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Elizabeth Bowen’s Suburbia:
 Life After the Big House

Derek Hand

Abstract: This essay focuses on Bowen’s short story “The Disinherited”. It is
an appropriate title because it deals with a world of disempowered aristocrats
who inhabit the new world of housing estates and suburbia, ghostly remnants of
an older order. What elevates this story beyond a simple lament for an impotent
aristocracy is the introduction of the character Prothero: a murderer on the run
who is presented writing the story of his crime night after night. He is a mysterious
and ultimately threatening image of modernity and all that it may entail. It is a
story that essentially draws a picture of the conflict between the old world and
the new world, between those who are “made” out of a class structure which is
passing away and those who “made” themselves. In “The Disinherited” Bowen
allows herself to express her very real fears about the emergence of a new world
order where power and authority have shifted away from her class and caste.
The element that gives “The Disinherited” such a menacing air is the presence
of the character Prothero. It allows Bowen to widen her focus beyond the new
middle classes and the failed aristocracy and consider, in the person of Prothero,
those whom she believes are set to inherit the modern world.

From an Irish critical perspective Elizabeth Bowen is usually read quite simply and
straightforwardly as a Big House novelist. For instance her novel, The Last September (1929),
is read as an elegy for the passing away of the Anglo-Irish community and the traditions and
culture they represent. Her less well known late novel, A World of Love (1955), is also
understood in this way, though in this work she seems prepared to let go of the Big House as
a viable space for contemporary living. However, in a handful of short stories from the
1930s, Bowen engages with the possible consequences of life after the Big House. While
these stories are set in England and do not deal directly with Irish themes or an Irish landscape,
they can be read as throwing light, in general, on Irish concerns. In particular, the story “The
Disinherited” (1934) offers a nightmare vision of the modern world cut off from the certainties
of the past. Unlike the end of A World of Love, it is a story unable, or unwilling, to imagine
anything other than a continuation of this nightmare.
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It is a story that essentially draws a picture of the conflict between the old world
and the new world, between those who are “made” out of a class structure which is
passing away and those who “make’ themselves. In “The Disinherited” Bowen allows
herself to express her very real fears about the emergence of a new world order where
power and authority have shifted away from her class and caste. The title of the story
points obviously to her concerns, and her sympathies.

There is a real, palpable menace in Bowen’s description of the “new estates”
that are springing up on the outskirts of large towns and metropolitan areas in Britain
during the 1920’s and 1930’s. The mood is set from the beginning of the story when the
narrator describes the first phase of autumn as “lovely”:

Decay first made itself felt as an extreme sweetness: with just such a touch of
delicious morbidity a lover might contemplate the idea of death.1

The sense of things “ending”, passing away, is registered – as is common in Bowen’s work
– in the movement of the seasons: “Everything”, it is said, “rotted slowly” (375). Out of this
rotting decay a transitional place is coming into being. It is a place where the grass has “lost
its nature, being no longer meadow and not yet lawn” and where “half-made roads” map the
hills. On the other side of the village to which this estate is attached are the “stretching brick-
red tentacles of the city [making] their advance over the water-meadows tufted with lines of
willow” (376). It is a threatening sign of what is to come.

A hint of what is lost can be discerned in the character Davina’s attitude to this
new arrangement in living. It is said of her that she was “naturally aristocratic” and
“loathed refinement.” Her difficulty centres round homogeneity: this new world
disregards difference in favour of regimented and stifling sameness. In an almost
throwaway fashion Bowen is able to cut to the heart of the matter:

[Davina] liked chatting late across counters in the dark lamplight and charming
unauthorised people into selling her stamps. (376)

Here the old order of class and difference is seen to be at work. The use of the word
“unauthorised” is telling, encapsulating perfectly the fundamentals of power at the centre
of “traditional” class relationships.

Davina’s predicament links her to the Anglo-Irish. Like them she is at a loose
end, living on the memories of past glory while the present situation in practice leaves
much to be desired. She has not been able to, or has been reluctant to, engage with the
modern world and its possibilities. As such, it is said, “Her existence was temporary”
(377). Another connection with the Anglo-Irish condition can be discerned when mention
is made of where Davina is living. She is staying with her aunt:

Her aunt’s house had been the manor, and Mrs Archworth, though she had by
now disposed of all other property, still looked on herself as patroness of the
village. (377)
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Old habits die hard even when the reality has irrevocably changed. Crucially Bowen
describes the house having:

A high, narrow face, with dark inanimate windows, and looked like the
frontispiece to a ghost-story. (377)

As with the Anglo-Irish Big House, the manor’s continued existence is presented as
anachronistic. The employment of “ghost” imagery attests to such a reading: the Big
House/manor being a remnant of the old world and, wraith-like, persisting tenuously in
the present. Those living there are the disinherited: their position and their power and
authority a fading memory.

