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WAR AND SPACE IN ENGLISH FICTION, 1940-1950

This thesis argues that a preoccupation with space is a characteristic feature of English fiction in
the years following the outbreak of the Second World War and, more specifically, that the war’s
events caused this heightened interest in the spatial. Writing from the 1940s exhibits an anxious
perplexityin its spatial descriptions which reveals an underlying philosophical uncertainty; cultural
assumptions about spatial categories were destabilised by the war and this transformation leftits
mark on literature. Writers in London during the war were among civilians shocked by new sensory
assaults and dramatic changes to the urban landscape. These material facts exerted pressures on
the collective imagination and a major part of the literary response was an urgently-renewed
interest in the problematics of space.

The primary literary focus here is on Elizabeth Bowen and Henry Green, though work by other
writers including Graham Greene, Mervyn Peake and William Sansom is also discussed. | draw on
the philosophy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty to illustrate the challenge phenomenological thinking
posed to prevailing cultural conceptions of spacein this period and to suggest how the war
directed writers’ attention to the role that embodied perception playsin composing spaces.

I also examine how technological change, particularly development of the V2 rocket, shook
established spatial thinking and | discuss how conceptual categories such as adjacence, linearity
and sequence were further disrupted by the political divisions of post-war Europe. Documentary
and diary sources are used to supportliterary evidence.

English fiction changed abruptly and significantly in the 1940s because of a fresh spatial
understanding emerging from the war which shaped the culture of the Cold Warand the space
race. This change demands reassessment of a decade often dismissed in literary history as a dull
interlude between temporally-dominated high modernism and a postmodern ‘turn to the spatial.’
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INTRODUCTION

English fiction written duringand immediately after the Second World War reveals a
fascination with both the psychicand physical involvementin the spatial; how humans
perceive the spatial world and the part our bodies playinits construction. Thisinterestin the
spatial shows itself inthe way that writers linger attentively over the arrangements of objects
and landscapes andinthe frequency andintensity with which they seek to describe the nature
of experience of these spaces. These preoccupations, taken togther, suggest that literature of
the 1940s exhibitsaninquisitiveness about the nature of space whichisimplicitly, though
rarely overtly, philosophic. Literary descriptons of the spatial in this period conceal an
interrogation of its epistemological and ontological assumptions and this tendency reveals a
general and more abstract anxiety about space inthe years following the outbreak of the
Second World War. The war changed the way people thoughtabout space and, in literature,
this generated an urgently renewed interestin ways of describing spatial manifestations and
experience. Of course, all literature examines the nature of the spatial to some degree because
it narrates events as taking place in space and time. The claim made here is that fiction arising
fromthe war yearsin England treats space with a characteristicintensity and sense of

perplexity.

Occasionally critics have noted thistendency, if only in passing. Forexample D.J. Taylor, in
Afterthe War (1994), notes both the emphasis and the uncertainty attached to the spatial :
‘Many war novels give the impression that they take place ina void where all is dislocation and
uncertainty. Time and the immediate past telescope into unquantifiable space.’! Inhis
introductiontothe 2000 Vintage Classics edition of Henry Green’s Loving, Sebastian Faulks
notesthat the settingis one where ‘ownership of space isimportantand disputed.’?Sara
Wasson, in Urban Gothic of the Second World War (2010), suggests that urban wartime fiction

meets two key definitions of a gothicaesthetic, one of whichis ‘a preoccupation with certain



relationshipsto space’® while Leo Mellor detectsin Blitz writing an ‘attentiveness toward the
materiality of spacesthat could be, and were, transformed with sudden and utterviolence.”
Where critics have sometimes registered the peculiarities of the literary treatment of space in
thisera, itisusuallyinthe margins of their pursuit of other questions. To notice somethingis
not the same as explainingit: there has been no sustained and general attempt to ask why so
much literature of the 1940s seems so fascinated with space and what period-specific
conditions might have engendered this fascination. There are several reasons why these

questions may have been overlooked and to begin | will briefly examinethree of them.

The firstis the problem of literary periodisation. So much of our understanding of twentieth-
century literature, and art more broadly, is shaped by discussion of modernismand
postmodernism thatit can be hardto propose othersignificant momentsin cultural history,
especially if those moments fall between these categories. Bothtermsare fiercely debated
and interrogated butarguments aboutif, and when, modernism gave way to postmodernism
tendto subsume literary developments within one or other of those monolithicepochs. Even
the term ‘late-modernism’- sometimes used to embrace 1940s writing - reinforces the
primacy of the parent movement evenasitnuancesit. Anallied problemin understanding the
literature of the waryearsis that those years, roughly mid-century, are oftenseenasasa
natural divide between the period of high modernist experiment and what came after, but not
as significant orinterestingin themselves.Thus it has not always been easy to maintain afocus
on literary developments in the 1940s, and the decade’s significance is often undervalued. As
Patrick Deer, quoting Malcolm Bradbury, putsit: ‘Despite ample evidence to the contrary,
literary critics continue to regard the 1940s as a period of “relative artisticsilence”, abuffer

zone between literary modernism and the angry neo-realism of the 1950s.”>

These issues of periodisation become even more vexed when we consider the understanding

of space. Modernismisunderstood as broad cultural and intellectual change as well as artistic



revolution. Theorists have incorporated developing concepts of space and time in their
account of modernism as a movement. The very title of Stephen Kern’s brilliant and influential
The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 (1983), firmly fixes the yearsin which ‘aseries of
sweepingchangesintechnology and culture created distinctive new modes of thinking about
and experiencingtime and space’®in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
terminating atthe end of the First World War. In terms of the spatial, Kern’s central conclusion
isthat this was the period when conceptions of space asinertand empty were replaced by an
understanding of what he calls ‘positive-negative space’ — one whichis ‘active and full.””
Artistically, he argues, this newunderstanding of space is exemplified in the fiction of Proust,
inthe cubist painting of Braque and Picasso and the sculpture of Archipenko, all art produced
during the First World War or in the few years eitherside. In contrast with Kern, the theorist of
postmodernism FredricJameson diagnoses afundamental shiftin spatial understanding taking
place inthe late 1960s and 1970s as an effect of late capitalism. ForJameson, the emergence
of a spatial dominantisthe primary quality of postmodernism and the very thing which divides
it froma modernist aesthetic. Modernists, he argues, were entirely subservient to the idea of
time ‘whose empy coordinates they tried to conjure into the magical substance of an element,
averitable experiential stream.”® The postmodern age, by contrast, entails ‘aculture
increasingly dominated by space and spatial logic’®. Eitherway, both literature and spatial
theoryare firmly periodised. To follow Kern orJameson is to choose eitherthe modernistor
postmodernist account of changes inthe conception of space andto be steered away fromthe
mid-twentieth century and the Second World War as a period of potential significance in the

literary treatment of space.

A secondreason why interestin the spatial in the 1940s has remained largely unexamined may
simply be that spaceis such a slippery and elusive concept. Attemptstointerpret fictional
depictions of space, and to make claims about how those manifestations change fromone

literary period to another, benefit from arigorous and consistent model of what space isand



how we might know it. Is space physical orideal, absolute orrelational? Does it exist
independently ordo we subjectively constructit? Isitgraspedas a function of time or as its
own continuum? There are no definitive answers to these questions but in all intellectual
activity it matters which conceptual model of space we choose to work with or our thinking
may lead us onlyinto contradiction. Thistendency is observed by several theorists, not least
Einstein who wrote in 1916 that the term had become so loose asto be meaningless: ‘We
entirely shunthe vague word “space” of which, we must honestly acknowledge, we cannot
formthe slightest conception.”*° In his introduction to The Production of Space (1974), Henri
Lefebvre attacks Western philosophical and mathematical traditions forallowing unquestioned
conceptions of ‘mental space’ to become so powerful and so general as to subsume the actual

space of nature and society.

No limitsatall have been seton the generalization of the concept of mental space: no
clearaccount of itis evergivenand, depending onthe authorone happensto be
reading, it may connote logical coherence, practical consistency, self-regulation and the
relations of the parts to the whole, the engendering of like by like in aset of places, the
logic of containerversus contents, and soon. We are forever hearing about the space of
thisand/orthe space of that: about literary space, ideological spaces, the space of the
dream, psychoanalytictopologies, and so on and so forth.!

Lefebvre’sargumentis not that we should necessarily deny the usefulness of conceiving space
as ideal butratherthat it isa model which has spread unchecked across different types of
critical inquiry without always being rigorously or consistently defined and understood. The
understanding of space asideal —as an intuition of aworld outside the mind and anecessary
field on which objects and actions are plotted —is expressed as early as Kant’s Critique of Pure
Reason (1781) where he concludesthat: ‘Space is nothing otherthan merely the form of all
appearances of outersense...the form of all appearances can be givenin the mind priorto all
actual perceptions, thus a priori’.** For Kant space is objectively real sinceitisan endowed
mental faculty on which each of us assembles anintuition of the external world, though that

assembly of the worldis entirely subjectiveand cannot know any independent material reality.



Thus Kantian space is neither an absolute form such as that envisaged by Newton, areal and
objective space which could existindependently of any thinking subject, norarelational form
inwhich space exists by virtue of a relation between a perceiverand a perceived object—the
representation of real things. Lefebvre’s primary pointis not that Kant is necessarily wrong,
but that his account of pure mental space - intended as an explanation of how an external
world isobjectivelyapprehended - hasbeen uncritically extended from the objective modeto
the subjective content of experience. Attemptsto understand space are therfore corrupted by
the false application of the epistemological certainties of mathematics and logicto interpretive
practices, to things such as psychoanalysis and literature forexample. Inthe process, Lefebvre
believes, we loseany meaningful and unitary sense of space altogetherand are left only with
an almostinfinite mulitiplicity of pseudo-scientific ‘spaces’ which tell us nothing about space as

we inhabititsocially.

Lefebvre’s critique of the history of spatial theory demonstrates how different concepts of
space may not justcompete butalsointerfere with, and obscure, each other. Attempts toread
space in literature therefore meet atwo-fold problem. First, which understanding of space
doesa writerseemto propound and work with? Second, in proposing cultural shiftsin the way
that spaceis conceived in different eras, and the way that literature is one of the artisticforms
which demonstrates that cultural shift, how can one be sure that comparisons across epochs
or across disciplines are based on comparable criteria? The complexities of these questions
suggest why it may be dauntingto attemptan analysis of space inliterature inany eraand

especially across the borders of well-established periodisation.

A third reason why the spatial oddities of 1940s literature may have been often overlookedis
the variety of otherthemes arising from the war which have absorbed critical attention.
Discussions of English fiction in this era have tended to cluster around broad themes of

nationhood, personalidentity, narrative, memory and trauma. Critics have found these topics



urgentand richly productive, but the very liveliness of these discussions may have focused
attention onthose broad themesto the exclusion of otheraspe cts of 1940s’ writing. The war
may also have influenced the selection of critical modes used to examine the period. For
example, critics have shown arecurrentinterestininterrogating the narrative of national
political unity employed by governments and others between 1939 and 1945. Several studies
have examined war-time writing to show that any supposed consensus was partial orillusory,
pointingtothe waysin which literature demonstrates resistance to, and exclusions from, such
a unifying narrative.!® Theseanalyses will inevitably draw on highly-political modes of criticism,
such as feminist, marxist or post-colonial, to reveal the gapsin a story of national unity which
literature exposes. Similarly, psychoanalytic criticism has been widely used tointerpret war-
time writing. Literary responses to war, including the intensified experiences of fear, death
and mourning, naturally lend themselves to interpretationsin which the mind’s unconscious
processing of these experiences is taken as the writing’s primary motive force. Aswe shall see,
it has become relatively common forliterary responses to the event of the Second World War
to be explained in Freudian terms; forexample, asinvolving acts of repression to protect
oneself fromthe return of the past, including the horror of the First World War.*
Fundamental psychoanalytic concepts such asidentity, selfhood, traumaand memory are
inevitably bound up with the events of the war, and they naturally suggest a psychoanalytic

approach to warliterature.

Critics have been absorbed with arange of typical warthemes and this preoccupation has
encouraged particular ways of reading the fiction of this period. In particular, critics have
tendedto seek a metaphorical significance inthe events of atext rather than examing how the
author describes those events. In sum, critics evince aninterestininterpretation ratherthan a
close attentionto presentation. Thisapproach hashad profound effects withregardtothe
spatial in fiction, focussing attention on ascribing a secondary meaning to the manifestations

of space ratherthan on a close observation of how those spaces are arranged, perceived and



presented within aliterary text. Space becomes of interest for whatit mightreveal aboutthe
workings of the unconscious orabout a socio-political understanding of the world ratherthan
as signifcantin itself. Critical practice, asit were, leaps overthe immediate depiction of space
as it hurriestoread the spatial to discover what importit may have for otherthematic
concerns. A good example isfoundinthe various critical interpretations of this passage from
Elizabeth Bowen’s novel The Heat of the Day (1949), setin London duringthe years 1942-1944.
StellaRodney, wholivesinaborrowed flat, furnished mainly with possessions that are not
hers, isvisited by herson on leave from the army. In this unfamiliar space, asimple tray of tea

cups isenough to cause mutual bafflement:

In a minute she passed him the tray of cups and said: ‘Will you take thisinto the other
room?’

‘Where shall | put it?’
‘Anywhere you like.’

‘Yes, Mother, yes,’ said Roderick patiently, ‘but there must be some place where it
always goes?’

‘Anywhere,” she repeated, not understanding.

He sighed. In this flat, rooms had no names; there being only two, whicheveryou were
not inwas “the otherroom”. Proceedinginto what he saw as the drawing-room,
Roderick, grasping the tray, stood looking around again.

Somewhere between these chairs and tables must run the spoor of habit, could one but
pickit up.[...] Roderick, forthe moment, was confounded by there beingnoone right
place to put down a tray. [...] He gave up, placed the tray on the floorand himself on the
edge of the sofa, which was to be hisbed. **

The spaces of the two interchangeable rooms effectively flow across each other, making both
orientation and habitimpossible. This spatial puzzle (aword whichitself occursin the textat
this point)®is emphasised by afurtherreference to Roderick's sofa, which he imagines as
spatially unmoored: ‘Though this particular sofa backed on a wall and stood on a carpet, it was
without environment; it might have been some derelict piece of furnitureexposedona

pavement afteran air-raid or washed up by a flood on some unknown shore.’*’



Several recent Bowen scholars explorethese passages from The Heat of the Day, including
Maud Ellmann, Mark Rawlinson and Sara Wasson, and have followed the tendency to interpret
them metaphorically. For Rawlinson, the configuration of space is inextricably tied to personal
identity sothat 'domesticinteriors are afigure for personal autonomy'. While war-time writing
can variously present buildings as protective and enlarging or, at other times, limiting,
Rawlinsonreduces theirsignificance to what they tell us about the construction of persona
and identity. In The Heat of the Day, he concludes: 'Domesticspaces, instead of reinforcing the
boundaries of selfhood are the novel'sindex of the deformation of personality.”*® For Wasson,
these moments with Roderickin Stella's flat exemplify the way that the novel'sinteriors are
frozenintime;they are part of what she diagnosesas an 'infected zone'in Bowen's war-time
fiction where the past'contaminatesthe present'. Stellaand Roderick are suspendedina
presentwithout personalmeaning —echoed by the sofawithout environment —because their
psychicconnection with the pasthas beensevered. Accordingto Wasson, underthis 'violence
to lineartime, objects are emptied of their pastinstead of being embodiments of
memory...the strain of wartime is inimicalto the capacity to invest the environment with
personal meaning."? Ellmann also reads Heat of the Day as part of Bowen'stendency, through
herfiction, totie identity to possessions: 'Whois Stellawithout herfurniture? Does her
identity belongto herbelongings? Maroonedinthe "effects" of other people, does she remain
herself orturninto another person?'?® However, Ellmann also seesidentity as just one of the
things underthreat of demolition by warinthe novel: 'The Heat of the Day examines how the
bonds of passion, kinship, history, custom, class, heredity, and nationality are torn apart by the

destruction of buildings and furniture.”!

These various readings of the spatial descriptioninthe novel are united by theirtreatment of
space as symbolic. The manifestations of space are neversignificant in themselves butinstead
are seen asindicative of psychicturmoil or questions of self-definition. Space itself is not

viewed as a primary cause of unease or anxiety but asa means by which fiction can



imaginatively present those anxieties which grow from otherroots. Where Ellmann, for
example, doesidentify atheme of The Heat of the Day as its 'porousness of architectural and
psychicspace'she immediately ties thisto the 'the failure to keep secretsin, intruders out.'2?
None of thisis to dismiss the validity of these readings. However, it does suggest thatan
alternative possibility is being excluded: if a preoccupation with the spatial in fiction can be
discerned in writing of the warand immediate post-war, then it must be worth considering
whetherthisisdriven by a collective change in the perception and conceptualisation of the
spatialinthisera. And if such a cause can be identified, isit simply alater phase of that long-
term shiftin spatial understandingidentified by Kern as part of the modernistage? Ordid the
specificexperiences of the Second World War wreak theirown change in how space is

understood?

To try and answerthese questions itis necessary to adopt a more philosophical approach to
readingspace in 1940s fictioninorderto closely examine how this difficult conceptis
apprehended, imagined and depicted. By inferring the epistemological and ontological
assumptions which underliethe presentation of space in literary works of the period we may
be able to identify what they have in common and to compare theirtreatment of space with
that in works from otherdecades and eras. This approach entails paying close and sustained
attention tothe presentation of space infiction through its manifestation in perceptual
qualities such as form, perspective, distance, linearity, position and motion. Other qualities,
lessimmediately apparent as constitutive of our conception of the spatial, will also repay study
at times—sound, texture, interpolation and weight forexample. In short, by concentrating on
the way space is described in fiction of this period, we may come to see how it isunderstood.
Ratherthan immediately seeking the metaphorical or symbolicuses to which space may be put
by literature, thisis amethod which concentrates first onthe waysitis presented and seems
to operate. This method defers animmediate interpretative ‘reading’ of space inorderto

examine more closely the details of spatial perception. If acharacteristicway of apprehending
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space showsitselfin the literature of agiven period, orin the work of a particularauthor,
could this not also plausibly be used to help explain the imaginative turns taken by that fiction
— its metaphors and tropes? Yet the tendency of criticism has beenthe reverse, to see the
literary presentation of space as determined by conscious reflection and unconscious psychic
pressures—by deep structures of imagination and reflection ratherthan by a more direct
rendering of perception. To reject this prevailing approach does notimply ajudgement on
other modes of criticism, the psychoanalyticincluded. But we should acknowledge thata
limited range of critical methods have tended to dominate contemporary analysis of war-time
fiction. Expandingthisrange toinclude other methods will provide new insightinto 1940s’
literature and address the unquestioned prevalence of certain types of criticisminreading

literature of this period.

Itisimportantto acknowledge that literature can of course neverbe eitherentirely descriptive
or entirely metaphoric. Whether we believe language mediates a real world of objects or
indeed constitutes the world, thereis no simple correspondence between words and things.
Even the most apparently plain textual depiction of objects and eventsis shaped by conscious
and unconscious processes which operate on both the authorand the readerand criticism
naturally wants toinvestigate these processes. However, since there exists a perceptual world
(whetherreal orideal) in which things are arranged, itis also possible for literary criticism, like
philosophy, to pay attention to how that spatial world is present in narrative and authorial
perception, and further, to examine how external change may alter the way the perception of
spacesisrepresented. In otherwords, we can attemptto understand literature notonly by
making judgements about whatis meant by the thingsitdescribesbutby paying attentionto
our experience of what Edmund Husserl called ‘the things themselves’>® and how they are

fictively described.
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This approach thenis phenomenological, and draws on the philosophical method of Husserl,
Heideggerand Merleau-Ponty amongothers. While there are great differences between the
three, these thinkers are unitedin a concentration on the immediate content of perception
separated from any associated notions of judgement, causation, value and meaning. Before
the mind explains, interprets or analyses there is afundamental layer of perception which can
be studiedif one succeedsin ‘bracketing’ it from those secondary processes —the operation
known, after Husserl, as the phenomenological reduction. The differing literary styles
encounteredin 1940s fiction may suggest association with particular versions of
phenomenology: forexample, William Sansom’s scrutinising appraisal of his fireman narrators’
perceptionsinthe Blitzis reminiscent of Husserl’s concept of adumbration, with vision a
succession of single-faceted views from which awhole isintuited. Henry Green’s later style
which, as we shall see, comes to eschew interiority almost entirely in favour of the external
view of characters, suggests an affinity with Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the centrality of the

bodyin composing space.

Both Sansom and Green were London firefighters duringthe warand were among many
writers whose war-time jobs putthemin the civilian front-line as the city came under attack:
Stephen Spender, like Green and Sansom, was a fireman while Elizabeth Bowen, Graham
Greene and John Strachey all worked as air-raid wardens. Itis easy to see how from these
perspectives, some of the specificexperiences of World War Il might have encouraged aturn
to the phenomenological. This was the first British warin which civilians as well as combatants
were widely exposed to attack. Bombing of cities by conventional means, by pilotless V1
planesand by V2 supersonicrockets, assaulted the senses in new ways. Bombs brought
deafeningblasts, prolonged whistling and ominously interruptive patches of silence. Fires
producedsheets of flame, palls of smoke and powerful smells. Defensive measures meant
cascades of water, giganticsearchlights crossing the sky and a blackout which stifled some

parts of perception butaugmented and skewed others. Naturally all these events drew human
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attention tothe underlying nature of their new experience, not only toits content butalsoto
its perceptual structures and operations. Soin speech, diary orinterview civilians found
themselves assessing their process of perception; considering how these new events struck
them. For example, awitness of V2 attacks recalled the tension they engenderedinterms
reminiscent of Husserl’s analysis of listening to sounds, and the perceptual structure of

protention:

Onedidn’tknow what was happening until it had happened; and solife became a 24-
hour-per-24-hour stint of realizing that ‘It can happen now, thisinstant; butitdidn’t
so let’sforgetit.” Andthenithappensamile awayand you start all overagain. After
a while youthinkyou’ve forgottenit, butinfactyou’re subconsciouslywaiting forit

all the time.?*

This experience exemplifies the phenomenologists’ claim that our perceptionis not made up
of a series of complete instantsin which everythingis noticed and ‘captured’; rather,
perception describesafield in which past events and future possibilities are also present. As

Merleau-Ponty sumsit up:

Husserl usesthe terms protensions and retentions forthe intentionalities which
anchor me to an environment. They do notrun froma central I, but from my
perceptual field itself, soto speak, which draws alonginits wake its own horizon of
intentions, and bitesinto the future with its protensions. | do not passthrough a
series of instances of now...which, placed end to end, make aline. With the arrival of
every moment, its predecessor undergoes achange. Timeis nota line buta network
of intentionalities.?®

Protention, inthis case the anticipation of aV2 strike, is part of our perceptual structure; the
example shows how the Second World War could bring writers and other Londoners to share

the insights of phenomenological philosophy.

The events of the war helped tofix literary attention afresh on the nature of perception then,
and this process was naturally often involved with the material of the city itself. The

destruction of brick and stone also shook habitual structures of consciousness, challenging
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routine cognitive assembly of the world. Descriptions of war-time London registered not
simply the damage done to the city but the ways in which the city was phenomenally present
as aresult—the waysinwhichit presenteditselfafresh in perception. Forexample, in her

story ‘Our City’ from the collection / am Lazarus (1945) AnnaKavan writes:

| stare out of the window from which it looks as if some destructive colossus had been
stamping upon ourcity, trampling down whole blocks and boroughs with his gigantic
jack-boots. Acresand acres of flattened rubble spread out spacious and so simplified
that the eye is baffled andit’simpossibletotell which objects are nearand which are
remote. It’s not possible to say where the cheek of the earth starts to curve, nor where
the unsuppressed brightriver loops overthe bulge, downto the oceans and the
archipelagos onthe underside of the world. The few buildings which remainintactin
thisvicinity stand about self-consciously amidst the harmonious demolition. They look
singularly uncomfortableand as if they had taken fright at their own conspicuousness:
one can see that they do not quite recognise themselvesin such embarrassing
circumstances. They stand there ata loss, wishing toretire into the decent collective
security which they dimly remember as being their properplace: orelse tolose
definition by amalgamating with the undetailed collapse all around them.2®

The damage leaves the eye ‘baffled’ because it removes the habitual perceptual structures of
perspective and orientation. While the device of personifying the surviving buildings as
embarrassed and uncomfortable is weakly metaphoric, its effectis less to make areadersee
the buildings as subjects but ratherto focus attention on the awkwardness of their
presentationin perception. Kavan shows the unfamiliar starkness of these buildings which are
thrustupon the attention once torn from their habitual background. In theirnewly-revealed
‘conspicuousness’ and ‘definition’, the buildings force themselves on our notice, strange and
fresh, ina way they nevercould through the ‘decent collective security’ of dulled and routine

perception.

War then disrupts our habitual apprehension of the world in such a way that we may seize
phenomenal being; an existence, as Heidegger has it, which is thus ‘illuminated’?” for us. For
Heideggeritis preciselythis experience of awkwardness, when we find something missing,

unusable or not ‘ready-to-hand’, which is the key to rediscoveringthe world’s phenomena. In
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Being and Time (1927), Heideggerarguesthat Dasein discovers the nature of existence, astate
of ‘being-in-the-world’, through the practice of circumspection which is atotalisingassembly
of Dasein’s purposive interactions with the world and their mutual contexts. In Heidegger’s
famous example, the actionsahammerenables and the uses we make of it can reveal our
existential reality; the hammerbecomes notsimply an object, buta mode of our encounter
with the world.?® Perversely, damaged or unusable equipment brings the nature of the world
to our notice because itisimperfectly aligned or deployed. Since our existence isinvolvedin
what Heidegger considers atotality of assignments —the purposes to which we put things —
then the world announcesitself by the disturbance of an assignment, such as the flattening of
buildings by which we have been usedto orient ourselves or the sudden absence of a place to

put a tray of teacups. As Heidegger writes:

When somethingathandis missing, whose everyday presence was so much a matter of
course that we nevereven paid attention toit, this constitutes a breach in the context of
references discovered in circumspection. Circumspection comes up with emptiness and
now sees forthe firsttime what the missing thingwas at hand forand at hand with.

Once again the surrounding world makes itself known. 2°

As AnnaKavan’s description of awar-torn city demonstrates, literature can enact this process
of re-discovery through attention to the strange and disruptive ways in which new spatial
relations are thrust forward in consciousness. In fiction, the perceptual capture of acity
breached by bombs and rockets, blocked with rubbleand craters darkened by blackout, or
made dazzlingunderunfamiliarmoonlight is a process which begins to reveal spatiality afresh,
inviting writers to confront and assimilate a different understanding of space. Thus we can

begintosee why post-warliterature appears so preoccupied with, and so disturbed by, space.

In literature this sense of disturbance was not limited to description of the events of war, nor
didit end with the war. After 1945, the disturbance was a sustained influence on British
writers who carried the conceptual and imaginative shocks of the war through the rest of the

decade. This was not a simple matter of thematicemphasis orforegrounding, of presenting,
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for example, the psychological responses of characters to bombardment or describing
damaged buildings. Indeed the actual events of war may be peripheral in many 1940s novels,
as inHenry Green’s Loving (1945) or even absent, asin Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan (1946).
Nor was this process of absorbing the perceptual and conceptual effects of the war’s
phenomenaintofiction necessarily self-reflexive. A philosophical impulse to understand a
world changed by the experience of war can be found in this period by examiningliterary
descriptions of the world, not by seeking overt philosophical discussionin these texts. The
physical events of the war exerted new pressures on the imagination and the literary response
can be detected in the disruption of once-routine moments, such as the placement of a tray of

teacups.

This heightened literary interestin how the world is presentto us has parallels with the
philosophical practice of phenomenology and, like phenomenology, passed through stages of
development during the twentieth century. While Heidegger followed Husserl in prioritising
the study of the content of perceptual experience he withdrew from assumptions of a
perceiving subjectand perceptual world to an understanding of ‘being-in-the-world’, a unitary,
constitutive state in which Dasein discerns its actions, intentions and relations in a way which
is ‘pre-ontological’; thatis to say, prior to any philosophicalassumptions about the nature of
existence. Without this phenomenological approach, Heidegger argues, ontological method is
naive and superficial sinceitdiscerns appearance nottrue phenomena: ‘Only as
phenomenology, is ontology possible.”*° Ontological self-reflexivityis foundin all philosophic
inquiry butthereisa specificurgency aboutitina period of war. This growing appetite to
interrogate whatexists, it will be argued here, isadevelopingtrendinliterature in the 1940s.
Pre-war modernist writers were of course also greatly interested in describing how
phenomenaappearedinthe subjective consciousness of theircharacters but, arguably, the
formal experiment of high modernist writingincluded the continued assumption that

phenomenaalways referto a material world of solid objects. Perceptual experience is shown
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to be occluded, individual and mysterious but faith persistsin areal world beyond the veil. In
The Waves (1931) for instance, Woolf punctuates the combined impressionistic flow of interior
monologues from her characters with ‘inter-chapters’ of natural scenicdescription which,
apparently in deliberate contrast, suggest a starkly clearand unmediated world: ‘The sun fellin
sharp wedgesinside the room. Whateverthe light touched became dowered with afanatical
existence...aknifelooked likeadaggerof ice.”* The impression thenis of fiction which treats
phenomenaasillusory, asthe second-order receptions of a Cartesian mind permanently
attemptingto connectto a material world. This assumption would be at odds with Heidegger’s
view that phenomenology is ontology and that a distinction between subject and object worlds
isfalse;italsodistinguishes pre-war modernism from much writing of the 1940s where, as we
shall see, faithin the fictional ability to propose any ontology beyond its own limits begins to
dissolve rapidly. Inthe 1940s, writers showed a growing trend to see theirfictionas a self-
contained world ratherthanreferring to an external reality. The subjectivity capturedin
writing could be seen as anotherexpression of the phenomenal and so, following Heidegger,
as ontologyitself ratherthan the mediated description of an objectiveworld. Inthis period,
writing increasingly seemed to contain an acknowledgement of its own fictionality. If so, this
tendency would associate 1940s writing with a quality more often ascribed to postmodern
fiction. It must be admitted though, that these distinctions are complex and contested. For
example, critiques of later phenomenologist philosophy include the charge thatit tacitly
preservesthe subject-object distinction it proposes to abolish, while studies such as Tyrus
Miller’'s Late Modernism argue that by the 1930s some literature had already begunto
describe a‘deauthenticated’ world in which the oppositions preserved in high modernism,
includingthe subject-object distinction, were already waning.22 Even so, itis clearthe Second
World War had a profound further effect onfiction: both literatureand phenomenology
continued to develop. Philosophical assumptions about the correspondence between

consciousnessand the world whichit ‘intends’ became more precarious.
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In 1945 Maurice Merleau-Ponty published The Phenomenology of Perception, which built on
Heidegger’'s formulation of ‘being-in-the-world’ to examine the determinate relationship
between what perceives and whatis perceived. Yet Merleau-Ponty’s uniqueinsight is that the
human body is the crucial componentinan understanding of worldly being. This knowledge is
latentinour bodies’ ever-present orientation towards an external world. Both perceptionand
physical reflexare modes of this condition of worldly being, expressingits nature through pre-
conscious operations, revealing the inhabited world by means of what they grasp, attemptand
perform: ‘Priorto stimuli and sensory content, we must recognise akind of innerdiaphragm
which determines, infinitely more than they do, what ourreflexes and perceptions will be able
to aimat inthe world, the area of our possible operations, the scope of ourlife.”?3Inits
insistence onthe human body as essentially constitutive of space, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy
entailed afurther weakening of spatial epistemologies which had imagined it as a vacant

container, forobjects and human figures alike.

It was inthis context that fiction increasingly began to describe space intermingled with the
world’s substances rather than as its container. Space was interwoven with, and mutually
constitutive of, ourenvironment of objects and experiences. Thisis not to say that space
becomesa ‘thing’, asa teacup or a brick wallisa ‘thing’, but that the establishment of our
perceptual worldis adynamically spatial process ratherthan the apprehension of things
already ‘there’ inaspatial field. This suggests toimaginative practices, like writing, that spatial
conditions are not fixed, predictable ormeasurable; space is both moulded and moulding,
variouslyirruptiveand interpenetrative, glimpsed at times as yawningvoid and at others as
microscopicspeck. To speak of a total grasp of space would be nonsensicalbutin the 1940s,
fiction came to see involvement with space, ratherthanlocation in space, as equally essential
inthe presentation of characters, architecture orlandscape. In this way, some writers came to
share the insights of phenomenological philosophers who argued that our existing language of

spatiality was inadequate. For Merleau-Ponty this meant that: “We must therefore avoid
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sayingthat ourbody is in space...itinhabits space.”3* Heidegger distinguished an existential
spatiality of Dasein, part of its state of ‘being-in-the-world’, from the simpler condition of ‘in-
the-world’ which belongs to objects. With this understanding, he suggests, we avoid ‘the naive
opinionthathumanbeingisinitially aspiritual thing whichis then subsequently placed “in” a

space.’3®

The following chapters will examine in more detail some of the phenomenal qualities of space
described by Heideggerand Merleau-Ponty and the extent to which 1940s fiction often gives
these literary form. Thisis not to suggest that writers were directly influenced by reading the
philosophers’ work. Neither Being and Time nor The Phenomenology of Perception were
translated into English until 1962 and there is no evidencethat English authors had read them
inthe original. However, itis noteworthy that Merleau-Ponty’s work was reviewed in the
London literary press as early as March 19463 suggesting acultural climate of interestin these
ideasthat bridged philosophy and literature. Phenomenology is a philosophy that seeks to
describe ratherthan explain; similarly writers of the 1940s showed aninterestin spatial
description which drew attention to the composition and oddities of space and can be read as
an iterative interrogation. Literary descriptions of space in this period do not rest on any
assumed model of the spatial, but push atits definitions. Inthis regard, writing of the 1940s
express doubtaboutspace and this doubtis what Merleau-Ponty sees as essential to challenge

statements about the world which are simultaneously ‘self-evident’ and questionable:

The consistency of a thing perceived, of ageometrical relationship orof an idea, is
arrived at only provided that I give up trying by every means to make it more explicit,
and instead allow myself tocome torestin it. Once launched, and committedtoa
certain set of thoughts, Euclidean space forexample, orthe conditions governing the
existence of acertainsociety, | discover evident truths; but these are not
unchallengeable, since perhaps this space orthis society are not the only possible.3’
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Description has a more radical powerthan explanation then for Merleau-Ponty, and this

insightis one that mightapply as usefully to literary writingasitis doesto phenome nological

philosophy.

Two writers, Elizabeth Bowen and Henry Green, are give n particular attention here. Bowen is
key for several reasons: the range of her writingabout London in numerous short stories and
herwartime novel The Heat of the Day; the partly-submerged but almost ever-presentinterest
which herfiction takesin the array of landscapes, localities and interiors and their inter-
relation with humans; the meditative engagement of herletters and non-fiction with questions
of space and the pronounced alteration to her world-view which the warappearsto have

made. These qualities are all the more noticeablein awriter who was also prolificbefore 1939.

Henry Green, in both Concluding (1948) and Loving (1945), presents settings which are striking
intheircurious mixture of the specificity of places and the more abstract qualities of a
primordial spatial awareness which seem to underlie them. The concreteness of Kinalty Castle
(Loving) and The Institute (Concluding) exists in tension with a more dimly-discerned spatial
background against which these buildings are highlighted. As if these places are crystals
secreted froma solution, they take solid form only from the elementin which they floatand
the effectisto emphasise the precariousness of their construction but also to draw attention
to the constitutive possibilities of space, including the operation of aworld where movements,
actionsand alignments are inthe weave of a spatial fabricand not plotted on a pre-existing
field. Inthese texts we come to see the footsteps of the characters, the echoes of theirvoices
or their physical postures as revelatory of the space with which they are involved. In the
process, the texts acknowledge flaws in the superficial ‘spatial logic’ of their physical settings
and implicitly critique a process of spatial description which presupposes a space that can exist
beforeitsinhabitants. Asin phenomenological thought, before the conceptual activities of

metaphysics —before even the categorisation of subject and object—the world is established
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and graspedinthe momentofits activity. Asfor Bowen, Green’s writing was changed by the
war. In particular, he gradually moved to an entirely exterior presentation of character: the
physical disposition of human figures becomes central to his work and reminds us of the

centrality of the body in Merleau-Ponty’s thought.

The socio-political management of space was also a significant publictheme in post-war
Britain. Reconstruction plans began to springfrom the drawing board long before the war was
over. The most substantial of these was the Abercrombie plan, aterm which actually
encompasses three distinct but complementary plans produced by town planner Patrick
Abercrombie duringthe 1930s and 1940s, culminatinginthe 1944 Greater London Plan.
Abercrombie proposed an exhaustive and centrally-managed redrawing of the space of
London and its surroundings, based on a pattern of four concentricrings. For the firsttime,
planning specified how much space each type of community should contain by recommending
‘ideal’ population densities and allocations of land in categories such as housing, industry and
openspace.®® The report warned that: ‘Every inch of available orexisting open space needs to
be safeguarded’®® and this admonition echoes the intense anxiety about spatial control and

allocation which can be read in Henry Green’s fiction and, more widely, in writing of the 1940s.

The technology of warfare also had powerful effects on spatial understanding. Notonly did the
Second World War help to abolish the idea of the battlefield as the sole theatre of war since
civilians came underbombardmentin large numbersforthe firsttime, italso saw the
introduction of paradigmatically new weaponsin the form of the Nazi V1 and V2 missiles. The
first was a pilotless flyingbomb; the second asupersonicrocket which reached outerspace en
route to its target. Their effects were psychicas well as physical. Britons were disturbed by the
apparently arbitrary nature of attack by weapons with novisible human agency and recorded
the psychological tensions they experienced in anticipatingthem. V2sin particularengendered

a cognitive dissonance which destabilised familiar conceptual arrangements of space and time.
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Fasterthan sound, theirarrival was heard only afterthey had already struck. Arriving instantly,
unseen and unannounced, V2s carried the air of an attack from anotheruniverse, froma
hyperspace touchingthis world at all pointsand none. The rockets seemed to leap over spatial
categories of distance, adjacence and linearity. The effects of these strange new weaponsis
apparentin personal memoirs, diaries and interviews and even in scientific documents but
theirtransformative effects on the spatial imagination also left their marks on literature,
including Bowen’s and Green’s, long after the warended. One of those effects was to shift our
conceptual ground from a world understood through aninexorable spatial logic of contiguity,
sequence and adjacence. Inits place aworld beganto appearin which points and places may
be joined by similarity or qualitative connections and can be arranged accordingly. Thiswas a

world, to use a contemporary idiom, beginning to switch from analogue to digital.

To suggesta movementinthisdirection duringthe yearsimmediately afterthe waristo make
a new attemptat periodization. Italsoimplies that the significance of the 1940s has been
overlooked and this may seem strange given the increased interestin war writing over recent
years. Studiesinthe last twenty yearsinclude Adam Piette’s Imagination at War (1995), Mark
Rawlinson’s British Writing of the Second World War (1999), Marina MacKay’s Modernism and
World War 11 (2007), Patrick Deer’s Culture in Camouflage (2009), Kristine Miller’s British
Literature of the Blitz (2009) and Leo Mellor’s Reading the Ruins (2011) as well as the 2001
collection The Fiction of the 1940s, edited by Rod Mengham and N.H. Reeve. Forall the
advances made inthe understanding of what happened to British literature during the war
years, these studies tend to limit themselves by taking 1945 as the finishing point of their
investigation (although an exceptionis usually made for The Heat of the Day which is setin the
war years and was substantially written duringthem, although not published until 1949). The
years 1939-1945 offera natural frame for a study, yet to adopt that frame excludes the
possibility that the experience of war wrought deep and longer-term changesin fiction which

alsoshowed themselvesinthe yearsimmediately afterthe end of the conflict and possibly in
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writing which does not take the war as eithertheme or background. In April 1949 George

Orwell wrote to a friend, arguing that the literary impact of the war years would be delayed:

The other thingis that you are always attacking novelists for not writing about the
contemporary scene. But can you think of a novel thatever was written about the
strictly contemporary scene? Itis very unlikely thatany novel...would ever be set back
lessthanthree years at least. If you tried in 1949, to write a novel about 1949, it would
simply be “reportage” and probably would seem out of date and silly before you could
getitintoprint..The reasonis not only that one can’t see the events of the momentin
perspective, butalsothata novel hasto be lived with foryears before it can be written
down, otherwise the working-out of detail, which takesanimmensetime and can only
be done at odd moments, can’t happen...You may rememberthat nearly all the
worthwhile books about the 1914 war appeared five, ten oreven more years afterit was
over, which was when one might have expected them. | think books about the late war
are aboutdue to appear now.*°

Orwell’s analysis supports an approach which pays attention to writing published between
1945 and 1950 and which sees the waryears not as a homogenous experience but recognises
theirdistinct phases. Forall the inevitable attention on the Blitz, we should remember that
these sustained bombingraidslargely came toan endinearly 1941 and that in the remaining
fouryears of war people were preoccupied as much with issues such as national
reconstruction, V-weapons and the political division of Europe. Inthis regard, Leo Mellor’s
study stands out for its broader reading of the significance of the waryearsin British culture,
pursuingitsinvestigatinginto the bombsites (both literal and metaphorical) left behind by war

intothe years and decades afterthe end of conflict.

If studies of Second World War literature sometimes appeartoo narrowly framed to
encapsulate the war’s effects on fiction, almost the opposite case could be made forstudies of
Bowen and Green. Since both wrote prolifically long before and after the war decade, critical
studies have ranged overan output of more than 30 years. These career-long studies naturally
seek tofollow threads of continuity and development overanovelist's creative span; the
evolving styleand themes by which awriter might be defined, their biographical trajectory and

lifelong philosophy. These studies may therefore be less attuned to any change in direction
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attributable to the war and its cultural consequences. Hermione Lee, forexample, suggests
that the war’s effect on Bowen was to confirm her belief in the dangers of a wilful Romantic
individualism which left people ‘dislocated, dispossessed and denatured.’*! Lee argues this
dangerousimpulse contravened Bowen’s lifelong championing of aform of classical
impersonal self-restraint. On this account, the war didn’t change Bowen’s writing, it simply
illuminated aworldview which stretched, intact, across her literary career. In the search for
consistency, coherence and continuity over decades, studies of single authors risk overlooking
discontinuities and changesindirection during awriting career. Furthermore, none of the
individual studies of Green and Bowen, forall theirvariety, have taken asustained interestin
the presentation of space in theirfiction: norhave the more general studies of fictionin the

1940s. An attemptto meet these absencesisthe first aim of this project.

Chapter One concentrates on Bowen’s Blitz novel The Heat of the Day and on hershort stories
fromthis period, examining how they describe the spaces of war-time London. The more
documentary-style stories of William Sansom are also briefly discussed, to show how the
experience of bombing and blackout drew literature toward a phenomenological registration
of events. This shiftis mirrored in Bowen’s writing. In particular, the philosophy of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, withitsinsistence on embodiment as a necessary constituent of the world’s
perceptual structure, is used toinform an understanding of space as charged, fluid, resonant,
unstable and provisional. This chapteralso considerthe effects of physical change to London,
including the removal of ironrailings, onits citizens’ perceptual hold of their city —using Kevin

Lynch’stheory of a city’s ‘imageability’.*

Chapter Two looks at the developmentand deployment of the V1and V2 weaponsto
understand their psychological effects on Britain. These effects are revealed not justinfiction
but alsointhe diaries and accounts of ordinary Britons, including those in the Mass

Observation archive. This chapter suggests the weapons not only frightened and unsettled
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peopleinnew ways butalso posed animaginative challengeto accustomed ways of thinking

aboutspace, including the suggestion of an aurally-constituted space which was disturbingin
itslooseness. Paul Virilio’s theory of a military space of ‘dromocracy’ —an ideabound up with
speed, movement and an erasure of Euclidean geometry - is also discussed here, especially as

it emerged from Virilio’s own experience of the aftermath of the Second World War.

Chapter Three concentrates on Henry Green’s novels Loving and Concluding. It considers the
struggles for control and demarcation of space, themes of both novels, and the extent to
which these were symptomatic of eventsinthe 1940s. This chapterillustrates how Green
increasingly preferred an exterior view of character. This chapteralsoinvestigates the extent
to which Green acknowledges the artificiality of his settings. Gaps and flaws in spatial ‘logic’
here carry both philosophical and political implications, suggesting that movementand action
of characters, in Lefebvrian terms, undermine authoritarian models of space. The chapteralso
draws on Merleau-Ponty’s posthumous work, proposing his idea of auniversal flesh as a

parallel tothe loosening grasp on space which Green’s fiction exhibits.

Chapter Four suggests that traditional conceptions of space were tested by the unprecedented
geo-political shapes and formations thrown up by World War II. Examples such as the defeated
city of Vienna, divided into four zones of occupation by Britain France, Russiaand the US with
a common centre, meant that abstract ideas such as barriers and divisions took on an altered
significance, marking out from one another not just contiguous spaces but spaces of
qualitative difference, zones of occupation, neutrality, independence or safety. This chapter
suggests our understanding of space began to be transformed during the 1940s as fixed
assumptions of space operating on principles of adjacence, linearity and sequence came into
guestion; achallenge laterarticulated by Michel Foucault. Both Graham Greene’s novella The
Third Man, setin post-war Vienna, and Bowen’s vision of aLondon ‘enislanded’ are central to

this chapter,which also proposes similarities between the literary re-creation of maps and
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urban spaces duringthe 1940s and the psychogeographicpractice of Situationistsin 1950s

Paris, as well as lain Sinclair’s writing on contemporary London.

Finally, the conclusion attempts to understand what ashiftin spatial thinking during the 1940s
might mean for the historical understanding of literature. It argues that since this shift was
driven by the specificexperiences of World War Il it cannot be seen simply as an extension of a
modernistrevolutioninthe understanding of space and time, as theorised by Stephen Kern.
The decade’s writing exemplifies a cultural turn to the spatial, even though this movement has
more usually been associated with the postmodern era by theoristsincluding FredricJameson.
Rejecting both these periodisations, the conclusion turnsinstead to the theory of Geocriticsm
developed by Betrand Westphal to propose 1945 as a crucial turning point, though notan end
point, inthe cultural understanding of space and the development of literature. The
concludingargumentis that, because of the Second World War, the 1940s was a literary
decade which did not merely bridge two eras or continue an earlierone, but which setdown

the foundations of the contemporary age.
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CHAPTER ONE

This Memory of the Air

Introduction

When the bombing of London beganin 1940 it was not quite what people had imagined.
Prophecies of the destructive power that bombers could unleash on acity had grown to
terrifying proportions between the First and Second World Wars. By 1937 the British
government was projecting 1.8 million casualties in just the first two months of the looming
conflict with Germany and expecting that millions would flee the cities in panic.! Several novels
of the 1930s made this anticipated, ferocious bombardment theirtheme?and evenfictionin
which war was not an overt presence contained premonitions of the blitz as hostilities drew
nearer. In Elizabeth Bowen’s The Death of the Heart (1938), protagonist Portia draws stability
fromthe ‘imperturbable’ objectsin herroom, the destruction of which by a ‘dropped bomb’
would be ‘dreadful to the spirit.”® In Henry Green’s Party Going (1939), a nameless bystander
remarks of the thick crowd on Victoria station: ‘What targets for a bomb.’* Green, who had
joinedthe Auxiliary Fire Service, seemed to signal the peak of this crescendo of unease by
publishing his autobiography Pack My Bag in 1940 because, he said, he felt sure he would be
killedinthe coming war.> These fears were visually expressed in the film Things to Come
(1936) with a screenplay by H.G. Wells, based on his novel The Shape of Things to Come
(1933). The film showed entire cityscapes destroyed by bombingin awar which Wells had
imagined breaking outin 1940.° Yet when the real bombing of Britain began it was, for all the
sufferingand horrorit caused, not nearly as catastrophicas had beenimagined: justover
60,000 people were killed —almost half of themin London.’” This was a heavy toll, but not the
apocalypse thathad beenfeared; there was no general collapse of morale, no mass graves and

no abandoned cities.
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Just as the form of warfare did not follow the course predicted in peacetime, so fiction often
took unanticipated directions. While the war gave rise to a substantial ‘Blitz literature’, there
was also writing which captured less dramaticaspects of the conflict, such as the long
stretches of fire-station boredom recorded in Henry Green’s Caught (1943) or the painful and
absurd social manoeuvringin the Home Counties boarding house of Patrick Hamilton’s Slaves
of Solitude (1947). Thenthere was work which was not aboutthe war at all, but on which the
war had clearly leftits mark, such as the intense fantasy of Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan (1946).
If these novels seem surprisingly idiosyncratic, oblique or domestic against the background of
the great global event of the Second World War, contemporary criticism has much to say
about why this mightbe so. In Imagination at War (1995) Adam Piette suggests that grandiose
publicnarratives about the war baffled the private imagination and forced itinto retreat so
that ‘the ordinary imagination during wartime was left perplexed, caughtupinthe
uncontainable movements of violent, global history.’® For Piette, any attemptsto discovera
genuine collective British experience of the Second World Warwere inevitably compromised

by an invasive and domineering state wanting to dictate its own version of events:

These publicstories turn outto be hopelessly charged with broken, complex and dark
feelingonce read atthe raw level of the mind living through them. They show how a
militarized culture does not merely incidentally invade the private imagination, but
actually covetsitas itsown, wishestotransformitforits own uses, tomake it its
creature...thisisan essential fact about wartime culture .’

Thisemphasis onthe private and individual response to the experience of war may certainly
help to explain the choices taken by writers during the 1940s. But it could also have the effect
of directing ourattention away from features common to their work and therefore away from
the impact of the war on a collective literary imagination. Piette hints ata collective impulse to

imagine the warbut concludes that this was frustrated by authoritarian control.
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This chapter argues that the impact of the war on the city produced new perceptions of
physical forms whichinturn exerted pressures onthe mind. Those pressures are expressedin
literature of the 1940s produced by writers who witnessed the bombing of London and the
transformation of the city duringthe war. In particular, writing during this period shows a
changing understanding of space which manifestsitself in an anxious attentiveness to spatial
descriptionand arenewed interestin how to picture human figuresintheirspatial
environment. Whilewritersinevitably tried to document the shocks of the Blitz, the literary
response to the Second World War in London goes far beyond this reportage andincludes a
philosophical reassessment of the spatial. The wrecked buildings of London prompted more
than an attemptto process the violence of the event and more than the contemplation of
ruins. Destruction forced writers to think about how space is composed in perception and
aboutthe waysinwhich we participate inthe creation of spaces. The materiality of war-time
London and the psychicact of constructing space collided in fascinating ways in 1940s
literature. This has not always been appreciated, partly because of anarrowerfocus on ‘Blitz
literature’ and partly because of adominantinterestinthe publicnarrative of the war, rather
than its broader philosophical implications. The interestin the spatial that we can discernin
the writing of, among others, Elizabeth Bowen, Graham Greene, William Sansomand Henry
Green, suggests thatthe war shaped collective, as well as private, imaginings which influenced

the course of fictionin the 1940s.

