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lN PrZlEFMORY REMARKS TO 
his recent cultural analysis of World War II, Wartihe, Pad 
Fussell writes: 

It is about the rationalizations and euphemisms 
p p l e  needed to deal with an unacceptable 
actuality from 1939 to 1945. And it is about the 
abnormally intense frustration of desire in 
wartime and some of the means by which desire 
was satisfied. The damage the war visited upon 
bodies and buildings, planes and tanks and ships, 
is obvious. Less obvious is the damage it did to 
intellect, discrimination, honesty, individuality, 
complexity, ambiguity, and irony, not to mention 
privacy and wit. For the past fifty years the Allied 
war has been sanitized and romanticized almost 
beyond recognition by the sentimental, the Ioony 
patriotic, the ignorant, and the bloodthirsty. I 
have tried to balance the scales. (ix) 

Fussell's Wartime disturbs some readers because he does 
not address the justice of World War I1 but, rather, focuses 
on the moral and physical atrodties of the conflict which 
he feels should not be glossed over even if the war may be 
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judged just. Fussell considers the role of the novel in 
representing the unromanticized events of World War II and 
describes the novelist's difficulty in writing accurately about 
the war: 

After acmtinizing closely the facts of the 
American Civil War, after seeing and hstening 
to hundreds of the wounded, Walt Whitman 
declared: "'The red war will never get In the 
bmks.'' Nor will the Second World War, and 
"books" includes this one. But the actualities 
of war are more clearly knowable from some 
books than h m  others. . . . Sensing hat  action 
md emotion during the war were too big and too 
messy and too varied for confinement in one 
3Wpage volume of fiction, the Brirish tended 
to refract the war in trilogies, and some are 
brilliant: Waugh? Sword of Honor ( 1965). . . ; 
Olivia Manning's Balkan Trilogy (1 960- 1965); 
Anthony Powell's volumes VI, W, VLlZ of A 
Dance to the Music of Time (19M-68); and again 
Manning's kvmt Trilogy (1977-1980). . . . 
[But] despite undoubted success as engaging 
narratives, few novels of the war have succeeded 
in making a motive, almost a character, of a 
predominant wartime emotion, boredom, or 
persuading readers that the horrors have not been 
melohmaticized. One turns, thus, from novels 
to "non-fiction," especially memoirs, and 
especially memoirs written by participants not 
conscious of serving any very elevated artistic 
ambition. . . . (290-291) 

I quote Fussell at length because the narrative and 
thematic problems he discusses are instructive in discussing 



war fiction. Fussell's salient points-the sanitization of 
war, the question of what constitutes the "real" war, and 
the problem of representing war in a single novel-kear 
upon discussions of modem and contemporary fiction that 
seek to identify characteristics and problems in the existing 
social order. War, at the very least, suggests that the social 
order is under attack; those British trilogies Fussell mentions 
describe that attack as coming both from outside and from 
within. 

Despite the possible failures of the war novels as mything 
more than "engaging narratives, " Fussell, by specifically 
naming several trilogies, p ints  to a tradition of fiction abut  
World War II. Consideration of the issues that Fussell raises 
about those fictions allows US to place novels in or out of 
that tradition, identify major thematic, aesthetic, and moral 
concerns of such novels, and confront the narrative 
problems of length and the representation of war in fiction. 

Two British novels about World War 11, Elizabeth 
Bowen" modern The Heat of the Day ( 1  949) and Penelope 
Lively's contemporary Moon Tiger ( 1987), merit study for 
several reasons. First, both novels attempt to define in 
imaginative terms in a single text the impact of World War 
II on the characters' lives. Both novels set their most 
important scenes in battle areas, if not the front lines,' where 
the physical honors and the size of the war are readily 
apparent; apparent, as well, are those effects of war which 
emotionally damage the characters. Further, both me Heat 
of the Day and Moon Tiger are anomalous to much of war 
fiction in that they are authorcd by women.' Moreover, the 
aovelshhief protagonists are women, not soldiers. The 
female. protagonists are career professionals (Stella in The 
Heat of the Day works in intelligence, and Moon Tiger's 
Claudia is a journalist). Finally, these two novels are 
thematically d ied  with the British trilogies Fussell mentions 
in that these navels, too, represent World War LI cynically; 
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that is, characten on the side of "good" (the Allies) not 
only suffer but cause suffering. Although the cause to which 
the novels' "'good' ' characters subscribe is never presented 
as less than right, this fact is precious littIe comfort to the 
reader as the corruption of society is shown and a number 
of good people are destroyed. Such ambiguity is, at once, 
one of the novels' major moral issues and on another level 
irrelevant: if the good are to survive, is there a world worth 
surviving for? How good are the good? 

