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About the Book

Set in London during the twenties, To the North centres on the lives of two young women, the recently widowed Cecilia Summers and her sister-in-law Emmeline.

Cecilia, capricious and unable to really love anyone, moves reluctantly towards a second marriage to the kind, passionless Julian Tower. Emmeline, gentle but independent, is surprised to find the calm tenor of her life disturbed by her attraction to the predatory Mark Linkwater. At first she is able to accept their love affair on Mark’s terms but, in the pain of misunderstanding, Emmeline reveals her vulnerability in a violent and tragic act.

‘A lavishness of imagination is brought to bear upon small moments, and the writing is of such intensity that a character is revealed in one expression, a way of life disclosed in a single scene’ Peter Ackroyd, Sunday Times

‘To the North and The Death of the Heart are among the finest novels of her generation’ V.S. Pritchett


About the Author

Elizabeth Bowen was born in Dublin in 1899, the only child of an Irish lawyer and landowner. She was educated at Downe House School in Kent. Her book Bowen’s Court (1942) is the history of her family and their house in County Cork, and Seven Winters (1943) contains reminiscences of her Dublin childhood. In 1923 she married Alan Cameron, who held an appointment with the BBC and who died in 1952. She travelled a good deal, dividing most of her time between London and Bowen’s Court, which she inherited.

Elizabeth Bowen is considered by many to be one of the most distinguished novelists of the twentieth century. Her first book, a collection of short stories, Encounters, appeared in 1923, followed by another, Ann Lee’s, in 1926. The Hotel (1927) was her first novel, and was followed by The Last September (1929), Joining Charles (1929), another book of short stories, Friends and Relations (1931), To the North (1932), The Cat Jumps (short stories, 1934), The House in Paris (1935), The Death of the Heart (1938), Look at All Those Roses (short stories, 1941), The Demon Lover (short stories, 1945), The Heat of the Day (1949), Collected Impressions (essays, 1950), The Shelbourne (1951), A World of Love (1955), A Time in Rome (1960), After-thought (essays, 1962), The Little Girls (1964), A Day in the Dark (1965) and her last book, Eva Trout (1969).

She was awarded the CBE in 1948, and received the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters from Trinity College, Dublin, in 1949 and from Oxford University in 1956. In the same year she was appointed Lacy Martin Donnelly Fellow at Bryn Mawr College in the United States. In 1965 she was made a Companion of Literature by the Royal Society of Literature. Elizabeth Bowen died in 1973.
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INTRODUCTION

Hugh Haughton

1

The central character of Elizabeth Bowen’s To the North, Emmeline, works in a small travel-agency in Bloomsbury, and travel is paradoxically central to this unnerving study of the English at home. Though it opens in Milan Railway station with an account of Cecilia travelling home to England, the main characters make few major journeys, moving only between middle-class London and country-houses not too far away (Lady Waters’s country retreat is ironically called Farraways). Despite this, Emmeline’s Bloomsbury office ‘seems to radiate speed’ (see here) and journeys, traffic and travel arrangements loom large for nearly all the characters. The novel hums with a sense of modern transport systems, the aesthetics of speed. This is not only because the social milieu it describes is caught up in the interwar vogue for holidays abroad represented by Emmeline’s travel agency, but because the novelist is acutely aware of maps, worlds and forces beyond the apparently entranced prosperity of the book’s smart modern England.1 At one point Emmeline is described as ‘like a gentle foreigner at Victoria, not knowing where to offer her ticket, to whom if, at all, her passport’ (see here), and at another we are told that: ‘Emmeline, looking across the Channel, suddenly felt a stranger in her own home, a home she had perhaps never fully inhabited’ (see here). Passports had only been introduced in 1915 but the new travel culture they embody is integral to Emmeline’s England, where she is both a stranger and at home (‘people married have passports everywhere’, she says later, p. 283). Worlds beyond the Channel put a strange kind of outside pressure on the rather exclusive social and personal world she and the book inhabit: ‘Across the mind’s surface – on which a world’s apprehension, strain at home and in Europe, were gravely written – the sense of a spoilt summer…darkly spread like spilt ink’ (see here). As it does so, the English novel is given a new spin.

Elizabeth Bowen herself, though she lived in England most of her life, was born in Ireland in 1899 and is now recognised as one of the most important Irish writers of the twentieth-century. Commenting on the American Henry James’s England she said ‘he writes at once with the detachment of a spectator and the close-upness of someone under a spell.’2 The same might be said of her Anglo-Irish view. After spending her first seven years in Ireland, she was transplanted with her mother to Kent, where she spent her teens. Towards the end of her life Bowen describes the effect of the move:

Possibly, England made me a novelist…I arrived, young, into a different mythology – in fact, into one totally alien to that of my forebears, none of whom had resided anywhere but in Ireland for some centuries… From now on there was to be (as for any immigrant) a cleft between my heredity and my environment…because I disliked being at a disadvantage, it became necessary to probe….3

To the North captures something of that encounter with England’s ‘submerged’ mythology.’ Within the novel, however, the crucial foreign presence is French. At the opening Cecilia is described as carrying a book ‘in the austere white covers of the Nouvelle Revue Française’ (see here); later her friend Julian feels as if ‘the disheartening density of Proust was superimposed for him on a clear page of Wodehouse’ (see here); and later still, Emmeline listens to her very English lover Markie reading from Stendhal’s De L’Amour. Though almost no foreigners figure in the story, it is crossed throughout by foreignness and the two lovers’s trip to ‘the city of sins’ Paris is a watershed. To the North is not only one of the best Irish novels about England but, like Ford Madox Ford’s The Good Soldier of 1914, one of the ‘the best French novels in English’, bearing the marks of the author’s contemporary immersion in the novels of Stendhal, Flaubert and Proust.4