This chapter focuses onthe writing of Elizabeth Bowen in orderto trace in more detail how
thisrenewed interestin the spatial sprang from the reshaping of London during the conflict. It
examines how herfiction responded not only to bombing but also to other material changes
on the capital duringthe war, including the removal of itsiron railings and the early stages of
post-war planning. It suggests that herwritingis representative of a collective anxiety about
space produced by the war and that thisis seen both at the level of the cityscape andin the

micro-spaces of domesticinteriors. Bowen’s fiction from the 1940s treats space as unstable,
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and interpenetrative with ‘solid’ forms so that conceptual boundaries like the distinction
betweeninside and outsideare loosened and the issue of shape assumesagreater
significance. Herdescriptions of spacesin this period are contrasted here with her pre-war
writing, to offer furtherevidence of the war as transformative of spatial thought. Yetitis
argued here that, perhaps counter-intuitively, Bowen ultimately came to find solace in seeing
space and solid objects as mutually interpenetrative. Her pre-warfaithinthe permanent
solidity of objects was dissolved, but this proved notto be as terrible as feared because italso
revealed avision of spaces as never wholly emptied. The space of a destroyed house, like that
of Louie Lewis’s parentsin The Heat of the Day or, post-war, of Bowen’s own ancestral home
inlreland (demolished in the 1960s), retains some presence of its previous occupation rather
than becomingapure void. The smashing of houses and furniture by bombs also destroyed
Bowen’s pre-warfaith in their permanence; yet she discovered the psychological effects of this
were not quite as ‘dreadful’ tothe spiritas hercharacter Portia had imagined. If once-
inhabited space is neverentirely emptied, Bowen’s writing seems to accept, the converse is
alsotrue. A place of apparent emptiness may already be marked forits future occupation. As
Britain emerged fromthe warwith a publicagendaforredevelopment and rebuilding, Bowen'’s
spatial vision encompassed alandscape already tinged with emergent forms. The war had

changedthe way she thoughtabout space, justas it had begunto change the country’s spaces.

Parallels between Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy and the way that Bowen and other writers
reimagined space as a result of the war are also helpful here. Merleau-Ponty’s claim that space
isestablished inthe mutual dependence of the body and the world provides acontemporary
philosophical counterpoint to 1940s developmentsin literature, including the growing
tendency to picture human figuresintermingled with spaces previously thought of as
‘external’. Moreover, the phenomenologists’ model of aworld already there, available to
perception priorto reflection, finds aliterary expression in much war-time writing. The sensory

shocks and interruptions of bombing and blackout encouraged literary description at the
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primary level —expressing spacesin primordialforms of shapes, shadows, flames and smoke
and, in the process, drawing a reader’s attention to the most fundamental structures of
perception, before the accumulations of interpretation and metaphor. This attention that
writers paid to the materiality of the Second World Warin London, and its philosophical
implications, are often overlooked. Urban phenomenology was a war-time practice of those
who noticed their city anew because of the conflict, and this novelty shaped British fiction not

onlyinthe war years, but throughout the 1940s.

Interiors

Bowen was one of many writers on London’s civilian ‘front line’ during the Blitz because of her
work as an air raid warden. These authors were well-placed to record the physical
transformation of London underbombing, seeingthe city anew through demolished walls,
sheets of flame, blacked out street or miasmas of smoke. One way their writing registered this
transformation was as a mutability of elements of the landscape, an exchange and
interpenetration of substantial forms such as brick and iron with insubstantial fire, smoke or
water, a confusion of the weighty and the weightless. Forexample, in Sansom’s short story
‘The Witness’, afiremanssitting astride a wall is glimpsed as ‘floating’ in the mist%;in Henry
Green’s ‘Mr Jonas’ a figure is similarly glimpsed who ‘seemed...to be sitting on ataut sheet of
steam’;'in Bowen’s The Heat of the Day, Stellahands a dressing-gown through ‘walls of
steam’.2InanotherSansom story, ‘The Wall’, the firemen see ‘ton upon ton of red brick

hoveringinthe air'** while in ‘Fireman Flower’ the eponymous subject perceives how:

From the elements anew world had been moulded. Iron, fire, brick, smoke and
waterfrom the huge hydrants were patternedintoanew choreography that
enlivened fiercely the blood and the spirit.*
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In Blitzliterature, brick and iron start to flickerand move like fire, smoke and water. Aswe
shall see, this perceived equivalence between solid and fluid was one of the reasons for new
depictions of the spatial which emerged in post-war writing, yet this causal connection has
been overlooked eventhough critical interestin Second World War writing has grown greatly

inthe lasttwenty years.

More notedinthe studies of Blitzwriting has been the presentation of acity which becomes
animated; walls bulge, buildings groan and creak. In Sansom’s ‘Fireman Flower’ the road
appearsto flow backward beneath the wheels of fire engines and a warehouse, seen through
dancing smoke and shadows, is alive with movement: ‘Occasionally platforms appeared and
sometimesaniron balcony with its attendant staircase jutted out suddenly from one place in
the wall—only to disappearagain as if on a secret errand.'*® In British Writing of the Second
World War (1999), Mark Rawlinson reads this prevalence of houses thatare 'literally animated'
in Blitzstories such as Sansom’s as part of a process of substitution of buildings for bodies.
Rawlinson sees depictions of the city’s destruction in war-time writing as shaped by an impulse
to avoid looking at damaged human bodies; writers prefer aview of the inanimate made
animate as a substitute forhumaninjury and death: ‘The urban fabricis foregrounded at the
expense of human figures.’*® In Sansom’s story ‘Building Alive’ (published in the 1948
collection Something Terrible, Something Lovely) for example, the narrator describes the
firemen’salertness to, and focus on, the stresses and creaking of the skeleton of abombed
house inwhich they are working, only fora neighbouring house to collapse, killing the rescue
party inside. Rawlinson suggests this is typical of the way that Blitz writing will not look directly
at corpses: 'The ironicmiracle of survival casts aside contemplation of the dead: the spectacle
of the material phenomenon, the life of the inanimate, deflects the narrator's thoughts.”'” He
traces thistendency to evade the direct view of the human body in favour of an architectural
trope back to pre-warfiction such as Green’s Party Going, where the crowd on Victoria Station

isglimpsed as a collection of derelict buildings.® But Rawlinson’s study also identifies other
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recurringtropes used to describe war-damaged London, such as the comparison with classical
ruins from Rome, Greece, Egypt or Troy whichimbuesthe wreckage of London with the
symbolicand comforting status of heroicresistance. ! This reading of World War Il literature is
one of repeated ‘substitutions of London’s fabricforits people’?°, of asliding between ‘the

human and the architectonic, figure and background.” %!

Rawlinson’s approachis typical of acritical tendency toread landscapes and interiors of war-
time London fortheir metaphoricsignificance ratherthan closely examining their description.
The critic’s attention bypasses the materiality of spatial arrangementsinits searchfora
second-order meaning, the substitution of metaphor. Here, Rawlinson interprets Sansom'’s
description of bombed buildings as displacement of damaged human bodies; in the passage
from The Heat of the Day examined in the introduction, Bowen’s emphasis on the layout of
Stella’s Londonflatis read by various critics?? as indicative of issues of personal identity, not as
an example of literary interestin the composition of spaces. This critical search for metaphor
can not only obscure the potential significance of individual passages, it has also directed us
away fromthe collective fascination with space exhibited by so many writers who lived
through the London Blitz. We cannot, of course, entirely disentangle metaphorfrom material -
thereisno such thing as purely descriptive writing. But nor does a process of substitution
completely overwrite the significance of the firstinscription. We will wantto examine what
Rawlinson, above, calls the ‘spectacle of the material phenomenon’ inliterature, as well as

whatit might conceal or encode.

The powerful sense of spatial disturbance in 1940s fiction suggests an ontological
reassessmentisat work. Writers subjectthe whole city, the street and the domesticinterior,
to a spatial interrogation whoseintensity suggest philosophicinquiry into even the most
qguotidiansettings. In The Heat of the Day Bowen dwells repeatedly on the micro spaces of

rooms, tables, chairs, trays and carpets and the spatial oddities and arrangements which they
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present. Roderick’s problem, seeninthe introduction, iswhere to puta tea tray ina flatwhere
the rooms are indeterminateandin which space istherefore not fixed or ordered by habit.
Thisconcern is echoed at several other pointsinthe novel where the narration lingers over
apparently trivial parts of interior landscapes, with the effect of defamiliarisingthem and their
domesticroutines. When Roderick visits Cousin Nettie at Wistaria Lodge, she isobserved
‘lookingcritically at the space between the chairand the sofa’?® and thisis followed by the
maid deliveringtea ‘which she placed in exactlythe vacuum at which Cousin Nettie had
stared.’?* The spatial arrangement of objects and people and the gaps between, assume a
heightened significance in which normal proportions of distance and relations become elastic.
When Harrison firstvisits Stellain herflatforexample, his quizzical visual assessment of the
scene isbound up withthe novel’srecurrent treatment of these small spacesasimportantand
problematic: ‘He, having settled with the door, looked at the carpet, at the distance of carpet
betweenthem, asthough thinking outasuccession of movesinchess. Undera slight, if
anythinghumble, frown, hisdowncast eyes zigzagged from chairto table, from table to stool;
step by step he came forward behind hislook.’?*> Atalater meetingin the same flat, Harrison
sits: ‘planted well forward in his armchair —which...was a stranded outpost some way away
downthe carpet.’?® Stellaand Robert dine at a restaurant where their ‘table seemed to stand
on theirown carpet’?’, in which Robert ‘turned his head to look into one of the dusky distances
of the restaurant’?® and where we see him ‘leaning back from the table as though to getthe
whole thinginto farewell perspective.’?® Similarly, when Roderick leaves Nettie at Wistaria
Lodge: ‘Fromthe threshold he looked back: down the length of the room she senthim a last
glance.”**There is a repeated skewing of perspective and proportionin the novel’sinterior
scenes—rooms take on unfamiliarsizes and arrangements, attentionisfixed on odd or

apparently trivial spatial detail, distances open and close disconcertingly.

At timesitiseasyto see how thisspatial description may promptinterpretations which are

metaphoric: emphasising the physical distance between two figures, forexample, isafamiliar
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device forsuggesting agap of understanding or sympathy between them. The Heat of the Day,
with itsthemes of questionable identity, suspicion and betrayal, perhaps encourages this
interpretation. However, ametaphoricreading neither overwrites nor obscures a primary
spatial impression produced by the text, the sense of an environmentin which spaceisa
preoccupationanda problem, in which space seemsto have been fundamentally disturbed

and must be understood anew.

This curious sense of interior space is reinforced by the way Bowen uses the words vacuum
and void repeatedly inthe novel. Sometimes theiruse is part of direct spatial description —as
inthe example, given above, of the vacant space filled by Nettie’s tea tray or when rationing
leavestheinsideof agreengrocer’sshopa‘longstandingvoid’3! —atothersitis part of a
mental ratherthan physical landscape. Roderick’s daydreamingfills ‘pockets of vacuum
underlying routine’?, the atmosphere of war-time Londonis one in which ‘vacuum as to future
was offset by vacuum as to past’33, Louie, we are told, ‘had for some time stood in a vacuum’3*
and herhousemate Connie: ‘less spotted the vacuumin her friend than was drawnto it: she
was a constitutional rusherin tofill.”3* Beyond theirimmediate context of psychicor personal
emptiness, the repetition of the words suggests also the significance of the spatial concept
they convey forBowen in herassembly of London’s war-time landscape. It might be objected
that to suggestas much is to misunderstand Bowen’s intentions since, in her postscript to the
short story collection The Demon Lover (1945), she writes explicitly about how the ghostly
presencesinsomany of the storiesrally to ‘fill the vacuum forthe uncertain “I”3® and that the
word vacuum in her war-time writing therefore signifies exactly the crisis of identity to which
so many critics have pointed. The spatial oddities of the texts, on this reading, are nothing
more than indicative metaphors of this fragmenting ‘I’ and houses, possessions, walls, and
furniture are the substances marshalled in the text to register (and perhaps to resist) this

destruction of personal identity.
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Thisis a view howeverwhich seems not to take into account the interpenetrative nature of
spacein The Heat of the Day. In the same postscript, Bowen writes clearly about how, for her,
spatial change to the bombed city has a direct effect on psychicand imaginative states: The
violent destruction of solid things, the explosion of the illusion that prestige, powerand
permanence attach to bulkand weight, leftall of us, equally, heady and disembodied. Walls
wentdown; and we felt, if not knew, each other. We all lived in astate of lucid abnormality.'3’
While she is explicitabout the loosening of self-identity in the war (‘Sometimes | hardly knew
where | stopped and someone else began’38), Bowen then, sees a causal link between physical
destruction and this ‘heady and disembodied’ state, between demolished walls and precarious
personal definitions - the link between themis one of connection, not of substitution. This
causal link suggests that spatial figurationsin her war-time writing, and especially the peculiar
domesticinteriors, can be construed notonly as metaphors forthe strain on humanidentity
but as part of a process of spatial change whichis produced by the war and whichis bound up
with the war’s effects on thought and imagination. In The Heat of the Day, a character who
stands ‘ina vacuum’ has been assailed both physically and mentally by the new spaces of war.
Space in Bowen’s war-time writing appears as mobile, interpenetrative and invasive. Rooms,
buildings, streets and people are re-made by morphological space, leavingthem at times
expanded and at others reduced to vacuum. The puzzling unpredictability of space is often
disruptive and unsettling, confusing distinctions betweeninside and outside or even between
humans and theirenvironment. This ‘porousness of architectural and psychicspace’, to use
Ellmann’s phrase,?? also confuses the weighty and the weightless, the substantial and
insubstantial, echoing the intermingling of brick and steam or iron and water in so much Blitz
writing. When writers, including Bowen, described physical and mental spacesin equivalent
termsthey were notjust proposingthe firstas a metaphorforthe second, they were
registering the transformed spaces of war-time London in forms thatloosened assumed

distinctions between different kinds of space. Ellmann notes this ‘porousness’ butreadsitas a
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transformation of metaphorratherthan a more general shiftin the way that writers

apprehended space.

The interpenetration of airy and solid forms that the war suggested to writers also involved the
human figure. Atthe same time that Merleau-Ponty, in The Phenomenology of Perception
(1945), argued our conception of space is dependent on our bodily participation, Bowen’s
writing beganto show a similarinsight. When Stella’s son Roderick makes hisfirstvisitin The
Heat of the Day to Mount Morris, the Irish house he has inherited, heisunable tosleep as he

feelsthe spaces and shapes of the estate flowing through him:

But he had come in full of the outdoors, whichwelled up in him when, having put out
the lamp, he laid down his head...Forms, having made themselves known through no
particularsense, forms whose existence he was not to doubtagain, loomed and
dwelled within him. He had feltall round him heights weighed down upon by night,
mysterious declivities, the breath through the unmoving air of moving water...The
invisible openness of the fields gave out not less stillness than the fern-rotted
hollows; he had come to the humid stoniness of the garden wall, steadied himself on
the unequal metalling of the cart track, put his hands on gates, struck outa twang
fromwire, established by touch the vital differing unhumanity of rocks, corrugated
iron, tree trunks. He had from all points turned and returned to trace the elusive
river-glimmer below him. Dark ate the outlines of the house as it ate the outlines of
the hillsand drank from the broken distances of the valley. The airhad been night
itself, re-imprinted by every one of his movements upon his face and hands —and
still, now that he was indoors and gone to bed, impregnating every part of his body it
had not sensibly touched. He could not sleep during this memory of the air.*°

The mingling of weighty and airy (‘heights weighed down upon by night’), the interpenetration
of Roderick and the environment whichis ‘impregnating’ him, the disrupted perspective of
‘broken distances’, the apparently contrary juxtaposition of animateand inanimate terms
(‘vital...unhumanity’ and ‘unmoving...moving’) are among the ways in which spatial properties
are setfree to flow through the text. The effect the estate has on Roderick could also be read
as hisunconscious quivering at the discovery of an Irish heritage he has not known until now.

But the passage returnsto the particular circumstances of the conflictin which Roderick, a
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soldier, isinvolved: ‘He had not till tonight envisaged not coming back from war’#!, and so ties
thisunusual apprehension of space back to similarforms experienced in war-torn London. The
spatial disturbance that Roderick experiences, ‘this memory of the air’, is explicitly linked to
the war and so reinforces the sensethat itis material eventsin London which have shaped

Bowen’s spatial imagination in this passage.

It isinstructive to compare this description with an excerpt from Bowen’s pre-war novel The
Last September(1929), inwhich the Irish landscape is also glimpsed as a kind of spatial
loosening that overwhelms Lois and Gerald: ‘Out of the distance everywhere, pointless and
unrelated space came like water between them, slipping and widening. They receded from one
anotherintothe vacancy.’*? While this passage alsoimagines aninvasive space, itis noticeable
how the vagueness of its terms, words such as “everywhere’, ‘pointless’, ‘unrelated’ and
‘vacancy’, give the impression of something so vast and formless as to be entirely unanchored.
Thereis no sense here of the interpenetration of inside and outside, of figureand
environment, no textural feeling of space imbued with weight, sensation and impression such
as Roderick’s experiences at Mount Morris. This inrush of space in The Last September feels
rather like atidal wave breaking overthe figures before it —it receives no frame orreference-
pointfrom objects which it penetrates orbecomes commingled with—and does notirrupt into
new places or new forms like the spatial mobilityof Bowen’s war writing whererooms, houses,
and people can be reconfigured by anew dynamicof space. In the political context of The Last
September, the significance of this passage liesin the way it shows the Anglo-Irish Loisand the
Englishsoldier Gerald ata lossin the alienand threatening outside of rebellious Ireland which
ispressinginonthe bighouses and garrisons of a regime whose days are numbered. However
the passage also carries the feel of adefinitively modernist vision of ‘pure space’, the infinite
horizons of, forexample, The Waves.** This is a space which, in some accounts of modernism,
annihilates the individual subject, dissolving the individual in the endless threatening nullity of

‘outside’.
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There are momentsin The Heat of the Day where this conception of space seemsto persist,
especially when Roderick visits Cousin Nettie at Wistaria Lodge —a genteel asylum where she
has takenrefuge from the outside world. Nettie’s efforts to shut out the exteriorinclude the
way she sits, with herback to the window. This vistais behind her: ‘A distance of fields, woods
and diluted Novembersky did indeed stretch without any otherfeature: sky and earth at last
exhaustedly met—there was no impact, no mystery, no horizon, simply anothing more.’#
Nettie’s deliberate position, facinginwards and excluding external stimuli, appears to suit her
very well: ‘Here was nothing to trouble her but the possibility of being within reach: seated on
the sofa with herback to what she had ascertained to be nothing, Cousin Nettie was well
placed.”** Some critics read Nettie’s strange position as a form of willed paralysis, aresistant
immobility against the tide of events. For Ellmann, she represents: ‘the end of history, the
terminus of narrative’*® while Andrew Bennettand Nicholas Royle, in Elizabeth Bowen and the
Dissolution of the Novel (1995) argue thatshe ‘provokes apowerful and affirmative
destabilisation, of those assumptions of selfand meaning, of society and order.”*” Such
readings place less emphasis on the spatiality of Nettie’s position in favour of what she might
representinterms of narrative, history or politics. The outside on which she hasturned her
back is, inthese terms, primarily asignifier of ‘events’, the temporal world of proceedings from
which Nettieisseenastryingtoinsulate herself. Once again the significance of interior spaces
in The Heat of the Day, the prevalence of rooms thatare sometimes yawning and sometimes
claustrophobiclike Cousin Nettie’s, is understood in non-spatialterms —the spaces themselves

beingtreated metaphorically oremblematically.

In any case, a closerfocus on the spatial presentation of Nettie’s situation seemsto reveal
somethingless clearthanamodernistvision of apure and infinite ‘outside’ from which she is
sheltering. There are in fact pockets of the outside, of fluid and unfixed space, invading the
room here, fromthe ‘vacuum’ where the teatrayis placed to the pictures which have the

suggestion of floatingin air, because ‘theirunweightiness —for they were all
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unframed...permitted of their being strung on wool from different projections about the
room’*. Nor is Nettie’s refusal to face outwards, absolute. She reveals to Roderick that it was
hisfatherwho left his motherand not the contrary, which is the version of events that has
become generally accepted. Thisisanimportantdevelopmentinthe novel’s plot becauseit
reveals Stella’s willingness to bear social opprobrium when the faultlies with herlover. This
trait becomescrucial afterthe death of the traitor Robert Kelway. At hisinquest, Stellagives
evidence inaway that allows herselfto be characterised as his casual partner ratherthan long-
termloverand soto direct attention away from his spying forthe enemy, afact of which she
has gradually become aware. Nettie’s revelation not only drives the narrative, but it

immediately prompts asuggestive turn toward the outside:

‘I never,” Roderick said, with aheaviness only just modified by his youth, ‘knew what
you’ve justtold me.’

Cousin Nettie, putting hercup down, glanced overhershoulderout of the window:
had it occurred to herthat the outlook might have changed?’4°

A back turned to the window, it becomes clear, will notisolate Nettie from the world’s events,
the text’s narrative, orfrom the interpenetrative flow of space which characterises The Heat of
the Day.The war is the cause of thisinvasion of Wistaria Lodge, this seepingin of the outside
worldinto the artificial enclosure which Cousin Nettie and her keeper Mrs Tringsby have tried
to maintain. Mrs Tringsby is dismayed when Roderick appears for his visitin uniform and asks
him: ‘You won’t, youwon’t on any account...talk to poor Mrs Morris about the war will you?’
Mrs Tringsby also explains that ‘Here we are so careful not to have dreadful thoughts; we quite
live, yousee,inaworld of our own.’”*® These attempts to make Nettie’s room airtight are

already failingand the war, the text makes clear, will soon renderthem futile:

Inside this closed window was such a silence as the world would probably never hear
again—for whenthe wardid stop there would be something more: drills right
through the earth, planesall through the sky, voices keyed up and up. The air would
sound; the summer-humming forest would be torn.>!



41

The exterior which will not be keptindefinitely at bay is figured notas an infinite destroying
emptiness butas material and aural invasion —a vibrating, textured, sensory space thatriddles
people, buildings, even the very earth and sky. Bowen’s war fiction certainly contains
dangerous and unstable pockets of vacuum and indete rminate space buttheirlocationis
neitherlimited nor predictable, and there is an ever-present possibility of interpolation of the
spatial with the material. This s, as Shafquat Towheed describes it: ‘afiction that tends at once
to both claustrophobia and agoraphobia, to both stasis and constant flux.”>2 The
unpredictability of spaces whose forms have been, asitwere, unlocked by the waris the
source of a disquiet which can become phobicin literature’s confrontation of this new spatial
insight. The anxiety overspace seeninso much writing of the 1940s is a development

prompted by the war and is the result of a transforming cultural understanding of the spatial.

Merleau-Ponty’s radical account of space was a philosophical expression of this
transformation. Crucially for Merleau-Ponty, the subject (abeing both psychicand physical) is
involvedinadeterminaterelationship with the world. Our bodies are both oriented towards
the external world and active constituents of it, a condition Merleau-Ponty, following
Heidegger, calls ‘Beinginthe world.” For Merleau-Ponty space and movement have their
primary existence only as expressions of lived experience and not as abstract (or scientific)
concepts. Examining Kant’s theory of space notas a Newtonian container but asa mental
category which allows the plotting of object so that space is ‘notthe setting...in which things
are arranged but the means whereby the position of things becomes possible’,** Merleau-
Ponty proceeds to ask how spatial experienceis presentin perception. The process by which
space and movementcan be perceived, he argues, is not one of familiar sensation: movement
isnot, forexample, arelative phenomenon observed from the position of two objects.
Merleau-Pontyinstead argues that we hold a primordial understanding of the spatial by means
of a pre-personal version of ourselves, ‘another subject beneath me forwhom a world exists

before lam here and who marks out my placeinit.”>* The spatial facultyis furnished not by
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sensation, by amapping of the objects around us and our relationtothem, butbya
recognition of our orientation to the world, aspatial horizon which is always there and so
provides a pre-reflective, non-positing grasp of phenomenato which the subjectis spatially
anchored. When Roderickimagines himselfintermingled with the fields and woods of his Irish
estate, when Cousin Nettie perceives thatthe world beyond her window cannot be kept at bay
and indeed thatshe and herroom are already woven intoits spaces, itis because the spatiality
of theirsituationisrevealed by their purposive orientation to the world. Toapproach Bowen’s
writinginthisway s to read the spatial disposition of the characters notas symbolicbutas a
physical fact which determines how, through the prism of Bowen’s imagination, the characters
themselves perceivethe world. The spaces of the novel thus become indivisible from its plot
and characters, and each plays a part in constructingthe other, ina literary equivalentto the

J

phenomenologists’ ‘beinginthe world.” Bowen’s post-war writing shows subjects constituting
theirspatial world through enactment, not movingin a pre-determined space. This presents

not only a parallel with Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, but also a significant difference from her

pre-warwriting, such as the passage from The Last September quoted above.

This transformed understanding of space in the 1940s is incompatible with a modernist
conception of an annihilatinginfinite void which threatens to dissolve the subject. Space, for
Merleau-Ponty, exists only in conjunction with the subjectand is defined by the intentional
possibilities of ‘beingin the world’. Nullity offers no perceptual field and cannot be
conceptually grasped; it cannot be called into beingin the same universe as the subject whois
a pre-requisite for spatial existence. Inthese terms, the void surrounding the subject could
only everbe a metaphor, a purely psychicconcept dressedin the clothing of spatial
terminology. Merleau-Ponty perceives that: ‘We must...avoid saying thatourbody is in space
or in time, itinhabits space and time,’>> emphasising his belief that the only meaningful
descriptions of spatial relations are those which involve both the anchored body and its

connections with the world on which it operates. Critical readings of space in Bowen’s writing



43

fromthis period which adopta primarily metaphorical interpretation are likely to overlook the

significance she gives, after the outbreak of war, to the embodied subject.

This sense of embodiment as crucial to the perceptual assembly of spacesis noticeablein
more documentary writing about the war, such as Graham Greene’s descriptions of abombed
building. While Greenefirst registers simple shock at a building ‘neatly sliced in half’, he goes
on to suggestthatit isthe physical situation of the observerand the newly-established
positional relation with the space of the building which makes the scene truly arresting: ‘In the
bathroomthe geyserlooked odd and twisted seen fromthe wrongside, and the kitchen
impossibly crowded with furniture until one realized one had been given akind of mouse-eye
view from behind the stove and the dresser —all the space where peopleused to move about
with toast and tea-pots, was out of sight.”>® The scene is established both by a projection of the
observertoa physical position ‘behind the stove and the dresser’ and by an understanding of
whatwe saw in the introduction, a Husserlian ‘adumbration’ of the view, the presentation of a

particularfacet rather thana composite whole.

In the London Blitz, the destruction of buildings prompted numerous literary descriptions of
the sudden confusion between interior and exterior, of rooms torn open to the sky and people
exposedinamannerthat could be tragic, grotesque orabsurd. In the opening paragraph of
Greene’s Ministry of Fear, forexample, the presence of waris recognised by ‘the untidy gaps
between the Bloomsbury houses —a flat fireplace halfway up awall’>” and the arrival of a
bomb prompts the reflection that blast can have the effect of ‘landingyou nakedinthe street
or exposingyouinyourbed or on yourlavatory seatto the neighbours’ gaze.”® Cyril Connolly
partially absorbed this strangeness of viewinto the London landscape of ‘the streets around
this office, where the exposed green of fourth-floor bathrooms shines against the blue winter
sky.”>® Similarly, in hisautobiography, scientist R.V Jones recounts how a visiting French

professorattracted a crowd of street-level spectators when, finding most of his bedroom
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demolishedinaraid, he returnedto bed on the remainingledge of floor.° Rawlinson suggests
that descriptions like these were so common that they quickly became worn by convention
and were an apologeticcompensation forthe ‘imagination’s surrender’ before the enormity of
the violence that writing could not encompass, a ‘figurative and conceptual containment of
war’sdestructiveness.”®! Itis certainly easy to see how scenes like these could lend themselves
to familiar narratives of heroicresistance or of sang-froid under bombardment, buta
convention can nevertheless indicate anideathat has takenimaginative root. The spatial
dislocation produced daily inthe bombed city, including the interpenetration of interiorand
exteriorspaces, leftimaginativetracesin fiction which outlasted immediate representations of
the Blitz. The visual strangeness of bombed buildings lay not only in absurd juxtaposition or
grotesque alignments butalsoin the enforced contemplation of the erasure of a conceptual
boundary, the distinction between inside and outside. Virginia Woolf, aftervisiting the ruin of
herhouse in London’s Tavistock Square, wrote in herdiary for 20 October, 1940: ‘I cd justsee
a piece of my studio wall standing: otherwiserubble where | wrote so many books. Open air
where we sat so many nights, gave so many parties.’®? Bombingloosened Londoners’

conceptual certainty about the division between interiorand exterior.

Exteriors

Architects had begun trying to abolish the distinction between internal and external space well
before the start of World War 11, designing buildings which tried to capture a sense of the
permeation of theirinterior by the space of ‘outside’. This effect was enabled by technical
advancesincluding steel-framed buildings and pre-stressed concrete.®® In the first two decades
of the twentieth century painting saw a perspectival revolution with the space of cubism,
which visualised flattened planes of interpenetrative material and refused the possibility of a

single encompassing perspective. The architectural historian Sigfried Giedion, in Space, Time



45

and Architecture (1941), argued that the cubists had re-established contact with the space of
modern life and provided the key principles for contemporary plasticarts, including
architecture. However Giedion traces the re-conceptualisation of space back to the 19t
century when, he argues, the three-dimensional space of Euclidean geometry began to be
overturned by developmentsin mathematics and technology. A new understanding of space,

evinced by cubism, can be seeninstructures as early as the Eiffel Tower, builtin 1889:

The essence of spaceisitis conceived todayinits many-sidedness, the infinite
potentiality forrelations within it. Exhaustive description of an area from one point
of reference is, accordingly, impossible: its character changes with the pointfrom
whichitis viewed. Inorderto grasp the true nature of space the observer must
projecthimself throughit. The stairwaysinthe upperlevels of the Eiffel Towerare
amongthe earliestarchitectural expression of the continuous interpretation of outer
and innerspace.®*

In this context, the mingling of innerand outer space glimpsed in war-damaged London could
be seensimply as the coincidental reinforcement of an aesthetictendency already at work; the
effects of warechoing changesin aestheticpractice. Howeverthere isasense in which the
spatial transformation of the waron the city goesfurther, because itis registered notonly at
the level of the individual room or building butalso at the level of the street, the districtand

even of the whole city.

In 1963 Giedionre-published Space, Time and Architecture with a new introduction. Init, he
identified three phases of architecture overthe centuriesin which aninitial appreciation of
space generated by the interplay between spatial ‘volumes’ (seen forinstance in the
construction of the Parthenon orthe pyramids) had given way to an understanding of space as
hollowed-out fromits surroundings, of architecture purely asinterior space. But this was
superseded, followingthe optical revolutions of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
by a new phase of architectural understanding which combined elements of the first two
phasesyetintroduced the transformative quality of movementin space.® This development,

Giedion suggests, allowed a conception of architectural space which bursts the division
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betweeninteriorand exteriorand envisages solid forms shaping space as well as being

hollowed out by it:

Formsare not restricted to their corporeal limits, forms emanate and model space.
Today, we are again becomingaware that shapes, surfacesand planes serve notonly
to modelinteriorspace. They operate just as strongly, farbeyond the confines of
theiractual measured dimensions as constituent elements of volumes standing freely
inthe open[...] Today we againrealize that volumes affect space justas an enclosure
givesshape toan interiorspace.®®

Thisrefreshed understanding of ‘planned relations of volumes in space’®’, Giedion suggested,
was seenin Le Corbusier’s 1945 plans for the city centre of Saint Dié and the Unité
d’Habitationin Marseille, where he demonstrated his mastery of the flows of space and his
delightin ‘the play of light through space perforations’ . This was a step beyond the ‘capture’
of interpenetrative space inindividual buildings. When the built landscape is perceived to
mould exteriorspace, spatial effects are registered at the level of street, district ortown and

not only within the hollowed out space of individual buildings.

This architectonictendency, registering spatial operation against the expected outline of cities,
is characteristicof much 1940s fiction. It is often directly attributable to war’s violent
remodelling of the urban scene. Bombed gapsin normally continuous rows of buildings, vast
piles of rubble, blocked streets and ripped-open facades - all of these new shapesand forms,
exerted theirowninfluence on peoples’ apprehension of the space of theircity. Inregistering
bomb damage, people noticed notonly the shattered object butalsoits effectinremoulding

the surrounding space of the cityscape.

Londonitself took on a different spatial character because of the war, and the impression of
thisis unmistakeablein Bowen’s writing. The opening scene of The Heat of the Day, for
example, issetin Regent’s Park’s open-airtheatre, adesignation which initself stretches
familiar notions of inside and outside. The theatre is aplace where light, darkness, musicand

people are presented as spatial flows, seepingin and out of the permeable setting. This setting
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is ‘walled’ by thickets and trees but some of the orchestramusiccan ‘escape’ fromthe theatre
ina way whichis ‘disturbing’. Chairs ‘filled up slowly’ while the eveningisan ‘incomingtide’.
While late sunlight filtersinto the theatre, there is asuggestion of exchange, of darkness
filtering out: ‘this hollow which was the source of musicwas found also to be the source of
dusk.’®® This specifically war-time landscape at the centre of Londonis suggested asa
metonymicof the entire city because it exemplifies the porous spaces of war-time London. The
space of this ‘tarnished bosky theatre’’® gradually assumes an all-encompassing reality for the
city’s mixed, representative population gathered withinit: “‘What first was a mirage
strengthenedintoauniverseforthe shabby Londoners and the exiled foreigners sittingin this
worn glade.’”* By the end of this passage, the linguisticoverlaps between
‘tarnished...shabby...worn’, have helped form an equivalence between the theatre, its
audience andthe city itself. The adjective ‘tarnished’ clearly belongsto the theatre and
‘shabby’ to the Londoners but the possession of the third of the similaradjectivesisless clear:
the ‘worn glade’ might be taken to referto Londonitself as much as the theatre. As with
Roderick at Mount Morris, space and the human figure are interpenetrative, so that: ‘Pairs of
lovers...were glad to enterthis element notthemselves’ and ‘elderly people...fearlessly
exposed theiryearstothe dusk.””2 There is a deliberate ambiguity about both of these
sentences; the ‘element’ thatlovers are glad to enter whichis notthemselves can be
construed as love itself. Similarly, it might be that the fearlessness shown by the elderly is
simply disregard of the health risks of being outin chillier evening air. Yet the alternative
reading of both sentencesisalso clear, namely thata spatial interpenetration between
humans and theirenvironmentis at work in war-time London. Bowen’s writing equates the
various spatial flows in and out of the theatre —the incursion and excursion of people, music,
darkness and air — presenting them as equally and mutually constitutive of the city’s space. In

this sustained set-piece openingtothe novel, Bowen’s establishes not only atmosphere but
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also a spatial context of porousnessin which familiar spatial boundaries and categories are

loosened orerased by the war.

First publishedin Horizon in 1941, Bowen’s short story ‘In the Square’ also shows the
architectoniceffectthataspace formerly thought of as enclosed can exert onthe cityscape as
awhole. The story presents the urban landscape of a residential London square in which both
the material fabricof its houses, and the social lives within and around them, have been
twisted ordemolished by the war. This transformative damage can be registered in a cognitive
hierarchy, beginning with the destruction of the geometry of the square itself. Bombing has
blown away three houses, creating agap through which light pours, illuminating the damage
to individualhouses but also performing strange operations of colourand shade and testing

normal oppositions of inside/outside:

The sun, now too low to enter normally, was able to enter brilliantly ata pointwhere
three of the houses had been bombed away; two or three of the many trees, dark
with summer, caughton theirtopstheillicitgold. Each side of the breach, exposed
wallpapers were exaggerated into viridians, yellows and corals that they had
probably neverbeen. Elsewhere, the painted front doors under the balconiesand at
the tops of steps not whitened for some time stood outin the deadness of colour
with light off it. Most of the glassless windows were shuttered orboarded up, but
some framed hollow inside dark.”®

The house in which the story largely takes place isitself adislocated place where: 'One gota
feeling of functional anarchy, of loose plumbing, of fittings shocked from their place."”* And itis
overpopulated, with Magdelathe owner, herhusband's mistress, her nephew, a pair of
basement-dwelling caretakers and their policeman son. Each of them has theirown allotted
space in the house - the drawing-roomis Magdela's, the back dining-room Gina's - but the
effect of thisisto make the rooms dead, inoperative and unanchored. The drawing-room, for

instance:

Had neverhad any otheraspect, and it had no aspectat all tonight. The chairs
remained so many and their pattern was now so completely without focus that, had
Magdela not sat down where she did sit, he would not have knownin which direction
to turn.”
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The room feels newly unfamiliaranditis only Magdela’s physical action of sitting which
providesadirectional vector. Asin Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, space is discovered through

the body’s orientation to the world.

Evenforitsoccupants, thereisan imprecision aboutthe space in the house, with the names of
rooms often forgotten orsuspended: Ginareturnsto 'the room that was hersto sitin’,
Magdelavaguely knows that the policeman 'sometimes sleeps somewhere at the top of the
house'and says that 'the house seemsto belongto everyone now.'”® The imprecision is
heightened when Ginaopens up the archways between front and back diningrooms (recalling
the two inter-penetrative rooms of Stella's flatin Heat of the Day) to admit 'the perspective of
useless dining-room, the light fading from it through the bombed gap.’”” The flow of light, air,
and space through the 'dazzling breach'is mesmericforthe visitor Rupert:'"How curious that

lightis" he said, looking across at the gap.'’®

The overall effect of the story is to suggest thatits spatial oddities all originate from the
bombed gapin the corner of the square. The gap is the source of dislocation and imprecision,
of a sensory strangeness which can be both heighteningand deadening, and of a fluidity of
light, airand sound. Like Le Corbusier’s manipulation of perforationin space, the war has
wrought a transformation on London’s architectonicform which reshapes the apprehension of
the space with which thatformis involved. Whilethe story presents the square as hushed,
deadened and ghostly, italsoimpliesitsinhabitants are beginning to digestits newly-moulded
relation to London’s spaces — either cautiously venturing out of their breached enclave or
attemptingto assimilate anew outlook. Magdela’s nephew Bennet, like a stone-age explorer
‘going out to hunt food, kept close along underthe fronts of the houses, with a primitive
secretiveness. He made forthe north outlet of the square...and at last in the distance heard

the sound of a bus.’”° Gina, scribbling a note, writes: ‘Since | came here one thing and another
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seems to have altered my point of view.’®° The story ends with Magdela asking Rupert, as he
stares at the light through the gap: ‘Do tell me how things strike you...Do you think we shall all
see a great change?’8! Crypticthough herquestionis, it gathers togetherboth the cognitive

and conceptual uncertainty which the story has unfolded.

The bomb damage to the square, the hole itknocksin this corner of London’s architecture and
the flows of light and space which ensue, is not the only source of spatial unease here. There is
alsothe geometricdestruction of the outline of the square, the breaching of its perfect shape.
The sensory effects of the breach disorient the characters through the play of lightand the
effects of sound, airand perspective. They are also disturbed, the text suggests, by the newly-
incomplete shape. Thisincompletenessis conveyed not only by the use of the terms ‘breach’
and ‘gap’ to describe the damage but also by the parade of objects thatare jarred or missing —
the ‘fittings shocked from their place’, the ‘occasional blanks’ of missing furniture, glasses that
tinkle when ‘moved...inexpertly.’®? Bennet describes the houses of the square as ‘cracked’ and
asks ‘You think this place will ever patch up?’23 There iseven a hint of the idea of repair of the
damaged portion when he says, preparingto leave the square: ‘l expect I'll pick up something
at a CornerHouse’®, Like the foursides of a square, the story has four characters but Bennet’s

departure meansitends withthree of themin place, justas itbegan before Rupert’s arrival.

Maud Ellmann points out that the idea of an incomplete square was almost an a priori concept
for Elizabeth Bowen because herlrish familyhome, Bowen's Court, wasintended to be a
perfectsquare butwas left unfinished at one corner when building funds ran out.®>The
incomplete square, the gnomon that Joyce dwells onin Dubliners,® prompts various
metaphorical interpretations, Ellmann suggests, from asense of less-than-whole nationality of
the Anglo-Irish to psycho-analyticreadings of ashadowy third presence in lovers'pairings. The
image of a missingcornerrecursin ‘lvy Gripped the Steps’ (1945) where aflorist’s ‘had

received adirect hit: the entire cornerwas gone.’®” However, Bowen’s was not the only literary



51

voice unsettled by the damage done to London’s squaresin the Blitz. Virginia Woolf made one
of herperiodicwar-time returns to London from the Sussex countryside on 15January 1941
and was similarly discomfited by the shattering of their geometricform. She wrote in herdiary:
‘So by tube to the Temple; & there wandered in the desolate ruins of my old squares: gashed;
dismantled;the old red bricks all white powder, somethinglikeabuilder’syard...allthat
completeness ravished and demolished’#. Woolf, who had propertiesin both Tavistock and
Mecklenburgh squares during the war, mourns the loss of the squares’ ‘completeness’ at least

as much as the damage itself.

This distress atthe breaking of squares may have been an atavisticresponse to the despoiling
of a pure formand perhaps, in Bowen’s case, areflex to the visual reminder of the
incompleteness of Bowen’s Court and the psychicsignificance it carried forher. However
London’s squares also have a socio-political history intertwined with their geometry. From the
earliesttheorisingaboutacity’sideal shape, the concept of geometricorderhas been
understood as an expression also of political order. Lewis Mumford, in The City in History,
suggests the urge to control and orderthe space of the city developedinthe Baroque age, into
the mathematical management of its perspectives, with foreground and horizon as two axes
joined by a third axis of movement which repeated the perspectival laws of classical painting
but was also consonant with the political consolidation of territory. This spatial vision led to
the city of the grand vista, of facades and pavementsreceding gradually toaview of endless
perspective.®° The evolution of the London square, which began in the eighteenth century,
combined geometricorder with both visual openness and ideas of privacy. Mumford argues
that squares, which were predominantly home to newlywealthy professional and mercantile
classes, allowed people of the same rank to live togetherbutin a place of architectural
conformity which blanketed over differences of religion orideology. The gardens which quickly
developed at the centre of the squares (a space originally used as parking places for carriages)

played acrucial role, becomingthe common outlook of the square’s residents, places which
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combined: ‘visual openness and social privacy. Class barriers now formed an invisible ha-ha.”®°
Thus squares and the precisely-shaped gardensin their midst exercised amore subtle and
malleable form of social regimentation through their patterns repeated across the city: ‘The
open space a simple geometricfigure, crescent, circle, oval, square, bounded by arail that
enclosedthe greenery: astreetonthe peripheryforaccess.’** (The removal of railings in the
war, as we shall see, also had powerful imaginative effects). Other cities have squares and
crescentstoo but the completeness of these geometricforms have a particularsignificance for
the social and architectonicstructure of London. The architect Steen Rasmussen noted that
‘the London square is very different from the grand continental squares of the Baroque period’
because the continental version is subordinate to agrand architectural composition, an

intended monumental effect, whereas London squares are seen as discrete and individual :

The English square, or crescent...isarestricted whole as complete as the courtyard of
a convent. They form fine geometrical figuresin the town plan, they are regularand
completely uniformonall sides, and a series of such squares may be linked together
inany order.%?

A breachin the geometricintegrity of aLondon square then would, on thisaccount, have a
particularly disturbing effect onitsinhabitants, as seen both in Woolf’s distress (quoted above)
at the rupture of London’s squares and in the spatial unease that pervades Bowen’s ‘Inthe
Square’. ForBowen, who lived beside the John Nash-designed circles around Regent’s Park, as
for Woolfin her Bloomsbury squares, bomb-damage also entailed anxiety at aloosening of
social order. Thisisapparentin the newly class-mixed household of ‘In the Square’, in the
invasion of the square’s central garden by ghostly lovers and by the suggestion that they may
also permeate the damaged and boarded houses —despite Gina’s objection that ‘They’re
property.’®3But this social anxiety is bound up with imaginative spatial forms, and specifically,
with the particular effects onthe perception of space produced by the warand with the

fracture of geometricshape.
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The idea of shape seemedto exertapowerful influence on Bowen’s thinkinginthe 1940s. She

muses explicitly aboutitinalettertoV.S. Pritchett, published in 1948 as part of the three-way

correspondence Why Do | Write? In it, she suggests:

Shape is possibly the importantthing...The idea of the possibility of shape is notonly
magnetic, it's salutary. Shapelessness, lack of meaning, and being without direction is
most people's nightmare, once they begin to think —and more and more people are
beginningtothink, clearly...Isn't the average thinker simply trying to trace out some
pattern around himself? Or, to come on, detect, uncovera master-patternin which
he has his place?...And couldn’tit be thatthe wish, the demand forshape is more
than individual, thatit’s a mass thing...%

The precise meaning of this passage is hard to grasp. Termslike shape, patternand direction
are capable of various interpretations; Bowen could be referring to social shape and moral
direction as the things the reading publicare attracted to rather than mathematical, aesthetic
or cognitive pattern. Howeverit's precisely the inchoate form of Bowen's thought here,
'Shape, relation, direction...| can'texplorethis further...I'monly on the edge of ahazy idea...'%®
which suggests an attemptto appraise an emerging concept, something gradually coalescing
fromthe purely abstract. There isa fascinatingtensionin 1940s writing which tries to express

these abstract concernsin the concrete figurations of awar-torn city.

The same fascination with shape is at workin Sansom’s story ‘The Wall’ which describes the
buckle and sudden collapse of the side of abuilding on acrew of firemen. In many ways thisis
a recognisably common blitz description of asolid form loosened and scattered by bombing —
emphasising the contrast between solidity and weightlessness with 'ton upon ton of red brick
hoveringinthe airabove us’.°® On the otherhand, these visions of animation and collapseare
counterbalanced by atext whichis astonishingly laden with words that signify shape and
concrete spatial form. Ina story that isjust overthree pageslong, we encounter: maze, stage -

set, half, sides, middle,diamond, negative (inthe photographicsense), yards, rectangles,
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symmetry, spacing, oblong, formation, thick, squared, frame, solid, flatly, inverted, pathway,
line, ray, static, contour, footlong, rings, supports,wheel, shapeand horizontal. Inthe
penultimatetwo paragraphs of the story, as the wall does finally collapse on the firemen,
these spatial terms are suddenly suspended —disappearing fromthe text justas the solid wall
givesway like abreaking wave. One of the firemen is killed but the narratorand his nearest
colleague miraculously survive because they are framed in the oblong space of a window as
the wall hitsthe ground they are standingon. In the story's final sentence, the spatialwords
suddenly return: ‘We had been framed by one of those symmetrical, oblong window spaces’®’
—aresumption which echoes the wall's crash. Where Giedion described observers having to
projectthemselvesinto the spaces of the Eiffel Tower, the waractively framed humansinthe
spaces of their city, forcinga contemplation of its forms and shapes. If Sansom’s story can be
interpreted as an attemptto impose the meaning of shape onformlessnessitalso involves

detailed and novel scrutiny of the inter-relation between human figures and urban landscape.

Gettingthe phenomenaright

Sansom’sinterestin thisscene however has an internal, as well as e xternal, focus. His writing
isnot limited to describing the action but also interrogates the psychological processinvolved
in capturingit. Hisinterestamountsto a literary investigation of the phenomenon, a parallel to
the philosophical work being continued in this period by Merleau-Ponty among others. As John
Russell putsit: ‘Sansom’s are stories that get the phenomenaright —they existforthat
purpose.’®®In ‘The Wall’ Sansom scrutinises the scene with a cognitive and psychological
interest whichisalmostclinical: ‘Inthat simple second my brain dige sted every detail of the
scene. New eyes opened at the sides of my head so that, from within, | photographed a
hemispherical panorama’®®. The multipleshapes of the burning warehouse and the wider city

become notjustobjectsinview butalso frames and filters of perception: moonlight reaches
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the firemen through ‘declivities in the skyline’, the falling wall gradually occludes light whichiis
‘squeezedtoathinline’ andthe orange-red of flames appears to ‘bulge from the black frame-
work’ of the wall.1°° The effect of the writing here is to suggest a perceptual field in which
neitherobjects norsensations are grasped in qualitative isolation but, rather, one in which
they operate incombination, to collectively establish a cognitive whole: flames, light, darkness
and smoke, and the spatial forms they assume are as constitutive as brick wall. There isasense
inwhichall the things that the narrator notices about the scene do notadd up to our total
potential knowledge of it, and that more lurks just beyond the margin of current perception.
Rawlinson’s analysis of this passage is acute in that he points to a separation of the authorial
subject, dividing it between aself that notes the detail of the scene and another which stands
back fromit. HoweverRawlinson’s explanation forthis separation is that the portion of the
narrative subject which stands aloof from this description of the Blitzis doingsoin
acknowledgement of the impossibility of describing the bombing. Itis possible neither to
describe itsviolent power norfind a position commanding enough to allow atotalizing view.
Thus, Rawlinson argues, authorsin the Second World War are driven to metaphorsince they
cannot adequately describewhat is seen. Ashort story like ‘The Wall’ which adopts forms of
documentary orreportage in an attemptto capture events will, on Rawlinson’s account, be

limited torecording only ‘marginal detail’.

In fact, what we seemtofindinthe separation of Sansom’s narrative voice is hierarchy rather
than rupture. That part which apprehends the detail of the burning warehouse —the symmetry
of oblong windows or the play of moonlight on alleyways forinstance —isinvolved with the
otherpart which registers adeeper,immanentsignificance in the scene through the operation
of what Maurice Merleau-Ponty calls a ‘non-positing consciousness.’*°! This consciousnessis a
function of perception which does not grasp objectsin their detail but nevertheless presents
the world to us, which understands its fundamental construction in away that is intuitivelyand

intersubjectively accessible. Thisis a pre-reflective consciousness which organises the world
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for us and constantly createsitin our perception as a coherentfield before we apply further
interpretive arrangements such as judgement and concepts, which Merleau-Ponty considers
second-orderknowledge of the world. Sansom’s story displays exactly this sense of barely-
conscious capture of the world, of the significance of the event grasped by a primary faculty

rather than by deliberativessifting of the scene’s details:

...although at thistime the entire hemispherical scene appeared static,animminence
of movement could be sensed throughout —presumably because the scene was
actually moving. Even the speed of the shutter which closed the photograph on my
mind was powerless to exclude this motion from adeeper consciousness. The picture
appeared staticto the limited surface senses, the eyes and the material brain, but
beyondthatthere was hidden movement.1%?