Bowen succeeds in this short story in bringing two seemingly disparate narrative
strands together. It is only as the story draws to a close that they come powerfully
together for the reader. One part deals with an evening that Davina and her friend
Marianne, who has recently moved to new, raw estate of the opening pages, spend
visiting a decaying country house.

The country house belongs to “Lord Thingummy”, as he is called in his absence
(389). The level of respect for the old order is here enshrined in this comic use of
language to name what no longer matters. His not being there, too, gestures toward the
essential “lack” at the centre of what remains of the old order. Those at the party are left
to shift about uneasily and uncertainly without a focal point to revolve round. And yet,
Lord Thingummy’s presence is still felt, again almost ghost-like, as “the party’s
unconscious host” (389).

The real “host’ on the night, however, is Oliver; a friend of Davina’s with whom
he shares a similar distaste for the modern world he finds himself inhabiting:

He was, like Davina, an enemy of society, having been led to expect what he
did not get … Oliver despised the rich and disliked the poor and drank to the
bloody extinction of the middle classes. He wished to call no man brother, and
disbelieved with ferocity in himself. The old order left him stranded, the new
offered him no place. (388)

Their shared dilemma is clear. It is not simply a case of “what” to be in the modern world,
but also more fundamentally “how” to be. His position fills him with debilitating hate for
himself and for everyone else. His admission that he “despised the rich” highlights the fact
that for both himself and Davina the answer to their problem lies, they feel, in the possession
of money. Bowen can be observed being both critical of the passing away of the old order
while also being critical of that old order. Here, through Oliver and Davina it is seen as a
failed aristocracy which has reduced a, perhaps, spiritual sense of “tradition” and “culture”
to the all too material level of money. This attachment to money is also, consequently,
responsible for their collective aimlessness and dissolution: there are no high ideals to be
held on to or recreated in the modern world; they have been replaced with, and ruthlessly
narrowed to, the shallow desire to survive at any cost.

Abeij Journal 07.pmd 15/9/2011, 11:12145



146

At one point in the evening Marianne suddenly realises how drunk she is, and
exclaims that she feels “lost” (390). Being from the new estate and thus representative
of the new way of life, this place holds no attraction or fascination for her. Her being
“lost” is not simply a reaction to the alcohol but a deep felt realisation of where it is she
actually belongs. It is certainly not here, in Lord Thingummy’s home. Bowen emphasises
this by having Oliver take Marianne on a tour of the house. He uses it as a pretext to
seduce her but his first fumbling attempts fail miserably:

Oliver swooped on her two hands in the dark and kissed the side of her cheek as
she leaned away.
“This isn’t the way to behave –”
“It’s how I behave!” he said with a touch of hysteria.
“I’d rather go home.” (401).

The difference between the two of them is made clear: she has a home and the security
it offers, even if it is a home on the new estate; while he is homeless, set adrift in an
indifferent world. Her rejection of him sets him off crying and sobbing, but it could be
argued that it is her use of the word “home” which is more problematic for him. She
inadvertently confronts him with what he does not possess; that is, a place to be. This
becomes clearer for the reader when she openly, yet innocently, asks: “Haven’t you got
any home?” Her question produces a “fresh burst of tears” and some swearing:

“Why do you keep saying that?” [She is commenting on his use of bad language]
“This is not how I feel,’ he said angrily (401-2).

So completely out of touch with his emotions and feelings is Oliver is that he is reduced
to swearing as his only form of expression: bad language being a substitute for real
words which might connect him with his true self.

However, he does triumph in the end. It appears that Marianne does succumb to
his charms because Oliver chastises himself the next morning for having, “unwillingly,
deluded her with tears.” It is an empty victory, though, for he goes on to acknowledge
the essential lack in his character: “He longed to see himself otherwise, like any other
man, with a sound and passionate core” (403). He has made a connection with another
human being but, basically, it counts for nothing: it has been achieved under false
pretences.

Davina in conversation with one of the other guests remarks that Marianne has
a “dull life” (402). And yet, from the evidence presented in the story her own life and
the lives of her friends is, if anything, filled with artificial “events” and gatherings. She
is more honest however when she goes on to declare: “I hate having no power. Tonight,
for instance, I’m furious with someone.” (403).