To the North, first published in 1932, was Bowen’s fourth novel, written at a time when her life revolved largely around Oxford and London. Having begun with two books of short stories, Encounters (1923) and Ann Lee (1926), Bowen had produced three novels in almost as many years, The Hotel (1927), a Forsterian comedy about the English abroad on the Italian riviera, The Last September (1929), an elegiac country house novel about the Anglo-Irish at home and the English abroad in Ireland, and Friends and Relations (1931), a bravura study of the Englishness of the English marriage. To the North came hard on the heels of Friends and Relations and is, as critics have noted, closely related to it.5

Yet To the North is a very different kind of English novel, much more consciously 30’s and contemporary. Like its predecessor it can be read as an unconventional study in the conventional marriage novel. One of the book’s comic minor characters, Gerda Bligh has a taste for such novels: ‘Having read a good many novels about marriage, not to speak of some scientific books, she now knew not only why she was unhappy but exactly how unhappy she could still be’ (see here). Friends and Relations begins with the weddings of two sisters but goes on to tell the story of a romance that never happened; To the North describes the aftermath of one marriage and the foundation of another but is overshadowed by the story of two extra-marital relationships, a fateful heterosexual liaison dangereuse and the precarious friendship between two women, Cecilia and Emmeline. By contrast to the extended families which dominate Friends and Relations, To the North depicts a world of adults without close parents and children, brothers and sisters: Emmeline’s brother is dead, Cecilia’s mother is in America, the only child Pauline is under the guardianship of Julian, Markie and his sister don’t talk to each other, and the characteristically interfering Bowen matriarch is Emmeline’s Aunt. We are in the modern world of the isolated and semi-detached where the identity of ‘the couple’ is precisely in question.

At first glance the novel itself, with its portrait of two women friends and their contrasted relationships to two male suitors, seems to fall comfortably enough into that recognisable tradition of marriage novel that harks back to Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility and on to recent novels such as D.H. Lawrence’s Women in Love and E.M. Forster’s Howard’s End. It is set is the heartlands of the urban middle-classes, moving between the women’s house in St John’s Wood, the office in Bloomsbury, Mark’s flat in Chelsea, Pauline’s public school, and Lady Waters’ houses in Knightsbridge and the Home Counties. Cecilia complains that Julian Tower ‘looked like one of those nice English actors who look so much more like gentlemen than like actors’ (see here), while his sister is ‘dressed with neutral English good taste’ (see here) and Cecilia’s discreet lunch-party is described as ‘not English for nothing.’ (see here). Among other things, To the North is an ironic study of the Englishness of the English novel.

In her The English Novelists (1942), Bowen wrote of Jane Austen that ‘her view of life, in fact, if confined to, was not confined by, drawing-rooms and lawns.’ ‘The constraints of polite behaviour only serve to store up her characters’ energies’, she argues, dispelling the fallacy that ‘life with the lid off…is necessarily more interesting than life with the lid on.’ Austen’s characters, according to Bowen, are always acutely aware of ‘possible darkness, chaos.’6 To the North too may be seen as a study of English life ‘with the lid on’, unconfined by ‘neutral English good taste’, edgily aware of ‘chaos.’ In this satirical yet coldly lyrical novel of 1930’s England, terror is never far away (the St John’s Wood cat is named ‘Benito’, presumably after Mussolini). In Paris, for example, Mark Linkwater, Emmeline’s lawyer lover, finds himself in the throes of sexual terror and imperial Angst of an almost Rider Haggard kind:

The edge of his mind was restless with superstition: like natives before the solid advance of imperial forces, aspiration, feeling, all sense of the immaterial had retreated in him before reason to some craggy hinterland where, having made no terms with the conqueror, they were submitted to no control and remained a menace. Like savages come to town…creating by their very presence a saturnalia in which the conqueror may unbend, feeling crept out in him from some unmapped region. His brain held his smallish, over-clear view of life in its rigid circle. (see here).

At such points, the ‘over-clear view of life’ held by many in this novel comes up against its limits, making this not only a small-scale masterpiece in its own right but a foundation for the great English novels of Bowen to follow – A House in Paris (1935), The Death of the Heart (1938) and The Heat of the Day (1949), all of which, like the best 1930’s fiction, portray domestic worlds convulsed by violent forces that they cannot contain.

The novel is as intricately unified as a string quartet. It opens with a kind of red herring, an introduction that is also a blind (Cecilia picks up Markie on a train but it is not they who have the affair). Thereafter the plot is built around the contrast between her reluctantly developing intimacy with the boringly reliable but sensitive Julian Tower, which will eventually lead to their marriage, and the innocent-seeming Emmeline’s disastrous romantic affair with the promiscuous Markie. But if the contrast between the two heterosexual relationships is the novel’s explicit concern, it is framed within the context of the relationship between the two women. Their shared house in Oudenarde Road, first described in the second chapter when Cecilia returns home there, is in some sense the novel’s primal scene. The two women are linked by their encounters with Mark Linkwater and their relationship to Cecilia’s first husband, Henry Summers, Emmeline’s brother, who has died before the novel begins (‘their eyes met across a grave’, see here). Lady Waters thinks ‘Women could not live together, sisters-in-law especially’ and views their relationship with ‘unshakeable distrust’. Nevertheless it is the central thread of the novel. When Emmeline gets Cecilia’s telegram towards the end she knows instantly what it means, and feels as if ‘Timber by timber, Oudenarde Road fell to bits, as small houses are broken up daily to widen the roar of London’, and sees ‘blanched walls as though after a fire.’