The ‘hidden movement’ is grasped in atotal capture of a perceptual field which seizes both
objects standing out from their background but also a sense of the qualitiesin th e background
behindthem—seen, as itwere, out of the corner of the eye. Sansom’s distinction between a
‘deeperconsciousness’ which seizes this movementand the ‘surface senses’ which are more
limited, echoes the description of a ‘barely-noticed organising function or motive in the
process of perception’ which Merleau-Ponty outlines in The Phenomenology of Perception
(1945):

...the perception of ourown body and the perception of external things providean

example of non-positing consciousness, thatis, of consciousness notin possession of

fully determinate objects, that of alogiclived through which cannotaccount for

itself, and that of an immanent meaning whichis notcleartoitself and becomes fully
aware of itself only through experiencing certain natural signs.°3

We are equipped with an organising faculty which, though we are not normally aware of its
operation, perceivesthe world’s structure - which assemblesafield to be surveyed and allows

us to pick out figures from background, objects from their horizon.
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Following Merleau-Ponty’s argument, the ‘hidden movement’ discerned by Sansom’s subject
in ‘The Wall’ suggests that a primordial sense of the spatial has been seized amid the
bombardment of London. Sansom, like Bowen, does not limit war writing to a description of its
immediate sensory effects orto a displacement of eventsintoametaphoric realm. Between
those two modes, writers seemed to discoverasignificant way of re-imagining the spatial
through their scrutiny of the architectonics of war-time London, the effects of the
bombardmenton both the subject and the city, and the impulse to aconceptual structure
needed to grasp these transformations. The spatial substance of war-time London was
perceived, notas a container of objects orsensory horizon, butas a textured field of
perceptual experience, amaterial bound up with subjectand objectalike, mutually tethered
and defining. As Merleau-Ponty putsit: ‘We have been forced to recognize that spatial
perceptionisastructural phenomenonandis comprehensible only within a perceptual field
which contributesinits entirety to motivating the spatial perception by suggesting to the

subjecta possible anchorage.”%*

Attemptingtoread fiction of the war this way remains problematicbecause it raises the
guestion of how a literary subject would access this primordial perceptual sense which
normally remains hidden from us. There is therefore a necessarily mysterious quality in the
way a fictional imagination seems to grope its way towards a concept of the world similarto
that described by Merleau-Ponty, as seenin phrases like ‘deeper consciousness’ and ‘hidden
movement’ used by Sansom forexample. We finditagainin Bowen’s struggle to describe the
particular compulsions and pressures of writing about the war, where stories ‘were flying
particles of something enormous and inchoate that had been going on. They were sparks from
experience —an experience not necessarily my own.’ 1% Bowen’simage of sparks echoes
Merleau-Ponty’s own metaphorforthe shower of phenomena which are presentin our
perception but which we do not normally notice unless we can somehow step backtofinda

differentangle or perspective on our experience: ‘Reflection does not withdraw from the



58

world towards the unity of consciousness as the world’s basis; it steps back to watch the forms
of transcendence fly up like sparks from afire; it slackens the intentional threads which attach
us to the world and thus brings them to our notice; italone is consciousness of the world
because itrevealsthat world as strange and paradoxical’1%. Viewed against the background of
Bowen’s attraction to shape, of the textured and interpenetrative space of herwarfictionand
of the perceptual oddities by which spaceisregisteredinit, itseems plausible that the
peculiarities of writing about the warwhich she attempts to explainin this postscriptto The
Demon Lover were driven as much by issues of perception and cognition as by those of identity

and society.

Howeverwe can pointto more than justa coincidence of languageto suggest how and why
some war-time writing appears to share Merleau-Ponty’s insight of aworld whose phenomena
can be glimpsed if only we can suspend our habitual conscious processes. Two things make it
hard for us to achieve this suspension and to grasp experienceasitreallyis; first the sheer
familiarity of our perceptual world and, second, our stubborn conceptual framework, the
conditioned assumption that the universe is made of determinate objects outtherein space
perceived by adisembodied subject. The second of these limitations, Merleau-Ponty arguedin
aradio broadcast of 1948, was beingundermined by the middle of the twentieth century by
the achievements of painting, poetry, philosophy and psychology. The painter Cézanne and his
followers, forexample, by employing colour, shape and extension as mutually constitutive
parts of the perceived world ratherthan as separate categories: ‘have refused tofollow the
law of geometrical perspective...because they have sought to recapture and reproduce before
our very eyesthe birth of the landscape. They have...striven to recapture the feel of perceptual
experience itself.”*°” The recapture of the phenomena of experience asitis lived was no happy
accident but the result of intentional application, a cultural shift well in evidence by the time of
the war and a clear influence on the period’s writing. Stephen Kern, in The Culture of Time and

Space, gives an even more detailed account of this cultural shift, analysing artisticinnovation
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with scientific, mathematical and technological revolutions to show how the collective

understanding of space had been transformed from the early part of the twentieth century:

The traditional view that space was an inert void in which objects existed gave way to
anewview of itas active and full. A multitude of discoveries and inventions,
buildings and urban plans, paintings and sculptures, novels and dramas, philosophical
and psychological theories, attested to the constituent function of space .1%®

Kern calls this new arrangement positive-negative space, indicating that the background has
become nolesssignificant than the object, that everythinginsidethe frame of, say, a cubist

painting, isimportantin constituting the whole. Sculpture was the most potent medium for
exemplifying this new conception, with artists like Boccioni and Archi penko creating figures
which framed space as part of the created whole so that the work embodied the collision of

‘empty’ and ‘full’ space.

Howeverwhile Merleau-Ponty’s and Kern’s descriptions of an upheaval in the cultural
understanding of space have many similarities, such as the deliberate overturning of
perspectival laws and the conceptual death of space asinfinite container, they also show
significant differences. In asserting the existence of positive-negative space, Kern, as he
admits, % risks erasing the figure-background distinction which is precisely what Merleau-
Pontyreliesonin hisaccount of how the perceptual field is established. A cubist painting
contains everything (including space) inside its frame —with the distinction between
background and foreground abolished, all of its elements strike us with equal perceptual force.
For Merleau-Ponty the background, faintly perceived, is notonly still there butis crucial to our
ability to pick out an object, indeed to ourvery capacity to pick out objectsatall. Since the
background can ‘run under’ objects, itcan be hidden from our conscious view, not noticed
,andyet still perceived by our pre-conscious and intuitive sense of the world. Space need not
be framed or composedinthe view tobe experienced by anembodied subject who, like the

narrator of ‘The Wall’, may grasp the phenomenal world obliquely and with asense of
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mystery. One could turnto eitherKern’s or Merleau-Ponty’s narrative to show how the Second
World War was preceded by a period of dramaticchange in the way that space was conceived.
However Merleau-Ponty's account of the world and experience seems to accord more closely
with the way they were imagined by certain writersin World War [l who grasped at this

occluded perceptual structure.

The sheerfamiliarity of the perceptual world was the otherfactorrestraining accesstothe
phenomenal field of pre-conscious experience and was also underassaultin bombed London.
Flame and blackout, chasms of space and wreaths of smoke, prese nted an unfamiliar
perceptual backcloth on which thoughts were assembled and against which objects were
identified. In ‘“The Blitz’, Constance Fitzgibbon recorded the descriptions of aman who saw
that: ‘Night by night...London was vanishing...The familiar London of streets rapidly
disappeared and one became used to a nightmare new landscape consisting of sand dunes
from burst sandbags, and heaps of rubble where houses had been.’*'° The specificity of objects
gave way to descriptions couched inthe terms of their constituentand indeterminate
substances. This blurring effectis mirrored in ascene from Humphrey Jennings’film A Diary for
Timothy (1945) where three small boys walk down abombed street between huge piles of
rubble on eitherside.!! What strikes the eye is notonly the difference in scale as the boys are
dwarfed by the heaps of bricks, but also the shapelessness of the mounds. The very

indeterminacy of the objects, as big as buildings but without form, is arresting.
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Image from A Diary for Timothy (1945) directed by Humphrey Jennings

As inthis shot, authors sometimes foregrounded the unfamiliar strangeness of shapes and
outlines produced by war. Much attention has been paid tothe narrative and rhetorical
strategies orfailures of war-time fiction, but sometimes this emphasis on narrative strategy
can mask the descriptive impulse of authors and theirattempts to just presentratherthanto

explain.

Forinstance, Henry Green’s novel Caught (1943) concludes with an anti-climacticaccount by
the fireman protagonist Richard Roe of his first great action, struggling to contain a blaze on
London’s docks. The drama of the events he isrecountingto hissister-in-law is undercut by

interruption, in parenthesis, of anothervoice which denies and qualifies Roe’s account:

‘We were right on top of the blaze. It was acres of timber storage alightabout two
hundredyardsinfront...like ahuge wood fire on a flat hearth, only a thousand times
bigger.’

(Ithad not beenlike thatatall. What he had seenwas a broken, torn-up dark mosaic
aglow with rose where square after square of timberhad been burned down to
embers, whilebeyondthe distant yellow flames toyed joyfully with the next black
stacks which softly mergedinto the pink of that night.)**?
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Critical analysis of this passage tends to ascribe Roe’s narratorial failure eitherto flawsin his
psychological personaorto the stilling, by a propagandist state, of authenticstories of the
people at war. Adam Piette suggests the latter, arguing that the Blitzis an indescribable event,
a fact that is tacitly acknowledged by the odd parentheticinterruption of Green’s text. This
indescribability explains what Piette sees as the inadequacy of the writing at this point; Piette
variously dismisses it as lazy, clumsy and ‘irritatingly imprecise.”’*® Yetit can be argued that
thisveryimprecisionisthe effect Green wantsthe textto convey here, counter-posing the less
distinct outlines of the ‘torn-up, dark mosaic’ and the rest of the section in parenthesis, with
the concreteness of the preceding sentence with its precise measurement of ‘two hundred
yards’ and its stark simile of ‘like ahuge fire on aflat hearth’. Perhaps the reason that ‘It had
not been like thatat all’ was that the unfamiliarity of this position forced adifferent order of
perception onthe subject, one in which vagueroutlines of phenomena, the glowing colours,
flames and non-objectified shapes of squares and stacks, replaced a presentation of the scene
already ordered by a conceptualising consciousness, what Merleau-Ponty calls
‘intellectualism’. In Caught, asin much otherwar-time fiction, the struggle simply to describe
whatis perceived, to capture the phenomena, seems more urgent than any attemptto explain

whatit means.

The space of hallucination

In Bowen’s case, a critical focus on her presentation of the strange phenomena of war offers
an alternative way of understanding the phantasmagoricand hallucinatoryin herfiction. In the
story ‘Mysterious Kor’ forexample, Pepita’s imagination transforms a blacked-out London
underdazzlingmoonlight into the fabulous city of H Rider Haggard’s novel She, while The Heat
of the Day similarly changes streets and buildings into strange or unearthly shapes (Londonis

glimpsed more than once asa wood forexample). Visions of a ghostly city and population are
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repetitivethemes and asupernatural presence becomes explicitin the stories ‘The Demon
Lover’, ‘Green Holly’ and ‘The Cheery Soul’. The recurrence of this hallucinatory, other-worldly
visionin Bowen’s fiction has unsurprisingly lentitselfto multiple psycho-analyticreadings of
the texts. Sara Wasson, forinstance, in Urban Gothic of the Second World War (2010), argues
that the conditions of the Blitz made literal many of the tropes of Gothicfiction; people were
buried alive, dark streets were filled with the howling of ‘banshee’ sirens, bodies were
dismembered.!'* InBowen’s case, she suggests, this reworking of the Gothictendency is
expressedinthe form of uncanny houses, places which are the site of a Freudian repression or
return and also a Lacanian disruption of anillusion of wholeness - in thisinstance, the
constructed unity of national togetherness. Neil Corcoran similarly reads the avengingreturn
of the ghostly fiancée in “The Demon Lover’ as the eruption, into both home and country, of
what has previously been repressed, including the memory of the First World War.1*> Phyllis
Lassnerargues that Bowen mixes hallucinatory visions with naturalisticdetail in away that

helpsto achieve the multiple conceptual dissolutions that her fiction exhibits. 116

In all of these accounts, the cognitive dislocation of the war, the strange sensory effects of
darkness, moonlight, smoke, ruins, flashes and screams, is understood primarily as a prompt
for the imagination to veerinto fantasy worlds, projecting another non-material existence over
the physical fact of war-time London. Yet suggestions that strange phenomenatriggerthe
imagination of an alternate world overlook the way these sensory phenomena are grasped as
themselves constructive of the experience of space. Forina multi-sensory space which an
embodied subjectinhabits (ratherthan merely occupies), toregisterasensationis part of the
process of constructing space. No one sense can entirely possess space according to Merleau-
Ponty; all of them work to form a unitary space although there may be individual worlds for
each sense withinthe larger whole, worlds which are visual, acoustic, tactile etc. Space is
transformed according to which of the sensesis primarily employedinits assembly. For

example the space of a concert hall is changed if one listens to a concert with eyes closed, as
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the musicseems tocome froma ‘larger’ space. As Merleau-Ponty describes this aural
experience: ‘Itbringsanew dimension stealing through visible space, and inthisitsurges
forward, just as, invictims of hallucination the clear space of things perceived is mysteriously
duplicated by a “dark space” in which other presences are possible.”*” In this subjective,
embodied assembly of space, its many textures are endowed by the perceptual process which
permits the registration of sensory detail, the bestowing of attention. In literature, multi-
sensory descriptions of landscape or urban environments are similarly capable of suggesting

space as textured and malleable—heterogonous ratherthanisomorphic.

In The Heat of the Day, it seems that space is simultaneously seen, felt, weighed, smelled and
heard. The war-time city, itsinterpenetrative exteriors and interiors, objects and conditions, is
constantly remade by its embodied subject-inhabitants. A lengthy description of Stellaand
Harrison experiencing rain falling on the blacked-out city exemplifies this polysensory spatial

construction:

She heard him run the blind up, throw up the sash as far as it would go: an outdoor
breath swelled the curtains, sifting round them damply into the room. She raised her
headto listen, butheard norain —heard nothing: the silence could not have been
more complete if Harrison had walked straight on out of the window.

She got up and went after him through the curtains. Rain was to be seenglintingin
the lightshe letthrough behind her; behind the fine fall was the sighing darkness...

Assuaging blankness out of the open window began to enter herthrough the eyes.
The embrasure feltlike abalcony, one stood projected, high up, intothe unseen
unsounding sentient world of rain. Nothing more than anintimation was in the dark
air; the fall’s softness vicariously was to be felt on the roofs around, in the streets
below. Only by the smell of refreshed stone was one to know that thisrainfell ona
city.

...The total dark of the city became tonight as unprecautionary, natural as that of
rocks, woods and hillson which elsewhererainfell. The peacefulness of this
outcome of the late evening’s tense massed warlike clouds was the one thing
astonishing: now in effect the war became as unmeaningas the quarrel; two persons
speechlessly ata window became as anonymous as the city they overlooked...

The darkness by force of beingsolonglookedinto resolveditself into particles, some
lighter; airand solids just lifted apart; rooflines took on an uncertain form. But inside
here, inthe embrasure, between the window-frame and the curtains, both persons

still stayed blotted out: it was at an unestablishable distance from Stella that Harrison
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said: ‘Yes, | should say this had settledin wet.” She gotthe impression he had put his
hand outdoors that that had been the act which had made him speak.’*1®

The ‘depersonalised’ figures stand exposed beforethe city-space in away that emphasises
theirpositional orientationtoit (‘one stood projected, high up’) and the spatial modification
made by theirbodily actions (she lifting her head, he putting out his hand and, earlier,
imagined walking through the window). The passage emphasises the variety of senses involved
in presentingthe city —vision, sound, touch and smell —but does not lapse into a vague
synaesthesia; eachis distinctly operativein establishing the perceptual whole. The two
subjects are partly subsumedintothe field beforethem (‘blotted out’ and separated by
‘unestablishable distance’), suggesting theiranchored involvement with this space butalso
draw forthitsformsthrough their perceptual attention such as the darkness resolved into
particles. In Merleau-Ponty’s terminology, perception and reflex come out to meetthe world
inwhichthey are situated. The final sentence, in which Harrison appears almost to touch the
cityscape outside, fixes the impression of constitutive action, the construction of perceptual
space as anteriorto consciousness or speech sothat Stellaseesitas ‘the act which had made

himspeak.’

Silence, darkness and emptiness are glimpsed here as somehow part of this spatial
construction—not as nullity orabsence but as substance.'®Silence is ‘complete’, the ‘total,
dark’ of the city is ‘unprecautionary, natural’ and the repetition of un-forms, asin ‘unseen,
unsounding sentientrain’ has the perverse effect of establishing presence. It has been widely
notedthat in her1940s fiction Bowen adopts strange syntax in which sentences are often
invertedto carry an oddly-stressed or doubled negative form, forexample: ‘Now the clock had
struck: nostep could not be his’*2° This repeated formal device reinforces the sense in her
fiction of negative orapparently empty terms being substantially present. This tendency

reveals aphilosophical interestin the construction and ontology of space. The presence of
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apparentnullityis the obverse concomitant of space which is always provisional in thatitis
constantly remade inrelation with a perceptual subject. As Hermione Lee observes,
‘Permanence is always atriskin hernovelsand stories.’*?! Bowen herselfseemsto allude to
this hard-won, if provisional, process of ontological creation as the defining act of a writer: ‘I
don’tthinkany of us feel ourselvesto be unrelatable to something. We envisage, we are not

passive, and we are not contributing to anarchy: that may be the most to be claimed for us.’ 22

In examining the effects of the Second World War on fiction then, it makes more sense to see
the unusual sensory stimuliof war-time as, primarily, adisturbance of the perceptual grasp of
the world and its spaces. Only as a secondary process did the strange sensations of the Blitz
triggerimaginative states, such as the Gothic, supernatural or hallucinatory. Even where
characters resort to imaginative escape, as Pepitadoesintheillusory city of Kor, the process of
fictional construction, of re-imagination, is mimetically enacted in the story through the
naturalisticdescription of London under moonlight which precedes, not once but twice,
Pepita’simaginative claiming of this scene. It may be possible, as Pepita observes, to blow
‘whole placesinto existence’*?3 but they will be built from the substances of the war-moulded
city. Here again Bowen’s writing seems to enact the bodily and perceptual assembly of space

theorised by Merleau-Pontyinthe same decade.

London’s disappearingrailings

The structure of the city, its physical environment and spatial organisation, can also provide
the conceptual scaffold for the imagination, the frame of reference forindividual thought.
Sometimes, apparently trivial changes appeared to have far-reaching effects on the
imagination - forexample inthe case of London’s disappearing railings. Following a national
campaign for scrap metal, railings were often removed from parks, squares and private houses

so that theiriron could be used in the manufacture of munitions. In many cases, public
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enthusiasm for this removal of railings was high—not only for the helpitwould give to the war
effortbutalso because railings were often seen as uncared forand unsightly. By the summer
of 1942, The Times reported, more than 114,000 tons of iron had been collected in London this
way.2* Howeverthe newspaper’s letters page also saw a vigorous debate about the issue
throughout the war, which involved publicfigures including Evelyn Waugh, Giles Gilbert Scott,
Osbert Sitwell and Lady Oxford. In part, the controversy was about aesthetics and heritage.
While there was a general acceptance that the railings should be used, therewere also pleas,
fromthe Georgian Society forexample, that the best examples should be left intact. Waugh,
perhaps characteristically, drew attention to the historicvalues with which they were
associated: ‘The railings which adorned the homes of all classes were symbols of
independenceand privacy valuedin an age which rated liberty above equality.”??> Architect
Gilbert Scott organised an exhibition, ‘Railings for Scrap’, to clarify discussion about what
should goand what should be saved. However objectors also expressed asense that the
topographiccoherence of London would be impaired by the |oss of some railings. The Times
guoted one who cited ‘the heavy Nash railings of Park Crescent...as a clear case in which
removal would be vandalism, since they are an essentiallink between the architecture and the
town-planning lay-out’!?®. As the railings came down, the controversy developed a political
edge thatcentred on London’s squares and debate about whetherthe space they had formerly
enclosed was publicor private. ‘l have often feltindignant’, wrote one Londoner, ‘when the
well-to-dointhe great squares have left theirhousesin August forScotland, the country or
abroad to see the small, humble children on holiday playingin the surrounding hard wood -
paved streets’.??” Aspate of letter writers agreed, arguing that the opening up of the squares
to all-comers, by removal of the railings, was ademocratic use of privileged and often empty
enclaves. The contrary view came from some residents of the squares who complained not
only of trampled grass and pilfered flowers but also about the effect on prope rty values and

the cost of maintaining what had become acommon resource.?®
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The social and spatial anxiety that the removal of the railings engendered also leftits markin
the fiction of the 1940s, and especially that of Elizabeth Bowen. Asaresident of Clarence
Terrace onthe borders of Regent’s Park, Bowen herself saw the railings separating her house
fromthe streetand fromthe publicpark taken up during the war.'?° The anticipation of this
war-time commonplace arisesin the story ‘Inthe Square’. When Bowen’s character Bennet
asks: ‘I say, | thoughtthey were takingthe railings away fromthe squares; | thought the iron
was some good’, the prospectis associated both with the incursion of the ghostly couples
glimpsed gatheringinthe dusk butalso with a sense of the incompleteness of the square and
the question of whetheritwill ‘patch up’. Bennet’s conclusion, ‘anybody can have itas far as
I’'mconcerned’, ties his feeling of apatheticabandonment to the anticipated loss of the
railings, ashrugover what could be the final loosening of both the square’s social and
geometricstructures.'3° A propheticuneaseis played outin otherstoriesin which the railings
have gone, disorienting and discomfiting some of Bowen’s characters. Theirabsenceina
blacked-out London street scene, including ‘acornerwith no railing’, leaves Clara utterly lostin
herown districtand — like the couples of ‘Inthe Square’ —insubstantial in the ‘solid darkness’
so that ‘she seemed to passlike aghost through an endless wall’*31. The absentrailingsare an
imaginative component of the interpenetrative spaces which Bowen’s fiction repeatedly
produces; theirloss removinga perceptual marker which previously guided movement
throughthat space. Even whenrailings are presentin ascene, they can be part of this
defamiliarised, interpenetrative landscape, asin ‘The Demon Lover’ where the ‘unfamiliar
queerness’ of the street scene includes ‘acat [which] wove itself in and out of railings.’**?In
the story ‘I Hear You Say So’, whichis set in Regent’s Park a week after V.E Day, two characters
reflect onthe significance of the park’s new physical shape —specifically its loss of railings —
produced by the war. For one of them, a grandmotherwhois not named but whose grandson
has beenkilled inthe war, the loss of the railings is suggestive of social anarchy brewing

outside the privileged London home to which she hasreturned:
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The old woman...had come back to London and was brokenhearted at everything
outside the reopened windows of her house. The beautiful spearheaded railings of the
park were gone; every place was invaded and desecrated; Roland had left no child in
Ursula’s body. ‘I shall be glad to go,’ said the old woman. ‘Look at the shameless people
rollingonthe grass. Is it forthis we have given Roland?’133

The woman’s class-rooted distaste at the occupants of the park expresses a more general fear
of the shape of post-warsociety. Her conservativeimpulse is bound up with the regret that her
grandson has left no heirto compensate for his sacrifice. The loss of the ‘beautiful’ railings
then, recalls correspondents to The Times who identified trampled grass and purloined flowers
as symptoms of a frightening social upheaval, one marked by the loss of social and aesthetic

tradition. Spaces of London are ‘invaded and desecrated’ both literally and figuratively.

Yet the same story views the vanished railings from another perspective, that of a man whois
not named and does not speak but whois described as ‘obsessed-looking, aimless’ and
‘neurotic’ as he patrols the park, where his ‘movements gave rise to the ideathat there was
something orsomebody hidden there.’3* Glimpsed indirectly from the flare of his match as he
lights a cigarette ora flash of reflected lightin his glasses, the manisanindeterminate physical
presence described through his cognitive and psychicprocesses. He is a questioningand
scrutinising subject of the park’s environment and conditions: hearing a nightingale’s song, for
example, he ‘stood staring about him, trying to calculate its effect on other people.’ Itis
through his mediation that we register benches ‘extinguished into darkness’, in which intense
silences are ‘disturbingto the neuroticman’. Itisin this mode —almost as an assistant narrator
- that the man muses on the disappeared railings: ‘Eversince railings had been taken away, he
had notceasedto brood on what must be the consequences, nor had he ceased frequenting
the night parks’**®. It isas if Bowen has conjured the collective unease of war-time London
overitsvanishedironworkinto the shape of thisunnamed everyman with his explicitly

disturbed mind. The omission of adefinitearticle inthe phrase ‘eversince railings had been



70

taken away’, reinforces this sense of generality,as does the plural form of ‘night parks’, by
which his mind absorbs the absence of all railings and all parks. Unlike Roland’s grandmother,
for whom the railings represented primarily a bulwark against achanging social order, here
theirloss seemsto generate amore organic sense of dislocation, adisturbance in the
collective conceptualisation of the city’s space. In each case though, the text combines the
imaginative and the visual sense of loss; the visual through the concreteness of the ‘beautiful,
spear-headed railings’ and, in the unnamed man’s case, through his accumulative perceptual
construction of the park. The look of the entire city, its collective image, had been disturbed by
war and this affected the mind. The Times made this point specificinan article printed just
fourdays afterV.EDay, which considered the post-war state of London: ‘Of many minor
changes, one which strikes the imagination hardly lessthan the eye is the disappearance of
railings from the characteristicLondon squares and the parks’3¢. If the change was ‘minor’
when set against the capital’s toll of death and destruction, it was profound in terms of the

picture of the city collectively held by itsinhabitants.

A theory developed by the geographer Kevin Lynch may explain how the loss of railings could
have this effect. Lynch arguesthata city givesrise to publicimages of itself, ashared perceived
environment, which transcends individual differencesin perception. In TheImage of the City,
Lynch writes that humans have to retain ‘a generalized mental picture of the exterior physical
world’ toavoid gettinglostinit, and that this ability isa primal function not unlike that
employed by migratory birds to understand the journeys they make through their
environment. A city istoo vast to be wholly perceived inany one moment, and foreach
individual, the sequencesinwhichitis apprehended will be broken, interrupted or unfinished
accordingto everyday circumstance. Therefore the general mental picture of the urban
environment which each of us can retainis vitallyimportant: ‘The need to recognize and
pattern our surroundingsis so crucial, and has such longroots in the past, thatthisimage has

wide practical and emotional importance to the individual’**’. Our understanding of alegibly
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ordered environment, captured inthisimage, provides us with a meaningfulframe of
reference forthe spaces and places we inhabit. However this quality of imageability, as Lynch
termsit, is notonly one that strikes the individual but also provides a consensual
understanding of the city’s environment. ‘Avivid and integrated physical setting, capable of
producinga sharpimage, plays a social role as well. It can furnish the raw material forthe
symbolsand collective memories of group communication.’**® Lynch believes the image of the
city operates both perceptually and conceptually; it situates our understanding of not only the
city’s physical spaces butalso their psychicinterpretation, including symbolic effects. In the
case of London’s railings forexample (as noted by The Times and expressed in Bowen'’s fiction)
theirremoval not only changed the look of the city butalso altered the image by whichitwas
conceptually grasped. Inthe process, thisremoval had an enormous impact upon the
imagination of the city’sinhabitants. A physical object orarea can be understood in the same
way by many people ifithas ‘that quality which givesitahigh probability of evokingastrong
image in any given observer’'3°. This quality of imageability, according to Lynch, consists of
three components: identity, structure and meaning, with the latterincluding the possibility of
the social meaning (as well as the perceptible qualities) of afeature, space or district. Applying
this model to the example of railings around a park, the object’s identity comes from the
recognition of railings as adistinct entity. The structure comes from the understanding of
railings’ spatial relation to the observer(as aseparation of street from park or private square)
and the meaning from the understanding of theirfunctionin restricting access toand/or
enclosingadesignated leisure space. Asocial meaning may also be bound up with this, for
example inthe idea of garden squares as a place of privileged retreat and, by extension, asa

symbol of social orderand division.

Lynch divides the city’s physical formsinto five categories: paths, edges, districts, nodes and
landmarks. Railings would seem to qualify as edgesin histaxonomy. A districtin a city may

acquire and hold a distinctive characterthough the involvement of three orfour particular
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features. Homogeneity, for example through the continuity of building materials, design or
lighting, can also help to create a stable image, as can a city’s integration of clearand simple
geometricforms such as squares since ‘forms of this nature are much more easily incorporated
inthe image’!*°. Lynch’s method then, suggests many ways in which stable images of London
may have been disrupted by the war. In one sense this destabilisation was the result of
physical damage oralteration - the jarring effect of ripped-open buildings, interrupted facades,
blocked streets and missingrailings. Butit was also effected by the many unfamiliar conditions
produced by blackout, including pitch darkness, dazzling moonlight and unearthly colours. A
sense of the city’s wholeness was threatened by the breaking of geometricforms. The spatial
shocks had further conceptual implications, including the social anxiety which stemmed from
the erasure of certain physical boundaries. Bowen’s war-time fiction often expresses this
spatial unease through characters’ attemptsto grip the solid form, both literally and
metaphorically. The railing, or handrail, is often the focus in these moments of uncertainty. In
The Heat of the Day, Louie seeks out Stellain the West End street which she has only
previously seen by night. Unable to get herbearings, the street presents her with adizzying
perspective of planes and distances and anincoherent jumble of architecture which combine

to frustrate her:

But to enter Weymouth Street was to quail at the unspeakingness of its expensive
length. She had had no notion that Mrs Rodney lived so farfrom her; and, worse, it
was impossible to be certain at the foot of which of those flights of steps they had
said good-bye...The chattering variation of the architecture, from house to house,
itself seemed to cheatand mock her— she looked at Dutch-type gables, bronze-
grilled doors, leaded casement, gothic, projecting bays, balconies, discrepantly high
parapets, outwitted...One unity, this morning, the empty Sunday street had up and
downitslength—the sunlesstoneless reverberation, from planes of distance, of the
victory bells.1#!

Louie’s confusionis partly explained by the social gap that exists between herand the

residents of this part of W1, but also by the elasticspatial properties of its ‘expensive length’
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and ‘planes of distance’ and by the ‘chattering’ bricolage of its architecture which, on Lynch’s

account, defies attempts to capture a cohesive image. Louie’s response to thisinde terminate

and ungraspable space istoreach fora familiarsolid form:

She stood face up, one handinstinctively grasping one of the spearheads of railings
toppinganarea, as though to bridge, forever, in some memory of the body’s, the
sound and scene. Buttheninstantaneously she was struck, pierced, driven forward
intoa stumbling run by anguish —an anguish striking out of the air.4?

The psychicsolidity that the railings appearto offer cannot re-establish Louie’s sense of
equilibrium against the invasive spatial flow with which she is ‘pierced’ and which strikes ‘out
of theair’. Itis clearthatironrailings, in Bowen’s stories, are imagined as a source of potential

stability in aspatially fluid world. Theirlossis acause of furtheranxiety.

The same counter-pose of railingand space occursin ‘lvy Gripped the Steps’ where the young
Gavinalso grasps at a handrail in a manoeuvre which suggests his physical and mental
desperation to conquerasudden chasm of unbridgeable space. Climbing azig-zag path from
the sea-side tothe promenade, he looks up to see Mrs Nicholson, the woman with whom he

has become childishly infatuated:

...he looked up, to see Mrs Nicholson’s face above him against the blue...he had the
experience of seeing straight upinto eyes that did not see him. Herlook was pitched
into space: she was not only notseeing him, she was seeing nothing...

Gavin, gripping the handrail, bracing his spine againstit, leaned out backwards over
the handrail into the void, inthe hopes of intercepting herline of
view...Despair...gripped him and gripped his limbs as he took the rest of the path...He
clawed his way up the rail which, which shookinits socket. 43

Like Louie, Gavinreaches forthe object understood to offerasolid purchase in a dizzyingand
distressing spatialscene where he is unable to grasp or manipulate the details of planes and
distance presented to him. The handrail, quiveringinits socket, emphasises the precarious grip

achieved on spaces which, in Bowen’s war-time world, are always shifting and provisional.
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‘One cannot say that the space is empty’

While this provisionality makes spaces hard for the imagination to grasp, italso makes them
hard to empty. The destruction of buildings and objects does not make the clean cut that
Bowen was apt to imagine before the war. Does demolition or eradication leave emptiness
behinditoristhat space marked with a trace of its formeroccupant, a lingering presence? It
was a question of greatinterestto Bowen, notleast when herfamily home, Bowen'’s Court,
was unexpectedly demolished by its new ownerin 1960. For Bowen, the eventdid not mean
total erasure: ‘One cannot say that the space is empty. More, itis as it was — withno house
there. How did this happen?'*** An object's absence inits formerspace is registered inan echo
of the way that its presence in that same space would be. The frame which enclosed and
bound the object cannot be dissolved. Inthe final pages of The Heat of the Day, Louie revisits
the site of the bombed seaside bungalowwhere her parents died to find exactly this sense of
marked space. The impression is of a house with suggested qualities of warmth and life
clingingtoit: ‘The thin air which had taken the house’s place was, now that she stood and
breatheditin, afterall full of today and sunshine;the ridges left by the foundations feathered
and stirred with grassin light and shadow.’**> Buildings destroyed in the war could retain not
onlyan imaginative but a perceptual presence, as though of an after-image onthe retina. For
Elizabeth Bowen this possibility may even have offered some consolation forthe assault of the
war on herearlierassumptions about the material nature of space and place. Read together,
herfiction, letters and the non-fictional Bowen’s Court, show how the war changed not only
the way she thoughtabout spatial forms but also the weight she attached tothemas
guarantors of psychological equilibrium. Bowen began the war believing inthe enduring
solidity of the palpable, such as the ‘imperturbable’ objects of furniture whose imagined loss in

the 1938 The Death of the Heart is disastrous. By the end of the conflict Bowen had lost her
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faithinthe material resistance of physical objects, yet she found this adjustmentless

destabilising than wasimagined.

On 5 January 1941, a few days afterthe huge air raid of December29 and 30, 1940 which
became known as the Second Fire of London, Bowen wrote to Virginia Woolf: ‘All my life | have
said, “Whatever happensthere will always be tables and chairs” —and what a mistake.’**¢ In
the same letter, she told Woolf how she was just completing Bowen’s Court, the history of her
family home, butthat the final chapterseemedto ‘rewrite retrospectively all the rest of the
book.”**” Bowen had written the first two chapters before the outbreak of warin 1939 in which
she expressed her characteristic pre-warvision of the Big House as a house-island, asolid,
defined objectin asea of infinite and featureless space. The openroad nearthe houseis ‘no
longerthe road to somewhere, simply a road, something dazzling, abstract and taut. Here
underthe beat of air and light, you see the plasticemptiness of the fields around it, and hear
nothing butthe hummingtelegraph wires’ 8. Like its fictional counterpart Danielstownin The
Last September, Bowen’s Court is surrounded by a potentially obliterating vacancy, avast
exteriorcharged with threat. However by the time Bowen came to the final chapterin 1941, as
she suggested to Woolf, hervision had been transformed into one in which the often
uninhabited house and space were intertwined in such away that they lefttheirtracesonone
another: ‘It may be said that Bowen’s Court metand conquered the challenge of emptiness —
but onthe house the conquered has leftits mark:itis to these first phases of emptinessthat|
trace the start of the house’s own stronglife’*°. Itwasa change of view effected in part by
eventsinLondon, where air-raids shattered Bowen’s childhood view of England asinviolate,
the ‘image of immunity’. Sopowerfulhadthe hold of thisideabeen on her, wrote Bowen,
that ‘now, when | hear bombs fall on England, orsee rubble that used to be a safe house,
somethinginside me says “Even here?”’>°Yetjust as the nation had fearfully over-prepared
for bombing between the wars, so Bowen’s apprehension about attacks on the country and

material destruction seemed to exceed the reality of lifeat war. The ‘heady’ atmosphere of
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Londonthat she diagnosedin her postscriptto The Demon Lover manifestly left her
intellectually exhilarated ratherthan traumatised. This feeling was partly explained by the
equanimity with which she found destruction could be faced. Even the loss of one’s home was
bearable: Bowen and herhusband were forced toleave Clarence Terrace in 1944 when it was
damaged by V1 attacks.'®! Seen asinvolved with space, ratherthanisolatedinit, buildings and
objectsare understood as neither completely solid nor permanent nor entirely erased by

destructionsince theyleavetheirtracesinaworld whichis perpetually reassembled.

From the distance of 1960, when Bowen wrote the afterword to Bowen’s Court which could

not acceptthe house as entirely vanished, she alluded to this conceptual change wrought by

the war while justifying the apparent solipsism of writing afamily history:

Inevitably, the ideas and emotions that were presentin my initial plan of this book
were challenged and sharpened by the succeeding waryears in which the writing was
on. | was writing (asthough it were everlasting) aboutahome during a time whenall
homes were threatened and hundreds and thousands of them were being wiped out.
| was taking the attachment of people to places as beinggenericto humanlife, ata
time when the attachment was to be dreaded as a possible source of too much
pain.t>?

This passage could be read as weak justification foraprivileged woman’s focus on herown
history during a time of world crisis and sufferingand, perhaps, as conservativefixation on
heritage and property as a reflex response to upheaval. And perhaps thatis how the project
began. Howeveritisalso possible to see Bowen’s Court as capturing achange in conceptual
understanding brought about by the war— a work in which Bowen’s focus on herown home

helped hertounderstand and assimilatean altering perception of spaces and places.

The provisionality of space means that destruction, for example of Bowen’s Court or of Louie’s
family home, is not perceived as total. But it also allowed writers toimagine areverse process,
aview of space in which objects were waiting to take form; a premonition, forexample, of a

vacant landscape to be filled with buildings. In The Heat of the Day, Stellaand Roderick cross
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justsuch alandscape whichisliterally earmarked for building, but also —the text suggests —

conceptually designated for replacement:

The path obliquely ran across exhausted grassland offered for building: the offer
remained open; the board was down —that there was to be building here you could
neverdoubt. Thisthat met the eye was the merest ghostly lingering of alandscape
gone by now ifit had not beenforthe war. The recalcitrant swell of earth which had
cracked the path would present not more thana moment’s difficulty to the sinkers of
foundations, howevershallow.’*>3

Thisis a novel where buildings, objects and people can all flickerin and out of perceptionand
inwhichthe ‘ghostly’ theme is produced not only by an affinity for the supernatural but by the

cognitive processes of its subjects.

This passage perhaps alludes to post-warreconstruction which wasin full swingas the novel
was publishedin February 1949 after substantial post-war re-writing. The reference to
‘shallow’ foundations perhaps hints at Bowen’s instinctive political distaste forarebuilding
process which was going on underthe direction of a socialist government elected in 1945.1>4
An understanding of the inevitability of this projectis howeverapparent throughout the text,
for example in Cousin Nettie’s knowledge of the charged atmosphere of ‘drills’ and ‘planes’
which will follow the war. Shafquat Towheed argues thatin Bowen’s fiction the bombed gaps
of London need not be empty because they can be filled by ‘explosive space’ whichis
imaginatively conjured into being, asin ‘Mysterious Kor’. Spaces can be areas of plenitude as
well as absence. Towheed suggests that this imaginative possibility was partly aresponse to
the restrictions on space that the war imposed: ‘Increasingly, wartime London luxuriated in
unusable publicspace, whileusable public,and more importantly private, space seemedtobe
in perpetual diminuendo.”**> While Towheed’s diagnosis emphasises the role of pure
imagination atthe expense of the role played by perceptual registrationin remoulding

wartime spaces, he suggests an effective way of analysing the ways that fiction approached
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the post-warreconstruction. The future shape of the city and the landscape was an

imaginative project equally opento writersand totown planners.

Critical interpretation of Bowen’s writingin the 1940s has only partially explained the urgency
and complexity of her spatial imagination. Critics have accounted forthe ways in which space
was imaginatively coloured by the past - ‘thickened by past presence’as Towheed describesiit,
an ‘infected zone’ in Wasson’s terms —but have largely overlooked how the particular
experience of war-time London changed Bowen’s description of spaces and the philosophical
assumptions underlying her writing. Bomb damage and other material changes to the city
drew herattention, like Sansom’s, to the ways that perception assembles space. And her
authorial vision of human bodies woveninto theirspatial environment offered a contemporary
literary counterpart to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical breakthrough. Bowen was one of the
writers who reconsidered the nature of the spatial because of the Second World War. She
found spaces to be complex, unstableand provisional and these discoveries transformed her

writing; imbuingit with both philosophicanxiety and imaginative exhilaration.
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CHAPTERTWO

The rocket’s leap

We have invaded space with our rocket and for the first time - mark this well - have
used space as a bridge between two points on the earth...To land, sea and air may now
be added infinite space as a medium of future intercontinental traffic. This 3rd day of
October 1942 is the first of a new era in transportation, that of space travel.

General Walter Dornberger?

Introduction

Our conception of space isinfluenced by new technologies. In The Culture of Time and Space,
StephenKernarguesthat, forexample, the bicycle, the motor car, the x-ray machine, the
telephoneandthe aeroplane all changed spatialunderstandingin the late late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.? Sometimes the effect of technological developmentisincremental;
forinstance, amotorcar is fasterthan a horse. Otheradvances, such as the x-ray machine,

appear paradigmatically new by revealing a wholly fresh view of the world.

Such a leap was made duringthe Second World War with the invention of the V2rocketin
Germany. It was a weapon which came too late to alter the outcome of the conflict but which
fundamentally challenged the existingimagination of its witnesses and demanded new ways of
thinking about space. Fourtimesfasterthanthe speed of sound, touching the edge of outer
space and virtually undetectable by the human eye once launched, the V2was so startling as
to suggest novel spatial conceptsand undermine existing ones. The rocket was notonlya
technological development but entailed a conceptual leap which foresaw aweapon that need
not be restricted to battlefield or even airspace and which combined explosiveand its method
of delivery. Moreover, the V2 could notbe seen, heard orintercepted before impactand, asa
result, appeared to connect two points on earth without travelling between them. These
qualities suggested the fantastic, the sublime orthe divine, and would prove to be powerful

influences on artisticrepresentation. The rocket was habitually figured as a supernatural
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presence, ahigher being of malignintent and awe-inspiring power. Writingin 1947, William
Sansom, described the sight of arocket exploding high up in the atmosphere over London: ‘At
night, a rocket-burst occuring far-up, without warning, would paint an abrupt orange moonin
the high black sky; again silently, suddenly arriving and exploding and quickly fading, as though
up inthe nightan evil orange eye had winked at man’s frailty.”3 The mysterious trajectories of
the V2 unleashed the imaginative powers of fear, awe at the vast spaces across whichit

ranged, and cognitive dissonance produced by its silentand sudden manifestations.

It has often been assumed that despite the rocket’s technical and imaginativeleap, itsimpact
on British culture and literature in the 1940s was relatively minor. Literary narratives of the
war in particularfocussed on conventional bombing, especially the intensities of the Blitz, to
the exclusion of the V2 and its cousin, the pilotless flyingbomb the V1, both of which were
onlyusedinthe last yearof the war. On thisview, itis not until Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s

Rainbow in 1973 that the V2 receives significant literary attention. As Amy Bell says:

While the V-1and V-2raids appearin personal records, they are not part of the
popularmemorialization of warthe way that the blitzwasandis. Theirabsence
suggeststhe difficulty in reconciling these weapons with the images of civilian
togetherness and steadfastness, which were the hallmarks of popularviews of the

blitz.*

Bell anatomisesthe fearfelt by Britons underattack from V-weapons but concludes that
descriptions of these experiences were restricted to private journals and diaries; the
psychological impact of the weaponsis barely inscribed in Britain’s official or cultural records
of the war. In fact, this chapterwill argue, the effect of V-weapons, especially V2s, on writing
and culture fromthe 1940s is much more profound than has beenrecognised. Itis true that
theirpresence in 1940s writingis often submerged and sometimes disguised, but the effortto
understand the weapons, to visualisethem and to account for their psychological and sensory

effects, leftcleartracesinthoughtand literature inthese years.
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The most significant of these traces were new intimations of space prompted by the rocket’s
startlingand mysterious appearance to contemporary witnesses. The V2 disturbed everyday
understanding of the spatial because of its unusual sensory effects, includingits near-
invisibility in flight and the gap between impactand noise that was a feature of a weapon
travelling many times fasterthan sound. Witnesses of the V2were troubled by the difficulty in
identifyingitstrajectory and in fixingtheir own position relative to the rocket. This dissonance
isapparent both in contemporary civilian accounts, including reports from Mass Observation
reproduced here forthe firsttime, andin literature of the 1940s. In Back (1946), Henry Green
capturesthe essence of the new weaponina warningthe landlady Mrs Frazier gives herlodger

Charley:

“Enjoy this while you have the opportunity,” she said, “take what pleasure and
comfortyou can, because whoisthere totell what may befall. When these new
bombs he’ssendingover, turninthe airoverhead, and come at you there’s nota
sound to be had. One minute sittinginthe light, and the nextin pitch darkness with
the ceilingdown, thatisif you’re lucky, and haven’t the roof and all on top...And you
don’t catch a sound when they crash, everyone that’s had one, and come outalive,

speakstothat.”®

Mrs Frazier’s warning sums up the strangeness of the V2, particularly its lack of sound and also
the fatalism that this lack of warning could encourage. Yetitis also notable thatthe weaponis
not named. As we shall see, this absence was typical of contemporary accounts of the rocket

and helps explain why the weapon’s cultural significance has been understated.

Fictional treatment of the V2inthe 1940s alsoincludesamore-or-less direct representation of
the weaponsin Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four where they appearthinly-disguised as ‘rocket-
bombs.’ Elsewhere in literature of the 1940s, this chapter argues, the presence of the rocketis
shown more obliquely: an examination of the mysterious sounds which permeate Henry
Green’s Concluding (1948) shows how these closely mimicthe sonic pattern experienced by

Londoners during V2 attacks and similarly disrupt spatial perception. Inthe challengesit posed
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to an everyday understanding of the spatial through its unusual sensory effects, the V2
amplified atendency already established by the war to present a variety of spaces that were
implied rather than fully given. This chapter proposes the idea of implicit space both in relation
to 1940s fiction, where characters often experience space through aural or tactile means
rather than through the visual, and with reference to Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy
fromthe same decade. As Merleau-Ponty suggestsin Phenomenology of Perception (1945),
limited or disturbed sensation can give rise to a hierarchy of spatial worlds, each of which
possesses the particularity of anindividual sense but not a full and composite clarity. In
support of this idea, areading of contemporary sound theory is offered here to show how and
why sound produces a less determinate sense of space than both vision and touch. In sum, the
occluded space suggested by the strange sounds of the invisible V2is understood in this
chapteras one example of how the war drove literature to represent the spatial in ways that

echo Merleau-Ponty’s thinking.

The cultural traces of the V2 are also found in supposedly non-literary writing from the 1940s.
Official accounts and scientificdocuments were often forced to adoptastyle and language
more usual in myth or fantasy in theirattempts to convey the nature of the weaponandits
power. In part these accounts seemed to echo a publictendency to ascribe supernatural
qualitiestoaweapon which posed an unseen but ever-presentthreatakintoa divine
thunderbolt. The pressureonthe language usedin official commentary also reflected how
British scientists and intelligence officers gradually groped their way to understanding the
scientificand military reality of the weapons developed in great secrecy by the Germans, and
the accompanyingimaginativedemands for the publicand literary authors alike. Secrecy
continued to shroud the V2s even afterthey started striking London in September 1944; the
British government censored any reference to them for more than two monthsto avoid
revealing their effect to the enemy.® By the time this prohibition was lifted, the warin Europe

had almostrunits course; the last V2 was fired in April 1945 and a month later Germany
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surrendered.” Publicdiscourse about the rockets was thus confined to a brief period
sandwiched between aban on discussingthem and the end of hostilities. Thesefactors help to
explain why, although we can detect a nascent understanding of the powerand implications of
the rocket in writing of the 1940s, that understandingis often tentativeorencoded. Literary

referencestothe V2in this period are scarce and often disguised.

What began as a European story quickly became an American narrative too. Atthe end of the
war the Nazi scientists behind the V2 were prized assets, with US and Russian governments
eagerto use themindevelopingtheirown ballistic missile programmes .8 Soon many of the
captured German engineers and technicians were in the US working on rocket tests at the
White Sands range in the New Mexico desert. The first V2 launched from the site was test-fired
intospace in 1946° and by 1947 a rocket was beinglaunched everytwoweeks.!® If narratives
of the war itself onlyinclude the V2 as a late appendix, the publicdrama of its appearance was
justbeginning. Between 1946 and 1950, US scientists brought back more than 1,000 pictures
of earth from space by attaching cameras to the rockets. These pictures appearedin
newspapers and magazines, while newsreel footage of the experiments was broadcast by the
end of the decade.! Publicunderstanding of the rocket grew throughout the 1940s as it began
its transformation from military weapon to the means of manned space flightin the following
two decades. It was against this background that Thomas Pynchon (bornin 1937) conceived
Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), a novel he began to develop inthe early 1960s and which was
influenced by histime asan engineeron a missile project for Boeing from 1960-1962.12 The
novel’s meticulous re-imagining of war-time Britain underlines how it can be seenasa text
withits roots inthe prevaling culture and ideas of the waryears as well as their material
details, and not simply an exercise in postmodern pastiche. Similarly, Pynchon’s novel is
preoccupied with the trans-continental evolution of the V2 from German weapon to American
space programme, which exemplifies how the long shadow of the Second World Warfell

across the Cold War and the space race.
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Reading Gravity’s Rainbow against war-time accounts of V-weapons suggests some themes
which run in a continuous thread fromthe 1940s to the 1970s. One of these isa literary
tendencyto presentthese weapons as generating theirown type of space, a realm apart. For
example, Elizabeth Bowen’s description of domesticinteriors muted and whitened when
temporary calicowindows replaced glass shattered in V1attacks isexplored here tosuggest a
strongliterary resemblanceto Pynchon’s visions of arocket suspendedinits own frozen space.
Anotherconnection across the three decades between the warand publication of Gravity’s
Rainbow is the understandingthat V-weapons entailed a new type of war. The extreme speed
and range of the V2 transformed ideas of where the battlefield lay and who was in the firing
line, opening up what theorist Paul Virilio calls ‘dromocracy’, the desireto dominate a military
space through lightning speed and ever-present threat. Added to this intensified speed and
dangerwas the impersonality of attack by remote-controlled weapons, whereby the view of
the enemy became more opaque. These fearful possibilities grew during the Cold Warthat lies
between the 1940s and publication of Pynchon’s novel, but they did not begin there. Even as
the Second World War was ending, visions of acontinuous, inter-continental war enabled by

the new missiles weregiven afirst literary articulation.

The arrival of V-weapons

Both the V2 and its contemporary the V1 were radically different from conventional forms of
bombing and when they were launched at Londoninthe last year of the war they subjected
citizensto unsettling new experiences. The weapons were developed separately by German
military scientists on the Balticisland of Usedom. The V1was a project of the German air force,
the Luftwaffe; the V2was developed by the army. The Vin their names stands for
Vergeltungswaffe or ‘revenge weapon’, and reflected not only Nazi hopes that they would be

decisive inturningthe course of the war, but also the rhetoricin which the Nazi leadership
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dressed them, as a revenge for Allied bombing of Germany.*® Although both weaponswere
developedingreatsecrecy, Hitlerand other commanders gave speeches during the earlier
years of the war hinting at powerful secret weapons to come.** The potential psychological
power of the weapons was thusinvoked long before they werelaunched. Infactthey came
too late to influence the war’s outcome and some historians claim they may even have
hindered the German cause by using vast resources which would have been more effectively
used to manafacture conventional weapons. Michael Neufeld describes the V2 as ‘probably
the greatest technological achievement of World War Il - and its most conspicuous waste of
advanced scientificand engineering resources.’*> And yet, the weapons triggered cultural

resonances that were significantand long-lasting.

June 1944: the V1

Often known to the British as doodlebugs or buzzbombs, V1s started fallingon London inJune
1944. These were pilotless, petrol-driven,bombs whose engines cut out overtheirtargetarea
at which pointthey plungedto earth and exploded?'®. The buzzing sound of theirapproaching
engines, followed by an ominous silence before explosion, was unique. Afterthe almost
continuous bombardment of the Blitz during late 1940 and early 1941, Londoners had adjusted
to lifein which airraids were not much more than an itermittent danger. Sothe arrival of V1s
inthe summerof 1944, had a deeply dispiriting effect on the population. Writingin Horizon in

Septemberthatyear, Cyril Connolly said:

They have made London more dirty, more unsociable, more plague-stricken than ever.
The civilians who remain grow more and more hunted and disagreeable, liketoads
each sweating and palpitating under his particularstone. Social lifeis non-existent, and
those few and petty amenities which are the salt of civilian life —friendship, manners,
conversation, mutual esteem —seem now extinctforever. Neverinthe whole war has
the lot of the civilian been more abject, or his status so low. '’
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Connolly’s pictureis certainly at odds with descriptions of a cheerful mutual defiance which
were sometimes used of Londoners sheltering from conventional bombsin the Blitz. His use of
‘dirty’, ‘hunted’ and ‘sweating’, conveys not only the tensions of these months butalsoalsoa

sense of revulsion atthe ‘abject’ state in which citizens found the mselves.