Not unlike Oliver, who detests all classes – those who “have” and those “have
not” – Davina is angry with someone else and not herself. She does not think to blame
herself for her own predicament and thus deflects “blame” onto others. The next morning
she is in a forgiving mood:
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“At least we are honest” … She and her friends had come to the same sad age
when one can change no longer, and only become more oneself. They could
enthral and bluff each other no longer – but still, to meet is to meet. They had
made some kind of hearth, and its warmth remained … Davina thought of them
kindly, regretting their premature autumn. “We are not so bad,” she thought.
(403)

She has learnt nothing from her experience and admits that change and adaptation is not
possible for her or her companions. It is interesting to note the use of “homely” imagery
here – the hearth – by Bowen, again emphasising her real concerns in this story: home
and the possibilities for home. The reader witnesses Davina appearing to happily accept
her lot. She fools herself into believing that some kind of life is being lived and that it is
worthwhile. She is one of the “disinherited” but chooses, most of the time, to ignore this
fact.

The element that gives “The Disinherited” such a menacing air is the presence
of the character Prothero. At first seen to be, perhaps, a minor, inconsequential character
(he is the chauffeur for Davina’s aunt), Prothero is central to the story. His inclusion
acts as a sinister balance to the forced and exaggerated gaiety of Davina and her
companions. It allows Bowen to widen her focus beyond the new middle classes and
the failed aristocracy and consider, in the person of Prothero, those whom she believes
are set to inherit the modern world.

From the outset he is perceived as mysterious. Davina recognises that he has a
“past” and declares to Marianne that he is a “crook” and that: “I know he knows I know.
He’s lying low here. I’ve seen his photograph somewhere – something once happened.”
(383).

The irony of her statement should not be lost on the attentive reader because
later Davina implies, as mentioned earlier, that Marianne’s is a dull existence in which
nothing happens, deflecting onto her friend the reality of her own life (402). Crucially,
Davina never discovers the story behind this enigmatic character. It is as if by yoking
these two disconnected stories together without letting one influence or link with the
other, Bowen wants to emphasise for the reader – who does learn about Prothero’s past
– the true nature of Davina’s and her friends’ dilemma. They are so removed from the
“new” world that they are unable to fully grasp their loss of power and authority, unable
to “know” who or what the world now belongs to.

Form and content unite powerfully here for Prothero’s narrative – that is, the
narrative he writes – is inserted halfway through the “main” story thus disrupting, in every
sense, that narrative even if, as is being argued, the two remain fundamentally disconnected
from one another. I would argue that one of the functions of Bowen juxtaposing the two
narratives is that it enables her to set up an ironic self-reflexive commentary on each. Thus
Prothero’s stark honesty can be compared with Davina and her friends’ evasions and
deflections. The fact that he is able to confront head on his actions – the murder of his
lover – and in doing so try desperately to come to some form of understanding about those

Abeij Journal 07.pmd 15/9/2011, 11:12147



148

actions and in turn come to understand himself and his motivations produces, perhaps
unintentionally on Bowen’s part, a certain sympathy for the character.

In contrast to Oliver, for instance, Prothero is seen to be creative. He in fact writes
a narrative, whereas Oliver merely catalogues the decaying books in Lord Thingummy’s
library. Interestingly, as a narrator, Bowen intrudes upon the story at this point and offers
a comment on Oliver’s efforts, saying he never completed his task, which once again
underlines the utter ineffectualness of aristocracy in the contemporary situation. Prothero’s
story also sees him being interested in companionship and love, recognising their centrality
– by being absent – to the modern human condition, rather than money as Oliver and
Davina consistently declare.

I want to underscore these positive or sympathetic aspects to Prothero’s portrayal
because at one level, it can be argued, Bowen could be said to be objectively describing
the modern condition for everybody rather than simply condemning the emergence of a
new class into a position of power and authority. In other words, Bowen is beyond “blaming”
anyone – be it the failed aristocracy or those who are now set to inherit the earth – for the
predicament she feels is now being faced. Consequently, Prothero is a more complicated
character than being merely the nightmarish embodiment of a threatening new order. It is
not his fault, as it were: he is as much a victim of this new world as is any other character;
he is the product, rather than the wilful initiator, of a disconnected existence where alienation
and isolation are endured and not chosen.

Nonetheless, Bowen also wants to register the horror of the new dispensation for
those who are set to lose their place: that is, for people like herself. Accordingly, as the
story draws to a close Davina confronts Prothero, declaring she will let his secret out –
though, of course, she does not actually know the gruesome details of his tale. His reply
displays clearly the shift in power from the old order to the new:

“I do what I want. And I take what I want, I don’t hang about for it. I wonder it
doesn’t sicken a girl like you, hanging about here, waiting … I’m buying not
selling, these days…
“Who are you?”
“My own man,” he said, and shut his door vigorously. (406-7)

He is the one in control now, basically because he is in control of himself, of his own destiny:
he is his “own man.” A phrase, which under different circumstances would have to be
considered positive and affirming, here takes on a sinister and threatening tone. The “inheritor”,
as opposed to the disinherited, is in this position precisely because he has no baggage, nothing
to lose or to let go of. He can, in other words, create himself out of nothing.

