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Bowen, The Bell and the Late-Modernist Short Story
Elke D’hoker (University of Leuven)

Between October 1940 and December 1944, Elizabeth Bowen contributed several pieces of writing to The Bell, Ireland’s leading literary magazine, then edited by Séan O’Faoláin. While her essay ‘The Big House’ in The Bell’s opening issue is perhaps best known, the magazine also published a short story, a review, two pieces of memoir, two obituaries, and a few other, smaller pieces by Bowen during the war years. At the same time, Bowen and her work featured in several reviews, in an interview as well as in O’Faoláin’s editorials and critical essays. In short, Bowen was a fairly prominent presence in The Bell during the first years of its existence. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Yet, as a Protestant, Anglo-Irish woman writer living in England, Bowen was also in many ways an odd presence in The Bell. Launched during the first months of the Emergency, The Bell was very much an Irish magazine, addressed to Irish readers and ‘organized to open up a market for Irish writers at a very difficult period’, as O’Faoláin put it.[endnoteRef:1] Even though The Bell sought to present an inclusive, cosmopolitan take on Ireland and Irish identity, the majority of its contributors belonged to the Catholic middle classes. As Conor Cruise O’Brien stated somewhat provocatively in 1946: ‘In its caution, its realism, its profound but ambivalent nationalism, its seizures of stodginess and its bad paper, it reflects the class who write it and read it – teachers, librarians, junior civil servants, the lettered section of the Irish petty bourgeoisie.’[endnoteRef:2] Together with Hubert Butler and Lennox Robinson, indeed, Elizabeth Bowen was one of the few Ascendancy writers to appear with some regularity in The Bell. Moreover, because of its focus on Irish writers and Irish life, the magazine rarely published work by writers living outside of Ireland, as Bowen had been since her childhood. As a woman writer too, Bowen belonged to a small minority in The Bell. Only one in ten of the stories published by O’Faoláin were by women writers; a situation that improved only marginally when Peadar O’Donnell took over as main editor: O’Faoláin published 11 stories by women writers on a total of 109 stories; O’Donnell published 19 stories by women writers on a total of 107 stories.[endnoteRef:3] More in general too, The Bell’s contributors were overwhelmingly male and recurring advertisements for Dunlop, Pye Radio, Wolsey Socks and The Irish Assurance Company pinpoint a male middle-class readership as its primary target. Finally, with Bowen now generally recognised as a modernist writer, her presence in The Bell seems at odds with what Frank Shovlin has called the magazine’s ‘anti-modernist stance’: overtly experimental fiction was never published in the magazine and modernist writers like Moore, Joyce, Beckett, or Flann O’Brien were largely absent from its pages.[endnoteRef:4] [1:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘Memo for Businessmen’, The Bell 2.2 (July 1941), 54.]  [2:  Donat O’Donnell [Conor Cruise O’Brien], ‘Horizon’, The Bell 11.6 (March 1946), 1030-8 (p.1030).]  [3:  In the early volumes of The Bell, the distinction between a short story, a piece of memoir and a personal essay was not always clearly made, so these figures have to be taken as approximations. ]  [4:  Frank Shovlin, ‘Was The Bell Modernist?’, in A History of Irish Modernism, ed. by Gregory Castle and Patrick Bixby (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp.364-378 (p.376). Kelly Matthews has similarly argued that the editors’ desire to ‘to define and establish a national identity […] effectively closed off an engagement with the internationalized aesthetics of modernism’. Kelly Matthews, The Bell Magazine and the Representation of Irish Identity (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2012), p.74ff. ] 