Uncannily this image of the end of their shared life together echoes the burning of Danielstown at the end of The Last September and the image of Cecilia’s mourning for Henry’s death earlier in the novel (‘a great house bleached by fire’). The catastrophe envisaged here involves the dissolution of the emotional bond between the two women (‘houses shared with women are built on sand’), and for Emmeline the loss of Cecilia is comparable to Cecilia’s of her first husband, the destruction of a house, the loss of a lover. This intense relationship between these two women living at Oudenarde Road forms the precarious heart of the book (‘houses shared with women are built upon sand’). The lesbian composer, Marcelle, strikes others as an absurdly self-dramatising egotist, but she indicates a way of life, indeed a way of love, that bears upon the central bond, suggesting another road not taken.7 At the end of the novel, after Emmeline has started house-hunting and the engaged couple are preparing to move, Cecilia and her future husband are left waiting at Oudenarde Road for Emmeline to return from driving Markie to King’s Cross. The book’s last words echo poignantly as well as ironically across the whole text: ‘Stay with me till she comes home’ (p. 329).

By the end we become aware that the novel’s world is profoundly de-centred, marked not only by the sense of ‘possible darkness and chaos’ Bowen found in Jane Austen, but a disturbing sense of precariousness, a culture in the grip of fashionable self-consciousness and self-obliviousness. Instability and beauty are allied. In her crystalline descriptive prose Bowen recreates both momentary light-effects and a sense of cultural transience:

Leaving the hoarse dingy clamour, the cinema posters of giant love, she turned into Regent’s Park, swept round under lines of imposing houses and out of the park again, steadily mounted to St John’s Wood…The glades of St John’s Wood were still at their brief summer: walls gleamed through thickets, red may was clotted and crimson, laburnums showered the pavements, smoke had not yet tarnished a leaf. The heights this evening had an air of superurbanity: one heard a ping of tennis-balls, a man wheeled a barrow of pink geraniums, someone was practising the violin, sounds and late sunshine sifted through the fresh trees. Someone was giving a grand party: more gold chairs arrived; when they flicked lights up a moment in the conservatory you saw tall frondy shadows against the glass. Emmeline wished them joy – but it depressed Cecilia to hear the music of parties to which she was not invited. (see here).

Such prose is at home in the world of the motor-car and the cinema poster, indeed it derives from it. The townscape it captures brims with poignancy (‘the glades of St John’s Wood were still at their brief summer’), social comedy (‘it depressed Cecilia to hear the music of parties to which she was not invited’) and cinematic visual motion of every kind, captured in the shimmering clusters of precisionist verbs (‘clotted’ ‘showered’ ‘wheeled’ ‘sifted’ and ‘flicked’). The book is full of such moments of modern ‘superurbanity’, as powerful as anything in Joyce or Woolf. But the lyric eruptions and figures that punctuate the novel’s polished surfaces also cumulatively suggest damage and fragmentation. A particularly arresting example is the apparently excessive image of a burnt out great house used to convey the effect of Henry’s death on Cecilia:

When a great house has been destroyed by fire – left with walls bleached and windows gaping with the cold sky…Trees that were its companions are cut down and the estate sold to the speculator. Villas spring up in red rows, each a home for someone, enticing brave little shops, radiant picture palaces…the obelisk having no approaches is taken away (see here)

If there is a complex and partially elegiac sense of the displaced great house here (Hermione Lee calls it Burkean8), the language responds not only to the horror of destruction (‘walls bleached and ghastly’) but the poetry of the modern urban world that replaces it (those ‘radiant picture palaces’ are not wholly ironic). As the book nears its end, Cecilia’s new-found stability is contrasted with Emmeline’s sense of breakdown: ‘Broken up like a puzzle the glittering summer lay scattered over her mind, cut into shapes of pain that had no other character.’ (p. 300). Both Cecilia and Emmeline bear the name of Summers, so this ‘broken’ summer is peculiarly resonant as the novel (in keeping with its title) becomes increasingly shadowed by something profoundly chilling. This wintry sense comes to a climax as the lovers drive north at the close: ‘the cold pole’s first magnetism began to tighten upon them as street by street the heat and exasperation of London kept flaking away,’ ‘this icy rim to the known world began to possess his fancy, till he half expected its pale reflection ahead’ (p. 317). Bowen had a taste for the Gothic and the sensational as well as the comedy of manners (she wrote an introduction to Sheridan Le Fanu’s Uncle Silas, and an essay on the role Rider Haggard’s She played in her life)9 and the conclusion of To The North prefigured in its title, incorporates shattering violence – a violence that at one level appears out of the blue but at another is inscribed at the heart of the whole story.

To the North inhabits the common ground of middle-class English fiction but in a weirdly dissociated way, showing it to be in many ways still unmapped territory, close to ‘the icy rim to the known world’. If Bowen doesn’t look to be as radically experimental a novelist as her friend Virginia Woolf, To the North is as consciously shaped by the forces of modernity as Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. Its whole form betrays the impact of high speed social change upon the inherited traditions of the English novel.