Because in his book, Wartime, Fussell works to expose 
the incompetence, idiocy, and moral laxity of the Allies, 
he asks these same questions of the fiction about World 
War 11. What makes a comparison of The Heat of the Day 
and Moon Tiger useful are the contrasting ways in which 
the two novels meet the criteria Fussetl suggests for World 
war II fiction. 

According to critic Hermime h e ,  World War IL 
confirmed Elizabeth Bowen" '"sense that the century she 
had grown up with was inirnicd to faith, hope, and love'" 
(156); Bowen" novel, TheHeat of theDay, is anexpression 
of that disenchantment and of her view of the "unacceptable 
actualitya ' of war.g Set in London during the bombing, the 
novel's central plot begins in medias res, two years after 
Stella Rodney has met her lover, Robert: "This Sunday 
an which the sun set was the first Sunday of September, 
1942" (4). War is quickly the faus  of the novel's action; 
as people enter an open-air theater for a concert, Bowen 
comments, "War had made them idolise day and summer; 
night and autumn were enemies" (3-4). The life of the 
novel's protagonist is also set in the war: 

[Stella], younger by a year or two than the 
century . . . had grown up just after the fxst 
World War with a generation which, as a 
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generation, was to came to be- made to fee1 it had 
muffed the catch. . . . [HJer two brothers had 
been killed fighting in Flanders while she was 
still at school. Since her divorce, hnically made 
almost at once unnecessary by her husband's 
death, she had been left with her son and a life 
to make for them both. . . . Roderick, at school 
when the war began, was now in the Amy. . . . 
She was now therefore employed, in an 
organization better called Y.X.D., in secret, 
exacting, not unimportant work, to which the 
European psition in 1940 gave ever-increasing 
point. (24-25) 

War, and the consequent threatened destruction of society, 
is thus placed at the heart of the novel's setting and 
characterizations. Bowen stresses how the characters, 
particularly Stella, live largely in service to the war: Stella 
works in "secret" for the government; her lover, Robert, 
is a wounded soldier now employed by the war office; and 
the threat to their love is represented by Harrison, who 
works in government intelligence. 

The action of the novel centers around Hamison's 
attempted seduction of Stella. In an attempt to manipdate 
her into deserthg Robert, Harrison threatens to expose 
Robert as a Nazi spy. Although Stella tries to disbelieve 
Harrison's accusation, she nevertheless begins to suspect 
Robert. William Heath notes, "It is partly as love , . , that 
the war enters this novel as a force and elevates its concerns 
beyond the topical to the 'enormously comprehensive"' 
(118). It is primarily through the evolving relationships 
between Stella, Robert, and Harrison that Bowen attempts 
to portray the destructive effects of the war on society and 
on individual morality. 
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Harrison, although working for zhe AIlies, and therefore 
ostensibly "gwd," is in fact a morally ambiguous 
character. He sees his choices in love, and in war, as 
arbitrary. For Harrison, Stella is merely a woman to acquire, 
and he regards his means to that end, namely waning Stella 
that "the gist  of what lffokrt] handles [for the War Office] 
is getting through to the enemy" ( 3 3 ,  as effective, if not 
acceptable, behavior. Stella, however, is outraged by such 
tactics and by Harrison's daring to "ring up like the 
Gestapo" (33). Bowen uses Harrison as a threat to Stella's 
and Robert's lave to symbolize the threat of the war to that 
last hold-out of European civilization, the oft-bombed 
Lnndon. As an example of the presence of comptmn among 
the Allies, Harrison illustrates what William Heath describes 
as the "moral chaos" of the book, in which "good'" 
becomes increasingly difficult to define. 

Although Robert at first appears to be Harrison's 
antithesis, he also is shown to be emotionally damaged by 
the war. His limp, Stella "had discovered, had like that in 
a stammer a psychic cause-it was a m a m  of whether he 
did or did not, that day, feel like a wounded man'" (99). 
Rokrt  is one of the walking wounded common to the 
trilogies that Fussell cites; his participation in the war 
represents to some degree his, and Bowen's, disillusionment 
with the noble ideals of World War II and of the society 
that is fighting it. 