In his study of The Bell’s literary networks, Niall Carson explains Bowen’s rather anomalous presence in The Bell by referring to her affair with O’Faoláin in the late 1930s and their continued friendship during the war.[endnoteRef:5] This seems to be supported by the fact that Bowen no longer published in the magazine after O’Faoláin’s editorship ceased in March 1946.[endnoteRef:6] Still, while that personal friendship can certainly clarify some of Bowen’s more ad hoc contributions, O’Faoláin was far too careful and controlling an editor to extend favours to friends in this way. Kelly Matthews, for her part, reads Bowen’s contributions as part of The Bell’s attempt at ‘opening windows on the lives of Irish men and women from a wide variety of rural and urban environments, social classes, religious backgrounds, occupations and professions’.[endnoteRef:7] If O’Faoláin’s mission to present the plurality of Irish life in The Bell can indeed account for his publication of Bowen’s ‘The Big House’ and ‘Sunday Afternoon’, it fails to explain Bowen’s recurrent presence in the review section and in the magazine’s attempts to mentor aspiring writers. In this essay, therefore, I propose to take a closer look at all of Bowen’s contributions to The Bell as well as at the way she is portrayed in different sections of the magazine, so as to further shed light on her centrality to The Bell in the first five years of its run. I will argue that Bowen’s presence is also motivated by the remarkable similarity between her aesthetics of the short story and those which O’Faoláin wanted to promote in The Bell. At the same time, however, The Bell’s championing of Bowen’s short fiction as a model to follow was undermined by its consistent framing of Bowen as an ‘aristocratic’ writer whose literary snapshots of Irish life had a peculiarly dated and blinkered quality. In what follows, I will first consider Bowen’s contributions to The Bell, before turning, in a second part, to the late-modernist short story poetics which Bowen and O’Faoláin propagated through essays and reviews in the 1930s and 1940s. Although both writers largely shared the same aesthetic views, the different contexts of their criticism resulted in slightly different emphases. In a third and final part, I will trace these differences back to The Bell’s reception of Bowen’s work and its ambivalent positioning of Bowen as not quite an Irish writer.   [5:  Carson, Rebel, pp.40-41.]  [6:  O’Faoláin served as editor for the first eleven volumes of the magazine, but continued as books editor for one more year (until March 1947). ]  [7:  Matthews, The Bell, p.2.] 


Bowen’s Contributions to The Bell
On the cover of The Bell’s first issue, Bowen’s name appears at the top of an alphabetical list of contributors that also includes Patrick Kavanagh, Frank O’Connor, Lennox Robinson, Maurice Walsh and Jack B. Yeats. These were all quite prominent authors at the time, whose contributions O’Faoláin had actively solicited for the launch of his magazine. As a critically acclaimed author of six novels and four short story collections, Bowen certainly deserved a place in that list. Yet, her presence is also nicely calibrated to reflect O’Faoláin’s ambition to represent Ireland in all its different guises in The Bell, from the miserable childhood of orphans recorded in an anonymous testimony in that first issue to Bowen’s evocation of the upper-class life of the former Ascendancy class in ‘The Big House’. In tune with O’Faoláin’s aims, Bowen describes the Ascendancy estate in her essay not just as an odd relic of past times, but as part of a contemporary Irish lived reality, with telephones and the wireless, motor cars, buses and grocery shopping.[endnoteRef:8] Her final appeal for a breaking down of the barriers between the Big House and the surrounding countryside – ‘From inside many Irish Big Houses (and these will be the survivors) barriers are being impatiently attacked’ – also nicely dovetails with O’Faoláin’s call for a more inclusive Irish identity.[endnoteRef:9]  [8:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘The Big House’, The Bell 1.1 (Oct 1940), 71-77. Carson suggests that the essay developed out of O’Faoláin’s suggestion that Bowen write ‘an Irish novel’ set in a ‘Big House that had no, or few, escapes; escapes to London, for example’. Carson, Rebel, p.42).  ]  [9:  Bowen, ‘The Big House’, p.77.] 

Bowen’s foregrounding of the ordinariness of life behind the walls of the contemporary Big House is echoed in her second piece of memoir for The Bell, ‘Dancing in Daylight’. An excerpt from her autobiography, Seven Winters, it records scenes from her Anglo-Irish childhood in South Dublin: the dancing classes she attended with their strict, Austrian teacher, a performance at the Rathmines Town Hall and the annual Christmas party, with its delightful food and children’s games.[endnoteRef:10] Similar childhood memories are revisited in another guise in Bowen’s final contribution to The Bell, an obituary of the abstract painter, Mainie Jellett, who had died in February 1944.[endnoteRef:11] Bowen praises Jellett’s art, but the piece mainly recollects their childhood friendship and the drawing lessons they received together from Elizabeth Yeats in Jellett’s home in Fitzwilliam Square.  [10:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Dancing in Daylight’, The Bell 5.2 (Nov. 1942), 90-98. In the review section of the next issue, Seven Winters is praised for having ‘all the grace, delicacy and perception that we expect of [Bowen’s] best work’ and the book is recommended as a Christmas gift. P. O’S, ‘Books in 1942: retrospect’, The Bell 5.3 (Dec. 1942), 241-5 (p.242).]  [11:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Mainie Jellett’, The Bell 9.3 (Dec. 1944), 250-5.] 

