction does not expose ‘a core of naïvety’ that is ‘infantile’, but rather a core that is 
impressive, ‘august’ even. As Bowen has become ever more popular, academic 
studies have highlighted her own ‘clearness […] spontaneity [and …] authority’. It is 
perhaps that spontaneity which, as Jessica Gildersleeve and Patricia Juliana Smith 
state in their introduction to this impressive collection of essays, means that ‘Bowen’s 
work has never been simple to categorise’ (1). While some may perceive this as an 
obstacle to reading her work, for others this leads to a lifetime’s engagement with her 
fiction and non-fiction. She can be considered in so many ways: as a writer of the Big 
House story, a modernist, a postmodernist, or one concerned only with ‘drawing-
room romance’ (2). But as the contributors to the collection show so ably, Bowen’s 
non-fiction writing is self-reflective and engaged with the construction of fiction 
(both her own and the fiction of others), and should be considered as experimental 
and innovative. Focusing, as the title suggests, on ‘Theory, Thought and Things’, the 
essayists discuss a range of ways in which Bowen can be read, and ways in which 
Bowen read other writers. The essays are wide-ranging, discussing novels, short 
stories and Bowen’s non-fiction writing, while also offering some illuminating 
comparisons with other writers.  

Aimee Gasston considers the ways in which Bowen wrote about style and her own 
notions of style in her appearance, the inventiveness of her writing and her 
understanding of the writing process, particularly in relation to the short story. She 
takes issue with the notion that Bowen should be considered problematic, arguing 
rather that her focus on style (both on the page and off) indicates a writer whose 
‘experimental prose should be seen […] as part of the intrinsic fabric of everyday life, 
its mystery and its meaning’ (21). Keri Walsh also draws attention to Bowen’s 
innovative style, exploring her short fiction within the newly defined notion of Irish 
Surrealism, and arguing that, in The Cat Jumps (1934), Bowen ‘emerges as a deft 
practitioner of Surrealist style, an authority on the ideas in Breton’s manifestos, and 
a sympathetic as well as a sophisticated critic of the movement’ (31). Jessica 
                                                   
1 This essay was first published in New York Times as ‘The Search for a Story to Tell’ on 14th December 
1953 and in Harper’s Bazaar (English edition) in June 1953, and reprinted in Afterthought as ‘The 
Roving Eye’ (Sellery and Harris, 1981: 165). 



Gildersleeve focuses on Bowen’s critical work, and discusses the pleasure to be found 
in her writing and the pleasure that reading affords her characters. ‘Pleasure for 
Bowen’, Gildersleeve suggests, ‘is immediate, thoughtless, tinged perhaps by the 
romance of memory’ (51). While pleasure may well be immediate, many of her 
characters are less than present; in ‘Obnoxiousness’ renée c hoogland interrogates 
Bowen’s portrayal of obnoxious adolescents and children and their liminal existence, 
arguing that they should be seen as ‘aesthetic objects’ (65), which, perhaps because of 
their liminality, become figures of hope. The liminality of indoor spaces—‘staircases, 
windows, hallways and corridors’ (96)—is considered in Emma Short’s comparison 
of the work of Elizabeth Bowen and Katherine Mansfield, in which she argues that 
the thresholds of these liminal places are ‘frequently the sites of romantic and/or 
sexual transgression’ (103). In contrast to the discussion of these liminal but concrete 
places, Damian Tarnopolsky discusses the abstract concepts of absence and presence 
in Bowen’s fiction: ‘something and nothing’ (119). Laurie Johnson suggests that 
everyday objects, so important in the construction of her characters’ identities, can 
take on a greater significance, removing the agency and voice of her protagonists as 
they unravel before the reader’s eyes. 

The formation of identity is of course of significance throughout Bowen’s fiction, and 
it is a focus of Patricia Juliana Smith’s essay, where she considers the role of female 
fetishism in The Little Girls. In this novel, however, unlike The Heat of the Day 
where, as Johnson highlights, ‘the trappings of their houses remain the only stable 
aspect of their lives’ (142), as Dinah, Sheila and Clare gain self-knowledge, the 
fetishized objects of the past (the gun, the sixth toe and a volume of Shelley’s poetry) 
cease to hold any significance. While these items loosen their hold, notions of habit 
and habitus, as Ulrike Maude demonstrates, allow ‘for the (re)formation of an 
identity that has become dissipated’ (84), an identity which can also be affected by 
‘disturbances in spatial awareness’ (90-91). In the last essay in this collection, 
Andrew Bennett considers Bowen’s employment of the telephone as a narrative 
device. Bennett’s concluding sentence is apt: ‘Bowen’s telephones’, he argues, 
‘communicate to us the fact that communication is what her writing produces, calls 
for and evokes, but also resists, displaces and dissolves, in an eerie or phony 
modernist prosthesis of presence of verbal exchange’ (193), a resistance which can be 
found in much of Bowen’s work.  

As Gildersleeve and Smith argue, ‘Bowen should be viewed as occupying and 
interrogating multiple places and roles in literary history’; this collection of essays 
achieves that premise, providing diverse readings of her work that will add to and 
develop current scholarship on Bowen’s writing. Indeed, the essayists have 
illustrated very effectively that, in her fiction, the reader will always find ‘[s]omething 
[…] beheld for the first time’; it is that ‘something’ which continues to engage 
Bowen’s readers and which will lead to further discussions of her work. 

Nicola Darwood 
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