Yet, Robert is not merely a wounded war hero, He is also 
a lover who has banished the anesthesia of war life for 
Stella. First encountering one another during the first 
Imndon air raids, Robea is Stella's refuge from the 
impending destruction of Landon and the social order. 
Because "'more loss had not seemed possible after the 
destruction of France" (102), Stella "had had the sensation 
of being on furlough from her own life" (102)---Stella had 
become, to echo Fussell, disinterested and bored. 



Both Stella and Robert r e q h  the emotional contact 
provided by their romantic Iove in order to repair the 
emotional damage caused by the war. IronicalTy, "wartime, 
with its makeshifts, sheHings, deferrings, could not have 
been kinder to romantic love' "109). This juxtaposition of 
love and war is one of what Fussell calls the "absurdities 
of war' ' that Bowen dramatizes. The ability to experience 
personal joy in the face of destmction counteracts the apathy 
and hopelessness engendered by war. Bowen indicates that 
boredom is central to the experience, not only of front-Iine 
soldiem, but of those who remain on the home front as well; 
and that heightened emotion, here represented by romance, 
is a natmd and necessary escape, Bowen explains Stella's 
and Robert's mutual dependence by contrasting their 
relationship with the scenes of homr of 'bombed hndon: 

They had met one another, at fmt not very often, 
throughout that heady autumn of the first hndon 
air raids. Never had any season been more felt; 
one bought the poetic sense of it with the sense 
of death. Out of mists of morning charred by the 
smoke from ruins each day rose to a height of 
d s t y  glitter; between the last of sunset and 
first note of the siren the darkening glassy 
tenseness of evening was drawn fine. . . . All 
through Lnndon, the wings-off of dangerous 
tracts of street made islands of exalted if stricken 
silence, and people crowded against the ropes to 
admire the sumy emptiness on the other side. . 
. . Those rendered homeless sat where they had 
been sent; or, worse, with the obstinacy of 
animals retraced their steps ta look for what was 
no longer there. Most of dl the dead, from 
mortuaries, from under cataracts of rubble, made 
their anonymous presence-not as Eoday's dead 



but as yesterday's livin&felt through Inadon. 
Uncounted, they continued to move in shoals 
through the city day. . . . (98-99) 

Bowen's description neither sanitizes nor romanticizes the 
war, as Fussell complains of other noveIists9 fictional 
accounts of Allied experiences in W d d  War II, and she 
carefully links Stella's s d  Robert's love with the destruction 
she portrays: "For Stella, her early knowing of Robert was 
associated with the icelike tinkle of broken glass being swept 
up among the crisping leaves, and with the charred freshness 
of every morning" (100-1013. 

Their reliance on lave as salvation, however, is not 
enough to completely insulate the characters from the effects 
of war; one of Bowen's themes is that the characters' 
emotional needs interfere with their morally correct 
behavior, and with their very definitions of morality. It is 
the presentation of Stella, Robert, and Harrison as three 
individuals who are, in their fashions, morally defective 
sordiess fighting the great enemy, Germany, that completes 
the novel and further defines the actuaI war. 

Hamison accusing Rokrt of spy crimes readers Stella 
suspicious despite herself, and she insists on accompanying 
Robert to his family home on his next visit there to gather 
"research" (1 12). The visit to Holme Dene has been much 
analyzed by critics,$. and there is little to add to the general 
consensus that Bowen makes use of the depressing house 
and its confined, relentIessIy middle-class people to at once 
indict that class and to show the source of Robert's ruin. 
Bowen uses the puritanical embracing of discomfort- 
emotional and physical-to show the emptiness of this Iife 
and its destruction of the individual, who then turns against 
the culture that destroyed him. Robert =marks, "We have 
always iived uncomfortably in this house; now it is possible 
for us to make a point: of doing so" (1  33). Bowen also puts 
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into Robert's mouth her most damning comment about 
Holme Dene: "'What else but an illusion could have such 
power?" (133). It is the absence of life and emotion at 
home that Bowen sets at the met of Robert's (the soIdier's) 
ruin. Holme Dene has only the "illusion" of respectability, 
intended to stand for the m o d  rot that has led to the war 
and has produced the Rokris, the wounded men who no 
longer can see mything good or rewarding in the social 
order, 

Bowen further indicts society through Stella's sharing of 
Robert" despair over history and the world that has created 
them. Stella identifies fully with the twentieth century: 