As a tribute to a celebrated modernist artist, however, the obituary also recalls Bowen’s memorial essay on James Joyce, which appeared in The Bell two months after the author’s death in 1941.[endnoteRef:12] Given the reluctance of The Bell’s editors – and mid-twentieth-century Irish writers in general – to accept the internationally acclaimed, expatriate writer as an important predecessor, Bowen’s essay is a unique and original contribution, which has since been recognised as ‘the opening call in modern Irish criticism to welcome wholeheartedly Joyce’s Irish modernism’.[endnoteRef:13] ‘The shy thin man with the thick spectacles belonged to us, and was of us, wherever he went’, Bowen claims, calling on her readers to ‘strip from Joyce the exaggerations of foolish intellectual worship he got abroad, and the notoriety he got at home and take him back to ourselves as a writer out of the Irish people, who received much from our tradition and was to hand on more’.[endnoteRef:14] In reclaiming Joyce as a quintessentially Irish author, Bowen also asserts her own Irishness. Indeed, the marked repetition of ‘us’ and ‘we’ throughout the essay reveals Bowen’s insistence on a shared identity and common perspective with the readers of The Bell.  [12:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘James Joyce’, The Bell 1.6 (March 1941), 40-9.]  [13:  Enda Duffy, ‘Critical Receptions of Literary Modernism’, in The Cambridge Companion to Irish Modernism, ed. by Joe Cleary (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014, 195-205 (p.203).  ]  [14:  Bowen, ‘James Joyce’, p.49.  ] 

This commonality is somewhat questioned, however, in the only piece of fiction Bowen published in The Bell, the story ‘Sunday Afternoon’. Evoking an afternoon tea-party in the beautiful garden of an Irish country-house during the World War II, the story revolves around the contrast between Henry Russel’s wartime experience in London and the cloistered life of his Dublin friends.[endnoteRef:15] First published in the London magazine Life and Letters Today, the story’s inclusion in The Bell ties in with the magazine’s emphasis on writing about Ireland as well as with O’Faoláin’s own growing impatience with Ireland’s wartime isolation.[endnoteRef:16]  [15:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Sunday Afternoon’, The Bell 5.1 (October 1942), 19-27.]  [16:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Sunday Afternoon’, Life and Letters Today 30.47 (July 1941), 45-55.] 

Bowen’s three remaining contributions to The Bell have not often been commented on. Yet, they cast interesting light on Bowen’s overall profile in The Bell as well as on her relationship with O’Faoláin, both in terms of their personal friendship and their shared literary ambitions. If Bowen’s main contributions (her essay, her story and the two pieces of memoir) reflect her status as a celebrated writer and critic, a journalistic piece by Eileen O’Faoláin in the third issue of The Bell stages Bowen as one of several ‘women of taste’, who have been asked to comment on the hats produced in a Galway factory that is described in the article.[endnoteRef:17] Bowen’s assessment reflects her international profile and aesthetic credentials – she compares the Galway hats with those of ‘Paris, London, or N.Y.’ and urges ‘Irish ladies [not] to ruin their style by trimming’ – but her willingness to contribute to The Bell in this way also suggests her ongoing friendship with O’Faoláin.[endnoteRef:18] The same holds true for Bowen’s complimentary review of O’Faoláin’s novel, Come Back to Erin, in the second issue of the magazine. Bowen praises the novel for its ‘magnificent objectivity’, ‘poetic fullness’ and very human compassion: ‘there is a tenderness, a love of man in the writing that leaves a sort of sweetness about the heart’.[endnoteRef:19] The same note of sympathy is foregrounded in Bowen’s contribution to The Bell’s ‘New Writers’ series, an assessment of the story, ‘Three talented children’, by Domhnall O’Conaill. This story of a working-class Irish family in Manchester is praised as ‘a very well generalized picture of our people abroad: talented children all of us, unsure of our market value’.[endnoteRef:20] Note again Bowen’s use of the first person plural to emphasise the common Irish identity of authors, characters and Bell readers alike.  [17:  Eileen O’Faoláin, ‘Galway Hats’, The Bell 1.4 (Jan. 1941), 68-74, p.72. ]  [18:  Eileen O’Faoláin, ‘Galway Hats’, pp.72-3.]  [19:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Review of Come Back to Erin, by Séan O’Faoláin’, The Bell 1.3 (Dec. 1940), 87-9 (p.87).]  [20:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘New Writers’, The Bell 2.1 (April 1941), 54.] 