Thislack of visible human agency behind the weapons could giverise tofantasticor
supernatural visions. In his non-fictional account, The Blitz: Westminsterin War (1947), William

Sansom pictured a metal humanoid at the helm of the V1s:

It was difficult toimagine amachine flyingbyitself:itwaseasierto picture a kind of
grim steel automaticpilot castin the shape of a man, flying straight, freeing the last
control with a sightless jerk of hisarm. Such nightmares came easily toapeople
removed from centuries of superstition by only afew years. The new things were
supernatural.!®

The alternative to constructing afantasticexplanation for V-weapons was to accept the
random and arbitrary pattern of where the bombs would fall. This randomness was disquieting
for Londoners because it meantaccepting thatevery bomb could be making directly foryou,
huntingyou out. Conventionalbombs dropped from a piloted aircraft could often be seento
have particulartargets such as docks, armament factories or railway yards. No such obvious
purpose could be ascribed to the remotely-controlled V-weapons, and the result was that they
appearedto possess anagency of theirown, givingrise to the unsettling supposition that they

were aiming themselves at particulartargets. As Sansom noted:

This was the firsttime in theirlives that people had been faced with a purely
arbitrary fate. Hitherto, every bombardment might be thoughtto have a target, a
direction:and there had always been contrary devices to deflect the attack. But here
inthese first days (and this feeling was to develop further with the Long-Range
Rocket) the sound of a flyingbomb approached likeastraightline, so that everybody
inthe half-circle of its fanning-forward sound attached the bomb to themselves and
knew that withoutany particularreasonit could drop at any time and at any place. It
could drop anywhere. It was absolutely reasonless, the first purely fatal agent that
had come to man forcenturies tempting him to cross his fingers again, bringinga
rebirth of superstition.*®
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Both Sansom and Connelly saw the psychological pressures of remotely-controlled attacks
reducing Londonersto abject states. These states could be both bestial, asin Connelly’simage
of toads sweating understones, and helpless, asin Sansom’s suggestion of citizens reverting to
superstitionin the face of a ‘purely fatal agent’. The superstitious response involves the
construction of a supernatural power, perhaps demon orgod, inorder to detecta purposein

the randomness of the missiles.

In Mervyn Peake’s narrative poem The Rhyme of the Flying Bomb (written 1947, published
1962), the association betweenreligion and the missileis drawn tighterstill. The poem moves
to a climaxina London church where a sailorand mystical baby seek refuge but hear death

flyinginexorably towards themin the form of a flyingbomb, heralded by warning sirens:

But as he spoke the wailing broke
Out louderand more loud,

From townto townthe banshee cried
Out of the morning cloud

From townto townthe sirens passed
The news of death’s approach

Until the warm air leapt like waves
Within the ruined church

Andthena suddensilence fell
Upon the House of God

And, inthe silence...presently...
A ticking sound was heard

Andlouderlouder, momently
Until the ticking was

The stuttering of a far machine
Intentuponits course?®

The inexorable purpose of the flying bomb culminatesin an explosion which brings areligious

ecstasy to the ensuing death of the sailor: atthe poem’s end the baby lies ‘coiled in the womb
again.’?! Both the poem, and Peake’s own drawings published with it, figure the distinctive tail
fins of the flyingbomb as the Christian Cross which they resemble. Notonly does the flying

bomb become a ‘diving cross’, its wreckage points heavenward: ‘And the tail of the flying
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Bomb/Stuck out of the floorto pointthe place/Thatit had journeyed from.”?2In one sense,
Peake’s work draws on a centuries-old poetictradition of mystical, religious intensity, butit
alsoclearly describes the physical and aural specifics of the V1and the way that it was

experienced by Londoners, including theirimpulse to connect the bombs with the deific.

As Sansom describes, these pyschological effects of abjection on the populace were to
intensify with the arrival of the V2.2 These effects experiened by Londonersin 1944 and 1945
alsobecome keythemesinliterary treatments of the rocket, especially in Gravity’s Rainbow
where both the pull toward superstition and its counter-impulse, toimpose arational meaning
on the pattern of attacks, are prominent. Tyrone Slothrop’s paranoia convinces him that the
V2is aimedathim personally while scientists seek a rational explanation for the rocket’s
pattern: Pynchon’s novel allows both possibilities. These disturbing experiences find an earlier
literary expressionin Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat of the Day where the impersonality and
implacibility of the V1attacks on London have a tormenting effect on Louie Lewisinthe days
afterthe new hope of the D-Day landings of June 1944. The passage resonates with the

mingled sense of tension, paranoiaand disgust already seenin Connolly’s Horizon piece:

The lucid outgoingvision...lasted ten days more, till the Secret Weapon started: then it
was shameful how fear wrenched thoughts home —droning things, mindlessly making
for you, day and night, tore the calico of London, raising obscene dust out of the sullen
bottom mind. There was no normal hour...On and off, on and off sounded the sirensin
the nightmare sunlessness.?*

The automatism of these ‘droning things’ summon aworld of horrorto Louie’s mind,
disturbing herunconscious and putting hersquarely inthe imagined path of theirattack. She is
one of those citizens who imagine the bombs comingforherin person. Louie isillegitimately
pregnant by another man while herhusbandis fighting overseas, and the sense of disgust the
V1s triggerinheris mixed with herpersonal guiltat herthe social taboo she has broken. Yet
the reference to the torn ‘calico of London’ and Bowen’s selection of the collective term ‘the

sullen bottom mind’ (not, ‘hersullen bottom mind’) makesit clearthat the psychiceffects of
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the V-weapons are communally experienced across the city. Peversely, everyonethinks they

alone are being hunted.

Bowen’sreference to calico suggestsitas the fabric of a collective London psyche whichistom
apart by the V1s. In part this psychological tearingis aligned with the paranoia of those who
perceive themselves hunted. Yet Bowen’s use of calico here is just one of a series of references
to the material in her war-time writingand these reveal that the significance it carried for her
was widerstill —including a particularly spatial significance. Calico, aform of rough unbleached
cotton, was used as an emergency replacement forwindows during the war, stretched across
frameswhere the glass had been blown out by bombing. The quality this translucentbut
opaque fabricbrought to domesticinteriors had a poweful effect on Bowen, which she
capturedinthe essay ‘Calico Windows’ (1944), writtenin the summer of the first V1 attacks on

London.

Calicowindows are something new —ina summer bare of fashions, “crazes”, or toys.
They pitchhome life in a hitherto unknown mood. In the theatrical sense, they rank as
“effects” of the firstorder. They cast on yourceiling, if you have aceilingleft, ablind
white light, at once dull and dazzling, so that your waking thought every morning
continuesto be, “Why, it must have snowed!” They lighten and darken slowly: inside
calicowindows it mightbe any time of year, any time of day. Through theirpanesyou
hear, with unexpected directness, steps, voices and the orchestration of trafficfrom
the unseen outside world. (Talkers outside a calicowindow should be discreet.) Glass
letsinlightand keeps out sound; calico keeps out (most) lightand letssoundin. The
inside of yourhouse, stripped of rugs, cushions and curtains, reverberates.?

Calicotransforms both light and sound inside the house. The new whiteness of the interior, ‘at
once dulland dazzling’ is both brighterand dimmerin Bowen’s perception so that the
transformation confuses as well asimpresses. Similarly the hints of personificationin the
phrase ‘blind white light’ and in the calico keeping outlightand allowingin sound, suggests
non-human presence in thisscene, as well as the observer’sown sensory descriptions. Bowen
displays awriter’srelish forthis strange new world, butitisthe ambiguity of the spectacle, as

well asits newness, which fascinates.
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The context of this piece isthata V1 had landed directly opposite Bowen’s London home on
the edge of Regent’s Park, and ‘blew [it] hollowinside, wrecking every room.”2¢ In her essay,
Bowen associates the workmen who arrive to patch up the street’s houses with the flying

bombsthemselves:

This cotton and cardboard 1944 summerhouse, inside the shell of the old home, is
fascinating. With what magicrapidity was itimprovised and tacked together by the
kind workmen. The blast of the buzzbomb marked the end of the former phase. As
though just hatched, or dropped from the skies, these swarmedintheirdozensinyour
street. Soonthey had disappeared, without trouble, insidethe blasted-open front
doors—yours havingitsshare...They were atitalmost before you knew they were
there —smashing out what was left of glass, smashing down what was left of plaster,
wrenching out sagging frames and disjointed doors.?”

Thereishumourof course inthis description of the repairs, yet Bowen again blurs the
boundaries between the differentagencies at workin this scene. The workmen, like the
bombs, have ‘dropped fromthe skies’ and replicate the effect of the V1in smashingglass and
plaster, ripping out doors and windows. They are both destroyers and repairers as they tack
togethera new material world from the old one. This suggestion of agod-like power of

creation soon becomes explicit:

The whole scene was one of rhythm and, soon, of order. Watching the bold creation
shape itself you exclaimed: “Of course, of course!” The light new window -frames,
primitive as achild’s drawing, which have been constructed out on the pavement, are
now fitted into the old windows. The outside world disappears. The workmen’s faces
are the firstyou seeinthisto-be-familiar calico light. You have now beentied up,
sealed up, ina tense white parcel. The workmen seeitisgood. They go.?®

Thisis a creation-scene which mimics the book of Genesis as the workmen call into beinga
new lightand ‘seeitis good’. They seal the observerinto an enclosed new world thatisitsown
separate space. Throughthe figure of the workmen, the association between divinity and the
V1s has been completed and, in the original continuum of the white space which they have
generated, the threat of the bombs recedes underthe protection of adeificomnipotence: ‘The

workmen, godlike, proceeded towards the next stage....Only just pausing, they listened
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patronisingly to otherbuzz bombs passing across the sky: you knew nothing more could
happen while they werewith you.’?° This ascription of divine powerto the new weapons was
to become even more pronouncedinthe case of the V2, as wasthe tendencytofigureitinits
own spatial continuum and, as we shall see, the assocation of the weapon with akind of
originary whiteness, a ‘blind white light, at once dull and dazzling’, asBowen sawitinthe

summer of 1944.30

Calicothen was a substance which came to represent several different, and sometimes
contradictory, ideasin Bowen’s writing after the assaultfrom V1s:it stood for a collective
London psyche that was shredded by the weapons, but also as the enclosure of anew sensory
space because of the effect calicowindows had on light and sound. Bowen came to picture this
sealed-off muffled space as something generated by the flying-bombs themselves, in turn
implicatingthem with the divine. This process allowed herat timestoimagine themas
beneficentand, oddly, as protective; at othertimes, as for Louie in The Heat of the Day, as

inexorableand murderous, triggering shame and disgust.

September1944: the V2

In September 1944 the first V2s were launched at Britain from Holland.3! V2s were giant
rockets which climbedto 60 miles —touching the edge of outerspace — before arcingdown on
theirtargets. The effects of the 14-ton rocket were dreadful. A direct hiton a Woolworth’s
store in Deptford, South London on 25 November 1944 killed 160 people and in total 2,754
Britonsdied in V2 attacks during the eight months of their operation until April 1945.32 There
was an even heaviertoll in Germany:as many as 80,000 slave workers were forced toworkin
appalling conditions inthe underground factories which the Nazi regime setup to
manafacture the rockets around the town of Nordhausen; atleast 10,000 are thoughtto have

diedthere.?3 The British victims were overwhelmingly Londoners as German forces aimed most
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V2s at a central point on the south bank of the River Thames near Tower Bridge, afact not
known to British experts untilafterthe war. The difficulty in controlling the rocket’s flights
meanttheirstrikes were spread across London and its surroudings; the more wayward missiles

fell asfar afield as Berkshire.3*

If the apparentrandomness of both doodlebugs and rockets produced the same reactionin
Londoners, there were other, destabilising, psychological effects which were specificto the V2.
For one thing, because V2s were supersonic, they struck without warning: they travelled too
fastto be seeninflightand were heard only afterimpact. There was no chance to prepare for
attack, or evento hear yourimpending doom, as there was with the descending whistle of
conventional bombs dropped by plane or with the cutting out of a V1 engine asits audible
signal it was aboutto descend. Asummary report by Mass Observation of interviews with
civilians conductedinJanuary and February 1945 confirmed what literary accounts had

reported, that the instant, unannounced strike of the V2 was the biggest fearformany :

To some this lack of preparation for what may, at any moment, be instanteneous
deathis more terrifyingthan anythingthey have had to endure duringthe German
air attacks on this country. Others, relieved thatitis no longer possible to seek
shelter, accept the situation fatalistically.3*

In the first category was a 45-year-old man who told interviewers:

We’ve had several inthe nightand now some people are in such a state of fearthat
they’re afraid to go to bed, the women are afraid to go out shopping —they’re
frightened out of theirlives. They’d givealot to have the good old days of the sirens
back again.’3®

This nostalgiaforearlierforms of attack was echoed by a man of 66 who said:

| think the rockets are the worst of the whole lot —they don’t give you the chance of
arat. V-1didgive youa chance —you heard it comingand you could duck— but this
one’sjust cold-blooded murder.3?
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The suddenness of aV2 attack then meanta new quantum of fear; they were more frightening
than the weapons that preceded them and contemporary accounts show this was a shock to
Londonerswhoimaginedthey had been toughened by previous exposure to bombs and

doodlebugs. As Amy Bell putsit:

The V-2 rockets were considered by many to be the most fearful weapons of the war.
Like the V-1s, the V-2s could and did come at any time of day or night...by the time
Londoners heard the V-2s explode, they were either dead or it had missed them. The
constantfear created a feeling of helplessnessin civilians, all the more so since the V -
1s and the V-2s were designed as weapons of harassment and revenge, having no
conventional military purpose.®®

Bell’sremarksillustrate how the V2s caused not just fearon a greaterscale, but alsofearof a

different quality.

A policemanin Margery Allingham’s crime novel The Tiger in the Smoke (1952) recounts how

the lack of warning of V2 attacks instilled tension across London:

‘RememberV2s? The whole city waiting. Silent. People on edge. More waiting. Waiting
for hours. Nothing. Nothingto show. Then, strike alight! Suddenly, nowarning, no
whistle, wallop! End of the ruddy world!Justa damned great hole and afterwards half
the streetcomingdown very slowly, likeawoman fainting.”3°

Allingham’s work revolves around the pursuit of abrutal killerand she uses the constant
tension engendered by the V2 to heighten the fearfulanticipation of afog-bound and crime-
ridden London which determines the novel’s atmosphere. Inthis passage, the eight staccato
sentences of between one and four words which lead up tothe moment of impactseemto
measure off anxious heart-beats or the ticking of a clock. The passage of time does not mean
the threat hasreceded, but only thatimpact has not occurredin the second just passed, yet
may take place inthe second to come. This different quality of fear engendered by the
constancy of the V2 threatis summarised by the London witness quoted in the introduction
who recalled telling himself: ‘It can happen now, thisinstant; but since it hasn’t, perhapsit will

when we’ve counted twenty, butitdidn’tsolet’sforgetit.”*° Like Allingham’s truncated
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sentences, the countingto twenty isa hopeless attempt to dismiss the threat of the rocket by
notingits non-appearance, asif to banish its very contingency. The psychological pressure of a
V2 was formed not just fromthe apparentrandomness of its attack (a quality shared with the
V1) butalso by the temporal passage of its absence, and the continuous possibility of its
presence. This witness’s inability to banish the V2 from the mind demonstratesthe
extraordinary power of the weaponinthe controlitsideacould exert overthought. In Chance
and the Modern British Novel, JuliaJordan argues that the contingency of eventsin warwere a
crucial shapinginfluence on the attitude to chance in twentieth-century fiction and the literary
attractionto ideas of hazard, uncertainty, chaos and anxiety. Thissuggestive quality, she

suggests, was especially true of V-weapons:

This closeness was perhaps made especially acute by the technological facts of the
new bombs that Londoners, from the first moments of the warwere told to expect:
the “pilotless” missiles —whose very name suggests awild, agency-less randomness,
impossible to forecast —became aterrifying totem of the unpredictability of death.*!

Fear of deathis more acute for the randomness of its arrival.

In the case of the V2 specifically, its instantaneous impact, its invisibility, and its association
with the supernatural all suggested aweapon that somehow arrived from anotherworld. A
weapon strikinginaflash, unseen and unannounced, seemed to have no earthly spatio-
temporal moorings: no starting point, no journey, no duration. The V2simply seemed to blink
into existence. More eventhanwith the V1, there was a feelingthatthe weapons came from
anotherworld, from a fantasticrealm. This feelingissummed upin the accountfroma man
whowas a 15-year-old schoolboy at the time of the attacks. He recalled: ‘The V-2s were a bit
like being undersniperfire forsix months ata stretch[...] The V-1s were old-fashioned,
melodrama, the V-2s were athreatening horror from outerspace, abstract, unreal.”*? The
inherent strangeness of being under attack by V-weaponsis given fictionaltreatmentin

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) where the ‘rocket bombs’ striking London are
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recognisably inspired by war-time V2s. Winston Smith, wanderinginto a ‘proles’ district near St

Pancras, is caught up in a missile attack.

Suddenly the wholestreet wasin commotion. There wereyells of warning from all
sides. Peoplewere shootinginto doorways like rabbits. Ayoung woman leapt out of a
dooway a little ahead of Winston, grabbed up atiny child playingina puddle, whipped
herapron roundit and leapt back again, allin one movement. Atthe same instant, a
man in a concertina-like black suit, who had emerged fromaside alley, ran towards
Winston, pointing excitedly to the sky.

‘Steamer!” he yelled. ‘Look out, guv’nor! Bang over’ead! Lay down quick!”’

‘Steamer’ was a nickname which, for some reason, the proles applied to rocket bombs.
Winston promptly flung himself on his face. The proles were nearly always right when
they gave you a warningof thiskind. They seemed to possess some kind of instinct
which told them several seconds in advance when arocket was coming, although the
rockets supposedly travelled fasterthan sound. Winston clasped his forearms above
hishead. There was a roar that seemed to make the pavement heave; ashower of light
objects pattered onto his back. When he stood up he found that he was covered with
fragments of glass from the nearest window.*3

Here the unearthly nature of the weapon, the possibility thatit appears from anotherworld or
dimension, is suggested by the ‘instinct’ that the proles possess to anticipate the supersonic
rocket. No rational or sensory apparatus will predict the weapon’s strike —only aninexplicable
sixth sense. For Orwell’s fictional purposes the proles of Oceaniaare glimpsed by Winston
Smith as almostanotherspecies with whom he vainly attempts to establish meaningful
communication. In thislight, the supposition that they possess aninnate ability to feel the
weapon’s approach sets them apart from Winston and his fellow party members and de -
humanises them. Contemporary accounts of V2 attacks sometimes mentioned pets stiffening
or fleeinginalarm before arocket strike,** and Orwell’s ascription of asimilar bestial instinct
to the proles not only aligns them with a different, lesser species, as beasts, butalso taps a
suspicion latentin war-time Britain that the weapons were almost supernaturalinthe wayin

which they appearedtodrop through a portal from an alternate universe.

The V2s then were notjust a physical threatto the people they werefired at, they were also

an imaginative challenge. Both literary and non-literary writing of the 1940s are areasin which
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we see a response to this challenge. Orwell’s fictionalised version of the V2is one example,
where the weapon’s strange newnessisincorporated into a developingvision of the future. At
the outset, before the technology behind the rocket was widely understood in Britain,
fantasticexplanations may have been more likely. Yet even when it was known how the V2
operated, its flight remained a difficult concept. Toimagine travelfrom northern Holland to
South Londonvia outerspace is a reasonably demanding concept even today, in the age of
space travel, global satellites and inter-contintental missiles. How much more so mustit have

beeninthe 1940s?

The rocket’s ‘Romantic’ scientists

The inventors of the rocket themselves had to make imaginative leaps, as well as technical
ones, inorderto developit. They needed new categories of range and speed and especially a
new concept of transit that went beyond the existing ‘limit’ of the earth’s atmosphere . While
the rocket conformed to the same principles of ballistics as conventional artillery shellsin
describinganarc from firing point to target, it achieved amuch greaterrange and speed by
beingable totouch the edge of outerspace. Scientists had first toimagine the possibility of
sendingthe rocketinto space before considering how it could be done. They builtona
romanticimpulse towards the possibility of space travel thattook hold of many Germansin
the 1920s and which lay behind the weapon’s development. In 1923 Proferssor Hermann
Oberth published a paperentitled ‘The Rocketinto Interplanetary Space’*> which contributed
to the founding of the Society for Space Travel in 1927. An early memberwas WernerVon
Braun who was to become chief engineeron the V2 project (and after the war of America’s
Saturn V space launch).In 1929 German massinterestin space travel was further stimulated

by the Fritz Lang film Frau Im Mond (Woman in the Moon) which credited Oberth as scientific
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consultantand which included animaginative montage of space flight, arocket blasting off

from Earth and streakingfierily through the sky like acomet.*®

The conceptual advance inherentinthe V2isexplicitinthe accounts of the scientists and
engineerswho developeditand whofeltirresistbly drawn to the task. General Walter
Dornberger, the German army officer who headed the project, describes their motivation asan
excitementat bursting through physical and conceptual boundaries. What drove them was not
justa desire fortechnical mastery but areaching out of the imagination towards sublime

categories of infinity. Forexample, he writes that:

Our aimfrom the beginning was to reach the infinite open spaces, and forthiswe
needed speeds hitherto undreamed of. Range and velocity were the great landmarks
that guided ourthoughts and actions.*’

Dornbergeralso characterises his chief engineer’s talent as imaginative as much as technical:
‘Von Braun’simagination knew no bounds...He dreamed of revelled in anything that was big,
powerful,immeasurableand farinthe future.”*® And when the Nazileader Goering failed to
share hisenthusiam forthe project, Dornbergerascribed this resistance to lack of conceptual
vision: ‘His mind, in otherrespects so highly imaginative, was unable to pass beyond the
earth’satmosphere.” Itis of course possible to read this celebration of the imaginative
capture of the sublime as the scientists’ attempt to justify a pursuit of pure or evendivinely-
inspired knowledge while avoiding any consideration of the lethal goal of theirwork. But even
ifthisis true, thereis no doubtthatthe conceptual jumpsthey madeindevelopingthe
weapon demanded a matchingleap on the part of those watchingin Britain and tryingto
understand what the Germans were developing. Despite Nazi hints at the existence of asecret
weapon, the V2was developed in extreme secrecy and its nature remained mysterious to
British minds. A conceptual andintellectual puzzlelay before themand whenitwassolved, the

solution was expressed in language that sounded more literary than scientificinits
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descriptions of the sublime categories of speed, range and space that had also thrilled its

inventors.

Workingin military intelligence, British scientist R.V.Jones was the firstin the country to grasp
the nature of the weapon beingbuilt in Germany. He achieved this partly by meticulous
combing of intelligencefiles and reconnaisance photography, but also by making the
imaginative leap needed to match that of the Nazi scientists. Jones came to understand not
only what they were building butalso the impulse behind theirwork, animpulse that was
romanticas well as military. Jones saw that the essential appeal of the weaponforits
developerslay notonlyinits destructive effects orinitsinnovation butalsoin the awe - part
admiring and part fearful - that its powerelicited, even among potential victims. This insight
was key to his revelation of the nature of the secret weapon, setoutina 30,000 word report
to the Cabinet. Particularly strikingisanappendixtothe reportin which he addresses the
question of why the Germans have builtthe rocket, using language which is fantasticoreven

biblical ratherthan soberly scientific:

A rational approach brought us nearest the truth regarding the technique of the
Rocket. When, however, we try to understand the policy behind it we are forced to
abandon rationality, and intead to enterafantasy where romance has replaced
economy.

Why then have they made the Rocket?

The anweris simple: noweapon yet produced has acomparable romanticappeal. Here
isa 13-ton missile which traces out a flaming ascentto heights hitherto beyond the
reach of man and hurlsitself 200 miles across the stratosphere at unparalleled speed
to descend —withluck—on a defenceless target. One of the greatest realizations of
human poweristhe ability to destroy ata distance, and the Nazeus [sic] would call
down histhunderbolts onall who displease him. Perhaps we may be permittedto
expressaslight envy of his ability, if not to destroy his victims, at least to raise one of
the biggest scaresin history by the inverted romance with which those victims regard
the Rocket.>°

The divine, the mythic, the sublime and the fantasticare all present here inJones’ theatrical

and perhaps tongue-in-cheek prose. Phrases like ‘flaming ascent’ and ‘thunderbolts’ are
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redolent of ancient mythology and the weapons of Zeus; the strange use of ‘Nazeus’ looks like
a deliberate and half-humorous attempt to work in the name of the king of the Greek gods.
The capitalised use of ‘Rocket’ adds to the suggestion of a divinely-bestowed mythicweapon
and the evident excitement at human reach extending to new highs and distances feels like
admiration fora Promethean-style enterprise. Jones himself invokes the word ‘romance’ here
as the key to understanding the appeal of the V2 project, and this passage is steepedin
Romanticideals and terminology. The emphasis is on human attainmentthatisinspired by,
and mimics, the divine; the suggestion of a passion thatineluctably pulls us toward this goal;
the imagery of flamesand hurtling speed. All of these intensities are suggestive of a high
nineteenth-century Romanticism and appear extraordinary in the context of an analytical and
scientificreporttothe war cabinet. YetJones’s invocation of the divine would prove consistent

with the experience of citizens once they came underattack fromV-weapons.

Or perhapsJones’ intention here is partly comedic, and he wants to produce a pastiche of
overwroughtlanguage inthe appendix as acounterweight to the technical density of the rest
of the document. And perhapsitisintended as asly dig at the enemy; the self-conscious
construction of a phrase like ‘the Nazeus’ might be seen as mockery of apompousand
specifically Germanicor Wagnerian style of romanticism which celebrates heroes and gods
togetherinits myths. Onthe otherhand, to strive forcomedy on such a grave subjectandin
an addressto such a powerful audience would appear to be striking entirely the wrong note.
The fear of the V2 expressed by Londonersisredolent of afear of being struck down by the
thunderbolts of avengeful god. Ratherthan strivingforcomedy, Jones’s words seem to
acknowledge that the achievement of the Nazi scientists is ademonstration of powerthat
engendersawe, as well as displaying technical accomplishment. The language employed by
scientistsis not of course neutrally descriptive, but a discourse charged withintent; a
technology cannot emerge withoutacollective, cultural, impulse to will itinto being. Inthe

introductionto herbook Rocket States, which examines the techno-cultural emergence of
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nuclear missilesinthe USA, Fabienne Collignon writes of how the ‘unconscious desires,
compulsions and pathologies’ of many people are an inevitable, if latent, material in the
genesis of new technologies: ‘These early stages formulate an operational practice that, once
launched, disappearsin flighttobecome an absent presence —an inhabitation.’”>! In the case of
the V2, whatlay behind the weapon’s development may have been notonly German
excitementabout space travel buta more submerged political and cultural intent, which may
have been mirroredin London. When British scientists eagerly adopted the language of
celestial thunderbolts, this perhaps revealed both simpleadmiration for the technical
accomplishment and suggested theirdreams and desires may not have been so differentfrom

those of the enemy.

Jonesalso had a specificand pragmaticreason for stressing the romanticappeal of the rocket
overits ‘economy’. His explanation of what the Germans were developing with their V2 project
was resisted by Lord Cherwell, Churchill’s chief scientificadviser, who repeatedly dismissed his
warnings.>? Crucially, Cherwell’s refusal to take the threat seriously was based on arigidly
utilitarian weighing of the cost and difficulty of developing the weapon forthe Germans
againstits likely destructive effects. Cherwell’s judgement was based on purely economic
considerationsand did not account for the imaginative impulse bound up with the weapon’s
development, animpulse fully understood by Jones. Against this sceptical background, Jones’s
colourful rhetoriccould be understood as astudied attempt to convince his audience by
employingboth the linguisticand the conceptual assumptions of the enemy in orderto lay

bare theirpurpose.

Secrecy and censorship

As well as stretching conventional scientificlanguage in new directions, the arrival of V2s

strained the imaginations of Londoners. Contemporary accounts from the Mass Observation
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suggest the psychological effects of the attacks were hardest onthose prone to invent possible
explanations forthe un-named weapon. One 30-year-old woman from London, reacting to the
strikes of the mysterious new weapon, said: ‘l know there’s afew peopleareinaterrible state
all the time — they lettheirimaginations run away with them—that’s the trouble’>* while
anotherwitness, aman of 45, agreed that: ‘It's people that can’t control theirimaginations
that’s suffering most.”>* This imagination was stimulated by the official secrecy in which the V2
was shrouded. Hitlerand other Nazi leaders had hinted overseveral months, and with
deliberate obscurity, at the developement of asecret weapon of revenge while British
intelligence had made strenuous efforts to understand what these might be. Once the
Germans beganfiring the missiles at Britain in Septemberthat year, the governmentin London
imposed acomplete ban on naming, identifying or discussing them > This censorship was
partly to conceal the success of the British intelligence work that had revealed their nature,
and partly to deprive the Germans of information about how effectivethe V2 attacks were
proving. Of course the destruction they caused and the sonicbooms they made could hardly
be hidden, butthe weaponitselfremained unseen, quite unlike the sub-sonic pilotless V1s
which were already afamiliarsightinthe sky. Diarist George Beardmore, summed up the

absence of information inan entry from 20 September, 1944:

No word yetfrom any source about the mysterious bangs we have been hearing, not
preceded by the familiardroninginthe sky. A craterappeared at Kingsburyin my
absence, also a terrificmid-air explosion last Saturday which...shook the building.’>®

The official and misleading explanation often given for V2 attacks was gas explosions, leading
to the popularjoke among ordinary people that Britain was under attack from ‘flying gas-
mains.’”>” The news blackout on V2s was lifted in November after just over two months,>8 but in
the early weeks of attack the official prohibition on discussingthemled to afrenzy of
speculationinwhich the lack of authorised information leftimaginations to run free. As a 40-

year-old woman recorded in Mass Observation stated:
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Talk, talk, talk. | neverheard so much talk, neitherinthe blitznoroverthe buzz-bombs.
People have just talked themselvesinto fits, they don’t know which way up they are.
Alll know is, we’ve got something Friday and we’ve got something Sunday and they’ve
triedto putit aboutthatit’sa broken gas main but of course itisn’t[...] We oughtto be
very careful what we say or we’ll be gettinginto trouble. >°

To the fear of attack was added not only the unease of an unknown and unseen weapon but
alsothe fear of breaching official secrecy and ‘getting into trouble.” Once again, V2s unsettled
people farmore than might have been warranted by theirrelatively minor effecton the

outcome of the war.

Evenwhenthe official ban on discussing the rocket attacks was lifted at the end of 1944, the
V2s remained curiously absent fromthe view because their extreme speed made them
effectively invisible. This meant that V2s remained unenvisaged, and were known instead
through their secondary manifestations. The rockets left cratersinthe ground, gave out sonic
booms as they re-entered the earth’s atmosphere and produced vapour trails that could
occasionally be made out fromlongdistances as they climbed into the sky from theirlaunch
sites.®® Thisinvisibility fuelled the the impulse to ascribe a pattern to theirattacks and to
indulge in plottingand calculating the ‘meaning’ of these secondary phenomena. In Gravity’s
Rainbow, Pynchon extends tropes of fantasy and paranoia surrounding the rocket to the point
that its secondary manifestations are as effective away of revealingits essence as any other.
The novel conspires with the possibilty that there mayindeed be anintentional pattern behind
the V2s strikesand that — in thisfantasticworld —it is conceivable that the rocket attacks are
exactly co-terminus with the pointsaround London at which Tyrone Slothrop’s sexual
encounters have taken place. Slothrop’s paranoid conviction that the V2isaimed at him
personally takes hold notjust of him but of the text, which countenances the possiblity that his

beliefis correct.

In keeping with these psychological effects, even an officially sanctioned propagandafilm,

Humphrey Jennings’ Diary for Timothy (1945), does not flinch from presenting the unsettling
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nature of the V2. Ina sceneina cafe, a man wearing the uniform of a heavy rescue worker
asksrhetorically: ‘How long does it take?’ as he explains to the others at his table how the V2
works. Though he lists the ballistic performance of the weapon (fired atan angle of 45
degrees, climbing 60 milesin height, hitting speeds of 3,000 mph), the V2is never named, but
rather referredto as ‘one of those gadgets.’ The film then cuts to an on-stage performance of
Hamlet inthe moments where Hamletis addressing Yorick’s skull, before suddenly cutting
back to the scene of a London bombing where the same rescue workeris seen leading a party
of mendigginginthe rubble of a house. The overall effectis atypically oblique presentation of
a V2 — consistent with the general war-time experience —in which, though itsterrible poweris
witnessed, itis neithernamed norseen so thata pervading sense of unease is made stillmore

powerful through theirabsence.®!

Scene from Diary for Timothy, directed by Humphrey Jennings (Film First, 1945)

Diarists and authors of contemporary documentary accounts of V2s had been forced in 1944
to employ oblique descriptions of the rockets because of official secrecy and alack of
understanding of the weapons. This obliquity seemed to establish a cultural trend in which V2s

were rarely figured directly, even afterthe limits on doing so had been lifted. Jennings’ film
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could have referred tothe rockets by name but preferredinstead to preservethe half-veiled
presence by which people had come to know them. Literature of the 1940s also seemed to
registerthe V2sand theirdisturbing, unsettling effects but presented these in indirect ways.
Orwell’s transposition of the weapon to the futuristicrocket bombsis one example; other
fiction, aswe shall see, incorporated aspects of the V2's puzzling sound and semi-visible transit
at moments of unease and sensory occlusion. This uneaseinvolved a spatial effect produced
by the strange pattern of sounds made by the supersonicrockets. Here lay not only the
potential to unsettle civilians and stretch their nerves to their limits but also asource of
cognitive dissonance powerfulenough toleave its traces in thought and writing beyond the

end of the war.

‘One large frightened ear’: the sound and space of V-weapons
Whether pointlessly inthe case of the V2 or calculatingly in the case of the V1, listening out for
V-weapons generated a condition of painful alert, an extreme mentaltautness which made

relaxation, and often sleep, impossible. The war-time diary of Vivienne Hall makes the point:

Day and nightthese flyingbombs come...droning across the skies, sometimes hourly,
sometimes at 10 minute intervals, sometimes several at once, in fact thereisno
knowing which of the systems is being used soyou just have tolisten and hope forthe
best! That’sall we do, we are justone large frightened ear—each sound of traffic, each
purr of an engine stops conversation whilst we sort out the sounds and decide whether
to take cover or not.. . Itis purely and simply a frightful onslaught upon the civilian to
see how longthe nerves will stand the sleepless vigil.®?

In the case of the V2s, which could be heard afterimpact but not seen, anadded source of
unease was the separation of theirsounds from any discernable cause. The severing of the
aural fromits physical originimplies agreaterhidden threat. As Steven Connorsuggests: ‘Any
sound that has been detached fromits source, whether by concealment, technological
mediation or by amplification, will carry a sense of unseen power, powerthatisthe greaterfor

beingunseen.’®®*This concealed powerand menace, combined with an edgy alertnessto
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sound, lurks at the margins of Roy Fuller’s poem, ‘During ABombardment by V-weapons’
(1944) where the attacks give rise to a vigilanttensionin which a heightened aural sense

transfersthreatfrom weapons outside to trivial domestic noises:

The little noises of the house;

Dripping between the slates and ceiling;
From the electricfire’s cooling,
Tickings; the dry feet of a mouse;

These at the ending of a war

Have the powertoalarm me more
Than the ridiculous detonations
Outside the gently coughing curtains.®

In the third stanza, the menace implied by the noises takes shape: ‘Now all the permanentand
real/ Furies are settlingin upstairs.” The hidden power of sound also signifies the incursion of
anotherrealm: namely the supernatural/mythological one suggested by Fuller’s vision of the
Furies. The unearthly quality of aweapon can appear againin the context of its aural impact.

As Connor putsit:

Our noiseis neverwholly ours. There is always something inhuman about sound. We
cannot rid ourselves of the suspicion that sound constitutes aworld apartfromus, a
livingworld.®®

Visions of the V2as a weapon from anotherrealm were reinforced by its sonic manifestation

and the decoupling of that sound from visual data.

The noise made by the rockets was complex. Since they were supersonic, impact would occur
first, followed by the sound of the explosion of the warhead and then, afew seconds later, by
arushing, rumblingsoundinthe airwhich was the noise of the rocket’s flight catching up.®®In
addition, there was usually asecond bang caused by the sonicboom of the missile’s re-entry
intothe lower atmosphere. This double bang was one of the charactersticfeatures that
Londonerslearnedto associate with the rockets. Sansom described the chain of sounds as

follows: ‘Adoublethunder-clap, followed by the noise of aremote and aerial express train.’®’
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But there was no inevitable patternto this noise; many people close to animpact heard no
explosion atall butfelt, and saw, the earth shakingsilently. Then again, there was oftena
hallucinatory quality to the sound of explosions. Some were heard 200r 30 miles away while
others, which sounded distant, turned out to have been no more than a mile or two away. By
November 1944, George Beardmore was recording other people’s attempts to puzzle out the

pattern of the V2s sounds in hisdiary:

Theoriesrun around the office about the reason forthe quick double bang, which
incidentally seems more terrifying than the fly-bomb’s [The V1] drone-and-thump. One
explanationisthatthe firstbangis caused by the initial impact with the ground (or
building) and the second bang by the thing’s explosion. Orthe Doppler effect may be
responsible. Dependingonwhere youare inrelation tothe rocket —in front,
immediately underorbehind —you heara scream in mid-air, before, during or after the
explosions. It often happensthatyoufirst hearthe explosionand thenthe scream of its
passage, decreasingtoawail.®®

These attempts to describe the rocket’s sounds and effects always involved a spatial
projection; an effortto explainthe noises heard by tryingto establish one’s positioninrelation
to it. This impulse differed from the experience of hearing conventional bombs orthe engine
of aV1because inthose cases the essence of the sound, its characteristicquality, was always
the same no matterwhere on the ground the listenerwas situated. The falling whistle of
bombs, the noise of an explosion and the buzzing of adoodlebug were distinctively present
regardless of yourlocation. They may have sounded relatively nearorfar, but the sounditself
would notalterits overall quality. Forthe V2this was not true as a difference in position could
mean a different composition of sound, as Beardmore notes with the mid-air ‘scream’
appearingto happen ‘before, during or after’ the noise of an explosion dependingonyour
locationrelative tothe rocket’s flight. Not only was thisinherently disorientinginitself, but the
unpredictability of the V2's soniceffects often baffled any attempt to fix one’s own position.
As Beardmore noted on 28 Janury 1945: ‘Four morningsin succession they have woken us up.
Not bangs so much as prodigious muffled explosions which resound in all quarters at once.”®®

The phrase ‘all quarters at once’ testifies to the general presence across the London sky of a
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sound which cannotbe pinned down to a precise location. In Gravity’s Rainbow, Slothrop

experiences the same spatial confusion when he hearsaV2 forthe firsttime:

It was Friday evening, last September, just off work, heading for the Bond Street
Underground station [...] suddenlyin the sky, miles behind his back and up the river
memento-moriasharp crack and heavy explosion, rolling right behind, almostlike a
clap of thunder. But not quite. Seconds later, this time, fromin front of him, it
happenedagain:loud and clear, all overthe city. Bracketed. Not a buzzbomb, not that
Luftwaffe. ‘Not thundereither’ he puzzled outloud.”®

Thelisteneronthe groundis ‘bracketed’ by the V2 —that is, surrounded by a noise ‘all overthe
city’. Thisis a soundtoo large, too strange and too perplexingto be easily processed. Its
intimations of something unearthly were unsettling to the imagination while its disruption of
the normal sequence of incoming sound-impact sound-reverberation that characterised the
Blitz years posed a challenge to the assumptions involved in cognitive process. Added to this
was the impossibility of establishing afixed spatial relation tothe V2 eithervisually because it
was effectively invisible, oraurally because its sonic effects baffled any reliable calculation of
relative positions. To be bracketed suggests both to be to hemmed in by somethingandto be
reduced to secondary importance. Bracketingis also what phenomenologists doin the act of

description, excluding anything that falls outside theirfocus.

This aural confusion, and an echo of the double bang made by the V2, seemstore-surfacein
Henry Green’s 1948 novel Concluding, which opens with the discovery that two schoolgirls
have disappearedinthe fog-bound grounds of the school. Mysterious and unsettling calls
heard throughout the novel may be understood as the cries of searchers outlookingforthe
two vanished girls. But Green’s novel not only leaves the sounds unexplained, it offers varied
and conflicting accounts of the source, numberand location of these noises. The cries are first
heardin the early morning by two characters, the woodcutter Adams and elderly scientist
Rock, butare interpreted differently. Adams hearsfirstacall and its echo, then what he

describes astwo callswith no echo. Rock’s beliefis thatacall only echoeswhenit’s uttered by
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someone facing the school building, which throws back the sound, while Adams maintains that
itisthe trees which cause the echo.’* Shortly afterwards, the sound is different again: ‘Then
the cry came a third time, much clearer, sothat even Mr Rock heard, and the double echo.
“Mar-ee,” a girl’s voice shrilled, then amoment laterthe house volleyed back “Ma-ree, ma-
ree,” butin so far deeperanote that it might have beena man calling.””2 Atthe end of the
novel, inthe darkness of evening, Rock again hearsthe cries three times, onthis occasionin
company with his grand-daughter. But the composition of the sounds, and theirlocation, are

more mysteriousthanever:

Upon which the cry came a second time. “Mar...eee.” The house received this, drove
it forth louder, as before, and twice.

“Could someone be calling from the Institute?” he asked in his deafness.
When she paid no heed, he sharply demanded, “Well, isit?”

“Oh I don’tknow, you know,” she answeredin apreoccupied low voice. “l expect
that’s only some of theirgirls out amongst the tree trunks.”

“But it came from behind,” he objected.

“The echodid,” shereplied.”®

The mysterious noises, likethose from the V2 as heard in war-time London, are spatially
disorienting because itisimpossible to fix one’s positionin relation to the sound. By the end of
Concluding, neither Mary’s disappearance nor the source and position of the strange sounds
associated with it, have been explained. | will further examine these sounds from Concluding in
chapterthree to understand in more detail theirsignificance for Green’s spatial vision. Itis
already clearhoweverthatthe psychological impact of the V2 isanotherexample of how the

events of the Second World War confused and complicated literary representations of space.

Soundisintrinsically more likely than othersenses to confuse us about the nature and content
of ourspatial experience. Ina 2009 essay ‘Sounds and Space’, Matthew Nudds explains aural

perception by breaking the process of hearinginto three cognitive stages. These are: first,
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sensory detection asthe ears pick up disturbance inthe air; second, the grouping of ‘frequency
components’ thatappearto come fromthe same source and, third, the assigning of a group of
a components to a sound source - the recognition of certain sounds.”* A problemisthat
spatial properties only appearto play a very weak role in the grouping of frequency
components. Forexample, musicplayed from two stereo speakers willappeartocome froma
pointbetweenthem; the soundis notlocated at its source. Nudds says this phenomenon
suggests that ‘sounds do not have any intrinsicspatial signicance and do not have any spatial
structure’.”> Therefore any spatial properties of sound are assigned at the third stage — that of
subjective recognition: ‘The initial interpretation of the location of a sound source will
therefore beinahead — or body-centred frame of reference —one that represents the location
of the source of a sound relative to the perceiver’'s head or body.’”® The impossibility of
identifyingarelation between the source of asound and the hearer’s body —as was so often
the case with V2s— therefore undermines the prospects of establishing a spatial continuum. In
such a case, sound comes from anywhere, not somewhere. Thisis different from the spatial
perception establishedinvision, it can be argued, because vision perceives not only objects
but the spaces between them; we visually establish the gaps separating things as well as the
things themselves. This particularityis not the case with eithertouch or hearingwhere ‘the
space that separates the experienced locationis notitselfan object of the experience. In
neithercase are we aware of the region of space thatseparatesthese places.””” On this

account, soundtells us nothing about the nature, or even the existence, of space.

Andyet, Nudds suggests:

Thereisa sense in which ourauditory or tactile experiences do provide us with an
awareness of space. Although we only touch the rim of a glass at five points, we are
aware of the rim as circularand so as occupying the space in between the points we
touch; although we hearthe location of two objects relative to one another, we are
aware of them as separated in space and so aware of the space in betweenwherewe
hearthemto be.”®
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In otherwords, evenif we cannot fix orlocate soundsina spatial continuum, we can be aware
of the fact of theirdispersal and therefore the implication of the space thatlies between them.
Just as five fingers touching the rim of a glass allow a subject to inferthe glass’s circularity, so
hearingthe double bang and screaming of a V2 allowed witnesses to inferaspatial continuum
inwhichit operated, eventhoughthey could notsee, anticipate, locate or (initially at least)
understand the weapon. The space that was sensed as a result of this cognitive process was
less determinatethan would have been the case from the visual tracking of a sub-sonic
weapon because visual perception includes not just the registration of the shape, location and
extension of objects butalso something of the nature of the space surroundingthem, whether
itisempty or occupied. As Nudds putit: ‘Visual experience is an experience of space aswell as
objectsinspace.’” There istherefore a hierarchy of sensory information about space. Below
visual is tactile sense which can convey the circularity of the glass’s rim but has nothing to say
aboutwhat liesinthe space beyond. Sound, though it can suggest patches of space between
noises, cannot even suggest whether they are empty oroccupied andis the least determinate

of the three senses:

Auditory experience does not tell usanythingaboutregions of space otherthanthose
where we experience sound sourcesto be. If we experience the source of asound to
be overon our rightand anothersource to be over on our left, then we are aware of
theirbeingseparated by aregion of space and our experience represents the spatial
relation between them. But our experience does not tell anything about thatspace:in
particularitdoes not tell us whetherthere isanythingin the placesin between the
places we hearthe sourcesto be. It does not representthose locations as either
occupied orempty.8°

It should be noted thatit is not necessary to accurately locate the sources of soundin orderto
sense the space between them. Anintimation of space, albeit faint, comes fromthe
perception of discrete sound sources, evenif that perception were to be mistaken orillusory.

So, for example, Henry Green uses the perplexing echoesin Concluding to suggest the novel’s

spaces, but this spatial intuition is necessarily tentative; an implication of space ratherthana
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determination. The literary use of sound thereforetends to describe spaces which are more

vaguely perceived.

The implied spaces of the Second World War

This notion of implied space is crucial to an understanding of how literature began to process
the spatial differently as a result of the Second World War. It helps to explains how, with the
lights dimmed by warand the visual sense limited, aless precisely-grasped and more
indeterminate sense of space began to manifestitself in fiction during the 1940s. The wartime
civilian environment was one in which many normal visual sources were restricted, for
example by blackout; restrictions on travel; the deliberate removal of signposts; and a
prohibition on making maps. While habitual sources of visual orientation were limited, other
new sights made familiar landscapes strange, such as searchlights crossing the sky, giant
barrage balloons floating above the rooftops and demolished buildings. In this context, where
vision was both limited and skewed fromits norms, information supplied by othersenses

could assume a greaterimportance and have a more powerful effect.

For example, inJames Hanley’s Blitz novel No Direction forthe occupants of a house in London
blacked out by airraids, spaces are sensed not through vision but though tactile and aural
means. Touch, including feelings of pressure, imply spaces that cannot be seen. As Hanley
writes: ‘Slowly, unsurely, getting the feel of this se a, feet apprehending voids, where no voids
were. She put herhands to herhat, she wondered if it was straight...darkness obliterated
shape butshe had the feel of it.”®! Spatial properties of distance, depth and dimension are
intimated in new and strange ways so that evenina small bomb shelteracharacter can feel
‘lostina vastness, even adarkness eightfeet by nine could give afeeling of endlessness, of
nothing but height, depths.”®2 The deprivation of vision allows different, and looser, ways of

implying space. Similarly InBowen’s The Heat of the Day, as we saw in chapterone, the
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weighty and airy become mixed in puzzling combinations under cover of darkness: ‘He had felt
all round him heights weighed down upon by night, mysterious declivities, the breath through
the unmoving air of moving water.’83 When senses rely on sound, the grasp on space is
loosenedstill further. In Hanley’s novel, asound from the river disrupts the surety of touch
which a character has been usingto navigate the darkness: ‘beginning to grope, as though she
were a stranger here, as though this sea of darkness were wilderness, the feel, the sure touch

of itgoing. A sound could do all this.’#*

In war-time fiction, space was particularly likely to be implied by sonicsources. In this excerpt
from ‘The Prisoners’, ashortstory by Alun Lewis published in the 1942 collection The Last
Inspection, the sounds, pressures and vibrations of an air raid appearto mix the bodies of a

group of soldiers with the nightair:

Later, five orten minutes, and the first distant tremortouched theirears. Thenslowly,
beautifully, the airbegan throbbing,growing widerand deeper, avibrant dynamic
throb thattouched theirveinsand bodies where they lay in theirscruffy blankets,
touchedthem like adrop of brandy, sensitising and liberating theirimprisoned bodies
so that they were part of the throbbingair, the pulsing night, the feeling slender
searchlights, the vast dangerous purposes and counter-purposes of the war.®

In Lewis’s fictional world, what begins atthe soldiers’ ears has the effect of dispersingthemin
space, illustrating how the war’s sound and vibrations could drive anew contemplation of the
spatial inliterature from 1940 onwards by linking the aural cues of air raids to a projection of
the hearer’sbodyinspace. The peculiarand powerful aural effects of the V2intensified this
tendency:asinthe example of the strange echoes from Concluding, sounds confuse and
disrupt narrative explanation and present adimmerspatial world. Literatureshaped by the
war bears out Nudds’ proposition of a hierarchy of the senses ranked by theirability to present
spatial information. Visionis replaced by touch and touch by sound, with each becomingless
determinate than the last. The resultis an experience of space which grows ever more implicit

and less determinate asitsforms appearmore varied.
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It has been claimed thatthe greaterawareness of sound and concomitantreductionin
attention tovisionin war-time literaturerepresents a falteringin modernist desireforvisual
clarity. Rex Ferguson claims that modernist writers felt driven to capture the visual excitement
of the metropolis but that this aim became problematicwhen they attempted to articulate the

war-time blackout and the primarily aural experience of being bombed. Ferguson argues:

The fact that reality was there to be seen before beingtouched orsmelled reveals
the visual dominance of the modernist aesthetic. [...] The modern city was primarily
visible, just as the modernist writer’s primary objective was to make his reader see.
But if black-out was a mode of being that reduced the individual’s ability to see, then
didit alsoreduce the writer’s ability to represent avision? Certainly, literary
representationis faced with aproblem when asked to depictapredominantly aural
experience 8¢
In support of hisargument, Ferguson draws on Raymond Chapman’s work The Treatment of
Soundsin Language and Literature to further suggest that writingabout soundisinherently
problematic. Chapman concedes that the resources of language allow writers to describe most
sounds with ‘fairlinguisticaccuracy,’®” but he draws a distinction between description and
depiction, whichis understood as the real goal of literature. As Ferguson putsit: ‘Literature
wants to make its readersee, even when whatis being depicted is anoise ratherthana
sight.”®8 War-time writing thenrunsinto a probleminherentin the very nature of literature,
that a drift towards the aural entails aform of collapse into non-specificity. For Chapman, the
problemisunavoidable: ‘The difficulties which awriter encountersinrepresenting auditory
experience are proportionate to his desire to move from ap proximation to precision.’®® Even if
thisistrue, it does not diminish the significance of the growing attention that literature gives
to the spatial duringthe 1940s. Rather, as the representation of spatial experience becomes
more problematic, the issue of space becomes amore urgent preoccupation because of, and
not in spite of, writers’ increased difficulty in capturingit. To borrow Chapman’s terms, if aural

or tactile description make the real business of writing - depiction - more difficult, thatonly

heightensourinterestin why and how writers moved in this direction.
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In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty suggests that ratherthan one unified space
which is composed forus by the combination of oursenses, itislogical to think of different
versions of space opened by an individual sense. He offers as exampletactile space, visual
space and acousticspace, each of which offersits own circumscribed spatial world. Eachisan

approach to the same spatial world, butisits own particularvariety of spatial experience:

Sensation [is] one of our surfaces of contact with being, a structure of consciousness,
and in place of one single space...we have...a particular manner of beingin space and,
ina sense, of making space. Itis neither contradictory norimpossible that each sense
should constitute asmall world within the largerone.°

A particularset of sensory experience, such as a strange pattern of sounds or an unfamiliar
apparition, can therefore suggestits own novel and self-sufficient space. The particular
sensory conditions of war-time Britain and the oddities they produced seem to have made
literary presentations of the spatial strangerand more varied than they would have been in
less disturbed times. The sensory strangeness of the V2 for its witnesses then was an extreme,

but notunique, example of the war’s tendency to evoke new spaces in theirimagination.