And yet, this is but an outward appearance that puts Davina and her class
firmly in their place as the disinherited. Prothero’s story – a story told only to himself
– betrays the cost of this declaration of freedom. Here again, form interacts with
content: his narrative, embedded midway within the enveloping and containing story
of Davina and her friends, never escapes this confinement. It ruptures the main
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narrative, certainly, as has been demonstrated, yet crucially it remains unknown to
anyone but Prothero.

His narrative tells of his affair with, and the murder of, his lover: it is his dark
menacing secret, giving his presence among the faded gentry and the quiet suburban
village a threatening, dangerous air. It is also, importantly a narrative concerning the
creation of a new identity: he is simultaneously both Prothero and not Prothero. He has,
thus, created himself but, in turn, does not know who he is or what he wants to do with
himself. Bowen’s description of him as he writes is telling:

The pen rushed the hand along under some terrific compulsion, as though
something, not thought, vital, were being drained out of him through the point
of the pen. Words sprang to their places with deadly complicity, knowing each
other too well … Once or twice when a clinker fell in the stove, or the outside
staircase unaccountably creaked as though a foot were upon it, he looked up,
the tyrannic pen staggered, he looked round the room with its immutable fixtures
as though he were a ghost. (392)

His efforts to make himself “real” through writing fail: like the others, he too is a ghost
despite his creative attempts at corporeality. Prothero, at one point declares: “I like what
I am, a free man.” (393).

But this is exactly what he is not: he is not a free man. His narrative at times
contains a tone of bravado concerning his deadly deeds: he has done what he has done
and regrets nothing, or so it would seem. However, the final passage of his text negates
what has gone before, and indeed, negates his words to Davina:

Anita, I love you Anita, where are you? I didn’t mean that, that was not me, I
didn’t, I can’t bear you away. I see your eyes on my pillow, I can’t lie alone, I
cannot get through the night, come back, where are you, I won’t hurt you, come
back, come back, come back. (397. Bowen’s italics.)

His act of writing falters at the close and he can no longer continue with the
“fiction” that he does not care. We also witness his difficulty in discerning who he is
and what the “real” person would or would not do. There are, as well, crucial absences
in his text. He is unable to repeat the words that Anita uttered which led her death:

You turned over slowly between your cheek and the pillow and said that again
slowly. You said that again. You said what you meant. You said what you’d said
before. I saw a red mist where your face was, just a mist on the pillow. I took the
pillow and smothered you. (395)

His narrative, then, is as much about concealment and deferring final truth as the
stories Davina tells herself. In the end, neither is capable of overcoming this obstacle
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and both are thus trapped and unable to move on. The utter desolation faced by all the
characters at the end of “The Disinherited” is a manifestation of the nightmare which
Bowen believes could lie ahead for those who live on after the demise of the Big
House and the tradition inherent within it. There appears to be no way to move on and
engage productively with the future. Prothero – the “new” man – has no story to tell
but this one and it concerns only how he became this “new” man. He is condemned to
repeat it over and over again and is, consequently, trapped within a narrative with no
future or possibility for change. Nothingness yawns frighteningly before him and,
consequently, before the reader.

If the conclusion of A World of Love saw Bowen somewhat positively
recognising the Big House’s continued existence in fiction, then in “The Disinherited”
– through Prothero’s narrative – she acknowledges the fraught nature of such a
continued existence. In other words, she realises that perhaps it is not, after all, an
adequate compensation for the reality of the Big House. She realises, too, that a new
world – a new Ireland –requires new, original narratives and that the desire to rehearse
only what has gone before leads to stagnation and dislocation. After all, when looked
at closely Prothero’s narrative is another version of Davina and her friends’ stories.
Their conclusions are certainly alike – they cannot have what they most desire.

Perhaps, then, “The Disinherited” is a narrative of transition because it shows
the reader, if not the characters within the story, that something different is required.
Bowen is apprehensive about this transition and the liminal space she finds herself in.
In a sense, this story qualifies the upbeat ending of A World of Love in that it offers a
bleak, nightmarish vision of what actually might face Jane Danby in the world she is
propelled into at the close of that novel. Like a character from a work by Samuel
Beckett – a writer who also “inherits”, and inhabits, a nightmarish world – she will be
forced, while admitting its impossibility, to “go on”. That is what life after the Big
House demands.

Note

1 Bowen, Elizabeth. Collected Short Stories of Elizabeth Bowen. With an Introduction by Angus
Wilson, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1980,1983). All future references will be made in the
main body of the text.
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