2

Travel is inherent not only in the milieu of this novel but the medium. In her ‘Notes on Writing a Novel’, Bowen said that the object of a novel’s plot is ‘the non-poetic statement of a poetic truth.’10 She also said that ‘plot depends for its movement on internal combustion.’ To the North depends to a unique degree on the movement of ‘internal combustion,’ in this case on the internal combustion engine itself.11 Ideas of travel, speed, motion and locomotion play an unexpectedly pervasive role in what seems otherwise to be a familiar kind of domestic novel. They are at the heart of its peculiar ‘poetic truth’.

Bowen wrote at the end of her life that she agreed with the person who remarked that ‘Bowen characters are perpetually in transit.’ She said that she imparted to her characters ‘an enthusiastic naivety with regard to transport’: ‘Zestfully they take ship or board planes: few of them even are blasé about railways. Motorcars magnetise them particularly.12 The ‘age of speed’, she says, ‘came into being around me.’. She lists aeroplanes, trains and steamers along with other twentieth-century amenities not to deplore them (as you might expect of a novelist often thought of as deeply conservative) but to celebrate the new possibilities they brought into play. Though acknowledging that many think speed ‘against nature’, she found ‘its intensifications…were good for art’:

It alerts vision, making vision retentive with regard to what only may have been seen for a split second. By contrast, it accentuates the absoluteness of stillness. Permanence, where it occurs, and it does occur, stands out the more strongly in an otherwise ephemeral world. Permanence is an attribute of recalled places.13

The opposition between speed and stillness, high velocity culture and a recalled stability, are important for this very consciously contemporary novel, haunted not by the past as in The Last September but by the present ‘age of speed.’ In The English Novelists, Bowen, praising Woolf, says she has tried ‘to make felt the wideness of the To-day of art, and return past novelists to their place in its light.’14 The same could be said of To the North.

The very title, To the North, like that of Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927), suggests motion. The idea is set up from the first sentences: ‘Towards the end of April a breath from the north blew cold down Milan platforms to meet the returning traveller’ (see here). The relation between travel and ‘uncertain thoughts of home’ are played out throughout the story that follows. The railway station is surrounded by evidence of another transport system (a ‘rushing girdle of trams’) and everywhere in this opening paragraph, different kinds of motion are set against each other (‘as the glass brass-barred doors of the restaurant flashed and swung’). The rest of the novel is set to the north in London, Paris and the South of England, in a world obsessed by traveling. At the very close, Emmeline heads towards another northbound railway station, King’s Cross, and then drives further northwards. On her way she sees a road sign with ‘TO THE NORTH’ written black on white, with a long black immovably flying arrow’ (p. 325). The ‘immoveable flying arrow’, like the ‘rushing girdle’ of trams at the opening, sets up the paradoxical constant of traffic movement, conjuring up in Emmeline ‘An immense idea of departures – expresses getting steam up and crashing from termini, liners clearing the docks, the shadows of planes rising, caravans winding out into the first dip of the desert’ (p. 325).

These images are all too appropriate to the enterprising manager of a Bloomsbury travel agency, whose motto is ‘Move dangerously’ (‘a variant of Live dangerously’ as she explains, see here). They also reflect her status as ‘the step-child of her uneasy century’ (see here). ‘The map of Europe’, we hear, ‘was never far from (Emmeline’s) mind’ (see here), and later ‘the world shrank in its net of red routes, of rails and airways’ (see here). This has a lot to do with the cult of foreign holidays, travel and travel-writing in Britain between the wars.15 The novel tells us that in the wet summer, ‘as the holiday season approached glittering peaks and hot coasts, an idea of vineyards and lakes began to possess the imagination’ (see here). This has to do with the commercial exploitation of travel (‘bleached by rain their travel posters attracted more and more clients’) – and the role of the big rival travel agents like Cook’s, Lunn’s, Dean and Dawson’s (all named on p. 299). When Markie and Emmeline slip down to the country near Devizes for a country week-end, they ironically find ‘a big black-and-white poster of Prague (one of Emmeline’s posters)’ flapping on the wall (p. 266). In fact all the main characters are caught up in the mesmeric culture of travel. Lady Waters early on says Cecilia ‘never seems to be happy when she is not on a train – unless of course she is motoring’ (see here), while later Julian observes ‘I suppose the bishops and journalists are right: this is a restless age’ (see here). Lady Waters retorts that ‘this age is far more than restless: it is decentralised’ (see here), deploring the way everyone is ‘very much too anxious to leave England’ and blaming ‘Emmeline’s naughty propaganda’ (see here) for it.