Towards hyperspace

The V2 suggested more indeterminate spaces as the result of its strange sensory effects then,
but italsorenewed conceptual challengesto familiar notions of Euclidean space. The rocket’s
apparent powerto materialise anywhere in aninstant seemed to destabilise existing spatial
categoriessuch as linearity, adjacence and distance as well as the temporalities of duration. In
its challenge to these habitual ways of thinking about space, the V2recalled the idea of
hyperspace which had firstbeen theorised in the nineteenth century by mathematicians

including Rieman as part of their explosion of Euclidean geometry.®! The concept of
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hyperspace came toinvolve the idea of parallel dimensions touching all points of ouruniverse
and so providing aninfinite number of portalsinto this world while remaining wholly invisible
and inacessible fromit. We have already seen intimations of this strange realmin several
accounts of the V2 as an unearthly or supernatural entity, from the witness quoted above who
describeditas ‘a threatening horrorfrom outerspace, abstract, unreal’, to Orwell’s suggestion

of an ‘instinct’ among the proles allowingthem to detectimminent attack.

The vision of the V2 as a weapon from anotherworld which had begun to suggestitself to
Londonersinthe 1940s is developed in Gravity’s Rainbow. Pynchon’s work also suggests the

rocket at times as a thing of mythicor quasi-religious significance:

...ahost of other souls feelingthemselves, even now, Rocketlike, driving out towards
the stone-blue lights of the Vacuum undera Control they cannot quite name...the
illumination out here is surprisingly mild, mild as heavenly robes, afeeling of
population andinvisible force, fragments of ‘voices’, glimpses into another order of
being...*?

Pynchon’slanguage here carries clear overtones of a traditional description of a Christian
afterlife and to that extent echoes the impulse of Londonersinthe 1940s to see a god-like
presence behind the weapon. Yet the italicised phrase ‘another order of being’ could be read
not justas pure religious terminology but also as that of ontological philosophy ortheoretical
physics. In Pynchon’s heteroglossicnovel, this kind of multipleinterpretationis always invited.
The Christian presentation of the rocketis one variant; at othertimes the V2 ispresented asa
kind of Platonicideal, an entity whose perfectintegrity and apartness setsitin conceptual and
philosophiccounterpoint with the contingency of objects and events seen by the characters at

ground-level:

Moving now towards the kind of light where at last the apple isapple-coloured. The
knife cuts through the apple like aknife cuttingan apple. Everythingis whereitis, no
clearerthan usual, but certainly more present.®
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Here the rocket leads toa realm where objects are held in self-identical stasis, where an apple
appears perfectly apple-like asinits Platonicideal form. Like the Christian afterlife, like the
infinite spaces dream of by rocket engineersin the 1920s and 1930s, thisisa form of the
sublime with which the rocketis repeatedlyassociated and which can be religious, philosophic
or techno-theoretical. Ultimately Gravity’s Rainbow presents the rocket as purely spatial,
discoveringaninfinity that appears to correspond with the notion of a universe of endless
hyperspace: ‘The movingvehicleis frozen, in space, to become architecture, and timeless. It
was neverlaunched. It wil neverfall.”** Whetherreligious, philosophical or physical inits
references, Pynchon’s text presents the V2 as generative of an alternate world, aspace which
isnot our space. We are reminded of Bowen’s calico-wrapped world afterthe Vlwhere,
‘sealed up, ina tense white parcel’, an entirely separate space is generated by the new
weapon. Indeed, as Collignon shows, whiteness is itselfan absolute in Gravity’s Rainbow, a
toxicsublimity towards which the rocket gradually moves overthe novel’s course. The
climacticfiring of rocket 00000 is also the achievement of what Pynchon calls ‘the pure lightof
the zero,”®> a whiteness that bleaches outall colourandis both both complete dark and
absolute light (reminiscent of a light ‘at once dull and dazzling’ as Bowen, quoted above, saw
it). As Collignon putsit: ‘Whiteness haunts the book, formingits end point.”?® The entropic

regression of Gravity’s Rainbow associates perfect blankness with the rocket’s ultimate stasis.

Pynchon’s vision of a missile half-glimpsed and suspended in endless space bears comparison
with an odd momentin the closingmoments of Green’s Concluding where, in the darkness, Mr

Rock throws away a slipperthat has been tied around the neck of his pig as a schoolgirl prank:

He hurled the shoe away. Once it was nolongerin moonlightit disappeared, the
thing might have flown. He did not, of course, hear itfall.%’

This strange, disappearing projectile appears to take flightin the darkness, justasitvanishes

fromvisionand hearing. There are two possible reasons why Mr Rock might not hearit fall to
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earth; one s his partial deafness whichisreferred to throughout the novel. The second, more
fantasticexplanation, would be that the slipper never does fall but flies instead, like Pynchon'’s
rocket, into a permanent hyperspace. The authorial, emphaticphrase ‘of course’, could
supporteitherinterpretation. Itshouldalso be noted that this curious passage occurs just
after Rock and his daughterhearthe echoingcries of “Mar-ee” forthe final time inthe novel
and so connects the slipperincident with the baffling sounds which seem to repeat the sonic
pattern of the V2. This episode also coincides with MrRock’s goose taking flight for the only
timeinitslife, an eventwhich leavesthe old man ‘fear[ing] a collision.”*® These closing sections
of the novel are characterised by Green’s typical obliquity butit does not seem fanciful to
suggest thatthe presence of the V2 continuestolurkinthese pages. After 1944, both
documentary and fiction seemto carry the seed of a mysterious and unsettlingidea: ourspace

isnot the space of the rocket.

Lightning speed, endless war

Eventhose who didn’t share this vision of a hyperspatial continuum could have their
assumptions about the nature of space tested by the V2. For the theorist Paul Virilio, the
lightning-quick manifestation of a supersonicweapon represents the ultimate triumph of the
war-makeroverwhat he terms ‘military space.’ Virilio’s argumentis that the achievement of
extreme speed, of instant war, means the conquering of distance and therefore th e effective
abolition of familiar martial spatial categories such as battlefield, front, battlelines or zones of
occupation. This spatial victory is achieved by technological development: ‘If the reduction of
obstacles and distance has always beenthe central problem of military space, we have
reached today the rupture point: the distinction between vehicleand projectile has ceased.”®®
Unlike bombs dropped from aplane or shellsfired from afield-gun, V-weapons were, to adopt

Virilio’s formula, both the weapon and its delivery system, and therefore constituted notjusta
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milestonein military technology, but a departure from existing ways of thinking about spatial
forms. They helpedto promptthe imagination towards the discovery of ‘an original continuum
that has only a distantlink to geographical reality,’'°° another formulation that hints at the
notion of hyperspace. It should be acknowledged that Virilio does not explicity refertoV -
weapons (orany other weapon) as he develops thisargumentin Bunker Archaeology, a work
inspired by the remnants of World War Il German defensive constructions alongthe French
coast. But an emphasis on the signficance of ballistics and rocketry is found throughout his
work, as are the events of the Second World War as an illustration of histheory of anew
military space and power which renders old fortifications redundant.!® In this era, Virilio
argues, the space of the battlefield, the besieged city, the neutral zone, the occupied territory
issimply abolished by the rule of speed, which he calls ‘dromocracy’. The frontline is no longer
defined by national borders, fortifications or coastline. Instead it ranges across space as a ‘war
isobar.”'°2|n one sense, the implications of this discovery of extreme speed are political and
military as the possible strategicmeaning of cities orlands begin to drain away. The example

Virilio givesis from World War I1:

For the dromocrat of total war, the once-so-coveted cityisalready nolongerinthe
city. Warsaw, archaically declared an ‘opencity’ is destroyed in September by air
raids.103

For the soldier, this new order of space revolutionises the practice of war because retreat or
flight become useless: his only hope isto enterinto the process of technological speed, to

engage inthe acceleration:

Salvationisnolongerin flight; safetyisin ‘running towards your Death,” in ‘killing your
Death’. Safetyisinassaultsimply because the new ballisticvehicles make flight useless;
they go fasterand fartherthanthe soldier, they catch up with himan passhim. The
man on the battlefield has no safety, it seems, otherthanina suicidal entrance into the
very trajectory of the speed of the engines.1%*
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However ‘dromocracy’ also has powerful effects forcivilians not directly involved in the
processes of warbecause it exerts powerful pressures on their conceptual grasp of space. Not
onlydoesitseemto overthrow spatial ideas such as the notion of a place of safety or the
distance between incoming missileand intended victim (with its concomitant possibility of
escape), Virilio’s thesisis that the stubbornly familiar framework of Euclidean geometry was
undermined during the war. His wandering among the massive concrete fortifications left by
the Nazisalongthe ‘Alantic Wall’ on France’s coast led himto see them as archaic failed
bulwarks againsta new spatial world. Where the old spatial world was composed of smoothly
continuous planes, adjacentand simple-to-demarcate terrains and predictable angular
relations, Virilioargued that a new conceptual grasp of space was emerging whichrevealed it
as composed of a ‘carpet of trajectories.’'% Increasingly, the world was seen notin Newtonian
terms of fixed objects, gaps between them and asurrounding envelope of space, butinterms
of forces of continuous movement whosevery trajectories were revelatory of the nature of
existence. On Virilio’s account, the advent of high-speed weapons such as the supersonic

rocket was a driver of a new spatial understanding.

A furtherchallenge to habitual spatialthinking lay in the simultaneous possibility of space as
empty and substantial which the rocket suggested. Thisideais capturedin Dornberger’s boast
of having ‘invaded space’ and ‘used space as a bridge between two points on the earth’. S pace,
inthe age of the V2, could be thought of as both vacuum and substance, abstractand
concrete. The immense range of the V2, at least 170 miles, farexceeded anythingthateven
the longest-range artillery could achieve. This meant that large tracts of Southern and Eastern
England were in range of rockets fired from launch sites builtin occupied Holland and France.
Enemy planes had been attacking Britain since 1939 but now there was a direct connection,
the intimation of a physical linkage, acause and effect, between what happened onthe
groundin mainland Europe and on the ground in England. Connecting the two places was the

arc of the rocket, a trajectory which, as we have seen, was mysterious through acombination



123

of supersonicflightandinitial official secrecy about the weapon but which could be inferred
and calculated once the principles of the V2 were understood. Thisarcthen had a semi -
physical reality which was occasionally visually reinforced for English witnesses who on clear
days could sometimes see the vapourtrails of V2slaunching more than 100 miles away across
the North Sea. Dornberger’s reference to space as a bridge reinforces thisimage of the rocket,
like apair of compasses, joiningtwo distant points. In one sense the interveningarchas the
physical reality of abridge, but the image also contains the abstraction of space. Because the
rockets touched the edge of outerspace at the zenith of theirarc, the conjunction of two
pointson the ground could also be understood as involvingthe V2's passage through another
dimension, adisappearance and re-appearance in our world and therefore a non-linear

progress from point A to pointB.

The tendendency of 1940s fiction to depict space and solid material as mutually
interpenetrative, forexampleinthe wartime and post-war writing of Elizabeth Bowen aswe
saw in chapterone, is echoed by the possibility of both space and substance that existsinthe
V2'strajectory. A passage from Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space seems to echo Virilio
insuggestingthat space can yield up new sightings of movements or sequences, that latent

energies within space may force themselves on our notice:

On the one hand...space contains opacities, bodies and objects, centres of efferent
actions and effervescent energies, hidden —evenimpenetrable —places, areas of
viscosity, and black holes. Onthe other, it offers sequences sets of objects,
concatenations of bodies —so much so, infact, that anyone can at any time discover
new ones, foreverslipping from the non-visible realminto the visible, from opacity into
transparency.1%®

To half-glimpse the arcof the rocket, whetherby seeingits vapourtrail, using the imagination
to conceive of its physics or by absorbing the mythicrhetoricof politicians and scientists, was
to performa balancingact between the abstract and concrete, between reality and

supposition. Inthis sense the trajectory of the rocket could be thought of as a latent potential,
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a possibility of the laws of phyics which hovered between the opacity of theory and the clarity

of existence. In Lefebvre’s terms, the V2slipped partially but not completely into the visual

realmas it describeditsarc; an arc that was, as Dornberger phrased it, both space and bridge.

To see the rocketas a mysterious yet natural phenomenon encouraged atendency toremove
human agency from calculations altogether. This was atrend observered by George Orwell
who noted the growing likelihood that people would come to think of waras as an inevitable
but non-rational event. Writingin Tribune in December 1944 when the official banon
identifying V2s had just been lifted, Orwell used terms that anticipated hisimagining of the

endless global wars raging between Oceania, Eurasia and Eastasiain Nineteen Eighty-Four:

Personallylamno loverof the V2, especially at this moment when the house still
seemstobe rocking from a recentexplosion, but what depresses me about these
thingsisthe way they set people talking about the next war. Every time one goes off |
heargloomy referencesto “nexttime” and the reflection “I suppose they’llbe able to
shootthem across the Atlanticby that time.” But if you ask who will be fightingwhen
this universally expected war breaks out, you get no clear answer. It is just warin the
abstract — the notion that human beings could ever behave sanely having apparently
faded out of many people’s memories.?

As well as expanding the probable scope of the rockets across thousands of miles of non -
visible space, Orwell’s vision of ‘warin the abstract’ has parallels with Virilio’s suggestion of
conflictthatis driven by technological developmentand ageneralised system of
political/military control ratherthan by individual human agency. Another contemporary

analyst, inan article with the ominous sub-title ‘This Time and Next’, wrote:

The idea of discharging destructive rockets to adistant portion of the world by
merely pressing abutton may still soundin some ears fantastic. Butit is in the realm
of fact. Is it too much to hope that there can be one law and one controlling
authorityina world any part of which can be laid waste by the pressure of a single
finger?108

The V2 had broughtwith it the fear of endless, global, impersonal war.
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The last V2 was fired at Londonin March 1945 just before launch sites were overrun by Allied
troops.'% The weapon’s relatively shortlife in the context of the waras a whole was indeed
matched by its limited place in official narratives of the conflict, partly because itcame too late
to have any decisive effect on the outcome, partly because of the official secrecy which
shrouded so much of its deployment and partly because more momentous events, fromthe D-
Day landingsto the Allied victory in Europe, neatly framed the period of its operation. Butits
story was just beginning; from the 1940s onward the rocket has undoubtedly left traces on
culture and fiction of the post-waryears and especially on the imagination and presentation of
space. As Joseph Nechvatal putsit: ‘Something in the spatial consciousness of society was
altered followingthe war’**° and, following Virilio, he sees the development of the V2 as

crucial to this transformation. The presence of the V2 has often been sensed and presentedin
oblique ways, butit has exerted asignificant destabilising psychicforce because of the
pressure it broughtto bearon habitual assumptions about the way the worldis arranged. In
literature, disruption of thiskind is as likely to fuel creativity asitis to renderan artist
impotent. Post-war writing wrestled with new descriptions of space because of the imaginative
demands of a newly supersonicworld shot through with half-glimpsed and unpredictable

trajectories.
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CHAPTER THREE

Interwoven with Incredulity

The 1940s were a time of intense literary activity for Henry Green. In the 10 years leading up
to the start of the Second World War he had published just two novels, Living (1929) and Party
Going (1939), but inthe decade that followed he produced four novels, several short stories
and an autobiography.! The events of the war, and especially the time Greenspentasa
fireman, are crucial in explaining not only this burst of literary activity butalso the new
directionsin which he took his writing. These new pathsincluded a progression away from
interiority in his presentation of human life. By the time of Loving (1945), Green had
abandoned attempts to convey the thoughts of his charactersin favour of purely external
description. This change not only meanta turn away from one of literary modernism’s most
favoured devices, italso helped Green to pursue his growinginterestin the problematics of
space. His concentration on the physicality of characters - their positioning, movement and
bodily behaviour—offered a method of examining the strange spatial relationships and
manifestations which the war had thrust upon his notice. This literary investigation of space
had parallels with the contemporary work of philosophers, especially Merleau-Ponty who saw
physical action asa method of ‘gearing’ to the world, of finding one’s spatial bearing within it.
The anxiety about space seenin Loving and Concluding (1948) is in part a fictional response to
this problem of orientation. Green was also concerned by issues of distance and perspective,
considered in detail by Martin Heidegger, and with the socio-political control of space which
was to be a major theme for Henri Lefebvre. Both Loving and Concluding also echo Merleau-
Ponty’s laterthinkingin which doubt of, and faith in, the perceptual world are inevitable
responses to our partakinginits mysterious wholeness, what Merleau-Ponty calls a ‘universal

flesh’2in which the distinction between subject and object collapses completely. Differencesin
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spatial experience are not mere subjectivity butiterations of the same thing, variations of a
world whose existence is not to be doubted even though we doubt each perceptual version of
it. Like Merleau-Ponty, Green discovered faith in a primordial spatial world but presented

experience of that world as ‘interwoven with incredulity.”®

Green’sincreased literary output during the 1940s is partly attributable to the warin the
obvious sense thatall the novels, except Concluding, have a war-time settingand that his
autobiography, Pack My Bag (1940) was written, according to Green himself, because he
expectedto be killed inthe conflict.? The pressure of events offered newsettings and
scenariosto document. Howeveritisalso highly plausible to see the war’s events as providing
Green with a freshimaginativeimpulse, fuelling his creativity and driving his writingin new
directions. Critics have noticed the way the war changed not only how often he wrote and
what he wrote about, but also altered his style and the ideas that seemed to preoccupy him.
Bruce Bassoff notes that ‘the war had an enormous and lasting effect on him’® and Laura Doan,
inan essay which examines the post-war work of Green and the visual artist Francis Bacon,
arguesthat both used the displacements of waras creative stimulus.® These critics see Green'’s
work as transformed and enhanced by the experience of the Second World War so that the
fiction he published throughout the 1940s is qualitatively different to the pre-war output. And
Green himself noted the impetus the war broughttofiction, writing that: ‘These timesare an

absolute gifttothe writer. Everythingis breakingup. A seed can lodge in any crack or fissure.”’

An obvious transformative experience was Green’s time serving as a London firemanin the
Auxiliary Fire Service. This job provides the setting for his 1943 novel Caughtbutalsoinspired
himto begina longpiece of non-fiction to be called London and Fire which he worked on
duringthe 1950s. The book was neverfinished and only an opening fragmentwas published, in
The London Magazine in 1960.8 But Green’s plans forthe work in his own papers reveal some

of the particulardynamics of life in the fire service which stirred his literary imagination:
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It will be concerned almost entirely with the menand women of the three Fire
Stationsin which | served throughoutthe war. These peoplecame fromall classes
and from many parts of Britain. Waiters, manservants, shop assistants, stock
exchange clerks, petty thieves masquerading as building workers and professional
London Fire Brigade men living cheek by jowl, sometimes in great danger, more often
waitingin acute boredom and nearly all them more than thirty years of age —all this
created a situation which led to every kind of human relationship, unlikely
friendships, and obvious jealousies.®

In part this enthusiasm suggests a writer motivated by some now familiar war-time themes: of
unaccustomed class mixing, of workers forced into new occupations and of amateurs takingon
the roles of professionals. Howeverthe plan forthe book also reveals Green’sinterestin the
physicality of the ‘situation.’ Greenis fascinated by the geographical displacement of the
population which resultsinthe ‘cheek by jowl’ living arrangements and the ways in which
these physical arrangements, as much as the fact of new occupations, produces the new
abundance of ‘humanrelationship, unlikely friendships, and obvious jealousies.” Green’s
account of his firstmonthsin the fire service is builtaround a description of afire station’s
architecture and layout:its ‘Gothic...design’ with ‘pinnacles towards the roof’ and ‘atower
rising high above all’, and its yard and training platforms, its sliding doors and brass poles.® His
interesthereislessinaestheticimpressionsand more infunctional significance: each part of
the station helps explain the firefighter’s role and duties. This focus on the physical
arrangements of the station also extends to the positions of its staff, with details given of
various locations: the superintendent’s quarters on the fourth floor; the ground floor with the
fire engines; the watchroom attendant’s glass-box office and the regular firefighters’ first floor
mess room.!! Green’s introduction to the business of fire-fighting thenis to lay out the station
for us, and the positions of peoplewithinit, as explanatory of the roles they must perform and
the relationships that ensue. So havinglearned thatitisa ‘minorcrime’ fora firefighter to
react too slowly when the bells ‘godown’, we're shown how action converges from these

differentlocations:
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It was the [watchroom attendant] who put the station bells down. Anditwasin
response tothese thatthe firemen doing outthe Super’s flat up on the fourth had to
hurry down the polesto be last on whateverhe was ‘riding’ before witharoarand a
crash of gearsthey were out and off.*?

Green’s exposition of command, duties and responsibilities, just some types of the ‘human
relationship’ in afire station setting which he cited as the motive forthe book, springs from
the physical description of the station ratherthan one of the other narrative modes, such as

dialogue ora more obtrusive form of authorial recall, which he might have selected.

The interest the writing takesin physicality is further displayed by its attentionto the
arrangement of human figures, to their posture, bearing, carriage and demeanour, and which
highlights a correspondinglack of weight given to speech orthought. This emphasison
physicality isovertinthe text; overriding the dialogue of the firefighters described by Green.
Speechis presented in opposition to action and physical bearing, almost as though
conversation and physicality are mutually exclusive. The best example comes with the figure of
Fireman Brent, introduced, presumably satirically, as: ‘Handsome, speechless, incomparably
brave.’3 A description of Brent tying knots encapsulates perfectly Green’s literary technique of

making physical demeanour work as explanation and revelation:

Alineisalengthof ropeinthese circles, and knots are taught in great variety, they date
back to the days of sail. Because Brent was neverready with histongue he was given
‘Knotsand lines’ toteach. For a whole hour| have known himsilently demonstrate the
elegant knot with which, if welldrilled, one should shorten any line that has slackiniit.
Overand overagain he got itwrong, undid the knot withouta word, only to start once
more, expressionless, mute, enormously dignified. Imperturbable, beautiful as Apollo.

A textual apparition of almost pure physicality, Brent’s aversion to speechis repeatedly
emphasised. Otherregularfirefighters are similarly presented through location and action;

speechiseffaced:

They came out of theirmessroom once on a “smell of smoke”. 1 had neverseem
themtogetherbefore. Notso much huge as squatand broad with spade-like faces,
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they ran wordless up and down stairs dashing off sideways to sniff like steam engines
at empty fireplaces. False alarm.!*

Notonly are these men plainly described as ‘wordless’ amid theirrushing and dashing, the
two-word final sentence furtherimplies their laconicnature. It does not appearthat the
aristocraticGreenis patronising these working-class men by drawing attention to their
speechlessness; his writingis full of admiration forthe bravery and assurance of their physical
action. More significantly, the writing presents physicality as explanation and revelation of the
nature of fire-station life, the very substance from which characterand relationships will be
distilled. Assuch, when Green himself is glimpsed in postures of physical action, it subtly
signals his assimilationinto the service. Overafew pages he movesfrom observer (of Brent
and others) toan actor in the same milieu, andisseen ‘running like a hare on the ground floor,
| was only justonthe ladders asthe LFB came swooping down their poles...dead exhausted, |
almostfell off the pump when we got...back home...like all who have justbeenin action, I just
got my head down andsleptforfifteen hours.”* If notan equal of the regularfiremen by the
end of thisintroductory fragment, Greenis atleastinhabiting the same textual world where
physical action conveys roles and relationships more effectively than speech orreflection. This
piece, then, holds atriple significance in understanding the development of Green’s writing
afterthe outbreak of war: taking physical qualities as the key to what we might know, or infer,
aboutother fictional characters (and by extension, about other people more generally);
showing how Green moved to erase almost all suggestions of interiority from his depiction of
people; and, underlining his growing unease with conspicuous authorial intrusionin his

writing.1®

This contrast between pre-warand post-war Green can be seenina comparison of the two
following passages, both of which describe moments of confrontation or negotiation between

an employerand employee. The firstisfrom Living (1929) and the second from Loving (1945):
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That day Mr Dupretsat alone with Bridges in his office. He was very calm, he hated
all of themnow ina bored way.

‘Mr Bridges,’ said he ‘we’ve got to have what the French call a little explanation.’
The Froggies, Mr Bridges said in mind, nerves on edge, the Froggies what have they
got to do withitdamn ‘em.

‘The pointisthis, I’'m head of the business now and everything must go through me.
You seeit’sonlyfair, all the money that’s putintoitismine.’

‘Of course it’syours,” said Mr Bridges ‘and...’

‘No, letme do the talking. The pointisthat my father with all the whole lot of
interests he had hadn’tthe time to go into everything. Welll’'m not on any boards,
thisis practically the only concernl’min, and | want youand Walters to get out of the
habit of doingthings above my head and without my knowingit.’

‘What d’youmean?l...

| meanthis, that you and Walters for better or worse, and quite naturally, pretty well
ran this business onyourown before myfatherdied. Butit’s different now, | want to
takea handinit.’

‘If that’s all you know about your fathermy lad...’

‘God damn it Bridges will you listen towhat| say? The pointis this, fromnowon I'm
goingto run the whole show myself, orratherit’s going to be run through me. Take
the question of the men beingputonshort time. | didn’theara word aboutit. Well
infuture | am goingto hear.|’'m notsayingthat itshouldn’thave been done butit’s
onlyfairl should be told.’

‘think we’d bettertalkanothertime. | canseeyou’reinatempernow..’

‘Nowe’re goingtotalk now. The pointisthis, when|say we’re goingto talk we’re
goingto talk, from now on.’

‘Well you ain’t going to make me talk,” Mr Bridges said and walked out.’

The second passage, from Loving, is as follows:

In the morning room two days later Raunce stood before Mrs Tennantand showed
part of his back to Violet herdaughter-in-law.

‘Might | speakto you fora moment Madam?’

‘Yes Arthur, what isit?’

‘I'msure | would not want to cause any inconvenience but | desire to give in my
notice.’

She could not see Violet because he wasinthe way. So she glared at the last button
but one of his waistcoat, on a level with her daughter-in-law’s head behind him. He
had beenstanding with armsloose at his sides and now a hand came uncertainly to
find if he was done up and havingfound dropped back.

‘What Arthur?’ she asked. She seemed exasperated. ‘Just when I’'mlike this when this
has happenedtoEldon?’

‘The place won’t be the same without him Madam.’

‘Surely that’s nota reason. Well never mind. | daresay not but| simply can’trun to
anotherbutler.’

‘No Madam.’

‘Things are not whatthey used to be you know. It’sthe war. And then there’s
taxation and everything. You must understand that.’

‘I'msure | have always tried to give every satisfaction Madam,’ he replied.

At this she picked up a newspaper. She putit down again. She got to herfeet. She
walked overto one of six tall french windows with gothicarches. ‘Violet,” she said, ‘|



135

can’t imagine what Michael thinks he is about with the grass court darling. Even from
where lam | can see plantains likethe tops of palmtrees.’

Her daughter-in-law’s silence seemed to imply that all effort was to butt one’s head
against wire netting. Charley stood firm. Mrs T, turned. With her back to the light he
could not see her mouth and nose.

‘Very well then,”she announced, ‘I suppose we shall have to call you Raunce.’

‘Thank you Madam.’*®

In 1929, Green permitted his writing to flicker between speech and thought, presenting not
only dialogue butacharacter’s internal commentary (‘Mr Bridges said in mind’) and assertions
about his or herstate of mind (‘nerveson edge’, ‘he wasvery calm, he hated all of them now’).
The text claimsinteriorand exteriorhuman life as, attimes, equally accessible. Furthermore,
the narrative impetus of the passage from Living derives from thisinterplay between thought
and speech. The dialogue, with Dupret’s long over-assertive sentences and his repeated
interruption of Bridges, is the enactment of the two men’s incompatible states of mind. The
texttellsus whatthey think, then shows us how verbal expression of those thoughts leads to
an almostinevitable conclusion. Besides the scantinformation that they first ‘satalone’ and
that Bridges ‘walked out’ atthe end, there isnolocative or physical detail in this excerpt. By
contrast, there isalmost no ‘telling’ in the passage from 1945, only ‘showing’. Direct allusions
to theinteriorlife of characters have been erased fromthe writing and, correspondingly, there
isa striking attention to their physical deployment, stance, posture, demeanourand
movement. This attentionis applied to both individuals, as with Mrs Tennant’s fiddling with a
newspaperand walkingtothe window, and to their collective arrangement, such as the
significance of Raunce standing before Mrs Tennant but with his back to Violet. Here the
narrative outcome of the scene - Raunce forcing himselfinto the position of butler-is
confirmedinspeech (“Very well then,” she announced’) butitisthe conclusion of a process of
negotiation and deliberation which has been rendered inalmost purely physical terms. Raunce
‘stood before’ Mrs Tennantto presenthis case, isolated her by blocking herview of herViolet,

and he succeeds because he ‘stood firm’ when she tried to change the subject, a prevarication
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signalled physically by her toying with the newspaper and walking to the window. While these
physical dynamics are overwhelmingly the signs of narrative progression, suggestions of
interiorlife do not of course vanish entirely from the text. Mrs Tennant ‘seemed exasperated’,
she ‘glared’ at the button on Raunce’s waistcoat. Her distracted movement aboutthe roomis
inferred as herbuyingthe time to think; all these things suggest mental process evenif they do
not make those machinations explicit. However, this suggestion is always made from avisual
and exterior perspective, from the viewpoint of an observerimputing mentalstatestoa
physical act or demeanour. Even when athoughtisimplied, as with the significance of Violet’s
silence onthe subject of the tennis court, itistied to a physical action, as, for instance, the
futile butting of one’s head against netting. The overalleffectis suggestive of behaviourism,
the psychological school which claims that the proper study of the psychologistis not of the
mind but of behaviour. Inits most extreme form, behaviourism views all animals as sealed
boxes whose interior mechanisms are unknowableso that only the stimuli that act on them
and the behaviourthey exhibitin response can be meaningfully observed.!® Green’s writingin
Loving approaches a literary version of this method, with its suggestion of human actors
observedinaway that strips away, as unreliable evidence, their implied thoughts. In this
excerpt, forinstance, Mrs Tennant appears literally effaced with her mouth and nose

appearingtovanishinthelight.

Indeed, speechitself should be seen as a form of gesture ratherthan the expression of aprior
thought according to Merleau-Ponty’s analysis in Phenomenology of Perception. We should
rejectthe ideathat thoughts are ‘clothed’ in speech and recognise that thought and speech
are mutually implicated. Otherwise, to believe that thought precedes speech we mustassume
that we first need to visualise aword internally before proceeding toits utterance, thata two-
stage processis essential. In which case, why would it be easiertoinstantly speak aword than
to firstsummonitvisually? Infact, Merleau-Ponty argues, words are part of my linguistic

worldwhich | can reach for through a bodily process that equips me to locate and utterthem,
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to bringthemforthin acousticform. Words are not simply the apparition of thought but
involve theirown linguisticconcept which can make thema transferable currency from one
person to another, achieving alinguisticfacticity. So, Merleau-Ponty reminds us, some people
can read a piece of text without understandingitbutyetendow it with appropriate
expression. ‘Thisis because the spoken or written words carry a top coating of meaning which
sticks to them and which presentthe thoughtas a style, an affective value, a piece of
existential mimicry, ratherthan as a conceptual statement.’2° Speech thenis atype of
performance which draws not oninternal truths, but on a syntax and reference which are
jointly discoveredinthe world; speech articulates a chain of meanings which can be brought

forth from the stock of previous linguistic performances:

The spokenwordisa genuine gesture, and it containsits meaninginthe same way as
the gesture containsits. Thisis what makes communication possible. Inorderthat |
may understand the words of another personitis clearthat his syntaxand
vocabulary must be ‘already known’ to me. But...what | communicate with primarily
isnot ‘representations’ orthought, buta speaking subject, with acertain style of
beingand with the ‘world’ which he directs his aim.?*

Speechthenisanotherform of bodily orientation to the world, like adopting a certain posture
or making an expressive gesture. What we tend to call thoughtis an unperformedinternal
version of language, spoken to ourselves but not brought forth. Our experience need not
promptspeech or any otherform of expression, but where itdoes the body becomesthe
utterance of that expression; speech does not emanate from a detached Cartesian subject. The
equivalence thus drawn between speaking and acting suggests an even tighterrationale fora
literary mode of exteriority; dialogue and physical description are naturally linked, and the
demonstration of this connectionis one of the effects that Green achievesin the passage from

Loving quoted above.

Green’s abandonment of interiority was agradual process. We have seen how Living (1929)

recounts what Mr Bridges ‘saidin mind’; Party Going (1939) similarly exhibits mental process:
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At firstall these two nannies noticed was that Miss Fellowes had gone up to the
counterand they did notdoubt but what she was ordering tea. They were not
surprised when she was not served as they themselves had been kept waiting. But as
they watched herthey soon saw that thin-lipped flush which, with their experience,
told them that for Miss Fellowes all this was getting past all bearing.

The passage continues with repeated updates on how the nanniesreacttowhatthey are
watching(‘they knew what it meant...what shocked them most...they weresorry tosee.’)??
While the directaccess to interiormonologue of Living is replaced by reported mental activity,
interiority remained an essential component of Green’s fiction in the immediate pre-war
period. However, afurther change occurred in Green’s oeuvre during the 1940s. Caught (1943)
retains scattered allusions to the thoughts of characters but these thoughts, whether directly
orindirectly presented, are nolongertreated as unproblematicevidence of interior states. The
narration increasingly interposes an additional layer of interpretation, adoubt, between the
existence of characters’ thoughts and their meaning. The characters, and by extension the
writingitself, subject what looks like straightforward mental process to akind of suspicious
scrutiny. Thoughts are not to be read or re-presented without complication and so their
unreliability weakens the role of mental states both in defining characters and shaping
narrative. And the corollary of this suspicion is that physical states begin toassume a greater
significance in both these aspects of the novel’s construction. The fireman Roe, meeting two
women forthe firsttime in his heavy, dirty uniform, approaches atentative and almost

existential new definition of himself thatis dictated by his physical circumstance:

He felt his hands, which were gorged with blood, swollen with work. He made out to
himself that they had grown enormous, that the fingers hungat the thighs like strings of
raw pork faggots, filthy as he was who had not been able to change his heavy sweat-
charged clothes[...] He now knew, as far as he was concerned, that there was more to
thiswar and his partinit than the latest change in his way of life. In his dirt, his
tiredness, the way the light hurt his eyes and he could notlook, in all these he thought
he recognised that he was now a labourer, he thought he had grasped the fact that,
fromnow on, dressed like this and that was why roadmen called him mate, he was one
of the thousand million that toiled and spun.?



139

What is striking here is not just the emphasis on Roe’s corporeal situation but also the contrast
between the affirmation of physical detail and the lack of conviction attached to mental
process. Roe’sinnerstate is always half-veiled, always provisionaland presented with
qualification (‘he made outto himself, ‘He now knew, as faras he was concerned..., ‘he
thought he recognised...he thought he had grasped’) so that any allusion to mental processis
imbricated with asense of distrust. This mistrustis reinforced laterinthe novel when Pyeis
described as ‘following his own thoughts...the will of the wisps.”?* As with Green himself when
glimpsedinthe opening fragment of London and Fire, the physical circumstance of life asa
war-time fireman becomes the primary constitue nt of Roe’s textual existence, relegating his
innerlife to the status of unreliable apparition. The erasure of thought (or, perhaps more
accurately, of internal speech) in Green’s writing is a process of gradual diminution from Living
to Party Going and, accelerated by his experience of the war, from Caughtto Loving, where

the thoughts of characters vanish almost completely from sight.?®

Green’s gradual abandonment of interiority represents a break with one of modernist fiction’s
most populardevices, the ‘stream of consciousness’ or interior monologue employed widely in
the early twentieth century by Richardson, Joyce, Woolf and many other writers. But other
modernists had already championed the exterior view. Wyndham Lewis, in Men Without Art
(1934), compared the ‘Great Within’ favoured by those ‘tellers-from-the-inside’ to hisown
preference forexternal presentation. Lewis claimed his method belonged to ‘the “classical”
manner of apprehending’, which he contrasted with a European romanticoutlook that had its
roots in Hellenism and a naturalist, pictorial aesthetic. For Lewis, this tendency could lead only
to barbarism, decadence and ‘inveterate humanism’. Instead he championed the ‘masculine
formalism of the Egyptians orthe Chinese’ which eschewed the emotional in favour of an
approach that was bold and purely visual: ‘Dogmatically, then, | am forthe Great Without, for

the method of externalapproach —for the wisdom of the eye ratherthan that of the ear.”?® His

preference forasatiricand alienating external view put Lewis at odds with many of his
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contemporaries forwhomthe delineation of interior, emotional states was the very purpose

of literature.

On the face of it, Green’s adoption of the exterior mode aligns him with Lewis’ alternate strain
of modernismand aliterary presentation that favours seeing overlistening. Yetit quickly
becomesapparentthat Lewis’s proposed division between internaland external modesiis
simply inadequate to account forthe complexity of fiction, including his own. An obvious
objection would be thateven if writers avoid internalmonologue, as Lewis would wish, a
substantial part of novelisticfiction is taken up with dialogue, which is both external and ‘of
the ear.” And, as we have seen with reference to Green and to Merleau-Ponty, speech can be
interleaved with bodily action, understood as part of a wider physical utterance which
combines both the visual and the aural in one act. In Green’s novels of the 1940s, speech
becomes nota directrevelation of the inner process of characters, but something better
understood as anotherform of behaviourfrom which we might read their motivations.
Dialogue provides no more or less of a clue to the interiorlife of asubject than their physical
movement: Green avoids the ‘inveterate humanism’ feared by Lewis by offering his readers

the option to apply a behaviourist psychological reading to his fiction.

The confusionin Lewis’s analysis seems to arise from two facts: that his approach assumesan
equivalence between the plasticarts and literature, and that it rests on aesthetics alone rather
than a broader philosophy. In Tarr(1918), the eponymous character articulates what seems to

be Lewis’s core aestheticbeliefwith referenceto sculpture:

The linesand masses of the statue are its soul. No restless, quick flame-likeegois
imagined forthe inside of it. It has no inside. Thisis another condition of art; to have
noinside, nothing you cannotsee.?’

Yet as Andrzej Gasiorek has pointed out, the novelitself seemsto beliethis prescription

because itexhibits notonly an aestheticemphasis on corporeality butalsoadeepinterestin



141

the psychology of its characters. The resultis a tensioninthe novel between an external
presentation of characters’ actions and the intensity of internal motivation whichis suggested
as drivingthose actions. As Gasiorek putsit: ‘Tarr persistently runs aesthetics and psychology
together'?® without an awareness on Lewis’s part of the Cartesian dualism which the novel
seems to uphold. This mingling is exemplified in the scene of fight between two characters

which describestheir bodiesasif they are jolted into action by an internal eruption of power:

The will broke out frantically from the midst of bandages and a bulk of suddenly
accruing fury. Soltyk tore at himself first, writhing upright, a statue’s bronze
softening, suddenly, with blood...His blood, one heavy mass, hurtled aboutin him, up
and down like asturgeonina narrow tank. [...] His hands were electrified. Will was at
last dashed all over him, an Arctic douche. The hands flew at Kreisler’s throat. 2°

Here we find both psychological intensity which erupts into combat and the apparently
disconnected corporealitywith which that combatis described. Gasiorek identifies ‘a self-
division within both characters, theirrespective body parts functioningindependently of their
owners’ minds. Soltyk’s will commits violence against himself before the caged torso can be
freed from conscious restraints.”*° In other words, Lewis does precisely what he says art should
not; hisnovel imagines a ‘flame-like ego’ on the inside even though he attemptsto describe its
effects from a primarily external view. This method contrasts with Green’s mode of writingin
Loving where he never supplies motivation for his characters’ actions; motivationisonly
inferred fromthose actions. We could say that Lewis’ characters appearas puppets, animated
by the tensions of their own visible strings, where Green’s characters are more like the sealed
boxes of behaviourist psychology, where only stimulus and response are presented to our
view. The comparison with Lewis reveals that Green’s move away from interiority sets him
apart not only fromthe ‘Great Within’ strain of modernism, butalso from Lewis’s variantin
which emphasis onthe external is a predominantly aestheticview, and one often at odds with
a work’s underlying philosophical assumptions. In short, by the end of the war, Green’s

methodis unlike any that of any modernist writer.
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In Loving, the emphasis on physical disposition and demeanour has profound implications not
justfor the mode of presenting character butalso for the novel’s spatial framing. The interest
inthe situation of those characters in theirenvironment suggests notonly acoherence in
Green’s literary approach but also parallels with the work of phenomenological philosophers
for whom situatednessis essentialto ontology.?! In Kinalty Castle, the characters’ movement
and positions are plotted with ameticulousness thatis almost obsessive. Journeys through the
building’s passages, staircases, grounds and outbuildings are given a descriptive weight which
forcesitself onournotice. Attimesitseemsasif every stepis measured, every movement
plotted and the openingorclosing of every doorlogged. Fromthe very first scene, in which
Raunce and his assistant Albert drink stolen whisky, Green is hyper-attentiveto the disposition
of human figuresin theirspatial environment. The two characters conceal themselvesin the
corner made by a dooropened back against the pantry wall and our notice is drawn both to

this detail and to how position determines vision:

Raunce stuck his head out while Bert, fartherin because he was smallest, could do no
more than peek the otherway alonga back passage, hiseyesona level with one of
the door hinges. Bert saw no one. But Charley eyed Edith, one of two under-
housemaids.3?

Thereisalso a starkness by which the door’s unaccustomed open positionis registeredin
discrete, staccato sentences: ‘That door hung wide once more...The door stayed gaping
open...She stood averted watching that door which stayed swung back...”3* Raunce and Albert
use the door to make a specificform of space which Green meticulously describes and cal Is to

the reader’s notice.

Throughout Loving, movementthrough the castle’s spacesis thrust to the foregroundviaa
precisionand recurrentattention. The revelation of the castle’s geography is made through a
process of constitutive action ratherthan by a more removed form of narrative description, as

inthe following four quotations:
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He wentout, shuttingthe mahogany door without asound. Aftertwenty trained
paces he closed agreen baize doorbehind him.3*

Secondly:

He shutthe great door after. He almost swung his arms, he might have been said to
step out forthe thirty yards he had to go alongthat soft passage to the green baize
door.?>

Again:
Andthey came outthrough this pantryinto the long high stone passage with a
vaulted ceilingwhich led to the kitchen and their servants’ hall 3¢

And again:

Agathawalked stiffly through the back premises towards Mrs Tennant’s
bedroom...but unusual sounds of activity in the pantry made herchoose to go
through this on the way upstairs.3’

The space inhabited by the occupants of Kinalty Castle is primarily enacted; laid outin ways
bound up with movementand physical demeanour, whether the measured tread alonga
corridor, the stiffness of ahousekeeper’s gait or concealment behind an open door. A
character’sjourney through this castle seemsto unfurl the house’s spaces withit, as though
the corridor is unrolling just ahead of the butler’s paces. This effect not only focusses attention
on human physicality butalso suggests that motion is constitutive of space. We canseein
detail how the cleanlines of physical action unfold aspace when Raunce, newly established as

butler, purloins the notebooks from the room of his recently dead predecessor:

He slippedinsidelike an eel intoits drainpipe. He closed the door so that Bert could
not see. Within all wasimmeasurable stillness with the mass of daffodils on the bed.
He stood face averted then hurried smooth and his quietest to the roll-top desk. He
held his breath. He had the top left-hand drawer open. He breathed again. Then Bert
whistled.

Raunce snatched at those red and black notebooks. He had them. He put them away
ina hip pocket. They fitted. ‘Close that drawer,” he said aloud. He did this. He fairly



144

scrambled out again. He shutthe door after, leaving allimmeasurably still within. He
stood with his back to it, taking out a handkerchief,and looked about.

He saw Edith. She was justinside the pantry where Bert watched him open mouthed.
Raunce eyed hervery sharp. He seemedto appraise the dark eyes she sported which
were warm and yet caught the light like plums dipped in cold water. He stayed
absolutely quiet.®

In several different ways this passage seems to fuse movementand environment so that the
actionrevealed also suggests the contemporaneous revelation of the space that action
establishes. The smoothness of Raunce’s incursion (suggested by the eel metaphorandthe
direct use of ‘hurried smooth’) introduces anidea of frictionless motionin an environment for
which that movementis naturally adapted, andis reinforced by the possessive form of ‘its
drainpipe’. Similarly the closing of the door to exclude the onlooker adds to a sense that
Raunce’s eel-like possession of the space beyonditis natural and his alone. Inside the room,
the smoothness of activity is further evoked by the way that thought, speech and act merge
into one externally-rendered sequence of action. By virtue of Raunce standing ‘face averted’,
we see hisrecoil fromthe lingering presence of the man who hasjustdiedin the room (figured
indirectly through the mass of daffodils on the bed), but as this psychicprocessis presented by
external means, inthe mannersotypical of Loving, itis easily welded into the chain of physical
action. Similarly, the gap between speech and action is virtually erased by Raunce acting on his
ownverbal command: ““Close that drawer” he said aloud. He did this’. Afurther smoothing of
the action is effected with the narrative skipping past links in the causal chain. We don’t see
Raunce openthe drawer, rather he instantly ‘had the...draweropen’. All of these effects
contribute to an impression of seamless action which isn’t filtered through any authorial
commentor mediation. Adding to thisimpression, the passage also gives out hints of the
animate and inanimate colludingin the action as suggested by the transitive/intransitive
ambiguity of ‘they fitted’ when the notebooks gointo Raunce’s pocket, and by the echo of
movementin the fact of the desk beinga ‘roll-top’. The repetition of ‘immeasurable

stillness...immeasurably still’ also creates asense of agency in the room, as though it conspires
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in Raunce’s needfor quiet, as well as suggesting something of its spatial essence. While the
short sentences which convey Raunce’s hurry could have seemed abrupt, interrupting the
textual flow, in factthey are moulded into asequence wherethey provide continuity from the
preceding phrase and resolution via partial repetition, asin: ‘He snatched at those red and
black notebooks. He had them’ and ‘He held his breath...He breathed again.’ Thereisthena
kind of sinuous unfolding of this scene in which different elements of its presentation are
acquired at the same level of perceptual hierarchy. A flattening of the conventionally-observed
sequential priorities of thought, speech and action, a fusing of movement and environment,
and a smoothing over of potentially interruptive detail combine with the text’s wholly exterior
approach to humanfiguresto presentascene in which movements and the spaces they bring
to life appearto be presented to our notice by the same means and at the same time.
Movement enacts space, bringsitto our attention through the physical circumstances and
actions of the charactersin Loving. As Merleau-Ponty putsit: ‘Space hasits basisin our
facticity.” Atits core, this excerpt from Loving amounts to a scene of clarity without depth; the
actionsit encompasses andthe view it presents are just what they seemto be, a self-sufficient
sequence of events which lays bare the surface of physical existence without interpretation.
Thisideais capturedin the final image of Edith’s eyes ‘like plums dipped in cold water’

catchingthe light from what they see and reflecting back its surfaces.

Physical action and space, then, are intertwined in Loving. As Michael Vinaver, the French
translator of the novel putsit, space in Loving is ‘not a static collection of material objects, itis
a system of possibilities of action.”3° This insight suggests afurther literary correspondence
with Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, where embodimentis anecessary and simultaneous
condition of perception, including spatial perception. However, since the characteristicmode
of accessto subjectsin Loving is fromthe outside, how can Green engage fully with the
processes of perception? Can hisapproach be as complex asthose seen in chapterone,

including Samson’s reflective first-person narratorin ‘The Wall’ or Bowen’s use of free indirect
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discourse in her construction of a London phenomenally established by the joint presences of

Stellaand Harrison?

In fact, Green’s preference for exteriority in Loving aligns the novel less with Merleau-Ponty’s
general discussion of the process of perception and more with his particular engagement with
the question of how a subject’s body establishes a ‘spatial level’ inthe worl d. According to
Merleau-Ponty, the world contains no pre-ordained structure of direction, no necessary sense,
forinstance, of whatis ‘up’ or ‘down.’ Tovalidate this claim he cites experiments conducted by
George Strattonin the 1890s where subjects who wore specialglassesinverting theirview of
the world soon came to acceptthe ‘upside-down’ as the natural order of things.*° Merleau-
Ponty arguesthat, ratherthan findinganintrinsicset of directionsinthe world, the body is
‘geared onto the world’ in every physical circumstance by an adoption of preferred planes and
alignment, by motile potential and by possible scenes of action, so that ‘a pact is concluded
which gives me the enjoyment of space and gives to things theirdirect powerovermy body.”*!
The adoption of a spatial levelis not the discovery of something fixed and unchangingabout
space, but a temporary expedient by which to navigate, though ultimately for Merleau-Ponty it
restson a pre-personal facility to grasp the world. Thisaccommodation with the perceptual
world then can explain the particular circumstances of physical comportment and action.
Viewed this way, the attentive lingering over the deportment, movement and corporeal
disposition of charactersin Loving could be read as the author’s understanding of the role they
play in makingvisible the spaces theyinhabit. The repetitious journeys Green traces through
Kinalty Castle are partly the half-conscious demarcation of personal space by the characters
but also textual signs of a philosophical engagement with space which isdisplayed in those
physical acts even though neitherthe narrator’s northe characters’ thoughts are on view.
Indeed, for Merleau-Ponty, space isinferred from observation of this type, not graspedin

reflection, asitis forKant, for whom space is an intuition and nota concept:



147

Space has its basisin our facticity. Itis neitheran object, noran act of unification on
the subject’s part...itcan, by its magic, conferits own spatial particularizations upon
the landscape without ever appearingitself.*?

The fact that Loving, and Concluding (1948) seem to embody this understanding of the pe culiar
variables of space has important consequences forthe nature of theirfictionality, as we shall
see. Green’simplicitacknowledgement of this variability also helps explain his apparent

anxious fascination with spatial questions in these novels.