This brief piece is also interesting, however, for being the only of the ‘New Writers’ series in which O’Faoláin cedes his position as critic and mentor of younger writers to another author. O’Faoláin first introduced this series in the fifth issue of The Bell: ‘In future I am going to pick out one of our short-story manuscripts, and say something about it, in the hope that this may help the author and other younger writers’.[endnoteRef:21] The series reflects O’Faoláin’s growing dissatisfaction with the story submissions he received for The Bell and his intention to remedy this by more explicitly instructing aspirant writers in what and how to write. As I have argued elsewhere, this didactic mission centered specifically on the short story, which O’Faoláin considered the genre most suited to express contemporary Irish reality.[endnoteRef:22] O’Faoláin’s educational zeal is evident throughout his editorials, reviews and essays for The Bell, but most specifically so in the seven instalments of this ‘New Writers’ series and in a series of essays on ‘The Craft of the Short Story’. Given O’Faoláin’s strong views and opinions, which he never hesitated to propound in The Bell[endnoteRef:23], it is all the more remarkable that he should give way to another author’s views and allow Bowen a say in his ‘New Writers’ series. Bowen being the only writer to be granted this privilege arguably reflects O’Faoláin’s confidence that her views on the short story would match his own. As the next section will show, even if critics generally classify Bowen’s modernism and O’Faoláin’s realism as radically different strands in Irish literary history, their poetics of the modern short story are surprisingly similar.  [21:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘New Writers’, The Bell 1.5 (Feb. 1941), 61.]  [22:  Elke D’hoker and Phyllis Boumans, ‘Moulding the Mid-Twentieth-Century Irish Short Story: Seán O’Faoláin and The Bell’, Irish Studies Review. Published online 13 July 2020.  ]  [23:  O’Faoláin’s dominant editorial presence was commented on negatively by some contributors. Vivian Mercier, for instance, wrote ‘the Editor has too many preconceived ideas of what a short story should be, and does not allow the individual imagination enough scope.’  Vivian Mercier, ‘The Fourth Estate: VI.- Verdict on THE BELL’, The Bell 10.2 (May 1945), 156-164 (p.162).] 


The Late-Modernist Short Story Poetics of Bowen and O’Faoláin
O’Faoláin expounds his views on the modern short story at length in his five-part essay series, ‘The Craft of the Short Story’. The essays were based on lectures he had recorded for Radio Éireann in the spring of 1942 and would in turn become the basis of his 1948 book, The Short Story. By contrast, Bowen’s poetics of the short story have to be pieced together on the basis of the reviews, prefaces and essays she published throughout her career. Some of these, including her seminal introduction to the 1936 Faber Book of the Modern Short Story, she reprinted in the essay collections Collected Impressions and Afterthought, but many others only became available in Allan Hepburn’s edited collections of Bowen’s essays: Peoples, Places Things and The Weight of a World of Feeling. Still, across these disparate pieces a consistent image emerges of Bowen’s take on the genre to which she remained devoted throughout her career. Although a detailed critical engagement with Bowen’s highly perceptive comments on the form is long overdue, in what follows I can only present a brief general overview, which highlight in particular the precepts and models she shares with O’Faoláin. 
[bookmark: _Hlk58492446]Even though Bowen is usually labelled a modernist writer and O’Faoláin a realist, or even naturalist writer[endnoteRef:24], the model for the modern short story they put forward consists of a compromise between these modes, ‘half-way between tradition and experiment’, as Bowen puts it.[endnoteRef:25] Although this compromise has been read as a ‘retreat … from the formidable modernist experimentalism of Joyce, the later Yeats and Beckett’ in the case of O’Faoláin[endnoteRef:26], and as ‘a “middlebrow”, a popularized, intellectually dessicated version of modernism’ in the case of Bowen[endnoteRef:27], both writers rather saw this compromise as an advance on the excesses of modernist experiment. In two different essays from 1936, Bowen complains that the ‘noncommercial – or art-for-art’s sake – short story’ is all too often ‘academic in feeling and complacently dull’ betraying ‘a desolating and nerveless similarity’ as well as ‘a touch of high-hat complacency’.[endnoteRef:28] O’Faoláin echoes these objections when he notes in ‘The Craft of the Short Story’, ‘the modern highbrow development of the short-story has, by going too far on these lines, all too often resulted in a kind of solemn or dull essay from which the public very naturally turns away in boredom’.[endnoteRef:29] At the same time, however, both writers also reject the opposite extreme: the ‘commercial story’, which turns only on plot – ‘a yarn’, ‘a good ‘wan’ as we say’, O’Faoláin clarifies  – and communicates no further human insight or moral truth.[endnoteRef:30] The modern short story, Bowen agrees, needs ‘rescue from its two extremes of possible disrepute – that of being purely aesthetic, divorced from life, or purely commercial, divorced from virtue’.[endnoteRef:31]  [24:  For a nuanced assessment of the ongoing debate about the realist, naturalist and modernist tendencies of post-independence Irish fiction, and O’Faoláin’s work in particular, see Mark Quigley, ‘Reimagining Realism in Post-Independence Irish writing’, in Irish Literature in Transition, 1880-1940, ed. by Marjorie Howes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 265-284. While Quigley himself characterises O’Faoláin as primarily a realist, Paul Delaney also highlights the modernist qualities of O’Faolain’s writing of the 1930s: ‘His work frequently mixes romantic, realist and naturalist modes with experimental techniques such as perspectivalism, indirection, open-endedness and irony. It also routinely reflects upon its own act of narration, engaging with the ways in which stories are narrativized or told, and playing with the use of structures, generic forms, intertextual references and the processes of memory.’ Paul Delaney, Seán O’Faoláin: Literature, Inheritance and the 1930s (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2014), p.5. ]  [25:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Forward to Tomato Cain and Other Stories by Nigel Kneale’, rpt. in People, Places Things. Essays by Elizabeth Bowen, ed. by Allan Hepburn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), pp.250-253 (p.250).]  [26:  Duffy, ‘Critical Reception’, p.201. Joe Cleary similarly construes O’Faoláin’s realism as a return to an older, pre-modernist tradition. Joe Cleary, ‘Distress Signals: Séan O’Faoláin and the Fate of Twentieth-Century Irish Literature’, in Field Day Review 5 (2009), 48-7.]  [27:  Adrian Hunter, The Cambridge Introduction to the Short Story in English (Cambridge:  	Cambridge University Press, 2007), p.112.]  [28:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Short Stories’, rpt. in The Weight of a World of Feeling, ed. by Allan Hepburn (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2017), pp.59-62 (p.61); Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Preface to The Faber Book of Modern Short Stories’, Rpt. in Elizabeth Bowen, Collected Impressions (London: Longmans, 1950), pp.38-46 (p.42).]  [29:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘The Craft of the Short Story: 4. Instead of Plot’, The Bell 8.1 (April 1944), 46-54 (p.47).]  [30:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘The Craft of the Short Story: 1. When is a Story Not a Story?’, The Bell 7.4 (Jan 1944), 337-344 (p.341).]  [31:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘In Spite of Words’, rpt. in Hepburn, Weight, pp.353-6 (p.354).] 