Nevertheless the vogue for travel does seem to absorb nearly everyone else and the aesthetics of speed which overtakes Emmeline at the end (‘speed streamed from her unawares’, p. 327) captures even the vicar in his sleepy country parish (‘I am still surprised at the speed at which things fly past’, see here). The book makes reference not only to trains, planes and cars, but trams (see here), char-a-bancs (see here), coaches (see here) and ships (‘the silent throb of the liner steaming rapidly west’, see here). Bowens’s style slows down at key moments to capture the phenomenology of transport – the bus (the ‘entirely moral’ No. 11 bus, see here), the Parisian taxi (see here), the English motor-car (‘the Daimler massive as a conservatory afloat’, see here) and the aeroplane’s ‘pleasure-cruise through this archipelago of the cloud-line’ (see here). Cecilia, described momentarily as a ‘social Columbus’ (see here), hesitates throughout the book as to whether she should go and visit her mother in America, which crystallises in her imagination as a ‘motor-boat cutting across a lake in the solid sunshine’ (see here). Even if they aren’t thinking of going abroad, transport predominates. Thinking of the modern urban world springing up on the site of ‘a great house destroyed by fire’, Cecilia gets carried away by the idea of ‘the commotion of late night shopping’, the way ‘big buses swarm to the curb, small cars dart home to the garage, bicycling children flit through the birdless dark’ (see here). Later, Julian, watching his sister’s taxi depart, is momentarily ‘hypnotised by the glare and vibration of the traffic,’ ‘long cars nosing like sharks, vans whirring in gear, the high tottering buses’ (see here). Later still, as Markie waits in the hotel, ‘Shadowy trams crashed by’ (see here), while Emmeline ‘looked out of the window at Paris, blurred tourist’s Paris’ where ‘everyone moved in a fever or feverishly stood still’ (see here).

The novel ends with an unforgettable account of a car-journey, northwards out of London where ‘petrol pumps red and yellow, veins of all speed and dangerous, leapt giant into their lights’ (p. 317) and Emmeline’s speed is described as having ‘the startled wildness of flight’ (p. 324). Here ‘the wildness of flight’ covers all senses of the word – the aeroplane flight described earlier, the flight of a frightened bird, the idea of a woman fleeing, and the flight of time (the ‘flying arrow’ is a road sign but also a sign of time’s arrow). Again, the novel is utterly alive to the mechanical reality of the car but also to what she calls ‘the poetic idea’ of speed, the romance of travel, the appeal of the motto ‘Move dangerously’ which in their different ways the erotically mobile Byronic Markie and Emmeline share.

What matters here is the sheer power of Bowen as a prose-writer fully in possession of her vehicle and possessed by it. The Irish fiction writer and critic Sean O’Faolain, a lover as well as admirer of hers, identified a number of Bowen styles, including the ‘familiar Domestic style’, ‘the Sybilline style, ‘the Impressionist style’, the ‘Social’ and ‘the Grand Duchess’ or ‘Ritzy style’. However the style ‘she held most close to her heart’ he says, is what he calls ‘the Bowen 707 or the Take-Off style, which lifts her into the skies of her poetic imagination.’16 O’Faolain’s ‘Bowen 707’ style is particularly appropriate to this book which is a novel of transport in every sense.

Many critics and readers of Elizabeth Bowen are happy to see her as a brilliant but rather conventional social novelist. Others, like Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, have re-read her as a kind of postmodernist avant la lettre, dedicated to the ‘dissolution of the novel.’17 In English Novelists, less radically than Bennett and Royle, Bowen presents the history of the twentieth century novel in terms of ‘change now, though not a break.’ She celebrated Lawrence for ‘playing a major part in shifting the stress from character’, noting that ‘his explosive novels have had the effect of a sort of depth-charge, bringing much to the surface’, helping clear the way for those contemporary novelists in whose hands ‘the novel takes a poetic trend.’ Of English contemporaries, she picks out two, both of whom she celebrates in terms of motion. In E.M. Forster’s novels, she suggests, ‘the character seems to make a journey’ while ‘in Virginia Woolf’s the characters are less mobile; they seem to stand still, amazed, while experience ripples past.’18

What is impressive in Bowen in general, and To the North, in particular, is the absolute identity between the ‘poetic trend’ and mundanity. Though Cecilia and Emmeline read Stendhal, Julian collects pictures and Lady Waters reads Adler, Emmeline’s travel agency does not ‘deal only with Bloomsbury.’ In fact none of the central characters, with the exception of the briefly glimpsed Lesbian composer Marcelle and the meddling Lady Waters (both of whom come in for satirical treatment), is either Bohemian or intellectual. There is no equivalent of Joyce’s Stephen Daedalus, Lawrence’s Birkin, Woolf’s Lily Briscoe. The central figure, Emmeline, owes much of her magnetic presence to her distrust of language. ‘We should be dumb’, she thinks soon after becoming intimate with her lover Markie, ‘there should be other means of communication’ (see here). She doesn’t have an ‘identity crisis’ all the same.

Bowen’s scepticism has a particularly eerie quality because it is combined with such an apparently unquestioning grasp of the conventions of the novel and the upper middle-class English life it reflects. Perhaps her stance as displaced Anglo-Irish woman writer contributed to this paradoxical doubleness of To the North. At any rate the mobility of her own prose, as it shifts between social comedy and ‘impressionist’ painting, is able to map both external and intimate space in the subtlest ways. It registers the stumbling, frictional attempts at intimate talk between people almost incapable of intimate talk (what the novel calls on p. 310 ‘the spinning discs of talk’, with its usual sense of technological motion). At the same time it records the intimate presentness of the outside world as startlingly as Joyce, Woolf, Mansfield or Proust, feasting on all the paraphernalia of modernity: the interiors at Oudenarde Road and the office, the nuances of English weather and traffic noise, the view of a motorcar with a view. As she said of the age of speed in general, her style in To the North ‘alerts vision, making vision retentive with regard to what only may have been seen for a split second.’