The characters in Loving compete to mark out theirspace. The servants’ rooms — pantry,
kitchen, housekeeper’sroom, nursery, and scullery —are domains to be protected and
defended fromincursions by other staff. The word ‘kingdom’ recurs throughout the bookin
relationtothese rooms; the servants make conspicuous efforts to mark out and retain a space
of theirown. After his elevation to butler, Raunce takes overthe bedroom of his predecessor
and his chair at the head of the dining table. Thisis adisquieting act of mobility which
intensifies the specifically spatial anxiety feltamongthe servants. The cook Mrs Welch, shows

herdismay at Raunce’s new role in a conversation with Miss Burch:

‘' won’t ‘ave ‘imin my kitchen.
‘Oh, you’re fortunate, you’ve a place you can call yourown.’*3

A few pages later, the same women have asimilar conversation:

‘I neverletthat man into my kitchen.’
‘You’re one of the lucky ones Mrs Welch. You’ve a place you can call your own.’
‘Ah,’” thiswoman answered, ‘but run over by two-legged mice.”*

Miss Burch returns to the subject again, this time with Miss Swift, the children’s nurse:

‘I won’thave Arthurin my nursery.’

‘Mrs Welchwon’tlet him enter herkitchen. Butthen you’ve both a place you can call
your own. Not like me with no more than a door openinginto the sinkand a bitof a
cupboardin all this mansion.’*
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This preoccupation with space hasits roots inthe experiences of World War II. The squabbles
overterritoryamongthe servants may appear petty, even comic, buttheyalso constitute a
versionin miniature of abroaderfearof incursion and territorial loss. The castle isin neutral
Ireland, and fear of a Germaninvasionisa recurrent topic of discussion among the servants. At
the same time the mostly English staff dread being attacked by the IRA men theyimagine
lurking just outside Kinalty’s doors. Against this background, aninsecurity about domestic
space seemsto echo a still more substantial fear. The warintensified the experience, orat
leastthe perception, of crowding. Familiar spaces could feel crowded because anincreasingly
mobile population which attimesincluded evacuees, refugees and foreign troops, was
displaced into unfamiliarlocations and often forced into unfamiliar proximity. Even though
hundreds of thousands of men were overseas, pressures were felt on Britain’s train networks
inboarding houses, cafes, underground stations and bomb shelters. Green’s own experience
of ‘cheek by jowl!’ fire station livingis one such example, while Patrick Hamilton, in The Slaves

of Solitude (1947), wrote that:

In the war everywhere was crowded all the time. The war seemed to have conjured
into being, from nowhere, magically, a huge population of its own —one which
floodedinto andfilled every channel and crevice of the country —the towns, the
villages, the streets, the trains, the buses, the shops, the houses, the inns, the
restaurants, the movies.*®

Richard Overy notes an official report from 1941 which found the disruption from bombing
meantthat ‘it was impossible to get a hotel room anywhere within 70 miles of London.”*” This
crowding was so pervasive thatits effects can be feltin Kinalty Castle where it reinforces the

desire to preserve private space from the ‘two-legged mice’ of which Mrs Welch has a horror.

Associated with the population’s mobility was an unaccustomed mixing of social classes.
Green’s planforLondon and Fire took the new social reality of ‘people fromall classes’ in the
fire service as an essentialtheme and Loving displays asimilarinterestin the dissolution of

social boundaries, aswell as disquiet atits effects. When Mrs Tennant leaves the castle fora
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long stay in England, the servants begin to occupy their masters’ quarters with Raunce and
Edith loungingin the library and Edith and Kate dancingin the ballroom. Mrs Welch’s nephew
Albertjoinsthe above-stairs children (a mingling which horrifies some of the staff) and, on her
return, Mrs Tennantthreatensto sackthe drunken Mrs Welch ‘evenif | have to cook for you
all myself.”*® Hanging overthe novel is a sense of transgressive permeability, of which the

movement between different castle quartersis part.

Homelessness, orthe prospect of it, isanother shadow cast by the war across the pages of
Loving, intensifying the novel’s palpable spatial anxiety. Homelessness was an inevitable
consequence of mass bombing: historian Tom Harrisson says that 4 million British homes were
damagedinthe war, of which 220,000 were completely destroyed.*® One infive London
households was made homeless, atleast temporarily.>® Angus Calder suggests that during the
entire course of the war there were 60 million changes of address inacivilian population of
just 38 million.** Undertaking a survey of 100 British families in the immediate aftermath of
the war, The Sunday Pictorialreported that 43 of the 100 were actively lookingforanew
home.>? Amid the raw statistics, the fear of homelessness preoccupied many people long after
the war’s end. As Harrisson putsit: ‘Homelessness was nearly as much as state of mind as of
fact.”>3 Something of this state of mind persistsin Loving, where Raunce and Edith’s search for

a marital home is still unfulfilled at the novel’s end:

“Oh our little ‘ouse,” she sobbed ...]

“There’sotherplaces,” he tried to appease her. “We’ll find you alovely home,” he
ended, andfell silent.>*

Like the need the servants feel to defend part of the castle as theirown domain, the unmet

desire fora home stokes asense of spatial unease running through the book.

In the laterwork Concluding, the threat of homelessness becomes central to the plot, such as

itis. Elderly scientist Mr Rock is threatened with eviction from his cottage inthe grounds of the
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Institute, agirls’ school run by the state to provide the bureaucrats of the future. Miss Baker’s
and Miss Edge’s determination to seize the cottage is matched by Rock’s determination to
stay. The name Rock signifies, amongotherthings, both his obduracy and the obstacle he
presentstothem. Rock himself raises the spectre of homelessnessin aconversation with

anothertenant, the woodcutter Adams:

“Why when the State took over from the owner, and founded this Institute to train
State Servants, it was eveninthe Directive that | was to stay in my little
place...There’s gratitude,” he added afteramoment, “Throw him outin the street.”
“That’s the way things are,” Adams agreed, glad to let the matter drop.

“But are you safe man?” Mr Rock demanded.

“Houses are thatshort there’s noone safe,” Adamsreplied.>®

The conversation disturbs Adams so much that he raises the housingissue himself later when

one of the teachersapproaches him about an entirely different subject:

Mr Rock’s hints had preyed on his mind. He was beside himself. “It wouldn’t be about
my cottage, now would it, ma’am?” he demanded. “There’s no question, isthere?
For I’ve a nephew overto me directly, with the girl he married in church. Can’tfinda
place of theirown anyhow. It’s cruel this housing shortage.”>®

While Concluding is setin an unspecified yearin the future, the imprint of the warand the
socio-political concerns of the time, such as the pressure on homes, are clearly visible, asthey

areinLoving.

Green’s critics sometimes overlook these quotidian realities. They register the fascination with
the spatial which runs through both novels, but assume that space is used as a pure literary
device toilluminate otherconcerns, ratherthan something urgently presentin these texts
because of the cultural climate of the war and its aftermath. Once again, as with the various
critical analyses of space in Bowen’s The Heat of the Day examinedinthe introduction, the

presumptionisthatthe spatial should be read forits metaphorical import; any possible
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historical significance inthe ways atext presents ordescribes space tendsto be overridden by
thiscritical impulse. Forexample, Michael North arguesthat: ‘Loving and Concluding belong
togethernotjust because both novels are organized around the metaphor of physical space
but because both novels use that metaphortoillustrate the relationship between the interior
life of the individual and the exterior, publicworld.”*” If North recognises the crucial role of
spatial disposition and physical actioninthe novels, he seesitalways as standing for
somethingentirelynon-physical. In Loving, forinstance, he suggests: ‘the geography of the
house is not justa metaphorforthe self, it is the self.”>® Indeed he links Kinalty Castle with the
Irish home Mount Morris in The Heat of the Day as being both ‘double enclaves’ -apartfrom
the war by virtue both of geographicseparation and from a sense of being outside the passage
of time. In one sense this seems a curious conclusion when the events of World Warll are so
clearly at handin both novels; from Albert the pantry boy joining the RAF to the fears of
German invasion which beset both Irish households, from the theme of homelessnessin
Loving to the fact that Roderick inherits Mount Morris as a British soldier. Yet to call these
houses enclavesisalso perhapsto hintat something notentirelysolid or presentabout their
appearance, to cast doubt on theirintegration into any socio-material contextand, in the case
of Kinalty atleast, the word ‘enclave’ is suggestive of a half-submerged sense of unreality, an
impermanence and dysfunctionality which clings to the castle. North’s premiseis that Green
belongedtoageneration of ‘1930s’ writers trapped inintra-warsocial impotence. He sees
Kinalty as one of the ‘imitators’ of Brideshead, part of an attemptto create a myth of the great
house outside time, since cultivated indifference to events was the greatest aspiration of these
writers. Onthese terms, the house canindeed only be the metaphorthat North perceivesitto

be.

Howeverthere isanotherway of accounting for the odd textual weightlessness thatappears to
attach itself toKinalty. Thisaccount does not presuppose the castle as mythicorits spaces as

metaphoricbut pays close attentiontoits spatial construction and operationinthe novel. Itis
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possible tostart from the premise that Loving involves the attempted description of ahouse
thatis ‘real’ (inthe sense of imaginatively convincing), but that the castle’s spatial coherenceis
undermined by gaps and flawsin the logic of the geography and landscape of Kinalty which the
textthrows up. Such a reading would scrutinise the spatialdescriptionin Loving for signs of
these incoherencies and ask what they might suggest about the underlying philosophical
terrain. On what understanding orintimations of the spatial do the landscapes of Loving
appearto stand? How and where do these foundational assumptions revealthemselves and to
what extent are they validated or queried by the unfolding text? It might be objected that
Green himself puts the solidity of Kinalty Castle under question from the outsetandinthe
most glaring way with the novel’s self-consciously fairy-tale opening: ‘Once upon aday...”>°.
But while thisrhetorical device instantly draws attention to the fictional process, it does not of
course follow that the ontology or epistemology of Loving will conform to those of the fairy
tale. We don’texpect the novel’s characters to encounterdragons or discover cloud kingdoms

evenifthe language of fairy-tale is sometimes used as framing or reference.

Human figures seemto delineate or mark out the space of Loving, revealingitthrough their
footsteps, their posture or territorial behaviour. The starkness of this enactmentis one of the
things which give it the oblique power of revealing space, through the gearing to the world of
physical action which Merleau-Ponty suggests establishes a ‘spatial level.” Movementin Loving
appears as part of the ‘system of possibilities’ that Michael Vinaver detectsinthe novel’s
spatial composition. Patterns of movement do not constitute aclosed system; the possibility of

anewdirection thatexceeds acompositional frame remains ever-present.

The exteriormode which Green adoptsin Loving and his attention to paths of action in the
novel thereforealso seem toinvolve away of bringing spatial qualities to the fore. Through the
movements of its characters, the castle and its landscapes are present not just as scenic

backcloth but as a sometimes charged oranimated environment which carries its own
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phenomenal weight. The force with which spaces canintrude on the reader’s notice does not
of course make them simple to read; quite the opposite. Toregister space as part of an
automaticand uncomplicated corollary of physical action would quickly make it habitualand
so renderitinvisible. Itisat moments when space becomesaproblem orpuzzle thatitis most
likely toforce itself on ournotice. Soitisin Loving, where the flaws or discontinuitiesin the
landscape of the castle, as well as the anxieties of its occupants, may thrust the spatial

forward.

One way inwhich attentionis repeatedly drawn to the spatial is through a violent skewing of
perspective. Mrs Tennantand herdaughter-in-law Violet are on a walk through the grounds
when, mid-conversation, they are confronted by the sudden nearness of the folly of aruined
temple they are approaching. The abruptness with which this proximity is presented suggestsa

sudden closing of distance as an active quality of the space they move through:

“You poor dear,” Mrs Jack said. “Why look,” she wenton, “there it isalready.” And
there itwas close, onalow hill, surrounded by cypresses amongst which grew a palm
tree, the marble pillars lying beside jagged cement topped walls against a blue sky
with blue clouds. “D’you think we have to go right up this time?” she asked.

“I don’tthink we need to-day, doyou?” her mother-in-law replied. Calling to the
dogs, they turned forhome. They began a talk about underclothes.®®

The women’s surprise at the unexpected proximity of the templeis echoed inthe tone of the
prose, with the phrase ‘and there it was’ acting as a chime of verification for Mrs Jack’s startled
discovery ratherthanthe redundant detail it mightappearonfirst reading. The elasticquality
of this space gives distance an unpredictability which intrudes on the textas well ason the
notice of the two women. Thisintrusion means that an apparently mundane remark about not
needingtowalkall the way to the temple acquires amore significant textual resonance; what
isimpliedisasecondary and more portentous meaning than simply cutting the walk short.
This scene is spatially puzzling because it plots the movement of characters through landscape

but leaves the precise interaction between movement and space mysterious. If distances can
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lengthen and recede, which appears to be the case as the temple suddenly rears up at the
women, then movement will not be a geometricclosing of agap in Newtonian space but
somethingvariableand unknown. The question ‘Do...we have to goright up this time?’ carries
undertones of philosophicinquiry; what does it take to close the gap? That movementand
space have a mutual groundisapparent here, but the issue of how they shape one anotheris,
at best, only dimly discerned. Perversely, the banality of the context of this passage, framed by
a conversation about underclothes, accentuates the contrast between the superficiality of the
conversation and the underlyingimport of the physical and psychicactionitdescribes. What
looksonfirstinspectionlikeatrivial episode exemplifies the way in which Loving’s spaces are

subtly made to seem problematicand unstable throughout the novel.

A closerexamination of the text shows that this momentatthe templeisnotisolated or
entirely without context. In fact the skewing of perspective thatis sovital forthis scene is
echoed in many smallerasides both before and after. Atthe meeting with Raunce where she is
forced to elevate him to butler (quoted earlier), Mrs Tennant breaks off to notice that the
tennis court contains ‘plantains likethe tops of palmtrees,” aforeshadowing of the palmtree
mentioned atthe temple and a perspectival sliding between the small and the large. Edith
latertakesina similarview fromthe castle where the narrative, if not Edith herself, registers

confusions of scale and distance:

Edith stood slack at one of the high windows and did not seem to see those bluebells
already coming up between wind-stunted beeches which grew out of the Grove onto
that part of the lawn till theirtops were level with hereyes.®!

Logictellsusitis the beech trees whose tops must be level with Edith’s eyes but the writing
deliberately confuses as to the subject of this sentence, leaving the impression thatit might
equally be the bluebells which have grown to the height of a house. At other points too, parts
of the house or of the general landscape appearin curious proportions or distances. Edith

disappearsfromviewina‘high endless corridor’ ;52 Mrs Welch remarks ‘Oh these long spaces’
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as she closesthe doorbetween kitchen and scullery; ®3lying on the ground, Albert seems to see
‘all Ireland flaton a level with his clouded eyes.”® Throughout Loving there is asubtle but
persistent distortion of perspective and distance which complicates the spaces of Kinalty
Castle andits grounds. One of the novel’s best-known images is the reflection of Kate and
Edith’s waltzinthe glass of a chandelier wherewe see: ‘twogirls, minutein purple, dancing
multiplied to eternity in those trembling pears of glass.’® Thisimage combines the ideas of
perspectival distortion and of a ‘trembling’ instability inherentin space. Green holds up spatial
distortionstothe viewin Loving, in a literary parallelto the work of phenomenologists

including Martin Heidegger.

In Being and Time (1927), Heidegger examines the qualities of distance in his discussion of
what he seesasa primordial spatiality of being. He argues that objects have nointrinsic
relations of remoteness from one another, butthat remotenessis acharacteristicwhichisonly
discoveredinthe pure act of being, Dasein. Distance does not exist until itis brought forth by
Daseinand existsonlyinrelationto Dasein; objects are not distantfrom one anotherbutonly
from Daseinitself. Distance inthe world is discovered by the act of de-severance, an active and
transitive processin which Daseinregistersits separation and remoteness from otherentities
inthe world. Remotenessis grasped not through measurement but through circumspection,
the act of seizing thingsinthe world, of bringing them close through the absorbed immersion
of being-in-the-world.®® In other words, distance and remoteness are not qualities which
inhereinthe world’s objects; they are called forth by pure being asitregistersits separation
fromthem. And this operation meansthat distance is notfixed ormeasurableinits
appearance to pure being but may vary. Distance is a duration which can appearshorteror
longerat differenttimes, whatever the objective measurement between two points.
Heidegger points outthatevenif we know the precise distanceof ajourneyinmilesor
kilometres we are aptto registeritas ‘a stone’sthrow’ or ‘a good walk.’®” The same thing can

seem nearerorfurtheron different days, justasthe ruined temple suddenly appears to Mrs
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Tennantand Violetin Loving eventhough it’s the regular destination of theirwalk. The act of
de-severance which bestows distance on objects makes the spatial world phenomenally

presenttous:

Daseindoes nottraverse, like an objectively present corporeal thing, astretch of
space, it does not “eat up kilometers”; nearingand de-distancing are always a
heedful beingtowards whatis approached and de-distanced. An “objectively” long
path can be shorterthan an “objectively” much shorter path whichis perhaps an
“onerousone” andstrikes one as infinitely long. When it “strikes” one thus, however,
the actualworld is first truly at hand. The objective distance of objectively present
things do not coincide with the remoteness and nearness of whatis at hand within
the world.%®

For Heidegger, tofocus onthe measurement of distance is to conceal the primordial spatiality
of being; to pay attention to the phenomenal presence of objects and theirapparent distance
isto discoverthe authenticnature of the spatial world and its significance for us, evenif those
spaces appearillogical orunscientific. Inthese terms, the peculiarities of perspective that
appearthroughout Loving suggest not just a puzzlementabout space butalsoa deeper
interestinthe phenomenal capture of the world and its spatial arrangement. Green’s tendency
to expose gaps and flaws in superficial or scientificspatial logicreveals anintent to probe at
what phenomenology sees as a primordial awareness of space. Thisintentisalsosuggestedby
the way Loving creates a sense of imprecision about the measurable spatial world. Distances
and scales are often giveninterms sovague and unspecificthat they bringa jarring
redundancy to the prose. For example: ‘A great distance beneath she saw Mrs Tennantand
herdaughter-in-law starting forawalk’;%° ‘ “What’s come over you?” Miss Swift asked, coming
to a halt somedistance up the passage’;’° ‘She flungit a shortdistance’;’* ‘They walked on
with a space between.””? (My emphasisin each case). What matters for perceptionis notthe
actual distance between things butthe phenomenal distance; thatis, the extent to which they

appearto be eitherclose orfarin our worldly circumspection.
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At timesthen, distance will appearto be of no consequence in our existence, as suggested by
Green’s prose inthese examples where a deliberate vagueness has the effect of calling
attention tothe lack of significance in the spatial information being given. Yet at othertimes,
as withthe sudden and startling appearance of the temple, the nature of distance forces itself
on the attention and becomes phenomenally present with surprising power which reveals the
primordially spatial dimension of being. The things that seem closest may not be the least
distant. Forinstance, a person wearing glasses and gazing through them ata picture on the
wall will perceive the picture as nearer-to-hand than the glasses only a centimetre ortwo from
the eyes. ForHeidegger both vision and hearing are senses that can assess distance because
they can record the process of de-severance that establishes Dasein’s spatial relationsin the
world. But where this de-severance goes unnoticed and unrecorded, space is notintuited, but
retreatsinto a metrical and unremarkable world whose vital ‘aroundness’ disappears,
becominga mere realm of extended things. Thisis the flatter spatial quality which the prose of
Loving often seems to evoke through the vagueness and indeterminacy of its spatial
descriptions; agreyed-out world that recedesinthe notice by contrast with moments of
strikingintuition of space. We see this flatnessin lines of description such as ‘The back
premises of this grey Castle were on avast scale’’® and ‘He walked off into grey dust-sheeted
twilight’.”* We find this indeterminacy too in the studiedly non-informative use of phrases such
as: ‘Any numberof doors setinthe Castle’slonghigh walls’’®> and: ‘To hisleft was a range of
high windows muted by white blinds.””® Kinalty’s fabric - its arrangement of walls, rooms and
landscapes - is often subdued to the point where the castle’s spaces seemtobearonlya

distant relevance tothe more vivid human action unfolding within them.

The flatness of thisrealm, its ordering by the logic of objects and a ‘scientific’ materiality of
space, isemphasised by the repeated appearance of comically ornate furnitureand
decoration. As examples, Edith steadies herself on the stairs by ‘holding the black hand of a

life-sized negro boyin castiron ina great red turban and in gold-painted clothes’; while Mrs
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Tennantisseenseated on ‘an antique Gothicimitation of ahammock slung between four
black marble columns and cunningly fashioned out of gold wire.””” In their detail and over-rich
description, these objects stand in contrast to the subdued indeterminacy of the castle’s
fabric. Yet, rather than negating them, they suggest a habitual artificiality that saturates the
castle’s spaces. Kinalty neverseems tofeel wholly real orwholly fixed; its outlines are
insubstantial, its objects overwroughtand unconvincing. When spaces come alive in Loving itis

whenthey are imbued with phenomenal presence by the movement of characters.

The sense of spatial unreality that adheres to the castle is exemplified by the map of the
districtthat hangsin one of its rooms and which is connected to a pointer operated by an
external weathervane. As Raunce discovers, the map offers no practical spatial guidance to

anyone tryingto fix theirposition:

Raunce did not yet know how the thingworked. He stood and pondered and asked
himself aloud where he could say he was going fix the replacements if she asked
him...This map was peculiar. Forinstance Kinalty Church was represented by a
miniature painting of itstowerand steeple while the Castle, which was setrightin
the centre, was a fairsized caricature in exaggerated Gothic. There were nonames
against places.”®

Raunce’s perplexity at the mechanics of the device suggests awider confusion about how to
decipherthe landscape fromthe map. Once again we see a perspectival distortion; in this case,
between the ‘miniature’ church and the ‘fair-sized...exaggerated’ castle. The artificiality of the
castle’s place at the centre of the map adds to its air of unreality, while the lack of any names
or sense of scale makesitimpossible tojudge distance or position. The word ‘fix’ is at the heart
of Raunce’s uncertainty, denoting not only that he is incapable of saying where he will fix the
broken pointeronthe map butalso suggesting the impossibility of fixing one’s position using
the map as a guide. The map isimpossibleto decode; it has almost no mimeticreality and
heightens the impression of Kinalty and its grounds as a territory where the capture of space

by metrical orschematicmeans will yield only pallid insubstantiality, an apprehension of the
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spatial world which feels unconvincing in contrast with the primordialawareness of space
which underliesit. Intextual terms, descriptive passages whose overt purpose is to delineate
the spatial arrangement of house orgrounds are compromised by aweakness thattendsto
reveal the inadequacy of that description, and betrays flaws inits attempts at coherence.
When the text displays spatial arrangements by phrases such as ‘any number of doors’, or
whenitslides between yawning differencesinscale, it confounds its own attempts at spatial
illustration, just like the map that troubles Raunce so much. Kinalty’s estate simply doesn’t
hang together geographically. Nor doesitfitinto the surroundingIrish countryside; what looks
superficially like continuous, rational space can appear fractured and discontinuous. This
fragmentationis conveyed not only by the general imprecision that arisesfroma tendency to
vague and partial spatial description butalsoinasides which alludeto the topography of a

country estate intermsthat seemto pry the castle loose fromits surroundings.

Reference is made tothe castle’s ha-ha. A familiar feature of landscaped great houses, a ha-ha
isa ditch with a sunken wall designed to constitute aboundary withoutinterrupting the view.
Thus a ha-hais intended to have a trompe l'oeil effect, suggesting continuous, unbroken
ground by concealingits presence. Bothtimesthe ha-hais mentionedin Loving, itis associated
with awkward episodes. The firstis the arrival of pony-and-trap driver Michael whose brother
has short-changed Mrs Tennantin selling her gravel forthe ‘rutted drive where this turned
inward across the ha-ha.”’”° The second is the visit of the comic/sinisterinsurance man Mike
Mathewson,° whose search for Mrs Tennant’s lost ring sends the servantsinto tumult, not
least because of hiscompany’s acronym - IRA. Though the ha-hais intended by its architect to
presentasmoothand uninterruptedlandscape,in Lovingitis mentioned at momentswhenit
isbeing crossed by unwelcome Irish visitors; Green emphasises its appearanceas a boundary
or frontierratherthana unifying feature. The ha-hasuggestsarupture between the castle
grounds and the Irish landscape whichis reinforced by a description of the estate’s lodge gate

as ‘cut inthe ruined wall which shut this demesne from tumble-down country outside.”®! The
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inhabitants’ fear of invasion, and Mrs Tennant’s assertion that ‘we’re practically in enemy
country here,’®? accentuate the idea of separation between English household and Irish
surroundings, but this division also has atopographical dimension with the land being cutin
two. Perceptions orassumptions of a continuous landscape prove mistaken; a map which
attemptsto situate the castle in this landscape is unusable. These artificial means of trying to
survey and capture formations contrast with the startling present-ness of spatial relations
which make themselves known at moments when physical movement in the world and
genuine ‘circumspection’ are combined to enact space; moments such as Edith and Kate’s
waltz, the walk to the temple orRaunce’s purloining of the notebooks. Spaces are thus
revealed becauseof - notin spite of - theirunorthodox proportions, theirirruptive quality and
theirillogic. Torn fromtheir ‘everyday context, they animate the text of Loving at key

moments and destabilise organising perspectives.

To revisitthe scene where Edith and Kate dance inthe ballroom, itis significant that they are
‘heedless’ notonly of the watching Raunce, but of anything beyond the ‘wheeling’ pattern of
theirmovement. Utterly absorbed in their spatial enactment, the two women are oblivious to
any scrutiny or spatiality beyond the patternin which they are involved. The text transmutes
and expands this sense of heedless absorption so thatitanimates the entire scene as a totality,
not only by the infinite reflection of theirfiguresin the chandeliers but also by assigning
activity toinanimate objects so thatthey appearto take part in the dance; chandeliers ‘swept
one afterthe other almostto...the floor’, while daylight ‘sparkle[s]’ and pears of glass are
‘trembling.’ The pattern of the dance is furtherrepeated by ‘again and again red velvet
panelled walls’, and the animated vibrancy of the scene contrasts with the dim, dust-sheeted
rooms through which Raunce has made his way to the ballroominthe momentsimmediately
before he discovers the dancers. Inthis moment the narration shares Edith and Kate’s
discovery of the ‘aroundness’ of the world, theirinvolvementinits spatial arrangement. These

revelatory moments are made possible by an occasional and temporary release fromthe



161

constraints of habitual perception, an ephemerality underlined by Edith who answers ‘It’s over

now’ when Raunce, having turned off the music, invites them tore-start the dance.®?

What Loving seemstoreveal inmoments like these is aspatial knowledge achieved through
the physical performance of its characters, by enactments which take place amid atemporary
suspension of the normal organising principles of perceptual logicso that different
perspectives and different patterns can be discerned. The patterning that marks out spacesis
always traced by physical movementand not by visual survey. A dance can do whata map
cannot, composinga form from which the spatial world can be grasped rather than attempting
a metrical analogue whose incoherence will inevitably be exposed. As we have seen, Green
increasingly preferred an exteriorview of his characters as his writing developed over the
decades. The mode he arrived atin the later 1940s, in Loving and Concluding, seems
particularly suited to a philosophicengagement with spatialissues which underlie these works.
Greenseemsto have found the exteriorview, allowing him to trace patterns of movement,

particularly effectivein delineating spaces.

The motif of the wheelingdance seenin Loving recursin Concluding where the climacticevent
of Founder’s Day, in which the novel’s entire action takes place, is aformal dance for the
students of the Institute. Here the pattern of the dance dissolves and reforms as girls join and

leave the circling movement:

The original partners beganto break up, to step back overthe wax mirror floor out of
one another’sarms, moving sideways by such as would not be parted yet, each to
tap a second favourite on a bare, quietshoulder. Then the girl so chosen would give a
little start...as she circled and circling yet, would dip into these fresh limbs which
moved alreadyinthe dance...past established whirling partners untilshe found
anotherwhowas lovedandyetalone.?*

Descriptions of the musicthat drives the dance are couched in images of water, specifically a
‘waterwheel turned by rustling rush of leaf thick water.”®> Both the imagery of the dance and

of waterrevolve inacircularmovement. Rod Mengham points out that the patterns of circling,
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wheeling and spiralling which characterise the waltz constitutean ‘open, self-perpetuating
form’8 which becomes a central motif of the novel. Extended descriptions of sinuous waves of
starlingsinflight which occurat both dawn and dusk during Concluding echo the descriptions
of the dance; the spiral pattern they share is further evoked by the text’s comparison of the
starlingstoa ‘vastblack seashell,’®” ashape coiled onitself. Mengham'’s penetrating analysis of
the connections, both imagisticand philosophic, between the patterns of dance, starlings and
seashells sees the significance of the spiral shape as both self-renewingand ‘prochronistic’,
meaningthatitsform recordsthe history of its growth: ‘Itis in other words the shape of
historization.”®® This ‘transordinal’ concept—one which cuts between different epistemic
hierarchies—is typical of the way that Concluding leaps between different horizontal levels of
orderin the world. Repetition of motifs like the spiral, through metaphorand simile, allows
Greento establish vertical connections through the hierarchies constructed by the
bureaucratic, managerial world embodied inthe Institute. Correspondenceis established
between the dance, the starlings, and the image of a shell which, for Mengham, hardens these
disparate impressions and conceptsintoacollective ‘returntothe inanimate’;®° orthe

exhibition of adeath instinct that he sees as the ultimate logic of Concluding.*®

By this account, eventhe establishment of transordinalrelations, those which cut across
different categories of experience, cannot avert Concluding from endingin spatial collapse.
Hierarchical differences including those between subject and object, human and natural
worlds, animate and inanimate, are absorbed into ahomogenous continuum, the world of a
universal fleshidentified by Merleau-Ponty inthe Visible and the Invisible (1964). For
Mengham, the spiral becomes avortex which pulls togetherits differentiated substances and
dissolvesthem. Ultimately what survives this process seems to be only asingle ‘vertical’ law;
the veryideaof temporality. For Concluding, Mengham suggests, moves through entropy and

towards extinction; itis the enactment of dying:
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The text...has no probable outcomes, no resolution of its mysteries...the language of
explanationisalways dyingin Concluding: dying, itallows this sort of anovel to
synchronize with the temporality of the universal flesh; it producesanidiom of
temporality.®?
Thisreading subordinates the novel’s spatial constructions to atheory of temporal
significance. While Mengham draws correspondences between recurring spatial forms, he sees

those correspondences subsumed by a greatertransordinal movement: the action of time over

a world of decaying universal flesh.

This reading may be encouraged by the way in which the whirl of the dance seems tosetthe
entire fabricof the Institute in motion, loosening the sensory grasp on the building as

somethinganchoredinspace:

The whole edificebegantoturn, even wooden pins which held the panelling
noiselessly revolved to the greater, evergreatersound. Thus [they were] so giddy
they were fitto tumble down.%?

Mengham’s diagnosis of a universal flesh implicated in the same undifferentiating dance is
persuasive; with all matter unvariegated and ‘revolving on a wave’ like the flock of starlings, a
distinction between different kinds of space almost vanishes fromview and whatisleftare
vaguer senses of form and movement. The spiral motif that runs through Concluding weakens

the novel’s grasp of the spacesit attempts to describe.

However, there are good reasons to challenge Mengham’s conclusion that only atemporal
significance survives. An alternative reading of Concluding would draw a distinction between
place and space, suggesting that while the former might be collapsed in the vortex, the latter
survivesits effects. The sense of the spatial in Concluding has firmer foundations than might
firstappear, even though the setting of the Institute appearsinsubstantial. If the buildingitself
appears entirely unanchored by the end of the novel, aset of spatial relations still seem to

obtaininthisworld. Spatial operations and qualities —movement, direction, differentiation,
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distance and orientation—remainintact at the novel’send, evenif they are sometimes
troublingly difficulttointerpret. Forexample, the return of cat, pig and goose to Rock’s

cottage in the final pages suggests the restoration of aspatial orderratherthan its dissolution.

An alternative reading of Merleau-Ponty’s notion of a universal flesh is also possible.
Mengham seemstointerpretthisideaas homogeneity; he argues thatin Concluding all
categories of matterare collapsedinto an undifferentiated whole, auniversal fleshin which all
distinctions have vanished to leave only the operation of time. And itis true that in the
posthumously-published The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty posits atranscendent
subjectivity which is absorbed into the world, becoming part of what-it-is-not. This enigmatic
idearestson the principle thatthe flesh of the body is both seeingand seen, touchingand

touched; equivalent with the flesh of the world of whichiitis part:

My body is made of the same flesh asthe world (itis perceived), and moreover... this
flesh of my body is shared by the world, the world reflects it, encroaches uponitand
it encroachesuponthe world...theyareinarelation of transgression or of
overlapping.®®

Howeverthis equivalence need notimplyhomogeneity in whatis perceived. Forin The Visible
and the Invisible Merleau-Ponty also upholds the idea of perceptual faith; a condition of
perceivingthe world which encompasses both belief and doubtinthe way it appears to us.
Our certaintyinthe phenomena presented to us as one possible aspecton the worldis
‘beyond proofs.” We do not doubt that the world is that which suppliesthese phenomena, yet
thisassurance is bound up with a continuous doubtasto what version of the world is present
inour perception. In Merleau-Ponty’s memorable phrase, our openness upon the worldis
‘interwoven with incredulity.”** We understand that our perception assembles only one of the
world’s possibleversions. Fragile perceptions or phantasms are not false, they are all variants
of the same attempt at grasping the world, or ‘progressive approximations’®® of that world. If

theyare revealed asillusory that does not negate these perceptions but supersedes them with
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anotherversion. Beyond this endless process of iteration lies the universal flesh whichis
intimated but never perceived, which remains invisible. Although the perceiving fleshiis part of
this universalitalso separatesitself fromitin this act of perception because of a process of
reversibility which Merleau-Ponty calls chiasmic. Though part of the same spatial continuum,
the flesh of the body cannot glimpse the invisible even thoughitisjoined withit. As

philosophers Fred Evans and Leonard Lawlor explain:

Because the flesh ...[separates] itself into two parts — because it is this “dehiscence”
—itcannot see itself seeing, touchitselftouching... The invisible of the flesh is like the
soul of the otherintowhich | can neversee, onto which | can neverhold, and, most
important, which | can neverknow...Yet, since the soul has beenincarnate, | canstill
feelit, feel withit, feel intoit...and believe.®®

So a lack of connection between the perceptible layers of matterin Concluding need notimply
a collapse into sameness: the varying manifestations of a spatial world in the novel accord with
the account of perception producing multipleiterations of the world whichissetoutin The
Visible and the Invisible. Even though the perceiveris ultimately part of the universal flesh of
the world, that bond remains invisible. Concluding is an example of the continuous process of
perceptual faith, combiningincredulity at every manifestation of the world with the belief that

each isan approximation of the same entity.

The looser grasp on spaces which seems evidentin Concluding and Loving could be read as the
outcome of Henry Green’s growing openness to multipleiterations of the same terrain within
a single novel. His preference for delineating spaces by tracking the movement of characters
rather than through a more directauthorial description supports this reading; each character
unfurls theirownversion of the spatial world. These multiple adumbrations are reinforced by
the perceptual oddities presentinthe novels, such as the perspectival distortionsin Loving and
the mysterious sound and echoes of Concluding. Our attentionis drawn to the varying spatial
perception of different characters so that we also come to see Green’s fictional worlds as

‘interwoven with incredulity.’
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The impression of unreality which attaches itself to the places of Loving grows even stronger
with the depiction of Concluding’s Institute. The insistent capitalisation of Institutein the text,
and of all the associated terms of its bureaucracy — State, Directive, Commission, Department,
Supervisoretc. —carry not just the stamp of an authoritarian regime but also the trace of over-
emphasis that hints at self-doubt. When this officious capitalisation is extended to geographic
terms - such as Town and Place - the effect becomes ludicrous ratherthanimpressive. For
example when the two principals return to the Institute fromatrip to London (or ratherto

Town, to attend their Commissions),the tone becomes comic:

Notlongafter...Bakerand Edge were driven backinto the Park in theirlittle red State
tourer, which hummed up the main Drive at twenty milesan hour. A cloud of white
dustattended it, was always at a respectful distance, following behind. “I love this
Great Place,” Miss Edge shouted to her companion as though the lady were as deaf
as Mr Rock, then put her face out of one side.”?’

Amidthe overtly humorous touch of the ‘respectful’ plume of dust, the unnecessary capitals
attached to Drive and Great Place resonate with a pomposity which renders them absurd
rather than menacing. While this irony mocks the principals’ inflated pride intheirdomain it
alsocalls attention to their linguisticover-emphasis: in asense the institute existsas an
Institute, the place as a Great Place, through acts of will foregrounded in the text. The over-
naming of the house and its grounds by the principalsisrevealed as a deliberate strategy to

build upits presence.

These linguisticacts are but a part of what Concluding suggests is an actual process of
conjuringthe Institute into being through authoritarian force of will. The text suggests that the
physical form of the building is summoned and maintained by the principals, thatit exists
because they have created it fromthinair. Thisact of creationisimplied as Miss Edge, froma

window, watches daylight breaking over the grounds:

But Miss Edge could not at once leave the scene spread out afresh. Because, with the
coming of light, the mist was rolling back, even below herthird Terrace, all the way
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to herring of beechwoods planted in line with the crescent of her House; although
off to the left, where beech trees and azaleas came down over water, her Lake still
helditsstill fogfoldedinashroud. “I love this great Place,” she announced.®®

The shapesinthe unfurlinglandscape(ring, line, crescent), the repeated p ossessive form (‘her
Terrace’, ‘her House’, ‘her Lake’), the emphaticcapital letters and the curious precision of the
‘third’ terrace and the woods mimicking the line of the house; all these combine to suggest the
artifice in the landscape, the control thatis exerted overit by the occupants of the house and
the possibility thatits existence is dependent on authoritarian decree. In effect, the landscape
isrising from the morning mist, frominsubstantiality to form, only because ithas been
constructed by the powers of Miss Edge and the State she serves. The ideathat substances
here are floating free to be caughtand corralled is suggested at the opening of the early
morningscene when ‘she also caught a glimpse of matter whisk across behind, then dart b ack
to hide.’® This fragment of ‘matter’ isabat, but the word first attached to its appearance
implies ascrap of primary material which has evaded capture and placementinthe
compositional whole. These hints of the Institute as an artificial presenceimposed upon

natural space later become explicit when Miss Edge tells Rock:

You know itis not longsince that Baker and | were privileged by the State to create
the Institute out of a void. Believe me, Mr Rock, it was a vacuum indeed when we
first came. But already our old girls would be distressed to hear of change in any
shape.100

The impulse to control through artifice is also revealed in the description of the two women’s
study, or ‘Sanctum’ as the text names it, where an original seventeenth century design has

been overlaid with a mass of detail that baffles the eye and jars againstits background:

The panellingwas remarkable inthat it boasted adado designed to continue the
black and white tiled floorin perspective, as though to lowerthe ceiling. But Miss
Edge had found marble tilestoo cold to her toes, had had the stone coveredin
parquet blocks on which were spread State imitation Chinese Kidderminsterrugs. As
aresult, thisrecedingvista of white and black lozenges set from the rugs to fourfeet
up the wallsin precise and radiating perspective, seemed altogether out of place
next British dragonsin green and yellow; while the gay panelling above, shallow
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carved, was genuine, the work of a master, giving Cupid overand overin a thousand
poses, a shock, a sad surprise in such a room.%?

Thisroom has been overlaid by its new ownersin ways calculated to change not justits
atmosphere butitsvery dimensions, by seemingtolowerthe ceilingand control the
perspective. When Merode is later questioned in thisroom about her mysterious overnight
disappearance, the black and white squares of the dado seem to come to life before her. This
isa disorientatingand ‘frightening’ movement where ‘the black square would begin to swell
when the whole stretch was beginning to billow, as if the painted pavement was carried out on
canvas which had started to heave undera rhythmically controlled impulse actuated from
behind.”*°2 |n a premonition of the dance that will set the whole Institute in motion later that
day, the ‘rhythmically’ heaving fabric of the room —the room that is the centre of the
Institute’s authority —takes on a terrifying and oppressive instability. The spatial composition
of the Institute is shown to be the outcome of a process of design and control, buteven as this

process has the desired effects it reveals the artificiality of its own spaces.

Thisinherentdoubtoverthe solidity of spatial construction again suggests parallels between
Green’sfictionand Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy; drawing attention to the subjectivity of
perception which is akey component of phenomenology, and particularly to the vision
containedin The Visible and the Invisible of multiple iterations of the world which overlay one
another, as the rugs overlay marble and as tiles conflict with panellingin Green’s description of
the Sanctum. An implicit critique of fictional artis also present here; literary description being
another mode of iterating the world and so equivalent to the attempts to control space to
which Bakerand Edge resort. This idearaises questions about the extent to which Greenis
complicitinthese issues of authority and control in Concluding and his stance towards the
State’s attempts toimpose the Institute:is his view essentially comic, satirical of anew post-
war managerial order, orsteepedinself-doubt at fiction’s ability to capture the multiple

adumbrations of the spatial world?
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Marius Henteasuggests Green’s engagement with these questionsis formal ratherthan
overtly political, including a decentring of narrative authority in Concluding as a deliberate
means of breaking up omniscient realism. Hentea argues that a fear of authority runs through
the novel but the source of that fearis neverreally presentso that there is no controlling
agencyin Concluding exceptthe abstractand largely absent state: ‘The powerbehinditall
neversurfaces, giving the entire novelthe appearance of a confidence trick in which everyone
is complicit, everyone thinking themselves in control butin fact being a plaything for others.” 13
Thisis an explanation which captures the political uncertainty of the authorial tone which runs
through Concluding but doesn’t consider the novel’s philosophical, specifically ontological,

engagement with spaces and places.

Where Loving contains hints of the unreality of its own places, Concluding leaves no doubt that
the Institute is an unsustainable spatial construction, maintained only through acts of power
and will. The textual undermining of this place is the converse of Edge’s act of assertionin
creatingit ‘froma void.’ Concluding undoes what she claims to have achieved. The intense
engagement with these questions of control of space gives the narrative aknowledge of the
fictionality of its own places whichis even strongerthanin Loving. While Edith and Kate’s waltz
suggests aninstability behind spatial surfaces, the complicity of Kinalty Castlein theirdance
appears comparatively benign, butin Concluding the dance has adestructive resonance, a
wheeling which sets the Institute in motion and simultaneously reveals the intent to dominate
and control whichisbound up withits apparition. Kinalty is ultimately unconvincing as a place
because itsrooms and landscapes pale in comparison with a primordial sense of space which
can be discovered through human movement; the Instituteis ultimately unconvincing because
itisan artificial spatial construction created by malign and self-regarding politicalintent. This
controlis only partial, and does not succeed in overlaying a primary sense of space which
persistsin Concluding, asin Loving. Yet the organisational logic which this control imposes on

the Institute’s inhabitants, if not on the text, is powerful.
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The tension generated by an ‘appropriated’ space aimed at dominating the natural space
which underliesitis at the heart of Henri Lefebvre’s theories of social space setoutin The
Production of Space (1974). Lefebvre saw natural space fast disappearing before the ravages of
humans, persisting as background but being progressively lost to the view and to thought. As
society produces its own manifestations of space these inevitably encodeits own socio-
political rulesand arrangements. So, in Concluding, the Institute, incarnates an authoritarian
spatial control which Rock’s continued presence in his cottage resists. The ultimate end of this
will to spatial power, accordingto Lefebvre, is the establishment of an entirely abstract space,
one which presentsitself aslogical and ‘normal’ in thatit regulates the practices of life so

completely that alternative forms of spatial practice become inconceivable:

As a body of constraints, stipulations and rules to be followed, social space acquiresa
normative and repressive efficacy - linked instrumentally to its objectality - that
makes the efficacy of mere ideologies and representations pale in comparison.

[...]

Spatial practice regulateslife—it does not create it. Space has no power‘initself’, nor
does space as such determine spatial contradictions. These are contradictions of
society — contradictions between one thing and anotherwithin society, as for
example between the forces and relations of production —that simply emerge in
space, at the level of space, and so engenderthe contradictions of space.%*

Lefebvre’s dystopian view of a politically regulated space that entirely blankets over the
world’s natural spacesis not actualised in Concluding; as we shall see, the persistence of the
natural worldis one of the things that resists the political control of space. Howeverthe
impulse toward such an order is one of the novel’s undercurrents, alatent theme which

signifies a preoccupation with space.

The regulation of space was a prime political concernin 1940s Britain. Publicdiscourse about
building, landscape and living conditions rose to a crescendo during the decade because of the
urgency of post-warreconstruction and a perceived need to plan urban and suburban growth

which had proceeded unchecked inthe pre-waryears. The magazine Picture Post published a
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special edition entitled ‘A Plan for Britain’ as early as January 1941, when the country was still
underbombardment, establishing the tone forthe years of debate and policy which
followed. In 1944 the planner Patrick Abercrombie delivered his Greater London Plan, which
setout a strategy to manage the city and its environs for decades ahead. Atthe heart of the
strategy was a presumption about the allotment of space;inasection entitled ‘Assumptions’,
the author described one of the precise problems to wrestle with as the ‘fixing of densities of
people to provide satisfactory conditions for health and work.” 1°¢ Abercrombie’s solution was
to divide London andits surroundingsinto four concentricrings, the innercity core, the
suburbs, a protective green beltand an outer country ring where new towns were to be built.
A maximum net density of 100 people peracre was set down, with an optimum density setfor
each of these rings; forexample 50in the suburban ring.1°” And the plan recommended that to
reduce densityin central London, more than 1 million peoplewould need to be ‘decentralised’
out of the city to new towns. 1% Separate plans were also drawn up for other heavily-bombed
towns, including Plymouth, Bristol, Southampton and Hull. Not only did planning become a
national obsessioninthis era butfor the firsttime it began to metrically regulatethe
designation of land for building, while the process of planning was enshrined in a centralised
system. Meanwhileageneral political move towards nationalisation, secured by Labour’s

victory at the 1945 general election, meant that a regime of state delivery became the norm.1%°

The echoes of this planning debate and its bureaucraticimplementation are audible in
Concluding where the rigidities of the state apparatus dictate what physical forms the Institute
can take. Foiled by Rock’s occupation of the cottage they crave, Bakerand Edge discuss
applyingfora licence tobuildanew one fromthe ‘Secretariat of New Buildings’'® and study
the small print of the Directive which sets out the rules that apply to the contested cottage.
Similarly, agovernmentletterinstructs the principalstosetup a pigfarm at the Institute, and
Liz and Sebastian’s romance is coloured by the knowledge that if they marry the State will

move himto another post. It may be that Green’s primary intention is to satirise the future of
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a nationalised Britainin Concluding (whichis setinan unspecified future year) and the
frequentabsurdities of the Institute are essentiallycomic. However the growth of state control
and the themes of spatial contestand instability in the novel are sufficiently intertwined to
suggest that Green’s anxious absorption with space in Concludingisinformed by the

immediate political issues of its time.

Yet space in Concluding is not entirely yielded to political control. Resistance comes notjustin
the form of Mr Rock but alsointhe persistence of anatural or primordial space which, to use
Lefebvrianterms, has notbeen blanketed over by the artificialities of the abstract space of the
Institute. In part this natural space is affirmed by Rock’s animals, his goose, pigand cat. Their
primordial spatial knowledge is made explicit from the first pages of the novel and is filtered
back through a secondary human apprehension of the same space. So the blanketing fog
which opensthe novel obscuresthe visual world (already dim anyway to the elderly Mr Rock)

butisno barrierto Ted, the goose:

“Old and deaf, half blind” Mr Rock said about himself, the airraw in his throat.
Nevertheless he saw how plain how Ted was not ringed in by fog. For the goose
posed staring, head toone side, with a single eye, straight past the house, upinto the
fog bank which had made all daylight deaf beneath, and beyond which, at some clear
heights, Mr Rock knew now there must be a flight of birds fast winging, - Ted knows
where, he thought.!!

The clarity of the goose’s perceptionis shared at one remove by the half-blind and deaf old
man so that he receives anintimation of clearly-delineated space beyond the fog and the birds

flyingthere.

Similarly, itis hinted, the mystery of the disappearing girls Mary and Merode (compared by
Miss Marchbanks to flown birds) is known to Alice, the Persian cat, of whom Moira asks: ‘What
mightn’t Alice be able totell?’*1? Rock takes Daisy to search the lakeshore forthe missing
Mary, on the premise that ‘Daisy would be his eyes’.*'3 All threeanimals are re-gathered in the

darkness at the novel’s conclusion, settling MrRock’s disquiet at what he cannotsee and at
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the mystery the novel has left unsolved. Just as they can see through the fogand in dazzling
daylight, sothe animals are at home inthe blackness. Inthese final pages, Rock perceives
Daisy ‘keepingto black shade’, hears ahissfroman unseen Ted inside herkennel andis alerted
to the return of a Alice by a yowl inthe darkness outside his door. By proxy, the obscured
spaces of Concluding are made visible because of the three animals that surround Rock. Each
of the novel’sthree sections hasits own blinding quality - first fog, then dazzling sunlight and
finally darkness laced with transforming moonlight - and each of these is negotiated through
attachmentto the animals. Natural spaces described at both the beginning and the end of
Concluding can be seen as surviving the authoritarian impulse of the State. Equally, the various
animal and human apprehensions of the spatial world set outinthe novel could be seen,
following Merleau-Ponty, to be iterations of the invisible world of universal flesh in which
everything, including the distinction between subject and object, is ultimately subsumed. On
eitheraccount, Green seems drawn to investigate spatial strangeness, butalso to show

significant faithinaprimordial spatial ontology, and this faith appears crucial to his art.

This primal space in the dimly delineated grounds of the Institute isintimated by sound as
much as by vision, andin equally disturbingimprecision. Beyond the artificiality of the house
and itslandscape as constructed from the principals’ Sanctum liesa more nebulous but
resonant space whichisrevealed through the mysterious calls and echoes that punctuate
Concluding (as we saw in chaptertwo, where | suggested the echoes were reminiscent of
sounds made by the V2 rocket). Rationally understood as the sounds of searchers forthe
missing Mary and Merode, or of the girls themselves lostinthe woods, these sounds have an
inexplicable reverberation that seems to set the entire spatial environment trembling. These
sounds unsettle theirwitnesses not only by what they might portend butalso by the doubts
they bringto perceptions of depth, direction and source. Thus they direct attention to the
qualities of space even as they problematise the process of their perception. Thesecries have

the tendency of suspending any perceptual faith in the ostensible space of the Institute, its
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constructed and rationalised forms, while carrying the intimation of a primordial spatial sense
that lies behindit. Fromthe first appearance of these cries, as Rock and the woodcutter Adams
are makingtheirway through the fogbound wood, the numberandintensity of the sounds are
uncertain with each witness catching different versions of them. Adams hears firstacall and its
echo, thenwhat he describes astwo calls with no echo. Rock’s beliefis thata call only echoes
whenit’s uttered by someone facing the house, which throws back the sound, while Adams
maintainsthatitis the trees which cause the echo.!'* Shortly afterwards, the sound is different

again:

Then the cry came a third time, much clearer, so that even Mr Rock heard, and the
double echo. “Ma-ree,” agirl’s voice shrilled, then amoment later the house
volleyed back “Ma-ree, ma-ree,” butinsofar deeperanote that it might have beena
man calling.’11®

At this moment Rockis plunged into reflection, asking himself if his grand-daughter Elizabeth’s
romance with the economics teacher Birt could have been arranged by Baker and Edge to
drive hermad and so get him out of his cottage. His vision of Elizabeth is ‘straitjacketed even,
muffledin apadded room’;'® and ties the sound to the machinations of the Institute, even as
the primal cries are still reverberating through the woods. Forthe noise startles and unsettles
Edge in the house too even though Bakerdoes not hear it.!'’ Later Baker hears an echoed cry

which comes from Rock calling his goose, but againthere isa nervous uncertainty of its source:

Because he faced the great house, the echovolleyed back at him, “Ted, Ted.”