In their writing on the short story, O’Faoláin and Bowen repeatedly seek to make this compromise concrete in terms of a combination of two foreign models for short story writing, which they very much admired: Anton Chekhov and Guy de Maupassant. Interestingly though, the emphasis they place on either of these reflects the different contexts in which they write. For Bowen, the plotless, mood-dependent, subjective approach of Chekhov has taken too strong a hold in England, through the work of modernist epigones whose ‘contempt for plot went too far’.[endnoteRef:32] It needs to be countered by a dose of de Maupassant, with his taut plots, his ‘extraverted coldness in art’ and ‘objectivity’.[endnoteRef:33] Addressing the Irish reader in his first essay of ‘The Craft of the Short Story’, to the contrary, O’Faoláin recommends greater attention to Chekhov so as to counteract the widespread belief among his readers that a good story depends only on anecdote, plot and a Mauspassant-like ‘whipcrack ending’.[endnoteRef:34] Using the example of Chekhov’s ‘Gooseberries’, he argues, ‘unless a story makes this subtle comment on human nature, on the permanent relationships between people, their variety, their expectedness, and unexpectedness, it is not a story in any modern sense’.[endnoteRef:35]   [32:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘The Short Story in England’, rpt. in Hepburn, People, pp. 310-5 (p.312).]  [33:  Bowen, ‘Preface to Faber’, p.39]  [34:  O’Faoláin, ‘The Craft 1’, p.343]  [35:  O’Faoláin, ‘The Craft 1’, p.338] 

The compromise Bowen and O’Faoláin recommend between Chekhov and de Maupassant, between plot and psychology, tradition and experiment also extends to their views on realism. For a writer known as a ‘doughty champion of realism’, O’Faoláin is rather cautious about the need for realism in the short story.[endnoteRef:36] In the second installment of his essay series, ‘Some Essential Conventions’, he advises readers that realism is a ‘convention’, ‘a veil or shadow of Reality’, which needs ‘compression … suggestion, and implication’ to sustain it. ‘Realistic detail’, he concludes, ‘is pointless if it merely gives us an idle verisimilitude: its function is to be part of this general revelation by suggestion’, since ‘details help to sustain the tone-value or mood of the whole tale’.[endnoteRef:37] Mood, suggestion, and compression are of course well-known hallmarks of the modernist short story, which are also stressed in Bowen’s discussions of the genre. In her introduction to the stories of William Sansom, moreover, she concurs with O’Faoláin’s take on realism: ‘the short story, though it highlights what appears to be reality, is not – cannot wish or afford to be – realistic: it relies on devices, foreshortenings, ‘effects’. ‘To act on us’, Bowen continues, the story ‘needs to be truth plus art’; it needs to have ‘shape’ as well as ‘life’.[endnoteRef:38] For, she cautions, “[t]here is something poor and thin and invalid about the short story which neglects place, which neglects time, which does not take as the base of its imaginative flight, some actual and practical circumstance.’[endnoteRef:39] [36:  Clearly, ‘Distress Signals’, p.70.]  [37:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘The Craft of the Short Story: 2. Some Essential Conventions’, The Bell 7.5  	(Feb 1944), 403-410.]  [38:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Rx for a Story Worth the Telling’, rpt. in Hepburn, Places, pp. 325-329 (p.326).]  [39:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘The Poetic Element in Fiction’, rpt. in Listening In. Broadcasts, Speeches, and Interviews by Elizabeth Bowen (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), pp.153-161 (p.157).] 