Hugh Haughton, York, 1999.
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I

TOWARDS THE END of April a breath from the north blew cold down Milan platforms to meet the returning traveller. Uncertain thoughts of home filled the station restaurant where the English sat lunching uneasily, facing the clock. The Anglo-Italian express – Chiasso, Lucerne, Basle and Boulogne – leaves at 2. 15: it is not a train de luxe. To the north there were still the plains, the lakes, the gorges of the Ticino, but, as the glass brass-barred doors of the restaurant flashed and swung, that bright circular park outside with its rushing girdle of trams was the last of Italy.

Cecilia Summers, a young widow returning to London, was among the first to board the express. She had neglected to book a place and must be certain of comfort. She dropped her fur coat into a corner seat, watched the porter heave her dressing-case into the rack, sighed, got out again and for a few minutes more paced the platform. By the time she was seated finally, apathy had set in; when two more women entered she shut her eyes. Getting up steam, the express clanked out through the bleached and echoing Milan suburbs that with washing strung over the streets sustained like an affliction the sunless afternoon glare … As they approached Como, Cecilia and her companions spread wraps and papers over the empty places; but an English general got in with his wife, creating a stir of annoyance. The general took one long look at Cecilia, then put up The Times between them.

At Chiasso they stopped dead, it appeared for ever. Rain fell darkly against the walls of the sheds; Cecilia began to feel she was in a cattle truck shunted into a siding. English voices rang down the corridor; Swiss officials stumped up and down the train. She thought how in Umbria the world had visibly hung in light, and a bird sang in the window of a deserted palace: tears of quick sensibility pricked her eyelids. As the wait prolonged itself and a kind of dull tension became apparent, she sent one wild comprehensive glance round her fellow travellers, as though less happy than cattle, conscious, they were all going to execution.

The St Gothard, like other catastrophes, becomes unbearable slowly and seems to be never over. For some time they blinked in and out of minor tunnels; suffocation and boredom came to their climax and lessened; one was in Switzerland, where dusk fell in sheets of rain. Unwilling, Cecilia could not avert her eyes from all that magnificence in wet cardboard: ravines, profuse torrents, crag, pine and snow-smeared precipice, chalets upon their brackets of hanging meadow. Feeling a gassy vacancy of the spirit and stomach she booked a place eagerly for the first service of dinner. She had lunched in Milan too early and eaten little. She pulled a novel out of her dressing-case, picked up her fur coat and ran down-train behind the attendant. The general sighed; he was romantic, it pained him to see a beautiful woman bolt for the dining-car.

In the dining-car it was hot; the earliest vapours of soup dimmed the windows; Cecilia unwound her scarf. She watched fellow passengers shoot through the door and stagger unhappily her way between the tables, not knowing where to settle. The train at this point rocks with particular fury. It seemed possible she might remain alone; this first service, with its suggestion of the immoderate, does not commend itself to the English; also, Cecilia by spreading out gloves, furs and novel, occupied her own table completely, and had the expression, at once alert and forbidding, of a woman expecting a friend.

She was not, however, unwilling to dine in company. Looking up once more, she met the eyes of a young man who, balancing stockily, paused to survey the car. A gleam of interest and half-recognition, mutually flattering, passed between them. They retracted the glance, glanced again: the train lurched, the young man shot into the place opposite Cecilia.

Unnerved by the accident, or his precipitancy, she rather severely withdrew her gloves, handbag and novel from his side of the table. The young man touched his tie, glanced at his nails and looked out of the window. Cecilia picked up the menu and studied it; the young man with careful politeness just did not study Cecilia. When the waiter planked down two blue cups her companion looked at the soup; she just heard him sigh. He was in no way pathetic and not remarkably young: about thirty-three. She was to say later she had looked first – and regretted now she had done so – at his Old Harrovian tie: the only tie, for some reason, she ever recognized. He picked up his spoon and she noted his hands: well-kept, not distinguished-looking. By the end of five minutes he had composed himself for Cecilia, from a succession of these half-glances, as being square and stocky, clean shaven, thickish about the neck and jaw, with a capable, slightly receding forehead, mobile, greedy, intelligent mouth and the impassive bright quick-lidded eyes of an agreeable reptile. Presentable, he might even be found attractive – but not by Cecilia.

The wine-waiter took their two orders, came back and put down the bottles. The train flung itself sideways; the bottles, clashing together, reeled; Cecilia’s and his hands flew out to catch them. Their fingers collided; they had to smile.

‘Terrible,’ said the young man.

She agreed.

With his napkin he polished a hole on the steamy window and looked through. ‘Where are we?’ he said.

Cecilia, doing the same, said: ‘It looks like a lake.’

‘Yes, doesn’t it: terribly.’

‘Don’t you like lakes?’ said Cecilia, with irrepressible curiosity.

‘No,’ he said briefly, and lakes disappeared.

‘This must be Lucerne.’

‘Do you think so?’ the young man said, impressed, and looked through again. Woolly white mists covered the lake: through rifts in the mist the dark inky water appeared, forbidding: they ran along an embankment. Malevolence sharpened his features; he seemed pleased to catch Switzerland en déshabillé – some old grudge, perhaps, from a childish holiday. ‘Why,’ thought Cecilia, ‘can I never travel without picking someone up?’ His manner and smile were, however, engaging. She looked sideways; torn darkening mists streamed past her eyes; above, on the toppling rocks where the hotels were still empty showed a few faint lights. It all looked distraught but perpetual, like an after-world. And in an after-world, she might deserve just such a companion: too close, glancing at her – if any shreds of the form still clung to the spirit – without sympathy, with just such a cold material knowingness.