“Good heavens, what was that?...It was a man, wasn’tit?” Miss Baker quavered, to
be reassured.’!!®
The cries then unsettle the inhabitants of the park, as well as confusing their spatial senses.
Howeverthe significance each hearerattributes to the noises, as well as the presumed
connectionthey have with the girls’ disappearance - whichis the closest Concluding comes to

a plot- gives the sounds a portentousness that outweighs the collective visual qualia of the
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text. Despitesits mystery, the soundis the guiding beacon that lies at the book’s fog-bound
heart. As Bassoff acutely remarks: ‘If once we found the source of the echoin Concluding, the
spell of the book would be lost.”*° While the animals can register spatial information visually,
the humans’ only reliable evidenceis aural; given that the landscapes are either obscured by
nature or constructed from the Institute’s controlling perspective. The echois like asonar
system suggesting an approximate bearing, agearingto the spatial world, to use Merleau-
Ponty’s formulation. Amemory of the sound V2s made over war-time London may have
inspiredthe aural structure of the echoesin Concluding as suggested in chaptertwo. But, even
if this suggestionis persuasive, itdoes not lessen the mystery of the noisesinthe novel; like
the rocket and like Merleau-Ponty’sideaof auniversal flesh, these soundsintimate an

originary dimension beyond the horizons of quotidian perception.

In a sense the persistence of this spatial capture, howevertentative, isthe thread that gives
Concluding its continuity; enduring from first page to last. The novel’s narrative is entirely
stalled: what happened to Mary is neverrevealed; we do notdiscoverif Rockis to receive his
expected honour, and the struggle over his cottage is unresolved. A day passes with nothing
decided. Howeverthe action of the novel is negotiatinga course through this day without
becominglostinits mysteriesas Mary has. Mr Rock’s day is an individual’s iteration of alargely
unknowable world within adaily, personal frame. For Bassoff: ‘The form of the book s a series
of ripplesfrom acentral disturbance which remains obscure though intimated.”*2° This
disturbance lies somewhere in the spatial composition of the world delineated by Concluding,
and the negotiation of the tremors from this disturbance is the progression which the novel

charts.

Ultimately, Green’s fiction of the 1940s is able to accommodate the spatial puzzles which heis
repeatedly drawnto describe:sliding perspectives; the contrast between vague spatial

description and clarity of space traced by human action; terrain revealed as artificially
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constructed and an instability which gathers up both animate and inanimate matterinits
motion. Green’s means of assimilating these forces is intertwined with the development of his
writing afterthe war as it moved furtheraway from familiar modernist practices. His
progressive shifttoa wholly exteriorview of characters began toloosen the distinction
between subjectand object, whilethe incorporation of multiple versions of aspatial worldin
hisnovels replaced the desire for epistemological ‘grip’, which seemed to drive many
modernist writers, with a perceptual faith in a primordial spatial ontology. Like Merleau-Ponty,
Green came to accepta loosergrasp onthe world, one thatallows for multiple perceptions to
present ‘progressive approximations’ of what exists, yet willnot be able to fully reveal that
invisible world norits bond with the perceiver. The illusions of perception are notinvalid or
‘mistaken’, they are but one iteration of the world; so spatial confusions like those on which

Green’sfiction dwells can be contained in his fiction, ratherthanreducingittoincoherence.

What islost inabandoning epistemological surety is any validity in the idea of place. The
settings of both Concluding and Loving are revealed as artificial; they are unreal places which
the act of perceptual faith and its multiple perspectives on the world are unable to make solid.
One of the consequences of the preoccupation with space that distinguishes both Concluding
and Loving isthat they acknowledge the fictionality of their own settings and, by extension, of
all settings. When Green has the butler Raunce write to his motherin ‘Peterboro’, Yorks’ 2! he
issignpostingthisfact with a weak but self-aware joke; there is nowhere in Yorkshire called
Peterborough (thoughitisatownin Cambridgeshire) and so the writing foregrounds its
abandonmentofthe pretence thatitisrepresentingreal places. Whatlookslike atrivial aside
isemphasised by the way that Raunce first writesthese lettersin penciland then goesover
theminink, as if aware of the insubstantiality of this address. This knowledge is alsoreflected
inthe inadequate map of the castle and, in Concluding, of the absurdities of the labelling of the
Great Place which the Institute aspires to be. The impression, then, is of two novels which

show a crumblingbeliefinthe fictional powerto delineate places, butalso affirm the writer’s
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ability to capture some of the complexities of human experience of space. Though Green’s
literary approach to the perceptual worldis one ‘interwoven with incredulity’, its doubts about

the precision of what can be described are tempered by afaith in the value of the attempt.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Across the zones: the new shapes of post-war Europe

When British forces arrived at the borders of Austriain the spring of 1945 they looked their
Russian alliesin the face forthe first time. The Russians had overthrown Austria’s remaining
Nazi forces to take charge of a country shattered by war and were now ready to share its post-
war rule with the othervictorious powers. This co-operation was not to be easy though. There
were stark ideological divides between the Soviets and the Western powers; even atthe
moment of joint victory over Germany there were evident cultural and physical boundaries
between the Allies which presaged the Cold War. The translator Masha Williams, whowasin
the first British party allowed into Russian-controlled Austria, describes the division inthe
openingline of hermemoir: ‘The barrier was between us, forbidding entry to the Soviet zone.
We glared across at each other.”! The establishment of these new post-warzones meant new
fences, new bureaucracy and new maps. Italso demanded new thinking: not only about how
to negotiate the novel political geography butalso how to order and arrange these spaces
conceptually. The abruptness of the breakina landscape orterritory formerly thought of as
homogenous challenged habitual notions of spatial continuity, sequence and linearity. This
emergingchallenge can be seeninsome literary accounts fromthe 1940s, especially Graham
Greene’s novella The Third Man, setin post-war Viennaand writtenin 1948. The innovative
spatial view which Greene takes here contrasts with his pre-war urban descriptionin Brighton
Rock (1938). New spatial thinking can also be seenin some Blitz literature where the bomb
damage and blockages of London suggested an interruption in prevailing assumptions about
the arrangement of space. A striking example of thisinterruption liesin Elizabeth Bowen’s
descriptions of the effects of bombingin London, which produce avision of the city asan
archipelago of disconnected districts. Tracing this literary attention to a newly-problematic

post-war spatiality invites comparisons with theoretical and literary thinking about space from
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laterdecades:itis a type of thinking which diagnoses space as the overriding concern of the

times and whichis often characterised as postmodern.

Speakingin 1967, Michel Foucault forinstance was quite certainthata newly spatial age had
arrived, one in which space ‘appears to form the horizon of our concerns, ourtheory, our
systems’ and which contrasted with the ‘glaciations’ of the 19" century and its ‘great
obsessions’ with history, with time.? Foucaultisimprecise about when the transition from
temporally-dominated ways of thinking about the world to a contemporary ‘epoch of space’
occurred, but hisargument here in ‘Des Espaces Autres’ setsout a historicdevelopmentinthe
conceptions of space; fromthe medieval, to the renaissance, to the modern. In the Middle
Ages, he argues, rigid cosmological theory assigned to terrestrial places a natural ground and
stability, encouraging a medieval way of thinking about space as ‘emplacement’. In the
seventeenth century this sense of fixity was undone by the scientificwork of Galileo which
suggested aninfiniteand open space in which emplacement was no more than a place or
object’stemporary stasis, a pointinits movement. Accordingto Foucault, the renaissance idea
of extension came to replace the medieval concept of localized emplacement. But this concept
was inturn displaced by acontemporary spatial understanding built on the idea of ‘the site’;
this was a model of space in which places are connected relationally to one another. On this
understanding, spaces can be linked to one another by similarities and common elements of
which adjacence - geographic proximity-is only one possible bond. Spaces that are physically
remote from one another may still be similar, and therefore related in ourunderstanding, if
they share identical qualities orelements. Foucault suggests that we may perceive apparently
disparate spaces as marked with the same codes, operating by the same mechanicsand
containing the same patterns of data, so that we imagine them as spatially-linked. He
concludes: ‘Ourepochisone in which space takes for us the form of relationsamongsites.’
Anotherway to summarise Foucault’s argument might be to say that he proposesthatthe

concept of contiguity, of physical adjacency, has been superseded by that of propinquity,
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which contains both the idea of proximity butalso of kinship, of relationship by virtue of
similarity.® Tothink about spacesin this way isto construct a conceptual model, thus
exceeding the self-imposed limits of phenomenologists who restrict themselves to studying
the immediate content of perception. However, as we shall see, phenomenology can offeran
account of how we notice the difference between spaces through attunement to them.
Therefore phenomenology usefully explains the workings of Foucault’s conceptual model of
spatial organisation, even thoughit might deny the validity of suchamodel. Foucault himself
praises the contribution of phenomenologists, including Gaston Bachelard’s work on poetics,

in Des Espaces Autres.*

The bulk of Foucault’s essay is concerned with his discussion of heterotopias, a particularform
of linked spaces which carry a universal and atemporal resonance. Much scholarly discussion
of Des Espaces Autres focuses on thisidea. This conceptis controversial and has been
challenged by, amongothers, Marxists including Henri Lefebvre and David Harvey. Their
objection, as we shall see in more detail, is that Foucault makes the mistake of attemptingto
think about theoretical spacesin abstraction from their historical context.> Foucault speaks of
particularinstances of heterotopia - forexample, of cemeteries, gardens, brothels and boats -
whose socio-political meanings change with theirtime and may disappearaltogether as
heterotopias. However, hisargumentisthatall times and societies have their heterotopias, so
that heterotopias are auniversal fact. Itis this insistence on an essential and trans-historical
ordering of space to which Marxist critics have objected. Inshort, Foucault’s diagnosis of a
spatial age is problematicand cannot be uncritically taken as the key tointerpretinganew
interestin spatial configurations which we see in writing of the 1940s. However, norisit
necessary to eitheracceptor discard the notion of heterotopiain orderto explore possible
connections between the literature of this period and Foucault’s thinking. Indeed, the
attention both Foucault’s supporters and sceptics have given to the concept of heterotopia

may have masked these possible connections: aninterestin the linkages between scattered
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spaces proposed by Foucault means there has been less examination of the converse
implication of his argument, namely of proximate spaces or places which come to be
conceived as disjunct because of marked difference between them. Via Foucault, we may think
of neighbouringterritories, city districts oreven streets as entirely separated from one other
by virtue of their characteristics, qualities or the rules by which they operate, even though

theyare only a short distance apart.

Itis perhapsreasonable to assume thatthe mental divisions we make between different parts
of a city can arise at almost any pointinits history. Forexample, when slums and wealthy
areas existside by side the contrast between themis what strikes us most forcefully when we
think of them together; in other words, the fact of theirgeographicnearness only accentuates
their qualitative difference. Thinking of eitherareainisolation we are more likely to group
each one with similar districts, with other pockets of wealth or deprivation. Butevenif this
process of grouping places by similarity comes naturally, itis surely intensified by the drama of
war and its aftermath. Newly urgent categories of similarity and dissimilarity are thrown up by
conflict: suddenly it becomes vital to know if aterritoryis occupied orunoccupied; bombed or
untouched; neutral oraligned; supplied or starving. These new conceptual categories tend to
supplantorat least overlay the old ones; in wartime it’s usually more immediately practical to
think of an area as eitherbomb-damaged orintact than to categorise it by its social
demographic. Inshort, Foucault’s proposition of spatial thinking increasingly determined by
relations and qualities ratherthan simple nearness, seems especially apt for periods of conflict
Yet this affinity does not seem to have been widely explored either by Foucault scholarsin
general or by literary critics in particular. Some criticism examines war writing specificallyin
relation to Foucault’s model of heterotopias. An example, thatinforms what follows here, is
Shafquat Towheeds’s essay on the spaces of Bowen’s fiction setin the Second World War.® But

what has remained unexplored are the possible connections between 1940s writing and the
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fundamental proposition of Foucault’s essay: namely, that a newly-spatial age dawns when we

think of spaces connected not by nearness but by similarity.

The Second World War threw up several striking new examples of territories newly-divided
and marked by different rules and qualities. Prominentamong these were Germany and
Austriawhich, after Allied victory, wereinternally partitioned by the victorious powers. In 1945
both countries were divided into four zones of occupation, one each controlled by the US,
Britain, France and Russia. This model of four-part division was replicated in their capital cities,
Berlinand Vienna. Inthe case of Vienna, an added complication was that the central part of
the city, the Innere Stadt, was under shared control with each of the fourallies taking charge

of its International Patrol in a process of monthly rotation.’

One effect of these new geo-political divisions was to stymie and complicate everyday life with
a new systemthateitherregulated orcompletely checked movement across territory which
had previously been anavigablewhole. New borders and boundaries meant not only re-
thinking the everyday practicalities of journeys but also undertaking a conceptual re-assembly
of once-familiarterritories in orderto assimilate the new spatial rules on which they now ran.
The normal assumption that the easiest way to travel from one pointtoanotheris to follow a
straight line betweenthem no longerapplied in occupied Austria after 1945. As the historian
Giles MacDonoghrelates, closeness in space was no longerthe automaticfirst principle of

transit:

The Allied Zones were self-contained units and it was not easy to move from one to
the other, and well-nigh impossible to get from the Western Allies to the Soviet Zone.
Scharf [an Austrian politician] maintained thatit was easierto go from the Marchfeld,
north east of Vienna, to Brno in Czechoslovakia than it was to reach Salzburgin the
AmericanZone. From Salzburg, it was a simple business travelling to Munich, but
much harderto make it to Vienna. To some extent this was intentional: Stalin desired
a bufferzone tothis satellite states in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslaviaand
wanted to keep the Western Allies away.®
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The political control that Russia soughtto exert overthe newly-occupied spaces of Europe was
inevitably mirrored in London and Washington where strenuous efforts were made to secure
powerandinfluence in divided Austria. Churchillsentatelegramto President Trumanin June

1945 which laid out his worries about a Soviet domination of Vienna:

Here is the capital of Austriawhich by agreementisto be divided, like the country
itself, intofourzones; but noone hasany powerthere exceptthe Russians...if we
gave give way in this matter, we mustregard Austriaasin the Sovietized half of
Europe.®

The anxiety about a loss of control over partitioned cities and countries meant that the new
internal barriers became increasingly important to the allies. Both physical barriers like
roadblocks or checkpoints, and bureaucraticones such as passes or permits, helped each
power reinforce theirgrip on the territory they occupied and to restrict passage through it for
others. Thiswas a practice which contributed to a view that post-war Europe was more divided
than everand that optimism about new technology freeing the travellerto roam without
check had beenunwarranted. George Orwell, writingin Tribunein October 1945, saw the
atomicbomb as the latestin a string of technologies which would serve to freeze geo-political

control in territorial forms that could not be traversed or challenged by theirresidents:

We were once told that the aeroplane had ‘abolished frontiers’; actuallyitisonly
since the aeroplane became aserious weapon that frontiers have become definitely
impassable. The radio was once expected to promote international understanding
and co-operation;ithasturned outto be a means of insulating one nation from
another. The atomicbomb may complete the process by robbing the exploited
classes and peoples of all powertorevolt, and at the same time puttingthe
possessors of the bomb on a basis of military equality.©

Orwell’svision, which shaped his novel 1984, is of sealed-off, non-communicative empires
which are secure intheir powerand whose borders are fixed. These certainties grant only
restriction and not comfort to the people livingunderthem. Whilethe terrible power of
weaponry is one determinant of this status quo, Orwell also draws explicitly on the thesis of

James Burnham’s The Managerial Revolution (1941), which presents soldiers as justone
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professionamonganew class of technocrats — executives, bureaucrats, managers —who will
parcel out the world not on existingideological lines butin orderto concentrate powerand
controlin theirown hands. Inthis new order, the obstacles of bureaucracy - of passports,
curfews, zones of control, permits - are as significant as weaponry in partitioning spaces and

dividing peoples.

The particularities of the geo-politics of post-war Vienna are laid outin detail in the opening
lines of Greene’s The Third Man, with the narrator Colonel Calloway emphasising the

importance of the city’s political administration for the narrative

If you are to understand this strange, rather sad story you must have an impression
at least of the background —the smashed dreary city of Viennadivided upinzones
among the Four Powers; the Russian, the British, the Americans, the French zones,
regions marked only by notice boards, and in the centre of the city, surrounded by
the Ring withits heavy publicbuildings and its prancing statuary, the Innere Stadt
underthe control of all Four Powers.!

As well as the emphaticweight Greene bestows on the function of officialadministration with
its capitalised phrasesandits ‘heavy’ publicbuildings, this passage also suggests the arbitrary
newness of some of forms created by that administration; of regions marked ‘only’ by signs
rather than by more substantial barriers. The novellawas a preliminary treatment for the film
of The Third Man, in which the introductory voice-overisaccompanied by four rapid, close-up
shots of one of the notices at the borderto each of the allied zones.*2 The power of decree and
the exercise of political jurisdiction separate the newly-divided portions of the city from one
anotheras much as military forces or physical barriers and this means that the adjacent zones
of Viennaare distinguished by different regimes, cultures and rules. These operative
differences meanthatevenif physicaltransit betweenthemis possible, aconceptual or
imaginative readjustment will be needed in the new sector. Physically adjacent but politically
and culturally disjunct, the allied zones of Vienna appear to conform to Foucault’s notion of
spaces whose bonds are relational as much as topographic. In Vie nna, the different political

regimes overlaid by the Allies on the city have the effect of separatingits spaces fromone
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anotherinthe imagination sothata journeyfromone tothe other, evenifitis allowed,

suggests entering adifferentrealm.

Noticeboard at entrance to the Russian zone from The Third Man (©Studiocanal)

This curious effectisan important feature of The Third Man. In partitisa reflection of the
city’sunfamiliar strangeness, which is accentuated by the fact that the central character, Rollo
Martins, is a new arrival in Viennaand so is seeing the city with fresh eyes, asin this taxi

journey:

He drove straight out of town into the suburb (British zone) where the Central
Cemeterylay. One passed through the Russian zone toreachit, and took a short cut
throughthe American zone, which you couldn’t mistake because of the ice-cream
parloursinevery street.?

Mundane objects like ice-cream parlours can denote the characteristic quality of azone. This

process of differentiation extends to the cemetery when Martins arrives there:

Even this cemetery was zoned between the Powers: the Russian zone was marke d by
huge tasteless statues of armed men, the French by rows of anonymous wooden
crossesand a torn, tired tricolourflag.’!*
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Martin’s noting of the visual marks of a divided cityimmediately follow s Calloway’s narratorial
introduction to the political geographyof post-war Vienna. This passage suggests qualitative

distinctions between the zones whose cartography has already sketched by the introduction.

The differences between the zones howeverare not just of scenicimportance, they are
essential to the plot of The Third Man. Once Martins discovers that his friend Harry Lime is not
dead and buried, he comes to understand that Lime has taken refuge in the Russian zone, a
place which operates by different rules and where Lime is beyond the reach of British
influence. As Calloway warns Martins: ‘Remember, Lime may not wantyou to leave the
Russian zone when once you are there, and | can’t protect you there.”*> While Martinsis
equipped with alaissez-passer, a paperthat permits him to move through the zones of all four
powers, othercharacters are restricted. Lime can only appear officially in the Russian zone; his
formerlover AnnaSchmidt mustavoid the Russian zone because she is Hungarian with afaked
Austrianidentity and sois wanted by the Russians once Lime betrays her. Similarly Kurtz, one
of Lime’s co-conspirators, tells Martins: “I’m unlucky enough to be in the Russian zone —so
don’tvisit me very late. Things sometimes happen round our way.’®* Movement between
these two places and their differing military-political jurisdictions comes to be couchedin
language which foreshadows that of the Cold War and transit across the iron curtain; Calloway
talks of persuading Lime to ‘come over’ fromthe Russian zone and of Lime’s desire to have
Anna ‘taken over’''’ to the Russian zone. Journeys which may be physically no more thana
short walk through the city come to assume the significance of anirrevocable switch between
sectors of powerthat are increasingly sealed off from one another. The contiguity of zonesis

no guarantee of their propinquity.

Vienna’s embodiment of the growing political divisions among the Allies was something that
Greene studied first hand duringtwo research trips he made to the city in 1948; alonein

February and then, inJune, with the film’s director Carol Reed and his crew.® They were trips
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that yielded not only atmosphericand topographicdetail for The Third Man, butalso an insight
intothe often fraughtand fearful relations which had developed with the division of the city
and the powerstrugglesthat were played out acrossits zones. British intelligence reports from
1948, heldinthe National Archives, are rife with accounts of Russian kidnappings from the
zones controlled by other Allied powers. The fortnightly summary reportforthe period to 13t
February 1948 records that: ‘A number of kidnappings accredited to the Russians have been
investigated duringthe period underreview’?® and the corresponding summary for late May
and earlyJune speaks of a re-occurrence of kidnappingsin the Russian fourth Bezirk [district].
Particular casesincluded that of Else Pfeffler, a cook kidnapped by Russiansinthe American
sectoron 19 April butfreed by the Americans the same day. The woman had originally worked
for a Russian officerwhen herSilesian homeland had been captured from the Germans but,
fearingrepatriation to Russian territory, had taken adifferent job asa maidin the American
sector. British intelligence also reported how the four-power International Patrol, while under
BritishcommandinJune, had beeninterfered with by the Russians which halted it outside
theircentral headquartersand dragged out a civilian prisoner.2° Both these specificincidents
are echoedinthe novellaversion of The Third Man by the case of Anna Schmidt whois
desperate to conceal her Hungarian origins because she fears repatriation to what has become
Soviet-controlled territory. When the Russians attempt to kidnap Anna, itis by driving the jeep
of the International Patrol to the Russian sector and they are stopped only when Calloway
intervenes ata roadblock. Greene’s novellareflects the fear dogging many citizens of post-war
Viennaand the momentous consequences that could occur from finding oneself inthe wrong
zone of the city. By September 1949, the American High Commissioner claimed, more than 800
Austrian citizens had been eitherkidnapped orarrested without charge by the Russians. !

Beinginthe ‘wrong’ zone could be fatal.

The subterfuges which characters in The Third Man undertake to avoid capture, restriction or

qguestioning accentuate the differences between the zones and the sense that they are



190

different spaces, despite their physical adjacence. The city’s inhabitants take on a different
formor significance dependingon the zone from which they are viewed. Lime isdeadinthe
British sector, alive inthe Russian. Annais Hungarian in the Russian Sector but Austrianin the
otherAllied zones. Kurtzwears atoupee when he first meets Martinsin the Inner City, but at
theirsecond meetinginthe Russian zone Martins discovers that Kurtz has a full head of hair
and seesthe toupee hangingon ahook.?? This transformation is presagedin the early scene in
the multi-zonal Central Cemetery where snow disguises the funereal statues: ‘atoupée of
snow slippedsilently overan angelicface, asaint wore a heavy white moustache and ashako
of snow tipped ata drunken angle overthe bust of a superiorcivil servant.”23 The relational
bond between different places is weakened when one zone operates on differentrules to
another, whetherbecause of political control orshiftsin appearance. As aresult, adjoining
neighbourhoods can cease to appear as part of the same space. The strangeness of an
adjoiningzone isemphasised when Martins crosses by footin to the Russian sectorforthe first

time.

Sunday had laid its false peace overVienna; the wind had dropped and no snow had
fallenfortwenty-four hours...Walking overthe canal by the makeshift military bridge,
Martins was aware of the emptiness of the afternoon...A notice board told him that
he was entering the Russian zone, but there were no signs of occupation. You saw
more Russiansoldierinthe InnerCity than here.

[.]

It was extraordinarily quiet over here on the otherside of the canal,and a
melodramaticjournalist had painted a picture of silentterror, but the truth was
simply the widerstreets, the greatershelldamage, the fewer people —and Sunday
afternoon. There was nothingto fear, butall the same in this huge empty street
where all the time you heard your own feet moving, it was difficult not to look
behind. 2

The eeriness of the Russian zone is primarily conveyed in spatial terms, acombination of
description, analogy and metaphor. The strangeness of the ‘huge, empty street’ is conflated
with the emptiness of the afternoon so thata temporal definition is assigned a spatial quality.

Similarly, the day of the week performs aspatial operationinlayingits ‘false peace’ overthe
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city, a phrase suggesting the falsity of the city’s undivided wholeness as wellasitsillusory
calm. This overlay will not succeedin hiding the differentiated zones that lie beneath.
Emphasisingthe separation between these zonesis the ‘makeshift’ nature of the bridge that
crossesthe canal between them and the weight assigned to the phrase ‘overhere on the other
side of the canal.” Martins’ journeyinto the Russian zone takes him to a place not only under
different political control but one which appears qualitatively differentand whose very space
feels different from that of other parts of the city. The signs which mark off different zones of
Viennaencourage thistendency toview theircity’s spaces separately becausethey signal its
internal boundaries just as effectively asafence or a roadblock would. Yet they also have a
suggestive power which, perversely, is the greater because they pose no physical obstacle to
movement between the zones. As both aliteral and semioticsign, anoticeboard contains the
potential to demarcate spaces by calling attention to their differential qualities. They remind
the observerthat spaces can be separated notonly by physical means butalso by their
operational nature. In Foucault’sterms, the zone of acity may be a ‘site’ which isidentified by
the ‘marked or coded elementsinside aset...arranged according to single orto multiple
classifications.’?®> A noticeboard tells Martins he is entering the Russian zone andisa prompt
for hisawareness of that zone’s difference, which comes not from the presence of soldiers but

froma feeling of havingentered anew and distinct space.

But if different spaces have different qualities, how do we apprehend these qualitative
variations? A phenomenological answerwould be that thisis nota result of pure observation
or measurement, orany other quasi-scientific process, but rather of receptivity to the worldin
its primordial wholeness; a pre-reflective seizing of aspatial environment. Yet phenomenology
has many branches, and different accounts of the qualities of space. As we have seen, in his
earlierwork Merleau-Ponty made human corporeality the pivot of the explanation, suggesting
that a physical intentionality towards the world and its sensations enabled an apprehension of

spatial conditions. Others have argued that this insistence on the corporeal preserves, at least
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implicitly, asubject-object distinction which is absent from a truly pre-reflectivestate. In other
words, that makinga distinction between subjectand objectis a conceptual act. It is possible
instead to examine spatial experience by a phenomenological method which retains the idea
of qualitatively heterogeneous spaces without making the body the essential component of
these manifestations. Forexample, the idea of attuned space isadopted by Elisabeth Stroker
as that space whichis ‘expressive’ and marked foreach individual with phenomenal qualities
of its own. Attuned space is distinguished from both the space of action and the space of
intuition; together these three modes of corporeity make up the ‘lived space’ which, for the
phenomenologist, comprises spatial ontology. In her book Investigations in Philosophy of
Space (1965), Stroker distinguishes between the ‘corporeal phenomenon giveninimmediate
presence and corporeity as determined in specific methodologies.’?¢ The formeris more like
Merleau-Ponty’'s registration of the body’s ever-present connectiverole in spatial
apprehension, while the latterallows a structure by which different modes of corporeal
comportmentwill enable different types of spatial experience. Merleau-Ponty’s earlier theory
sees each act of the body, each reaching out, as an intentionality which constitutes asp atial
world forus in conjunction with the external matter with which the body isinvolved. But
Strokerargues that corporeity need not be taken as a phenomenoniitself. It caninstead be
understood as a comportmentto the world whichis ‘indifferent to any regional distinctions
between the psychicand the physical, the inner and the outer.’?” Attunement, the first of the
three modes of comportment she identifies, is one which grasps space inits ‘expressive
fullness’: itis neitherperception norcognition but rather ‘away of being moved and
affected.’?® The lived experience of space thenis not dependent simply on observation, nor
measurement, nor physical intentionality, noraconceptual assembly of spatial order; it
encompasses a primordial sense of the spatial which includes an atmosphericfullness that

precedes cognitive process.
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Expressive understandingis a unique mode of orientation towards the world:
expressive understanding hasits own sense-context and, and it must be takenin this
uniqueness and interrogated with respect toits space.

This does not contradict the notion that “spaces” may appearto be different. The
transition from one to the other, from the space withinachurch, to the “animated”
street, does notimply adissolution of the atmosphericspace as such, but rather
merely achange of the expressive content. The difference between such “spaces” is
itself a positive determination of the attuned space as such.?®

This philosophical analysis of how space is manifestedis one that offers parallels witha
specifically literary approach to the spatial. Since literature, like all art forms, can be
expressive, it has the potential to suggest spatial formsinterms of atmosphere, feelingand
mood as well as describing them through the more supposedly empirical mediations of

physical sensation.

In the passage quoted earlier, the depiction of the Russian zone of Viennais one whichimbues
the space with a feeling oratmosphere as much as visual quality or sense of scale. Martins’
enteringthe Russian zone can be understood as an attunement (to use Stroker’s term) to one
of Vienna’s different spaces and this approach to reading the qualitative differences between
spaces which World War |l literature often presents seems a productive one. Asan approach
to the spatial which appears particularly appropriate for literature, this concept of attunement
also has close affinities with Gaston Bachelard’s theory of literary images which carry a primal,
pre-reflective power and which can animate spaces with affective force. As Bachelard writesin
hisintroductionto The Poetics of Space (1958): ‘Space that has been seized upon by the
imagination cannot remainindifferent space subject tothe measures and estimates of the
surveyor.”3°If The Third Man and otherworks of this period show atendency to discover
expressively-full spaces, this suggests aliterary affinity not only with a phenomenological
account of space as given by philosophers, but also with Bachelard’s attempt to show that
poetics draw on the same well of understandingin presenting the spatial in literature.

Greene’snovella, aswe shall see, ascribes to the literary imagination (embodied by Rollo
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Martins) a particular ability of personal attunement to Vienna’s spaces thatis lackingin
Colonel Calloway who treats the cities spaces, like Bachelard’s ‘surveyor’ as rational,

measurable and intersubjectively accessible.

In The Third Man, Viennasuppliesits own metonym of the city’s divided spacesin the form of
the fairground wheel in the Prater park. The ‘Great Wheel’,** looming overthe city, isseento
segmentspace betweenitsiron struts by echoingthe zonal divisions marked outonthe
ground. Amid the desolation of war-torn Vienna, the wheel’s skeletal presenceis notonly
metaphoricof humanremains butisalsosuggested as the city’s underlying mechanism, the
surviving part which reveals the city’s workings. This associationis drawninthe novella’s
second paragraph, where Calloway’s introduction describes the wheel revealed beneath the

receding detritus of war:

The Danube was a grey flat muddy rivera long way off across the Second Bezirk, the
Russian zone where the Praterlay smashed and desolate and full of weeds, only the
Great Wheel revolving slowly over the foundations of merry-go-rounds like
abandoned millstones, the rustingiron of smashed tanks which nobody had cleared
away, the frost-nipped weeds where the snow was thin.3?

When Martins himself visits the wheel for his meeting with the ‘resurrected’ Lime, the wheel’s
potential to stand as a metonym forthe whole city becomes even clearer. Martinsis described
as ‘walkingup and down to keep warm, inside the enclosure of the Great Wheel’33 as if his
journeysthrough the city’s zones and their spoke-like divisions are also contained in this
deliberately indeterminateimage. The previous motifs of skeletal remains and circular objects,
seenin Calloway’s comparison of merry-go-rounds with abandoned millstones, are repeated:
‘The smashed Prater withits bones sticking crudely through the snow was nearly empty. One
stall sold thin flat cakes like cartwheels.”3* Descriptions and imaginations of Viennain The Third
Man are repeatedly bound up with the structural image of a wheel; both on a vertical axis, as

with the Praterwheel itself, but also on a horizontal ortopographicaxis, as with the flat cakes,
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the merry-go-roundsorinan earlierscene inthe Central Cemetery where rows of graves se em

to echothe circular motion of the Prater wheel:

Each avenue, numbered and lettered, stretched out likethe spokes of an enormous
wheel, they drove for a half-mile towards the west, and then turned and drove a half-
mile north, turned south.3®

As Charles Drazin notes, Vienna’s topography offers another horizontal counterpart to the
Praterwheel inthe shape of the grand circularroad at its heart: ‘Like some vast ground plan of
itself, [the wheel] found its echoin the Ringstrasse, the majestic boulevard that encircled the
city.”3®* Greene’s novellathen embraces both the idea of a wheel which cuts vertically through
space, framing the skies and the horizons with itsironwork, but also the sense of awheel laid
flat, the spokes of which divide and delineate territory. In this formthe wheelisan overlay, a
grid which partitions the sections of a previously unitary geographicwhole into ‘sites’ which

may be locked-off from anotherin spite of their physical contiguity.

As a geometricdevice forrepresenting the political geography of post-war Austria, this
structural motif of a divisive wheelis entirely consonant with contemporary observers’
attemptsto describe the country’s new reality. Alan Pryce-Jones, a pre-war resident of Austria
who returned there inuniformas an intelligence officer afterthe war, laid out hisimpressions
in‘A Letterfrom Vienna’ published in Horizon magazine in 1946. His account stressed the

strangeness of the country, which sprang fromits new spatial divisions:

Itisonlywhenyouhave beeninViennafora dayor two that you will realise how
abnormal everythingis. Thisis because there are at present eight separate states
inside the country. Each of the occupied zones is a separate state, each of the
occupyingarmiesis a separate state with its own language, its own social code, its
own national objectives, its own organizations for finance, maintenance and supply.
Somewhere inthe background there is aninth state, Austria, the chief function of
whichisto be talked about at meetings.?’

The humorous final note does not entirely disguise the sense that a theoretically unified

territory which has been overlaid with anew political geography becomes malleable to the
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imagination. Now ‘in the background’, Austriais more of a concept to be haggled overthana
de facto reality; the nationis noticed less than the newly-forged lattice of eight separate states
which has beenlaid overits terrain. Yet this background, this more liminal underlying space,
doesnotentirely recede from notice. In The Third Man, itseemsto persistat leastas a
conceptual presence of the type suggested by Pryce-Jones, something forthe imagination to

pursue.

With the writer Martins as his central character, Greene introduces the idea of the
imagination, and often aspecifically literary imagination, resisting the organising parameters
of the wheel. The persistence of a background derives atleastin part from the possibility of an
imaginative summoning of another space, an alternate version of the city orthe country. This
subtle themeis hinted atin Calloway’s introduction where, immediately after describing the
‘Great Wheel’, and immediatelybefore explaining the city’s occupied zones, he says of Vienna:
‘I haven’tenoughimagination to pictureitas ithad once been.’*® Calloway’s confessed lack of
imaginationis entirely appropriate to hisrole as the reliable, factual narrator of The Third Man,
the voice whointroduces usto the post-war reality of Vienna and recounts forthe reader what
happenedto Martins when he comes to the city. Calloway performs arevelatory role for
Martins, opening his eyesto the reality of Lime’s characterand the crimes of racketeeringand
murder Lime has committed. An officerand a policemanin the pre-warworld, Calloway is an

assemblerof material facts who eschews the imaginative or speculative. As he says:

‘I have reconstructed the affairas best | can from my own files and from what Matins
told me. It isas accurate as | can make it— | have tried notto inventa line of
dialogue.”®

This devotion to the evidential contrasts with Martins’ tendency, as awriter and as a stranger

to thecity, to reconstruct not from the files but from hisimagination. Itis this ability which

leads himto uncoverthe truth; that Limeis not dead and is himself the third man seen

carryinga corpse froma car accident. Atthe same time Martins’ imaginativetendencyisalso
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repeatedly seentoredraw the spaces of Vienna, to construct views and scenes unconstrained
by the city’s post-war zonal structure. Forexample, when Annarecounts the circumstances of
Lime’s ‘death’ to him, Martins experiences avision which is attributed to his literary

profession:

Martins suddenly saw in that odd chamber of the mind that constructs such pictures,
instantaneously, irrationally, adesert place, abody on the ground, a group of birds
gathered. Perhapsitwasa scene from one of hisown books, notyet written, forming
at the gate of consciousness.’%°

A similarepisode comesinadream Martins has soon after learning of Lime’s death:

Withina minute he had left Viennafarbehind him and was walking through adense
wood, ankle-deepinsnow. An owl hooted, and he suddenlyfeltlonely and scared.
He had an appointment to meet Harry undera particulartree, butina wood so
dense how could he recognize any one tree fromthe rest? Then he saw a figure and
ran towards it: it whistled afamiliartune and his heart lifted with the reliefand joy at
not afterall beingalone.*

Greeneisnotassigningany privileged intellectual position to Martins because of this literary
imaginative power. The story stresses that Martinsis a hack writer of cheap Westerns and the
most humorous moments of both novellaand film come when he is mistaken for another,
more esteemed, writer. Calloway's file-combing methods of reconstructing scenes and events
are presented as atleast equally effective in uncovering the conspiracy that has taken place.
However, Martins’ capacity for re-imagining topography assumes a significance beyond the
explication of the plot. It signals his growing attunement (to use Stroker’s term) to the spaces
of Vienna, his mediation enabling more of the spatial atmospheres of the world of The Third
Manto be revealed. Where Calloway is ourreliable narrator of facts and events, Martins’
discovery of the city reveals its spatial possibilities, including not only the pattern of the zones
and theirdifferent spatial qualities but also the persistence of adiscernible background

beneath the newly-overlaid structure.
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The fullest realisation of Martins’ developing spatial vision arises in the pivotalscene where he
and Lime take a turn on the Prater wheel. From this vantage both the structural division of the

cityand Vienna’s more organictopography come into view forthe first time:

Veryslowly on one side of themthe city sank; very slowly on the otherthe great
cross-girders of the Wheel rose into sight. As the horizon slid away the Danube
became visible, and the piers of the Reichsbricke lifted above the houses.*?

Martins remainsinside the machinery of the wheel but forthe first time glimpsesthe cityasa
complete entity. The disorienting perspectives here suggest that the city’s spaces may notbe
contained by geometric organisation. The viewpoint, and the spatial uneaseitengenders, are
shared with Lime. Martins contemplates the possibility of pushing his friend through the

window of the car, while Lime himselfhas a presentiment of falling from the wheel:

Harry took a look at the toy landscape below and came away from the door. “I never
feel quite safe inthese things,” he said. He felt the back of the door with his hand, as
though he were afraid that it might fly openand launch himinto that iron-ribbed
space.®

The suggestion of a fatal porosity in the ‘iron-ribbed space’, the chance of fallingthrough the

city’s lattice, isreinforced by Martins in another characteristic moment of imagination:

The car swungto a standstill at the highest point of the curve and Harry turned his
back and gazed out of the window. Martins thought: One good shove and | could
breakthe glass, and he pictured the body falling, falling through the iron struts, a
piece of carrion dropping amongthe flies.*

In The Third Man the wheel is metonymicof zonally-divided Vienna and it regularly
circumscribesthe city, dividingitintoits constituentsectors. At times Martins’ spatial visionis
controlled by this organisational motif, as with his discovery of the radial spokes of the
cemetery, orduringa drinking spree where ‘his mind revolved in circles.’*® Yet once at the
centre of the wheel itself, itis suggested that he becomes able to envision spaces in ways that
exceed the structure’s confines, and Martins shares with Lime a sense of space beyond the

wheel’sframe, one not corralled by the contiguities of the city’s new zonal structure. Itis not
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coincidental that this knowledge parallels Martins’ unpicking of the mystery of Lime’s ‘death’,
and his ability to use the city’s sewersto appearor disappearin any of the zones, seemingly at
will. Lime’s secretis partly spatial, and the panoramas that Martins and Lime share at the top
of the Prater wheel show that Martinsis comingto share Lime’s knowledge of how Vienna’s
spaces really operate. Theirjoint contemplation of the sunset from the top of the wheel’s arc

sealsthisshared perspective:

The car had reached the top of the Wheel and hungthere motionless, while the stain
of the sunsetranin streaks overthe wrinkled papery sky beyond the black gird ers.*®

This pivotal encounterinthe wheel is also heavy with ethical and Biblical resonance, butinthe
context of the whole novella, the gaze into what lies beyond the girders bears a spatial, as well

as areligious, interpretation.

The final spatial revelation of Viennain The Third Man comes with the climacticdescentinto
the sewersystem. As Calloway explains to Martins: ‘If you know your way about you can
emerge again almostanywhere in the city through amanhole ora kiosk.”*’ To discoverthe
sewersisalsoto uncoveranotherway of traversing the city’s space, bypassing Vienna’s zonal
system. Touchingall points of the city, and none, the sewer provides an alternative spatial
model which dissolves the conceptual hold of contiguity, linearity and adjacence. The structure
of zones above groundis notbinding here;isitsuperseded by anetwork which can intersect
with any point of a spatial field. Moving from Ato C need not entail passingthrough Band the
suddenness of Lime’s appearances and disappearances illustrate thisinaway that is
reminiscent of the disconcerting and instantaneous appearance of the V2 rocket. Both cases
carry the intimation of aninvisibleand underlying spatial continuum which obviates the need
for transitacross the visible landscape, instead permitting location to be fixed in a split-second.
With this possibility, the bonds of physical proximity between places are loosened: this

relaxation enhances the tendency to see spaces as connected by similarity or qualitative
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relation ratherthan by nearness. The sewer perhaps supplies an apt metaphorfor ‘the skein’
which Foucault speaks of as the network by which we assemble placesin fresh arrangements

ina newly-spatial age:

We are at a moment, | believe, when our experience of the worldis less like that of a
longlife developing through time than that of a network that connects points and
intersects with its own skein.*®

Foucault’s grand narrative of a newly-emerged spatial dominant in twentieth-century thought
may be contested. Even so, hisinsight of aworld experienced as a network which orders
places by its own connective logic, ratherthan one whichisarrayedin a classical spatial field of

sequence and contiguity, finds a literary expositionin Greene’s Vienna.

It isinstructive to compare the spatial model forthe city of The Third Man with one from
Greene’s pre-war fiction. Greene’s Vienna appears as a network of sites, bound to or
separated from one another by qualitative similarities or differences, and this allows not only
the possibility that geographically scattered parts of the city may seemto belongtogether by
virtue of their conceptual orimaginative similarities but also that the mind may come to place
parts of Viennaalongsidethose of entirely different cities. When Martins goes drinkingin
Vienna, the specificity of the city dissolves amid the genericdécor and names of the bars, the

international range of customers and the recollection of his own sexual history in othercities:

He chose the Oriental...that dreary smoky little night club that stands behind asham
Easternfacade. The same semi-nude photographs on the stairs, the same half-drunk
Americans atthe bar, the same bad wine and extraordinary gins —he might have
beeninanythird-rate night hauntinany othershabby capital of a shabby Europe.

[...]

Martins moved on: at Maxim’s a few couples were dancing rathergloomily, and ata
place called Chez Victorthe heating had failed and peoplesatin overcoats drinking
cocktails...His mind reverted to the girl in Dublinand the one in Amsterdam.

By contrast, the townin the pre-war Brighton Rock (1938) combines a cartographic and

descriptive specificity with an almost total separation fromall otherspaces:itis as if the town
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has been snipped out of the map so that no other places beyond its borders can exist. Brighton
and its environs are repeatedly described as though a nullity of infinite space is whatlies

beyondtheirborders. Forexample:

Peacehavenitself dwindled out against the downs: half-made streetsturnedinto
grass tracks. They walked down between the bungalows to the cliff edge. There was
nobody about: one of the bungalows had broken windows, in anotherthe blinds
were down fora death. “It makes me giddy,” Rose said, “looking down.”4°

This cliff-top settingbetween the seaand the downs (to which Brighton Rock returns forits
climacticscene) isthe very edge of the map; nothinglies beyondit. The horizons are faint,
indeterminate and even unearthly, and this eerie insubstantiality is repeatedlysuggestedin
descriptions of the seawhich ‘reflected on the dark sky’ has a ‘phosphorent glow.”>° The sea’s
edge iscomparedto sky signs, as if constituting aform of mysterious messaging atthe margins

of the perceived world:

It was almost dark alongthe beach: the edge of seashone like aline of writingin
whitewash: big sprawling letters. They meant nothing at this distance.®?

This spatial combination, the specificity of the places of Brighton and the emptiness beyond its
borders, isalso part of the revelation of Pinkie’s psychology and religious instinct. His horror at
the grossness of everyday lifecomesto the fore ona visitto Rose’s family home in Nelson
Place, the same slum part of town where he grew up. His disgusted recognition of the place
and its material squalor reveals the precision with which he can re construct these streets as if

(u,

a map-maker: ““Oh, I’ve passed through,” he said airily, but he could have drawnits plan as
accurately as a surveyor’.>2 His visit to Rose’s filthy home means, in part, a return to confront
the formative specifics of his own spatial environment, and his recognition that they are united
by having sprung from the same place on the map, an understanding emphasised by their

physical comportmentasthey ‘lay on the chalk bank side by side with a common geography.’>3

Pinkie’s returnto Nelson Place ends with his yearning to escape from this geography, to
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dissolve his horrors of quotidian squalors in the nullity of the space beyond Brighton’ s mapped

borders:

The children played among the ruins of Paradise Piece, and a wind blew from the sea
across the site of hishome. A dim desire forannihilation stretched in him: the vast
superiority of vacancy.>*

Like Calloway in The Third Man, Pinkie is explicitly introduced by Greene as lackingin
imagination®® and whilethis lack strengthens his personal ruthlessnessitis a deficiency which
has the effectin the novel of helping to cut off Brighton from any surrounding context. Limited
by Pinkie’s horizons, Brighton runs out at the limits of the knowable material worldandisa
narrow strip of land tethered only by a railway line so thatitappears as: ‘A few thousand acres
of houses, anarrow peninsula of electrified track runningto London, 2 or 3 railway stations
with theirbuffets & buns.’”*® While Vienna’s spaces stand in operational relations to one
anotherand to spaces beyond the city, Brighton Rock tends to present a discrete and free-
standingtown whose literary construction embodies shared cartographic certainties and
agreed horizons. Here contiguity and propinquity are one and the same; Brighton’s space is
fixed by the concord of itsinhabitants. There is no viewpoint that corresponds to that from the
wheel of Vienna which takes in the network of zonal divisions and allows spaces to be

assembled by the degree and quality of theirrelatedness to one another.

The difference inthe way Greene presents thesetwo urban spaces howeveris attributable to
the change between Greene’s pre and post-war outlook, not to intrinsicdifferences between
Britain and Austria. In fact, the spatial understanding displayed in Greene’s imagination of
post-warViennais bound up with domestic British experience: the literary reconstruction of
Viennaisnotofa purelyalien place but carries significant traces from war-time London. As
Lara Feigel notes, Greene projected many aspects of blitzed London onto the city of Viennain

The Third Man. In both the novellaand filmversions:
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Post-war Vienna provided a continuation of wartime London. Indeed, recapturedin
the stark black and white of The Third Man’s film noir cinematography, Vienna
acquires many of the visual characteristics of Londonin the Blitz withits surreal
juxtapositions, picturesque ruins and dark, torchlit streets, where the surviving
facades of grand buildings towerabove messy piles of rubble.>’

Thereismore toit than thishowever. Notonly are the aesthetics of The Third Man
recognisably influenced by London, the story’simaginative genesisalso lay there. Theideaofa
story about a man who glimpsesa‘dead’ friend on the street was scribbled downonan
envelopeby Greene in 1947, with London’s Strand as the place where this strange sighting
occurred. Greene continued to develop the plotin his head and it was only whenthe film
producer Alexander Kordatold him that he wanted to make a thriller setamid the racketeering
of post-war Viennathat Greene proposed transferring his ‘dead-man risen’ plotto the Austrian
capital.’® So while Greene’s subsequent research trips to Viennaintroduced him to the city’s
unique atmosphereand political geography, the residues of war-torn London are alsoa
significant presence in The Third Man. This overlap suggests the connections between the two
citiesdrawninliterature and film during this period may be more than simply stylisticor
aesthetic; these connectionsindicate how the warhad driven peopleto think of cities and

their constituent partsin different ways.

There is strong evidence to suggest that the elements of blitzed London projected onto the city
of The Third Man included not only imagery and atmosphericeffect but also more structural
changesin ways of conceivingacity and the relation betweeniits districts. In part, this was of
course an effect of the de-familiarisation caused by bomb damage. The shattering of buildings
and streets produced visual shocks and strange juxtapositions and these have now become
familiarstaples of war-time photography, film and literature. But bomb damage also confuses
the powers of recognition and navigation of acity’sinhabitants. A journey that was previously
made almost automatically is blocked or diverted by piles of rubbleorholesin the ground,

which forces a rethinking of the city’s topography in planning how to get from Ato B. The
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effect of bombingisnotjustto produce an aestheticstrangeness ora practical difficultybut
alsoa process of mental re-ordering and recalibration. This confusion was acommon
experience for Londoners who could nolongerfind theirway through the city after heavy
bombing:
Workers wandered through streets they thought they knew, took routes they could
have swornthey would have been able tofollow blindfold, they had taken them so

many times before, but found themselves disorientated and lost, the cityscape
cruelly disfigured and confusing.>®

To make a journey from one part of the city to another could now necessitate some advance
planningsince the normal connective tissue of roads or publictransport could notalways be
relied on. One effect of this severing of connections was to encourage a sense of separation
between different districts of the city, with sometimes even next-door neighbours appearing

remote or isolated.

In heressay ‘London, 1940’, Elizabeth Bowen described the growth of this feeling from the
vantage pointof an Autumn morning aftera raidin central London which has left Oxford
Streetimpassable because of shattered glass. The streetis cordoned off and local residents are
marooned: ‘Roped away from the rest of London we seemtobe onan island —whenshall we
be taken off?’¢° Asthe essay develops, it reveals a patchwork of the city’s districts, separated,

distinct and only partially communicative with one another as a result of bombing.

Transport stoppages, roped-offdistricts, cut-off communications and ‘dirty’ nights
now make her a city of villages —almost of village communes. Marylebone is my
village. Friendswho live outside it I think about but seldom see: they are sunkin the
life of theirown villages. We all have new friends: our neighbours. In Marylebone,
shoppingjust before the black-out or making forhome before the bombers beginto
fill up the sky, we say ‘Well good luck!’ to each other. And every morning after the
storm we go out to talk to each other. News comesfiltering through from the other
villages. They say St Johns Wood had it worse than we did. Camden Town onthe
otherhand, got off light. Chelsea, it seems, was hot again. They say they brought
‘one’ down on Paddington Green. Has anyone been overto Piccadilly? A man from
Hampstead was here a minute ago, he said...Mrs X isa Pimlicowoman; she’s quite
upset. Anyone know how itwasinKilburn? Somebody had a letter from Finsbury
Park. ¢!
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The effects of bombing on London’s cartographiccohesion sees its constituent parts scattered
into an archipelago of neighbourhoods whose residents have only atentative sense of events
inany other part of the city. The essay was actually published in 1950, ten years afterthe
eventsitdescribes, butitsinsight of the city as a patchwork of independentislands
recapitulates avision at work throughout Bowen’sfiction of the 1940s. Indeed the term
‘enislanded’, which sums up this spatial isolation,becomes a key and recurrent word
throughout Bowen’s writing about the war. In The Heat of the Day, the result of air raids s
precisely the cordoned-off separation evoked inthe lateressay ‘London, 1940’. Not only does
the novel presentthe cityinitsinnumerable sub-partitions, italso translates the physical
blockages of streets and trafficinto the water-imagery of dams and channels, so reinforcing

the trope of urban districts as islands:

Allthrough London, the roping-off of dangerous tracts of street made islands of
exaltedif stricken silence, and people crowded against the ropes toadmire the sunny
emptiness onthe otherside. The diversion of traffic out of blocked main
thoroughfaresinto byways, the unstopping phantasmagoric streaming of lorries,
buses, vans, drays, taxis past modest windows and quiet doorways setup an
overpowering sense of London’s organic power —somewhere here was a source from
which heavy motion boiled, surged and, notto be damned up, forced for itself new
channels.%?