At the same time, the imaginative act is a necessary ingredient of the short story too. In a letter to V.S. Pritchett, Bowen links the imagination to the writer’s personal vision, since ‘ordinary human’ observation of life needs to be ‘mixed with vision, or whatever else one calls imaginative perception’.[endnoteRef:40] Like poetry, Bowen claims, the story needs to bear the writer’s ‘signature’, since ‘the tale without lyricism or passion desiccates into little more than a document. The poet, and in his wake, the short-story writer, is using his own unique susceptibility to experience: in a sense the susceptibility is the experience’.[endnoteRef:41] Although he uses different terms, O’Faoláin expresses similar ideas in his insistence on the prime importance of the writer’s ‘personality’ in short fiction. A short story should not be an ‘objective record’, he contends, but have the ‘essential quality of distinctive personality’.[endnoteRef:42] Both Bowen and O’Faoláin also hasten to add, however, that the importance of the writer’s personal vision does not mean that the short story should merely be ‘self-expression’. To the contrary, Bowen notes, ‘I reject stories which reek to me of myself’ and ‘I see an inherent failure in any story which does not detach itself from the author – detach itself in the sense that a well-blown soap bubble detaches itself from the blower’s pipe and spherically takes off into the air as a new, whole, pure iridescent world’.[endnoteRef:43] O’Faoláin clearly agrees, for in a 1946 Bell review of Bowen’s wartime collection, The Demon Lover and Other Stories, he criticises several of the stories for betraying an ‘intrusive subjectivity’: it is ‘Miss Bowen’s feelings that proliferate’, he notes, which are not those of ‘an ordinary office-clerk’.[endnoteRef:44] The critique would probably have hit home.  [40:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Why Do I Write?’, rpt. in The Mulberry Tree, ed. by Hermione Lee (London: Vintage, 1999), 221-6 (p.225).]  [41:  Elizabeth Bowen, ‘Preface to Stories by Elizabeth Bowen’, rpt. in Elizabeth Bowen, Afterthought. Pieces about Writing (London: Longmans, 1962), pp.75-81 (p.77).]  [42:  Séan O’Faoláin, The Short Story  (Old Greenwich: Devin-Adair, 1974), pp.ix-x.]  [43:  Bowen, Afterthought, p.77.]  [44:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘New Short Stories’, The Bell 12.1 (April 1946), 76-80 (p.78).] 

Throughout their writing about the short story, in sum, Bowen and O’Faoláin advocate an ideal for the short story that is located between two extremes – cold objectivity and stifling subjectivity, excessive experimentation and a naïve realism, pretentious artistry and cheap commercialism. Put differently, for Bowen and O’Faoláin the ideal short story displays a judicious balance of plot and meaning, shape and life, vision and reality. Given this sustained attempt to steer a course mid-way between the excesses of highbrow art and popular storytelling, one would be tempted to label their story poetics – as well as the instructional dimension of these poetics – as ‘middlebrow’, were it not for negative connotation the term still carries, in particular for women writers. Perhaps modernist realism would be a better label or, more conventionally perhaps, late modernism, a term that reflects the various ways in which writers of the mid-twentieth century ‘variously, absorbed, distilled, transformed, ameliorated and (never quite convincing, this) rejected’ modernism in their fiction.[endnoteRef:45]  [45:  Hunter, A History, p.120. Tyrus Miller locates late modernism in the literature of the 1920s and 30s that takes over elements of the modernist aesthetic, while also rejecting the modernist formalist and avant-garde project in the different socio-political context of the interwar years. In The Extinct Scene, Thomas Davis applies the term to literature of the 40s and 50s as well, including the war stories of Elizabeth Bowen and the poetry of Louis MacNeice, while in Empire’s Wake, Mark Quigley uses the terms ‘postcolonial realism’ and ‘late modernism’ to describe O’Faoláin’s aesthetics. Tyrus Miller, Late Modernism: Politics, Fiction, and the Arts between the World Wars (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); Thomas S. Davis, The Extinct Scene: Late Modernism and Everyday Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015); Mark Quigley, Empire's Wake: Postcolonial Irish Writing and the Politics of Modern Literary Form (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), p.69ff.] 