For his part, he considered her broad pretty hands with their pointed fingers and narrow platinum wedding-ring, her smooth throat with the faint collier de Venus and gleam of dark pearls inside the unknotted scarf, her shoulders, the not quite unconscious turn-away of her head. She had charming dark eyes, at once sparkling and shadowy, fine nostrils, a pretty impetuous over-expressive mouth. A touch of naïvety in her manner contrasted amusingly with the assurance and finish of her appearance; she was charmingly dressed. One glance at her book – in the austere white covers of the Nouvelle Revue Française – made him fear she might turn out pretentious, even a bore. The very thought of an intellectual talk as they writhed through Switzerland over a muggy dinner made him sweat with discomfort and put a finger inside his collar. Looking again, however, he saw that the pages were uncut. He supposed she had borrowed the book from someone she wished to impress. In this he wronged Cecilia, who had chosen the book this morning, to please herself only, in the arcades at Milan.

‘I hope,’ he said, with engaging deference, ‘you weren’t keeping this table for anyone?’

‘I’m sorry?’ Cecilia inquired, returning her eyes from the lake.

‘I said, I hoped you weren’t keeping this table?’

‘Oh no … One could hardly expect to.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I suppose not.’

She found his way of not smiling a shade equivocal.

‘With the train so full,’ she said coldly.

‘Here comes the fish: sole, they say – Do you know I thought for a moment …’

‘What?’ said Cecilia, who could not help smiling.

‘I thought for a moment we’d met.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘No, I suppose not.’

She saw no reason why he should be amused. It amused him that a woman with such command of a look – for never (he thought) had he been more clearly invited to dine in company – should keep such an odd little flutter behind her manner. She remarked rather nervously: ‘Last time I came back from Italy someone thought I was a Russian … A Russian,’ she said, and looked sideways into the window – for they now ran through a cutting – where a reflected faint shadow under the cheek bones, with a sparkling petulant vagueness, accounted for the mistake.

‘It would depend,’ he said gravely, ‘what Russians one knew.’

Cecilia complained that she did not care for the fish. The indifferent wine set a pretty flush under her eyes; though she told herself she did not like him her manner animated and warmed. If she did not like him, she loved strangers, strangeness: for the moment he had the whole bloom of that irreplaceable quality. Dim with her ignorance, lit by her fancy, any stranger went straight to her head – she had little heart. She could enjoy in a first glance all the deceptions of intimacy. With one dear exception, she never cared much for anyone she knew well.

His name was Mark Linkwater. From the casualness with which he had let this appear in their talk, she took him to be a young man of importance, in his own eyes if not in the world’s. It would seem likely the world shared his view of himself; he would be far too shrewd to admit what he could not impose. If, therefore, she had not heard of him, the omission must be concealed. She felt round and discovered that he was a barrister. The ground cleared, they went nicely ahead.

As a companion for dinner, she suited him admirably. It is pleasant to be attracted just up to a point; he had asked, so far, no more of women than that they should be, on varying planes, affable. Touchy and difficult in his relations with men, the idea of personal intimacy with a woman was shocking to him. The train fled away from the lakes, up the valley from Brunnen, with a shriek on past Zug to Lucerne through the muffling rain, dashing light on wet rocks and walls, lashing about its passengers as though they were bound to a dragon’s tail. With a hand put out now and then to steady glass or bottle, Mr Linkwater gave Cecilia his view of Rome.

He had come from Rome. ‘Oh, Rome?’ she exclaimed. ‘How lovely!’

He shrugged: ‘Too many nice people.’

She was surprised. He reflected on Roman society, but had enjoyed himself. Though not, evidently, a son of the Church, he was on the warmest of terms with it; prelates and colleges flashed through his talk, he spoke with affection of two or three cardinals; she was left with a clear impression that he had lunched at the Vatican. As he talked, antiquity became brittle, Imperial columns and arches like so much canvas. Mark’s Rome was late Renaissance, with a touch of the slick mondanity of Vogue. The sky above Rome, like the arch of an ornate altar-piece, became dark and flapping with draperies and august conversational figures. Cecilia – whose personal Rome was confined to one mildish Bostonian princess and her circle, who spent innocent days in the Forum displacing always a little hopefully a little more dust with the point of her parasol, who sighed her way into churches and bought pink ink-tinted freesias at the foot of the Spanish steps – could not but be impressed.

Mr Linkwater, eyebrows alone expressive in the fleshy mask of his face, talked very fast with a rattling fire of comment. It was dry talk of a certain quality; Cecilia found it amusing. Though no doubt all London would hear this later, she had to be flattered.

He liked talking and was amused by himself, but did not put up this barrage for no other reason. The fact was, he had caught once or twice while he talked a rather strange look from her, gloomy, dreamy, exalted, and feared that given an opening she might begin talking about herself. She might tell him life was difficult, or how terribly things upset her. Married and so communicative: he dreaded to be involved with her – His fears were groundless, she was only wanting to tell him about Umbria – More probably she was a widow, for the unhappy decisiveness with which she had ordered her wine bespoke the woman obliged for years to do things for herself and who did not enjoy doing them.