The magneticstrangeness of the ‘sunny emptiness’ onthe otherside of the rope’s border
furtheremphasises the city’s new divisions; suddenly the adjacent space takes on a quality
which marksit as entirely different, even though the physical separation between the two
zonesisno more than a rope cordon. Greene also recognised this imaginative scattering of
London’s spaces. In The Ministry of Fear the narration observes that: ‘London was no longer
one great city, it was a collection of small towns.’®® The qualitative differences between these

‘towns’, ratherthan closeness or distance, are what separate them:

He caught a number 19 bus from Piccadilly. After the ruins of StJames’s church, one
passed at that early date into peaceful country. Knightsbridge and Sloane Street were
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not at war, but Chelseawas and Batterseawasin the frontline. It was an odd front
line thattwisted like the track of a hurricane and left patches of peace.®*

London as a whole could also be seen as a place separate from the rest of the country. In a
study of the effects of the Blitz, the psychiatrist Melitta Schmideberg referred toa woman
whose return to London feltto herlike visitinganother country: “‘When she first came back she
usedto enquire what other peopledid, how theyfeltand reacted, like someonetryingtolearn
the habitsina foreign country. Going from London to ‘safe’ or ‘comparatively safe’ areas was

infact like goingto a foreign country with an entirely different mentality.’®®

From passages like these, we can trace some of the imaginative parallels between the Vienna
of The Third Man and literary depiction of war-time London. While Vienna’s politically-
determined zonal structure was a striking new arrangement of space, italso resonated with an
existing literary apprehension of London as a place whose topographiccoherence had been
loosened by the warand whose ‘enislanded’ districts seemed disconnected and often
qualitatively different from one another. Just as Martins’ excursioninto Vienna’s Russian zone
feelslike aforayinto a differentand newly-estranged type of space, so the curious emptiness
of a Londonstreetonthe otherside of a cordon made itseem sodistinct fromits neighbouring
‘island’ asto erase the familiar bonds of spatial contiguity. A further connection between the
twocitiesliesin Greene’s descriptions of Vienna’s sewer system. This is, as Calloway tellsit: ‘A
strange world unknown to most of us...a cavernous land of waterfalls and rushingrivers, where
tidesebbandflow as inthe world above.’®® This attention to the dynamics of waterand the
shiftsinits coursesisredolent of the language used by Bowen in evoking London aftera
bombingraid (quoted above), where ‘heavy motion boiled, surged and, not to be damned up,
forced for itself new channels.’ The archipelago of blitzed London s figured as shaped by fluid
dynamics justas the detritus of Viennais seen whirled around inits sewerand the equivalence
Greene draws here between subterranean and surface tides draws this comparison to the

notice inan observation of 1940s fiction. Insidethe sewer, the intimation of links with London
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becomes even more explicit: the main seweris ‘half as wide as the Thames’, a British soldier
tells Martins * “The sewer police know...this place justas | know the Tottenham Court Road” ’
and the two of them discuss London pubs they both frequent.®” Greene transplanted his story
of Harry Lime from London to Vienna, but London does not entirely recede from view. Inthe
film of The Third Man the suggested correspondence between the two cities becomes explicit
inone scene where a London busis clearly visible from the back window of a car travelling
through Vienna. Thisanomalyis usually attributed to a production errorinvolving stock
footage usedinthe back-projection to simulate the viewfrom the car window. However film
criticMichael Boyce suggests that, ratherthan a mistake, it may instead be a deliberate device
by director Carol Reed, ‘amore overt nod to London’, to conflate the two cities so that: ‘the
Vienna of The Third Man standsin for post-war London.’%® We can see that in the imagination
of the twocitiesin this era there isa shared spatial context which appears to have sprungfrom

more than one British artist’s experience of the war.

Corroboration of Londoners’ growingtendency to see theircity, post-Blitz, as a scattered
network of neighbourhoods ratherthan a contiguous whole can also be found in scientific
work of the period. Psychiatrist Melitta Schmideberg noted a spatial effectin the way people

came to focus more on theirimmediatelocale during the war:

Life took on a more medieval colouring. At dusk some of the big streets looked
almostlive avillage street: at nightthey were dark and deserted. One became district
and even street conscious. What happenedin one’s own street was of vital
importance, while otherdistricts seemed very remote.®

A furtherobstacle to a cartographically-coherent view was the disappearance, from 1940-
1944, of the A-Zguide to London’s streets which had been produced forthe firsttime in the
1930s. Phyllis Beardsall’'s pioneering guide was felt to be potentially too useful to the enemy
and was withdrawn. Finding the way from one district to another; already more difficult

because of the destruction and blockages of the Blitz, was made even harder by the absence of
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a streetplan. Noting both Schmideberg’s study and the suspension of the A-Z, Shafquat
Towheed argues thatthey were part of a ‘spatial dislocation’ of Londoners during the Blitz
which variously produced feelings of fear, anxiety oreven euphoria. Bowen’s literary
presentation of the archipelago of Londonis therefore evidence of a conceptual re -ordering of

spaces which Towheed analysesin Foucauldian terms:

Bowen’s fictionalterrainis both utopiaand heterotopia, both nowhere and
everywhere, and, like London during the Blitz, is composed of archipelagic patches
both separated and connected by the explosivespaces blasted between them.”®

Towheed notes that Foucault himself describes ‘archipelago’ as the sole notion of space thatis
truly geographic; unlike terms such as ‘territory’, ‘soil’, or ‘domain’, itis notinevitably
intertwined with non-spatial concepts of politics, law, nationality or property. But his attempt
to read Bowen’sfictionin Foucault’s termsis not without problems, especially in his adoption
here of Foucault’s distinction between utopiaand heterotopia: while Towheed identifies the
‘explosive’ powerthat the reworking of London’s physical spaces broughtto Bowen’ s fiction, it
is not straightforward to see how thisimaginative effect could produce new heterotopias, at
least not on Foucault’s account. For Foucault, heterotopias are socio-political realities that
existinevery culture, both connected to every other part of the city and yet standing apart;
one example being the sanctified space of acemetery. The phantasmagoric quality of much of
Bowen’s war-time writing seems ratherto accord with what Foucault describes as ‘aspace
thoroughly imbued with qualities and perhaps thoroughly fantasmaticas well.”’t This type of
space, Foucaultargues, has been understood thanks to the work of phenomenologists such as
Gaston Bachelard which has dispelled the notion of space as homogenous and empty. But
Foucault goes on to differentiate between this ‘primarily...internal space’ and the ‘external
space’ in which heterotopias are to be analysed. In otherwords, itis hard to see how Bowen’s

fictional responseto spatial effects of the war could in itself produce new forms of heterotopia



209

which Foucaultidentifies as spaces shaped by long cultural and historical processes rather than

through literary invention.

It may be that Towheed’sintentionistoidentify a broader development of spatial theory in
which Foucault’s workis subsumed. The suggestion may be that literature afterthe war
incorporates an understanding of the socio-politicalidea of heterotopias twenty years before
they were firstidentified in Foucault’s lecture. To argue that heterotopiawasanideain
gestation before Foucault would not of course protectitfrom critical attack. Critiques from
materialist social scientists including Lefebvre and Harvey have found fault with Foucault’s
philosophical models of space. Lefebvre finds that Foucault fails to distinguish between
theoretical and social space, ‘the space of the philosophers and the space of people who deal
with material things’,”?> while Harvey suggests that Foucault remains imprisoned in a Kantian

notion of absolute space where:

The particularity of positioningis marked by contingency fragmentation and
uniqueness [which] contrasts radically with the universality that attaches to the
conceptof a unidirectional time that points us teleologically towards some destiny.”3

Foucaultistherefore boundto a spatial ordering which has no historical orsocial context;
instead, Harvey argues: ‘space must be viewed dialectically as simultaneously absolute,
relative and relational’,”* and thisis especially true of Foucault’s concept of heterotopias. By
these Marxist accounts, applyingthe idea of heterotopia- whetherin Foucault orin 1940s
fiction-isas invalidin explaining how spatial changes are registered in post-war culture, as it

would be inany circumstance.

Howeveritis not necessary to accept Foucault’s theory of heterotopias to propose a
connection between hisaccount of space and the one seenin 1940s fiction. Strictly speaking,
we do not have to accountfor Foucauldian heterotopias to accept that writing by Bowen and

Greene, amongothers, presented adjacent spaces as often glaringly different from one
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another, drew attention to the strangeness of this disjunction and setit clearly inthe context
of the war. We can then follow a connective thread from this literary digestion of the warto
that earlier part of Foucault’s essay which draws attention to the relational arrangement of
sites. The conceptual germ of Des Espaces Autres is its proposition of relational space and this
isa self-sufficient concept which does notrely on the model of heterotopias. Itisan ideawhich
offers a productive model of thinking about space and one which appears to parallel

developmentsin 1940s fiction.

Whetheror notthe emergent spatial imagination shaped by the warand exhibited in 1940s
writing hasa common bond with Foucault’s theory expressed two decades later, there is at
least one other, intermediate, historical movement with which it shares common features. In
1950s France, the Situationists also began to propose imaginative ‘maps’ of the city, especially
Paris, replacing geographic connections between different streets and districts with psychic
and affective links, with aview to reassembling the city in new patterns. While the Situationists
intended an avowedly active and political reworking of the ‘given’ geography of modern
material life ratherthan a literary responsetoit, the practices they espoused bear some
striking similarities with changing fictional treatment of cities in the years after the outbreak of
war. One of these similaritiesis asense of fundamental disturbancein the ways that we
perceive and grasp the world’s spatiality. In the proto-Situationist document, ‘Formulary fora
New Urbanism’, writtenin 1953, Ivan Chtcheglov served up afleeting glimpse of amobile

space to be actively pursued:

Certain shifting angles, certain receding perspectives, allow us to glimpse original
conceptions of space, but this vision remains fragmentary. It must be soughtin the
magical locales of fairy tales and surrealist writings, castles, endless walls, little
forgotten bars, mammoth caverns, casino mirrors.”®

Here is notonly a very literary-sounding impulse to imaginative fabulation with which to

redraw the city, but also a summary of perception which suggests a specifically Husserlian
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version of phenomenology.”® These ‘shifting angles’and ‘receding perspectives’ recall early
phenomenological account of objects captured onlyinasuccession of facetsand neveras a
composite whole. The present work has argued that the damage of war opened up strange
anglesandviews which prompted some writers to share the phenomenologist’s eye-view. This
novelty resurfaces in Chtcheglov's view of the city. Guy Debord also invokes the word
‘phenomena’ inthe essay, ‘Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography’ which proposes a
definition of psychogeography as the effect of the urban environment on the ‘emotions and
behaviour of individuals.””” Recalling Merleau-Ponty’s insistence on phenomenathat are
grasped as a collective whole so that the qualities of objects cannot be disentangled from their
form, Debord insists on a kind of psychicsaturationin places which will divide the city into
‘zones’ assurely as does the political partition of Vienna. Asin The Third Man, the affective
atmosphere which clings to certain parts of the city will markit offin qualitativerelation or

separation from other parts:

The sudden change of ambience in a street within the space of a few meters; the
evidentdivision of acity into zones of distinct psychicatmospheres; the path of least
resistance thatis automatically followed in aimless strolls (and which has no relation
the physical contour of the terrain); the appealing or repelling character of certain
places—these phenomenaall seemtobe neglected...People are quite aware that
some neighbourhoods are gloomy and others pleasant. Butthey generally simply
assume thatelegant streets cause afeeling of satisfaction and that poorstreets are
depressing, andletitgoat that. Infact...the slightest demystified investigation
reveals thatthe qualitatively or quantitatively differentinfluences of diverse urban
decors cannot be determined solely on the basis of the historical period or
architectural style, much less on the basis of housing conditions.”®

Under the Situationist programme, quartiers of the city were to become imaginative zones,
differentiated by close attention to their psychicflavour. If the new ‘science’ of
psychogeography differed from literary creation in its methodical and willed attentiveness to
the qualities of spaces, 1940s British literature and 1950s French theorizing often seemto

share notable similarities; a dislocated perspective, animaginative reconstruction of streets
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and districts and -the outcome of this process - a re-assembly of urban placesin arrangements

that no longer corresponded to physical geography.

The Situationist desire to reimaginethe topography of Paris took formin a series of maps,
including Debord’s ‘The Naked City’ which was a cut-up and re-assembly of Parisian tourist
localesinto new juxtapositions. Here were the results of Debord’s theory of the dérive, the
deliberately aimless wandering that would reveal the city in new forms and would show ‘the
distances thatactually separate two regions of acity, distances that may have little relation
with the physical distance between them.’”® Like the distances between the Russian and British
zonesof Vienna, the gap between one part of a city and another may be imaginative rather
than geographic. Drawing parallels between Situationist cartography and literary practice, Eric
Bulson argues that the impulse to wilfully become ‘lost’ in the city has been animportant, and
overlooked, part of spatial representationin fiction. While areader may automatically try to
orientthemselvesinthe landscape of anovel, the waysin which the author often baffles this
aim have become part of literature’s purpose: ‘l am arguing for...a more nuanced
understanding of the way the production and reception of space for the past 150 years and
more has beeninfluenced as much by a disorientation effectasit has by an orientation
effect.”®° The Situationist project then, included strands of thought that seemed to run parallel
to those of some writers who also feltimpelled to disrupt an assumed correspondence

between the spaces of amap and the fictional spaces of urban description.

The increasingtendency of both writers and activists to re-imagine city spacesinthe
immediate post-waralso needs to be setagainst the backdrop of urban planning, which saw a
surge of activityinthe same period. Aswe saw in the introduction, the re-planning of London
and itsenvirons led by Patrick Abercrombiealso divided space into zones which were assigned
a purpose, and therefore also acharacter. The suggested separation of industry, housing and

leisure meant notonly that different activities would take place in differentareas, butalso that
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these areas would be designed to have adifferentfeeland quality. One of Abercrombie’s
ambitions was to improve slums by separating out the urban entanglement of living, working
and playinginthe same area— of factories cheek-by-jowl with houses. In one sense then, this
process may have encouraged a post-wartendency to think of a city in zonal parts rather than
as a composite whole. Like the Vienna of The Third Man, the plan for London encouraged a
view of a city carved into specific ‘sites’. And the outline of Vienna’s wheel can perhaps be
glimpsed againinthe fourconcentriccircles around the English capital which formed the basis
of Abercrombie’s model. Planningis animaginative as well as atechnical process and
Abercrombie’s work called forare-conceptualisation of the city. The preamble to the Greater
London Plan opens with the quotation: ‘Allthings are ready if our minds be so.”8! As well as
proposinganew zonal structure for London, Abercrombie had avision of a re-discoveringits
ancientvillages and communities as communitarian hubs where people would congregate
within the new structure. Ratherlike the ‘enislanded’ blitzcommunities of Elizabeth Bowen’s
work, or the ‘collection of small towns’ glimpsed inthe Ministry of Fear, Abercrombie’s writing
asked readers to think differently about the make-up of the city. To this extent then, the writer
and the planner could both be seen proposing new conceptual models of how to assemble

urban space in the aftermath of the war.

Yet the process of spatial management whichisthe logic of urban planning could equally be
seenasthe attemptto close down the possibility of re-imagining the city in new
arrangements. This was certainly the Situationists’ view. By reserving certain zonesfor
particularactivities, the planner was managing the socio-political possibilities of the city and
restrictingthe way that citizens could think aboutitand act withinit. The point of aimless
wanderingthrough the city, as proposed by the Situationists, was of course entirely to resist
this goal-oriented process. Presumably the Situationists would have wished equally to apply
this resistance to both Vienna’s Allied zonal divisions and the proposed rings of Abercrombie’s

post-war London. Forthe literary treatment of space however, the two cities might seemto
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yield different conclusions. The division of the Austrian capital in the 1940s, as we have seen,
suggested arupture inthe spatial principle of contiguity and the sequential ordering of spaces.
Abercrombie’s zonal model, by contrast, could be seen as reinforcing the conceptual model of
contiguity because it proposed an individual moving through the zonesinaccordance with a
particular purpose. The resident of the suburbs (the second innermost ring) for example, might
travel into central London (the innermost ring) to work, to the green belt (the third ring) for
sportsand leisure and to the outermost ring for the countryside. The concentricmodelwas
conceived notjustto control population density but as the structure around which almost
every aspect of life could be arranged. Abercrombie believed this arrangement would ensure

that:

The natural evolution of disorderly growth can be shaped into some semblance of
ordered design, both for population grouping, land use, transportand publicservices.

But upon these faintly differentiated areas are to be imposed much more directive
and corrective aims.8?

These aimsto directand correct were intended as checks to sprawling growth and not, overtly
at least, to daily human activity. Indeed civic participationis seen as essential to the future
shape of London. But because it assigns particularactivities to specificareas, the plan can be

read as a less benign blueprint forsocial management of space.

In The Spivand the Architect, Richard Hornsey sees Abercrombie’s work as part of a wider
post-wartrend to orderthe circulation of people, atheoretical model which found physical
expressioninthe carefully controlled routes through major post-war publicexhibitions like the

1951 Festival of Britain.

The type of remodelled space here being offered contained two important
mechanisms through which a future of social orderand community cohesion might
be pursued. On one level, their functional, accessible, and open designs were
understood by theirarchitectsto clearly express alegible set of civicvirtues that
wouldinstil inthe viewerthe required sensibility of wilful consensus. Yet, farless
overtly, such sites were quietly being programmed with a more insidious form of
strategicsocial management. Abercrombie’s London plans, forinstance, were
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foundationally organized through the discrete spatialization of everyday activities
separated outinto a series of monological zones that were sequentially arranged
accordingto the imagined routine of agenericLondoner.?3

For Hornsey, even the structure of the atom, representations of which became anincreasingly
common sight afterthe war, served as a visual metaphorforstructured and orderly civic

circulation.

In London, the ways of resisting these imposed spatial templates which motivated the
Situationists in Paris have taken a more distinctly literary direction. lain Sinclairand others
have adopted Debord’s proposal for psychogeography but expanded the idea of fabulation
which seemed implicitinit, and which Chtcheglov hints at. Psychogeography has been
practisedin London as an essentially literary activity: writing which makes the city’s hidden
connectionsvisibleand articulatesits psychicresonances, produces an alternate Londonin
different frames, both spatial and temporal. Sinclair’s method is often conjunctive; drawing
connections between different places, collapsing historical time frames, pointing out the
random coincidences of names and recurrently placingthe same characterin multiple
situations. Thisis, in hisown phrase, a practice of ‘compulsive associationism’®* which
discovers alternate configurations of acity from its heaped-up history. In spatial terms, this
practice often entails drawing together different parts of the city, describing connections
which link cartographically disparateareas through their qualitative similarities (evenif at

different momentsin history):

If you need to understand nineteenth-century Southwark, you must float
downstreamto Deptford. The old qualities migrate, drift like continental plates,
move out from the centre:ringson a pond. The faces Dickens saw in Clerkenwell are
lurkingin Tilbury junkshops. De Quincey’s Greek Street chemistisaTravel Agentin
Petts Wood. Everything escapes fromits original heat...But nothingislostforever. It
slips further out, abdicates the strident exhibitionism of the present tense: lurks like
a stray dog, somewhere beyond the circle of firelight.®
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Here the migrating ‘qualities’ are relational similarities between scattered areas which, like
Foucaultand Debord before him, Sinclair perceives as capable of yoking them together. Thisis
an approach which seemsto suggest both an ahistorical view —with De Quincey lurkinginthe
modern travel agents’ —but also a temporal dimension revealed in the entropiccooling of the
‘original heat’ of a place’s significance. It might be objected that this temporal vector —the
shifting of qualities overtime —puts Sinclairat odds with Foucault’s thinking, since Foucault’s
diagnosisis of a new spatial age which has abandoned the previous ‘great obsessions’ with
history. Where Debord and his followers drew new maps from a phenomenological, in-the-
moment, assessment of the qualities of a quartier, it could be argued that Sinclairistracing

gualitative connections as much through historical residue as through immediate perception.

Yet thisis perhapsto missthe essential literariness of Sinclair’s project. Characteristicsimbuea
certain part of the city because they have been imaginatively inscribed there by innumerable,
and continuing, literary mappings. Qualities clinging to different parts of London are seento
shiftabout with new fabulations of the city. If they escape their ‘original heat’ torecede from
notice in one place, they may reappear, there orsomewhere else, in different stories. Sinclair
thenis not an archaeologist digging up historical meanings from the city’s layers. His visionis
primarily aspatial one; he observes the city in the particularity of its current textual version. As
one critic putsit: ‘The textencourages a way of reading...which produces a constant stream of
association onthe horizontal plane of the textitself....Sinclair...gives us a city thatis always
alreadyimagined.’®® A literary approach allow new textual versions of London to redraw the
map of associations across the city without assigning primacy toany momentinits chronology.

Each version provides ashifted set of relational correspondences between places.

For Sinclair, this method means the role of writersis to attune themselves to the city, to notice
its current manifestation. Abookis ‘the presentarticulation of an ineradicable benediction,

the incarnation of the numinous on the ground of the city.’®” Like the Situationists, Sinclair
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believesindriftingthroughthe city to ‘haunta particularterritory, tune [oneself] to notice
everything, everyirregularity in the brickwork, every dip in the temperature.”® And, as for the
Situationists, this process can constitute aform of resistance to the authorised arrangements
of space, the controlled forms of habitation and circulation laid down for us. Beyond the
Situationists however, Sinclairinsists on the literary mode as the only one which can make
sense of a city’s cartography: “We have to recognise the fundamental untrustworthiness of
maps...They require a powerful dose of fiction to bringthemtolife.’8° A literary investigation
of a citythen can be a meaningful effortto capture its spacesand show theirinter-relationina
way that a mapis not unlessitisimbued with fictional energy. A writerattuned to the city can
evade organisationalstructures through a subjective particularity which closely resembles the
phenomenologist’s determination to exclude everything beyond the immediate content of

perception.

Sinclairalso suggests that writers can ‘own’ parts of theircity, in a territorial carve-up like the
turf ownership of gangsters. This act of possession uses fiction to resist the prevailing

narratives of planners or political apparatchiks:

Writers, wishingto “rescue” dead ground, will have to wrest it from the grip of
developers, clerks, clerics, eco freaks and ward bosses. We are all welcome to divide
London according to our own anthologies: JG Ballard at Shepperton...Michael
Moorcock at Notting Hill; Angela Carter south of the river, Batterseato Brixton,
where she hands overto the poet Allen Fisher; Eric Mottram at Herne Hill,
communing with the ghost of Ruskin.*°

Sinclair’s approach champions adiegeticweb of continuous and multi-stranded story-telling
over a sterile mimetic of map-making which he sees as the planner’s favoured method for
presenting the spaces of the city. This way of envisaging the districts of London has parallels
with the literary exposition of cities and other spaces which we have seen, in several different
ways, in 1940’s fiction. In The Third Man, Holly Martins’ literary imagination provides the

‘powerful dose of fiction’ to bringto life the spaces of Vienna; Elizabeth Bowen's vision of
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archipelagicLondon, where citizens inhabitand understand theirownislands, seems to
anticipate Sinclair’s plan of acity parcelled outamong writers who stamp theirinterpretation
on theirownfamiliardistricts. Andin Henry Green’s Loving, the baffling non-representational
map hangingin Kinalty Castle as well as the letteraddressed to a non-existent ‘Peterboro,
Yorks’, suggest a distrust of places indicated by map-makers or gazetteers without, to use

Sinclair’s phrase, ‘apowerful dose of fictionto bringthemto life.’

These correspondences suggest that as writers of the 1940s became increasingly interestedin
the problematics of space they set out on lines of enquiry which have stayed relevant to the
presentday. Notonly did they anticipate an alternative spatial view, later expressed by the
Situationists and by Foucault, of places juxtaposed by similarity or difference ratherthan by
geographical sequence, they also showed an awareness of how the relational qualities of these
places mightbe illuminated from a specifically literary viewpoint, an idea essential to lain
Sinclair's contemporary spatialunderstanding. The new shapesinto which European
geography was broken by the Second World War opened the possibility of this alternative
view. Unlike Sinclairand the Situationists, writers like Greene and Bowen were not primarily
motivated by finding ways to resist authorised spatial narratives. But by starting to relate
places by type rather than by position, they imagined ways of breaking the structural bonds
that are assumed in the work of the city planneror the atomicscientist. Thisinsight suggested
a path of resistance which was latertaken by Debord and assigned anindividual literary
method by Sinclair. Where the spatial innovations of these later movements and thinkers are
increasingly acknowledged, those of writers from the 1940s have gone relatively unnoticed by
contemporary critics. The war prompted British writers of the 1940s to envisage anew model

for arranging the spaces of the city and the landscape. This model continues to resonate.
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CONCLUSION

The hesitant waltz

Mervyn Peake’s Gormenghast (1950) opens by weaving the novel’s central characterinto his
spatial environment. Titus Groanis seven and has become lord of the vast castle that
dominates Peake’s trilogy of novels: thisis the second of the three and it unfolds with adisplay
of the boy intertwined with Gormenghast castle, which provides ‘his confines.”: The
possibilities of his knowledge, language and physicality are all bound up with the spaces of the

castle whichinhabit him as surely as he inhabits them:

He has learned an alphabet of arch and aisle: the language of dim stairs and moth -
hungrafters. Great halls are his dim playgrounds: his fields are quadrangles: his trees
are pillars.?

Peake uses metaphorto reinforce this commingling of human and architectural: Titus has ‘for
his ears, echoes, forhis eyes, alabyrinth of stone’ and the castle’s rituals are inscribed as
‘footprints ankle-deep in stone.” For Titus, hishome is not just familiar heritage, itis a space

fromwhich heis indivisible.

Part of Peake’s purpose in thisintroduction is to recapitulate the events of the first book, Titus
Groan (1946), forthe reader. Yet he takes a very spatial approach to this narrative history by
settingthe ghosts of former characters free to move through the castle with Titus; he makes
them not pallid orinsubstantial ghosts but almost excessively physical. Like Titus, theyinhabit
Gormenghast’s present fabricrather than haunting fromits past. The former chef Abiatha
Swelter‘wadesinaslug-like iliness of fat through the humid ground mists of the Great
Kitchen’,* Sourdust, the ex-Master of Ritual, is seen with his ‘horny hands...working at the
knots of histangled beard’® and Flay, servant to Titus’s father, is ‘cadaverous and taciturn, his
knee joints reporting his progress at every spider-like step.”® Flay is not a ghost in the same

sense as the others: though banished fromthe castle in the first book he is still alive, but he
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sharestheirghostlinessinthatheis a presence from the first novel which persistsin the
substance of the castle, and therefore in Titus. The events of Titus’s infant years, described in
the firstnovel inwhich he is barely present, are given a spatial contemporaneity with his
seven-year-old self so thatthey too are part of the architecture and environment fused from

hisbody and the castle.

These then, inthumbnail, the Lost Characters...The future hungon theiractivities.
Titus himselfis meaningless withoutthem, forin hisinfancy he fed onfoot-steps, on
the patterns that figures made against high ceilings, their hazy outlines, theirslow or
rapid movements, theirvarying odours and voices.

Nothingthatstirs but has its repercussions, and it may well be that Titus will hearthe
echoes, whenaman, of whatwas whispered then. Forit was not static assembly of
personalities into which Titus was launched —no mere pattern, butan arabesquein
motion whose thoughts were action, or not, hung like bats from an attic rafteror
veered between towers on |leaf-like wings.”

The significance of these ‘Lost Characters’ as Peake callsthem, adheres equally to the past,
presentand future of Titus and of Gormenghast castle; the spatial endurance of this world
encompassesall its temporal divisions. Peake proposes the logicand coherence of his literary
projectas this ‘arabesque in motion’, aspatial plotting of characters and setting which seeksto
presentthe mental, the bodilyand the architectural asinterleaved, mobile and mutually
dependent. As with the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, Peake’s writing dwellsinaworld
where ‘thoughts were action’; thatis, where physical dispositionisinseparable from
consciousness. Thisis literature focused on a moving body which actively constitutes its
environment ratherthan beingapassive adjuncttoa Cartesian mind contemplatingits
surroundings. As Merleau-Ponty putsit: ‘By considering the body in movement we can better
see how it inhabits space...because movementis not limited to submitting passively to space
and time, itactively assumesthem.’® Aswith Henry Green’s visions of awaltzin Loving and
spirals of starlingsin Concluding, discussed in chapterthree, Peake is drawn to a dynamic
interplay between animate and inanimate that marks his writing as predominantly spatial.

And, like Elizabeth Bowen’s surveys of war-torn London, Peake uses fantastic writing not
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merely for stylisticeffect but also forits powerin describing spaces made unfamiliarand

confusing by war.

For Titus Groan is a child of the war. He was born, as itwere, in 1940 when Peake joined the
British army and began draftinga novel which wasto be published six years later as Titus
Groan.Titusis seven at the opening of the second novel, Gormenghast (completed 1949;
published 1950). His imaginative birth and infancy then, fit the decade almost precisely.
Peake’s settings are otherworldly, but the events and landscapes of the Second World War and
itsimmediate aftermath clearly shaped the novels. Peake had worked in artillery and bomb
disposal, suffered anervous breakdown, left the army and visited the liberated concentration
camp at Belsenas a reporter before settlingonthe Channel Island of Sark where he wrote
Gormenghast.® These experiences meant the warwas a powerful presence inthe novels,
despite theirfantasticsetting: Adam Piette forinstance, has shown how the conflagrations of
the Blitz, including afire which destroyed warehoused copies of one of Peake’s pre-war books,
influenced the climactic ‘Burning of the Books’ sectionin Titus Groan, where the castle’s library
isset ablaze.® The warinstilled in Peake, asin Green and Bowen, a new curiosity about spatial
arrangements thatfoundits expressionin 1940s fiction. Titus, whose literary birth and
development coincide with the warand the 1940s, can plausibly stand as the avatar of this

new consciousness.

As | have discussed, to claim that the Second World War disrupted the ways we think about
space means confronting several competing theories. The belief that there hasbeena ‘turn to
the spatial’ in contemporary culture iswidely held,*! but the exact cause and the date of this
change are contested. As we saw in chapterfour, Foucaultarguedin the 1960s that we had
entered anewly spatial age, superseding a previous era of temporal obsession. Fredric
Jamesonshares this diagnosis of ashift fromtemporal to spatial dominant butidentifies the

change more explicitly with the development of a postmodern experience. Postmodern
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theory, Jameson notes, supposed a ‘certain supplement of spatiality in the contemporary
period’-which contrasted with the ‘canonized rhetoric of temporality of the critics and
theorists of high modernism. 2 Jameson argues that the significant difference between the
two eras, and therefore the cause of the turn to the spatial, is the differing state of capitalism
at the start and end of the twentieth century. He suggests that spatial dominance isthe
inevitable cultural product of socio-economicforces which reached atransformative peakin
the 1970s. Othercritics have shared Jameson’s broad conclusion whilst differing slightly over
dates: Brian McHale for instance suggests 1966 as the pivotal year.’* Edward Soja suggestedin
1989 that the ‘subordination of space totime’'*in the twentieth century wasonly then
beginningto be dissolved by new critical thinking which would rescue space fromits ‘post-
Bergsonian treatment...as passive and lifeless’ in contrast with time and historicity which

meant ‘richness, fecundity, dialectic.’*®

By any of these accounts, the Second World War could not be considered the cause of aspatial
turn. There are two reasons for this: first, to suggest the war as the turning point does not
accord with the chronology of a late twentieth century escape from the constraints of a
modernist privileging of the temporal; these theorists see no signs that the 1940s were much
different fromthe earlier decades of the centuryin thisrespect. Second, the warwas a
relatively brief event and the Marxist approach shared by all these critics favours a long-run
explanation of cultural change; the move from temporal to spatial dominant will (ironically
perhaps) be the product of historical shifts in socio-economic conditions and not of brief

interludes, even those as terrible and dramaticas the Second World War. As Jameson putsit:

III

Neitherspace nortimeis “natural”in the sense in which it might be metaphysically
presupposed (as ontology or human nature alike): both are the consequence and
projected afterimages of a certain state or structure of production and appropriation,
of the social organization of productivity.®
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A differentapproach tothe cultural understanding of space and time is foundin Stephen
Kern’swork which suggests this understandingis largely determined by technology. The shock
of seeingthe world in new ways because of inventions like the railway orthe x-ray alters the
ways in which the categories of time and space are conceived and described. Kern’s method is
phenomenological becauseit takes the content of perceptual experience as the material from
which this transformed understanding can be deduced. As Kern writesin the preface tothe
2003 edition of The Culture of Time and Space, postmodern theorists disagree with this
approach because itimplies ahistorical essencesin human experience. Awareness of time and
space, the postmodernistargues, is entirely culturally specific and not trans-historic. By
contrast, Kern’s analysis assumes that both accidents and essences - the events of history and
a universal human condition - must be examined. By doingso, itis possible to see how an
isolated material event orinvention, from the development of the telephone to the bombing

of a city, can altera collective understanding of space ortime. As Kern puts it:

By centring on essential aspects of lifeand thought, my phenomenological approach
offers a way of integratinginterpretations of the historical significance of these
material objects with abstract concepts such as time and space in literature and the
arts in orderto document broad generalizations about how an epoch experiences the
conceptual foundations of life and thought.’

This method offers an alternative to the Marxist assumption that spatial awareness can
develop only atthe glacial pace of the movements of history and forces of production: Kern’s
approach therefore potentially removes one obstacleto seeingthe Second World War as a
cause of the turn to the spatial. But, Kern’s study clearly locates the change in spatial thinking
around the time of the First World War, not the Second. Farfrom seeingashift fromtemporal
to spatial dominantin the twentieth century, Kern suggests the cultural understanding of both
categories was simultaneously transformed by the technological revolutions of the early
century and the aestheticchanges which these triggered. Tosuggestthe Second World War as

a pivotal eventin changingspatial awarenessisto contest both Kern’sand Jameson’s
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periodisation, which overlook 1945 in favour of 1918 and 1973 respectively. Theseinfluential
periodisations also leave 1940s writing stranded in the no-man’s land between modernism and
postmodernism and encourage those who unjustly dismiss the decade’s fiction as dull and
unadventurous.'® The argument made throughout this thesis is that the war disrupted habitual
ways of thinking about space and made writers reconsider spatial description. If this argument

ispersuasive, itraises the question of why it has been overlooked in critical practice.

A more recentdevelopmentin spatial critical theory offers adifferent way of interpreting the
twentieth century andits literature. French critic Bertrand Westphal’s theory of geocriticism,
pointsto 1945 as the crucial date at which a new cultural understanding of space and time
began to take hold. Inone sense this understanding involved conceptual fragmentation
followingthe chaos of the Second World War. In Geocriticsm: Real and Fictional Spaces (2011),
Westphal argues that for all the advancesintheoretical physics of the early twentieth century,
including Einstein’s development of the general theory of relativity, it was not until the Second
World War that most people came to grasp the idea of spatiotemporality, the inter-
relatedness of space and time. This realisation overthrewthe previous dominance of the
temporal. Atthe same time, this dominance was furtherundermined by a post-war recoil from

the structural idea that the movement of time entailed progress:

In sum, neitherthe theory of relativity northe theory of space- time revolutionized
the relationship of space to time or of time to space...For many, Einstein wasindeed
the last great classical physicist. Butfora new reading of time, and hence a different
perception of space, there needed to occuran event powerful enough to engage all
the peopleinthe world, from Nobel Prize-winning physicists to anonymous citizens.
This event, of course, was the Second World War. Afterthat, in 1945, wasit still
possible, orevenimaginable, to conflate chronological progression and the progress
of mankind?*?

The horrors of bombs and concentration camps destroyed faith in temporal progression just as
the scientificparadigm of relativity seized the generalimagination. At the same time the
geographicworld was being broken into new shapes by the war’s victors (as we saw with the

Viennadescribed by Graham Greene) and by the waning of colonial power. Westphal argues
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that the confluence of these factors in 1945 generated the conditions foradecisive rupture

from previous spatial thinking.

The result was nota comforting unity in the yoking together of space and time, but
incoherence andinstability. Westphal describes this chaos in both ethical and cognitive terms;
for him 1945 was the pointat which a grasp on structural certainties was loosened. After this
date, thinking about space became tentativeand disoriented. We have seen how, inthe fiction
of Bowen, Green and other 1940s writers, space can bestbe described as provisional because
of those writers’ attentiveness toits polysensory mutability and because of the spatial anxiety
prevalentintheirwork. Westphal’s analysis of the period sees the same disruptive

uncertainties atplay:

At the end of the war, the two coordinates of the plane of existence were incrisis,
and with them all that exists. Time was deprived of its structuring metaphor. Space,
dangerously concentrated, gotlost between the barbed wire of the camps and the
rapid fire overthe trenches. The straightline was dead. Decol onization shattered the
legitimacy of entire organizations of the world, organizations that had been carefully
developed overdecades and centuries and had been supported by an entire system
of morality. Time and space sufferedirreparable harm, achronic and topical
disruption. They atlastfound themselvesin shared metaphors associating them with
the point, the fragment, and the splinter: akind of geometry of the vestige
accompanied by a sense of vertigo in which one hovers over the depths of chaos
rather than gazingdown from the lofty heights of the Enlightenment worldview. At
the height of this global crisis, postmodernism (as an aesthetic) and postmodernity
(as a condition) found their epistemological and ontological foundations, if they may
be so called...Hence, one might say that the spatiotemporalrevolution took place
around 1945. Afterthe Second World War, time and space became less ambitious,
more tentative:the instants do not flow togetheratthe same duration;inthe
absence of hierarchy, durations multiply; the line is splitinto lines; time is here -after
superficial. The perception of historical time was overtaken by the relative laws of
space-time. After 1945, this view of time and space was brought home to people
everywhere. The concept of temporality that had dominated the pre-war period had
lost much of its legitimacy.2°

The chaos described here has a particularly geometric quality too. In Westphal’s allusion to
splinters, fragmentsand tolineswhich bend and bifurcate, we are reminded of the attention
bestowed on shape in descriptions of London’s war-time transformation, of the non-linearand

apparently atemporal trajectories of the V2 and of the loosening of authoritarian attempts to
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impose geographicorder, as, forinstance, over The Institute in Green’s Concluding. The spiral
of starlings which erupts twice in Concludingis aliterary exposition of this newly-splintered
geometry, bringing the significance of a curvingand bending of spatial formto our notice. The
flights of birds, described as ‘a thousand dots revolving on a wave’?! and as a ‘broad spiral...a
thickening curve,’?? provide animage which captures the idea of afluid spatiality superseding
the fixity of straightlines. The image also suggests, like the arcof the V2, something which
hoversbetween the solid and the etherealand soinvolvesadoubtinthe nature of its
presence. The crisisin plotting the planes of existence that Westphal identifies has multiple

echoesin Englishfictionthatemerged from the war.?3

Westphal contends that the dissolution of pre-wartemporal structures of experience, and the
accompanying sense of certainty that they permitted, was so fundamental thatit produced a
pervasive ‘wWeak ontology’ 2% after 1945. This is a system in which the assumption of a bond
between whatwe experience and what exists is loosened, though not broken entirely. The
linearity of temporal flow and of spatial sequence give way to a spati otemporal relativity which
betokens heterogeneity, fragments of experience without the underlying structure of one of
the planes of existence, neitherspace nortime. Itis this weak ontology which Westphal takes
as the basis for his critical practice: ‘The first premise of geocritical theory states thattime and
space share a common plan, subjecttoan entirely oscillatory logicwhereby the fragmentary
ceasesto be oriented toa coherentwhole.’?® Here thenisa possible explanation forthe
spatial anxiety sowidely seenin 1940s fiction:the perception of spaces as fragmented and not
anchoredina coherent spatial continuum s disturbing; ontological assumptions are under
interrogation. Indeed, Geocriticism takes space, after 1945, to be not only inherently
heterogeneous butalso transgressive:

Itisnot fixed, it fluctuates, anditis caught by forces (or generates dynamics)that

cause (or are caused by) permanent flows. Perhaps this perpetual motion applies less

to a transgression thantothe inherenttransgressivity of all spatiality and of every
perception of place.?®
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This perpetual fluctuation of the spatial is the destabilising force at work in so much fiction
writteninthe 1940s. It is this spatial instability that has been discussed throughout this thesis:
weseeitin Peake’s ‘arabesquesin motion’; inthe way London recomposesitself to the view in
Bowen’s warwriting; in the metonymicrevolution of Vienna’s Prater wheel as described by
Graham Greene, and inthe revolving patterns found atthe heart of Henry Green’s 1940s
novels. The waves of starlingsin Concluding are one example of these patterns; another comes
in Loving where, it will be remembered, Green provides the image of awaltz, reflectedina
chandelier, with ‘two girls, minutein purple, dancing multiplied to eternity inthose trembling
pears of glass.’?’ The image finds an echoin Westphal who uses the same dance to suggest
perpetual motion as characteristic of the spatial imagination after 1945: reality, he suggests, is
‘the hesitant waltz of a space that lies just out of sight.’?® Westphal identifies an ‘oscillatory
logic’ which fragments space and time; 1940s fiction exhibits the same tentative spatial logic
because writers were repeatedly drawn to depict spaces as provisional, fluid and unanchored.
Spatial coherenceisnottobe glimpsed orgrasped but, to use Westphal’s phrase, always ‘lies

justout of sight.’

In Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, spaces are necessarily unanchored. Space is revealed by our
intentionalacts, by specificbodily movements and postures, butitisalways an instance of a
specificspatial ‘level’ thatis made clearto us rather thana complete structure. Ourexperience
of the spatial thenis of a series of layers, each of which rests ultimately on a primordial spatial
horizonthatis pre-personaland unseen:
We cannotdissociate being from orientated being and there is no occasionto ‘finda
basis for space’ or to ask what isthe level of all levels. The primordial levelis on the
horizon of all our perceptions, butitisa horizon which cannotin principle everbe
reached...Each of the levelsin which we successively live makes its appearance when
we cast anchor in some ‘setting’ which is offered to us.?°

As expressed here in Phenomenology of Perception (1945), Merleau-Ponty’s position is that we

possess an original spatial sense which structures our perception but that, for each of the
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spatial levels or orientations that we discover, none of them can be ‘a certain world, a certain
spectacle’*? since they ultimately rest on the mysterious and undiscoverable spatial horizon
with which, accordingto Merleau-Ponty, we are endowed. The uncertainty of our spatial
perceptioninvolves an ontological doubt. At bottom, Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy requires an
act of faithina spatial continuum as he himself explicitlyacknowledged with his development
of the concept of a ‘universal flesh’ in his posthumous work The Visible and the Invisible
(1964). Commentators have suggesteditis onlyinthislaterworkin which Merleau-Ponty’s
thinking takes an ontological turn,3! yet such a cleardivision appears unwarranted as the
earlierwork clearlyinvolves doubt overthe nature of the foundations of perception, as well as
its processes, and so begins to question what can be perceived. As such, Mearleau-Ponty’s
writing in Phenomenology of Perception sustains Westphal’'s thesis of aweakening ontology,
justas a waning certainty about the properties of space appearsin fictional depictions from
this period. InBowen’s The Heat of the Day for example, London sometimes appearson the
point of dissolving entirely. Bowen reimagines the city in fantasticforms but, more than this,
she sometimes seems to contemplateits very spatial coherence drainingaway, asin thisscene
when Stelladines with Robert:
Themselvesinthe friendly restaurant, they sat down; by this hour the place was
emptying; outsidetheirorbitlights were being put out, away inthe distance inthe
penumbrawaiters ghostily drew off the other cloths. The restaurant was waning,
indifferently relaxingitsillusion[...] She told him about her Mount Morris solitary
suppers...now she had sat facing down the room to the door flitted through by Mary,
the fire behind herback softly fallingin onits own ash.32
Here the ‘waning’ of the restaurant, like the entropicimage of afire’s ash fallingin onitself,
can be read as signs of an inherent philosophicdoubt about perception and spatial forms.
Bowen’s fondness forghostly and fantasticrepresentations of places and landscapes has been
widely observed, but moments like this seemto show spaces not charged with heightened

imaginative power but ratherdrained of full authorial conviction in solidity and shape. Bowen

appears not only to doubt specificplaces and scenes, but, like Peake, to pause and consider
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structural assumptions about the spatial. Asin Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, literature exhibits

an ontological doubt at this momentin history.

For Westphal, the emergence of aweak ontology has particularsignificance inthe
development of mimeticart, especially literature. The disconnection of spatiotemporal
experience from acoherent structure entails philosophical instability, butitalso enhances
writers’ potentialto capture the new spatial heterogeneity of cultural experience. Westphal
arguesthat weakerontology ‘iswelladapted tothe oscillations betweenimageandreality,
simulacrum and referent — acontext where experience is always mediated.”3 Writers are
freedto propose and describe when they step back from the assumption of a connection
between phenomenological experience and an object. Put more simply, itis liberating to
abandon the axiomaticcorrespondence between simulacrum and referent. Unlike other
disciplines, Westphal argues (quoting Paul Ricoeur), literature permitsitself ‘alittle
inebriation.”** Itis not severed from theoretical discourse, but norisitboundto it by an
exhaustiveorfully determinate ontology:
Literature isa vector of assumed instabilityin aseries of disciplinary landscapes
traditionally characterized by stability and saturation. Determinismis the attempt
to exhaustthe world in the quest forabsolute completeness: exactly what
literature abhors. Inventing worlds and their perpetual re-enchantment are the
imperatives of literature. But literature does more than that. Complemented by
theory, itisable to propose representational models applicableto shifting
contexts.®®
In otherwords, literature carries the potential to project new versions of aworld shaped by
profound changesin cultural understanding. Applying this modelin the context of the Second
World War, the fiction of the 1940s can be read as notonly the description of the effects of
the conflict but, more than this, as the expression of a collective spatiotemporal understanding

which wasinstilled by the terrible events of the war. In this act of expression, the putting forth

of an imagined world, literature was establishing a model of an altered consciousness of space.
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Westphal sees both phenomenology and postmodernism as essential components of his
critical theory. Phenomenology was essential to the new model of representation which
emerged after 1945 because it helped overthrow the existing hierarchical structure of thought.
One reason for this change was that phenomenology attended to the spatiotemporal
characteristicsinvolved in the ‘transmission’ between the derivative, the simulacrum or
mental image, and its source, the referent, which may be an objectin the real world. For
example, inthe scene from Loving examined in chapterthree, when Henry Green’s lingers over
the description of aruined temple which suddenly appears as startlingly closeto his
characters, hiswritingcalls attentiontothe process of ‘transmission’ between aninstance of
the world and itsappearance. And, as Westphal points out, phenomenology also pays
attention to the ‘defamiliarizing or derealizing nature’3® of the transmission between source
and derivative. Inliterary terms, this defamiliarisation was already afeature of pre-World War
Il modernism which strove to exhibit the connection between physical objects and theirre-
constructioninthe mind. However, following Westphal’s argument, this approach initselfwas
not sufficient to disruptahierarchical cultural model of the world in which the real can never
be displaced by the fictional. Only after 1945, when writers were able to assimilate the new
spatiotemporal understanding and to combine it with the insights of phenomenology, were

they able to project a different model of the world. As Westphal putsit:

Through the work of representation, the model enters an unstable, attimes aleatory,
environment. Itisresimulatedinadiscourse thattendsto adopt the contours of the
imagination.?’
Fictional representation, then, is able to ‘resimulate’ the structuring model of the world in
accordance with a novel spatial imagination. This powerto propose anew world puts

representational writingin adynamicrelationship with reality; this allows literature to shape

our cultural understanding of ontology, of whatisinthe world, ratherthan simply struggling to
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describe whatis already assumed to be there. And, for Westphal, this poweris a distinctly

postmodern feature:

Reality engages literary discourse, which extends to all representational arts thought
of as fictional, inadizzying spiral. The relations between reality and fiction have been
the subject of substantial consideration. In postmodernity, the gap betweenthe
world and the text has been ssignificantly reduced, while taking asomewhat baffling
form.3®

In the aftermath of the Second World War, textual representations of space and its troubling
heterogeneity are as likely to shape our conception of whatis real as they are to reflectit. This

understanding, for Westphal, is what establishes his critical model:

The fictional representation of space is likely to exertaninfluence overthe ‘real’, the
‘reality’ of which has beenweakenedin the postmodern era. In this context,
geocriticism finds a place to be most original .3°

The real and the imaginary become inseparable in literature; irrational and baffling geometries
are permitted and writing partakesinthe ‘hesitant waltz’ of reality. Spatial descriptionin

literature is not mere ornament but helps construct our experience of the world.

Westphal’s theoryis not without problematicaspects. To give just one example, he
recommends acritical practice which studies literature by place ratherthan by individual
writerto arrive at a cultural understanding of space. Yet at times Westphal seems toadopta
neo-Kantian view which defines the spatial asindividually projected, ratherthan collectively.
The apparent contradiction between these two positions leavesitunclearasto precisely how
cultural spatial models might be constructed. Another question arises over his claim that only
after 1945 was literature fully able to propose new worlds; many would argue this has always
beenone of its essential features. Even so, geocriticism offers an alternative way of
understandingthe turntothe spatial, one which combines Kern’s model of arelatively sudden
disruptionto established models of spatial thinking with Jameson’s identification of the

postmodern sensibility asintimately associated with arenewed emphasis on the spatial.
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Geocriticism also develops severalarguments which support a thesis that, because of the
Second World War, 1940s fiction took a new direction. These argumentsinclude the
identification of 1945 as a turning pointin our cultural history; the proposition of ‘weak
ontology’ as an explanatory factorfora looserand more fragmentary imaginative grasp of
space; and, the suggestion that the emerging potential for literatureto project a reality rather
than simply totry and reflect one. Geocriticism thus offers a productive theoretical context for

examiningthe writing of the 1940s afresh.

The significance of the changesin English fiction which occurred in the years after the war has
been bafflingly overlooked. Writers who lived in war-time London absorbed those experiences
intheirfiction foryearsto come;the war had a profound and collective effect on theirwork.
Yet criticstudies have largely missed this effect; by failing to look for developments common
to more than one author, or by endingtheirinvestigationin 1945, these studies have not
detected the broader pattern of literary change. Above all, areal insightinto 1940s English
fiction mustinclude an understanding of the spacesit reveals: conversely, any examination of
a spatial turn intwentieth century culture cannot overlook the significance of literature in the
yearsimmediately afterthe Second World War. The events of the war drove writerstoa new
anxious fascination with the spatial and their work exhibits a transforming cultural
understanding of space which incorporated developments in philosophy and science. Merleau-
Ponty’sinsight that spaces are established in concert with physical action and deportment was
a contemporary philosophical parallel to the literary developments of the 1940s; both are
expressions of a cultural change springingtolife in this decade in which the war played the
major part. The 1940s represented neitherthe terminus of a previous literary period, northe
intermission before something new: the 1940s laid the foundations of ourown age. From this
point, writers envisaged space arranged in new geometries, trajectories, juxtapositions and

fragments; they started to display the world in a newly unfamiliarform. The significance of the
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transformationisthatit helped establish aspatial model which, seventy years later, still holds

sway.
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