Still, the similarities between the short story poetics of Bowen and O’Faoláin cannot only be attributed to the general aesthetic climate of the times. They reveal a deeper affinity and shared poetic vision between the two writers, centered in particular on the genre of the short story which they consistently sought to improve and endorse. These shared poetics, I argue, serves to further clarify Bowen’s prominent place in The Bell under O’Faoláin’s editorship as well as in The Short Story, where she is the only woman writer in O’Faoláin’s overwhelmingly male canon. While O’Faoláin does not comment on Bowen’s sex in that book, beyond insistently calling her ‘Miss Bowen’, he does highlight her Irishness, as part of the by now familiar argument that the Irish (and the Americans) are better short-story writers, whereas ‘the English nature does not take kindly to the short form’.[endnoteRef:46] As the following section will show, these factors of nationality and, to a lesser extent, gender also inform the reception and presentation of Bowen in The Bell. They cut across the considerable overlap between Bowen’s poetics and the short story ideals propagated in The Bell to present a more ambivalent picture of the writer and her work.  [46:  O’Faoláin, The Short Story, p.29.] 


An Aristocrat with Pigtails: Bowen’s Reception in The Bell
Given O’Faoláin’s dominant presence as an editor during the first six years of the magazine’s run, it is not surprising that the aesthetic norms and ideals for new Irish literature which The Bell put forward through reviews, essays and fiction in this period coincide to a large extent with the short story poetics he describes in ‘The Craft of the Short Story’. Yet, there is one notable exception. As a magazine dedicated to the renewal of Irish literature, The Bell insists that the creative fiction should be about Ireland, that it represent Irish reality, express Irish identity or shape a ‘desirable image’ of Irish life.[endnoteRef:47] While The Bell’s nationalist message does not detract from O’Faoláin’s insistence on form, shape, and plot as well as on personal vision, moral truth and human sympathy, it does cast these poetics in a different light. Similarly, if in ‘The Craft of the Short Story’ and, even more extensively in The Short Story, Bowen’s stories are offered as examples of excellent writing, of a compressed and suggestive style, in The Bell more generally, the question of Bowen’s Irishness becomes paramount.  [47:  Although O’Faoláin initially launches a broad call for writing that reflects Irish life in all its aspects in The Bell, in later editorials he points out the need for a ‘desirable image of life’, as when he criticises contributors for their ‘failure to visualise, to blue-print, to make pictures of life, to sketch the humane outlines of practical living, to sketch what an artist would call ‘a desirable image of life’’. Séan O’Faoláin, ‘New Wine in Old Bottles’, The Bell 4.6 (Sept 1942), 381-388 (p.385). See D’hoker and Boumans, ‘Moulding the Irish Short Story’.] 

Bowen herself, as we have seen, emphatically flags her Irish credentials in her contributions to The Bell. She does so thematically, in her evocations of her Dublin childhood, her Irish ancestors, and contemporary life in Cork, as well as rhetorically, by claiming a common identity as ‘we Irish’ with the readers of The Bell. In the pieces about Bowen which The Bell published in the same years, by contrast, this shared identity is undermined and Bowen is instead othered as a well-bred aristocratic, a member of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy and as a woman. In a review of Bowen’s Court, D.A. Binchy praises Bowen’s prose and her ‘courage’ in tackling this difficult topic, but he also undermines her Irish credentials and questions her knowledge of the country and the history she describes in her book.[endnoteRef:48] He points out that ‘[t]he Bowens are a ‘Cromwellian’ family, thus belonging to that layer of Anglo-Ireland for which native Ireland reserved most of its hatred’, adding ‘I doubt if Miss Bowen fully appreciates the sharp distinction which the country people, up to recently at least, used to draw between the Cromwellians and the “old stock”’.[endnoteRef:49] In order to reflect this true history and the ‘real causes’ of this hatred, he suggests, one would have to be familiar with the ‘hidden Ireland’, which Bowen clearly is not, since ‘[t]he settlers themselves knew nothing of, and cared nothing for, that traditional civilization’.[endnoteRef:50] Binchy claims to sympathise with the ‘tragedy’ of the Anglo-Irish who ‘were regarded as Irish [in England] because they had ceased to be English’, while ‘at home they were still regarded as English because they had not become Irish’ and who have been left stranded in ‘the new Ireland’ that ‘has been built without, nay against them’.[endnoteRef:51] Yet, his statements effectively rob Bowen of the Irish identity she herself lays claim to and deny her a place in the new nation.  [48:  D.A. Binchy, ‘Review of Bowen’s Court’, The Bell 4.5 (Aug. 1942), 368-371 (p.369).]  [49:  Binchy, ‘Review’, p.369.]  [50:  Binchy, ‘Review’, pp.369-70.]  [51:  Binchy, ‘Review’, pp.369, 371.] 