Neither Cecilia nor Mark had nice characters; all the same, this encounter presents them in an unfair light. On a long journey, the heart hangs dull in the shaken body, nerves ache, senses quicken, the brain like a horrified cat leaps clawing from object to object, the earth whisked by at such speed looks ephemeral, trashy: if one is not sad one is bored. Recollect that this was a journey begun after lunch, through a blighted fag-end of Italy, through Switzerland in the rain. At the moment, also, both their personal backgrounds were inauspicious. A quarrel had precipitated Mark’s departure from Rome: anger shot red through his present mist of depression. Cecilia, a widow of twenty-nine, was wondering why she had let frail cords of sentiment and predilection draw her back from Italy to the cold island where, in St John’s Wood, the daffodils might not be out. She had spent too much money and got too few letters while she was abroad; she wondered if she were ruined, if friends had forgotten her. Mistrustful, tentative, uncertain whether to marry again, she was quite happy only in one relationship: with her young sister-in-law, Emmeline.

Mistrust, in fact, underlay the whole of the interlude, which finished with brandy for Mark and a green Chartreuse for Cecilia. Still, they got on well enough, each determined to please while closing the heart against pleasure. They were both left with curiosity, some little piqued self-regard, and promised to meet in London, if not again on the journey: he made certain she was in the telephone-book. Back in her carriage, Cecilia blew out her aircushion, wrapped her fur coat round her knees and, with a murmured apology, put up her feet by the hip of the general’s wife. She could not afford a sleeper. She read for a little, took two aspirins, then nodding, decided that Markie’s manner (for Markie was what his friends called him) had been impertinent: she would avoid him tomorrow.

Returning next morning from breakfast Cecilia saw from the corridor Mr Linkwater humped at the far end of a carriage, on a flying background of battle-fields under new culture, unsuccessfully shaved and looking distinctly cross. Avoiding his eye she passed hurriedly on down the train. At Boulogne the day was windless, the boat slipped from shore to shore like a pat of butter over a hot plate. Markie discovered Cecilia; for some time they paced the deck. Folkestone appeared, the flags on the Leas lifeless, hotels staring out at nothing: England showed a blank face. Nodding inland Markie said: ‘Are you staying here long?’

‘I have no idea,’ said Cecilia.


II

‘WHAT IS THE matter, Emmeline?’ said Lady Waters.

Nothing was the matter, but Emmeline found this too difficult to explain, so she looked mildly at Lady Waters out of the corners of her shell-rimmed spectacles, and said nothing.

Lady Waters was quick to detect situations that did not exist. Living comfortably in Rutland Gate with her second husband, Sir Robert, she enlarged her own life into ripples of apprehension on everybody’s behalf. Upon meeting, her very remarkable eyes sought one’s own for those first intimations of crisis she was all tuned up to receive; she entered one’s house on a current that set the furniture bobbing; at Rutland Gate destiny shadowed her tea-table. Her smallest clock struck portentously, her telephone trilled from the heart, her dinner-gong boomed a warning. When she performed introductions, drama’s whole precedent made the encounter momentous … Only Sir Robert, who spent much of his time at his club, remained unaware of this atmosphere.

Lady Waters had had no children by either marriage. Her first had made her Cecilia’s aunt-in-law, her second, Emmeline’s first cousin once removed. Cecilia had met Henry Summers (Emmeline’s brother) for the first time dining at Rutland Gate. One was not a connection of Lady Waters’s for nothing; Cecilia had heard a good deal of Henry and Emmeline Summers, while they had had frequent occasion to smile at the name of their Cousin Robert’s new wife’s hypothetical niece, who was always abroad or had just left London. Then Cecilia and Henry, both bidden to dinner, had met; unconscious, chattering amiably while their relative’s large premonition darkened and spread above them, they became friends, intimates, lovers and quite soon afterwards married. That dangerous marriage was after Georgina Waters’s own heart: when, within less than a year, Henry died of pneumonia, she had to conceal her relief that, given Henry’s nervous make-up and Cecilia’s temperament, there had been no time for worse to come of it.

That marriage so brief as hardly to lose its character of an event had transformed Cecilia from a young girl at once vehement and mysterious into a bewildered widow. She did not know where to turn. Incredulity, with which she had entered upon her happiness, remained the note of her grief. Emmeline Summers’s suggestion that they should set up a house together had worked out well. At that time both young women had found themselves solitary: Cecilia’s mother, never very affectionate, her whole heart given to her two sons killed in the war, had re-married soon after Cecilia met Henry and gone to live in America; Henry and Emmeline Summers had been orphans from childhood, with no relatives nearer, few friends more trusted, than Sir Robert Waters, their father’s cousin. They brought themselves up side by side, Henry some years ahead; very much alike, as though the same tree had divided. During the year of her brother’s marriage Emmeline, perhaps a




















































































This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Epub ISBN 9781446496886
Version 1.0

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Vintage
20 Vauxhall Bridge Road,
London SW1V 2SA

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at
global.penguinrandomhouse.com

[image: image_missing]

Copyright © Elizabeth D.C. Cameron, 1933
Copyright © Elizabeth D.C. Cameron, 1960
Introduction copyright © Hugh Haughton, 1999

First published by Vintage in 1999
(First published in Great Britain in 1932)

www.vintage-books.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

OEBPS/images/prh.jpg
Penguin
Random House





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
&« VINTAGE

TO THE NORTH

ELIZABETH BOWEN





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Elizabeth Bowen

TO THE NORTH

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY
Hugh Haughton





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS

London