The suggestion that Bowen is out of place in contemporary Ireland is echoed, albeit in a more gentle manner, in an interview with The Bellman, aka Larry Morrow, in the September 1942 issue of The Bell. The opening paragraphs evoke at length Bowen’s ‘period quality’. ‘By rights, my meeting with Elizabeth Bowen should have taken place in the Long Room at Bowenscourt’, the interviewer notes, but even in the contemporary setting of the Shelbourne Hotel, Bowen ‘surrounded herself with an atmosphere so intensely sixteenth- and seventeenth-century that with her one loses all sense of Time’.[endnoteRef:52] He then proceeds to other Bowen in terms of religion, class and nationality as well: in a long and detailed paragraph he describes her appearance ‘as the synthesis of all the Holbein family portraits’, before devoting yet another paragraph to her attitude, conversation, personality which he sums up as quintessentially that of ‘the aristocratic’.[endnoteRef:53] In short, although Bowen herself insists on her Irish identity in the interview – ‘I regard myself as an Irish novelist’ and ‘I’ve never been influenced by any English writer’ – the Bellman’s presentation of Bowen as a sixteenth-century, Protestant aristocratic actually undermines these claims.[endnoteRef:54] The trope of the aristocratic again crops up in a review of Bowen’s short stories by Bryan MacMahon, when he claims that ‘[i]n Elizabeth Bowen’s work there is always a suave imperturbable irony a queenly nodding to right and left, more than a suggestion of terrifying omniscience’.[endnoteRef:55]  [52:  The Bellman, ‘Meet Elizabeth Bowen’, The Bell 4.6 (Sept. 1942), 420-6 (p.420).]  [53:  The Bellman, ‘Meet’, pp.420-1.]  [54:  The Bellman, ‘Meet’, pp.425-6.]  [55:  Bryan MacMahon, ‘Trivia’, The Bell 13.4 (Jan. 1947), 79-81 (p.80). In this review, written when O’Faoláin was still books editor, MacMahon reviews a story collection with selected stories by Ethel Mannin and Elizabeth Bowen as well as another anthology, edited by Reginald Moore.  ] 

Even O’Faoláin, who in ‘The Craft of the Short Story’ still praised Bowen as ‘one of the most subtle and sensitive modern prose-writers’, accuses her in a review some years later of having ‘an aristocratic style’.[endnoteRef:56] Far from being a compliment, this adjective sums up the excessive, exaggerated quality which, O’Faoláin argues, Bowen’s style has taken on in her most recent collection, The Demon Lover, compared to the ‘satisfying lucidity’ of her earlier work. At the same time, however, O’Faoláin also attributes to that earlier work a ‘quite pigtailish style’, which is clearly not a compliment either.[endnoteRef:57] Moreover, both these adjectives – aristocratic and pigtailish – serve to mark Bowen’s difference, as an Anglo-Irish writer and as a woman writer, from O’Faoláin himself and the majority of writers published (and reviewed) in The Bell.[endnoteRef:58]  [56:  Séan O’Faoláin, ‘The Craft of the Short Story: 5. The Problem of Style.’ The Bell 8.4 (July 1944), 306-314 (p.309); O’Faoláin, ‘New Short Stories’, p.78.]  [57:  O’Faoláin, ‘New Short Stories’, pp.76,79.]  [58:  A similarly gendered comment about Bowen’s work can be found in a later essay by Cecil Salkeld. In an overview of contemporary Irish literature, he notes ‘Apart from O’Connor, O’Faolain and O’Flaherty, international recognition has come to two women, Kate O’Brien and Elizabeth Bowen, both of whose work combines power and subtlety: the cunning way of women with words’. Cecil Ffrench Salkeld, ‘The Cultural Texture of a Country’, The Bell 16.2 (Nov. 1950), 19-23.] 

In all, even though Bowen is given pride of place in the first volumes of The Bell as a celebrated author and an exemplary short story writer, whose late-modernist poetics fully chime with O’Faoláin’s own aesthetic precepts, she is also explicitly framed as not quite ‘at home’ in the magazine, because of her gender, class, ancestry and nationality. In a reflection on Bowen’s work, published in The London Review of Books in 1982, O’Faoláin calls Bowen ‘heart-cloven and split-minded’.[endnoteRef:59] Yet a similar ambivalence surely characterises The Bell’s reception and presentation of Bowen, as someone they could approve of as a writer, but not entirely welcome as either a woman or an Irish writer.  [59:  O’Faoláin, ‘A Reading and Remembrance of Elizabeth Bowen’, The London Review of Books 4.4 (March 1982). Online. https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v04/n04/Séan-o-faolain/a-reading-and-remembrance-of-elizabeth-bowen. Last accessed 17 July 2020.] 
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