The time of her marriage had been a time after 
war; her own desire to fmd herself in some 
embrace from life had been universal, at work 
in the world, the t h e ,  whose creature she was. 
For a deception, she could no more blame the 
world than one can blame any fellow sufferer: in 
these last twenty of its and her own years, she 
had to watch in it what she felt in her---a 
clear-sightedly helpless progress towards disaster. 
The fateful course of her own fatalistic century 
seemed more and mare her own: together had 
she and it arrived at the testing extremities of 
their noonday. (147) 

Cast adrift in her own t h e ,  StelIa feels abandoned. 
Harrison, though similarly dislocated, prefers to enforce 
Stella's loneliness by eroding her trust in Robert and by 
forcing her, as she says, to "feel what it feels like to be a 
spy" (156). Harrison's homekssness, his ability to make 
Stella suspicious of her lover, and his obsession with-not 
love for-her are examples of the incivility which, in 
Bowen's work, indicate moral corruption. The effects of 
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the war have left Harrison with little sense of duty, to the 
point where his obsession for Stella prevents him from 
immediately mesting Robert, even though he, as it turns 
out, t d y  believes Robert is a Nazi spy. 

Bowen m e r  suggests war's power to elevate personal 
concerns above political or moral ones. Despite her own 
work and her son's soldiering, Stella a p e s  that she does 
'knot seem to have shown any very great patriotic fewour'" 
(214). Her involvement with Robert takes precedence over 
her feelings of obligation to her counhy, and the feared 
destruction of London is significant to her primarily as the 
end of her society, rather than as the physicd and political 
demolition of England. 
In Stella's reversed priorities, Bowen avoids the 

sentimentality and "loony patriotic " qualities that Fussell 
condemns in w a r h e  fictions surd portrays the war as a 
personal event, the larger implications of which are, for the 
characters involved, unimportant. Although they are 
participants in a significant historical event, Bowen's 
characters are oblivious to the greater historical context of 
their lives. Bowen attempts to show not only how 
inseparable are people from history, but also how that 
history is a force far beyond an individual's control, or even 
awareness. In Bowen's fiction, history is something that 
happens to people; the characters wait for their next cues 
to react, rather than act to affect the events around them. 
Such historical connection anchors Bowen's wartime fiction 
and enables her to sidestep the conventional romanticization 
and flag-waving in "the clichGId] forms demanded by 
Hollywood" that Fussel finds at the heart of many wartime 
novels. 

The absence of cliche is further apparent at the climax of 
Bowen's novel when Robert reveals to Stella that he is, in 
fact, a Nazi spy. Thus: Harrison has spied on Robert and 
Stella; Stella has been made by Harrison to feel, herself, a 



sort of spy; and Robert, who had gained our sympathies, 
has been an active Nazi agent all the while. Under the 
cormptive influence of the war, all three figures have 
betrayed moral principles in some manner. 

When Stella asks Robert why he has betrayed England, 
he replies that "there are no more countries left; nothing 
but names" (301). Although Bowen is hardIy a Nazi 
sympathizer, she has, by means of the scene at Holme Dene 
and her characterization of Harrison and Robert, damned 
England for its worst flaws as a society. 

Some time after Robert is Hled leaving Stella's flat, 
Harrison appears at her new flat in the middle of a bombing 
raid and learns that she is to many a cousin of a cousin. 
The story of that relationship concludes with Harrison and 
Stella waiting together for the All Clear to sound. 

The presentation of war in The Heat ofthe Day is neither 
smitized nor glorified. Bowen shows the '"real" war as one 
in which the world becomes haunted by the many dead and 
afflicted with the emotional needs and m o d  failings of its 
people. The messiness of war that FusselI feels cannot be 
handled in one novel is effectively portrayed in The Heat of 
the Day in that war's ravages are clearly and convincingly 
visible in the lives of the three principal chmcters. In its 
attitudes and technique, The Hear of the Day is very much 
a modern look at the disillusionment brought on by World 
War 11. The redism of Bowen's novel is quite at one with 
the British tradition Fussell has notes and acclaimed. 

Penelope Lively's 1987 Booker Prize-winning Moon 
Tiger has much in common with The Heat of the 
Day: subject matter-war and romance-and the gender 
of its author an$ primary protagonist, to name the most 
obvious. Moon Tiger, however, in its m t i v e  form, more 
fully fits Fussell's preferred model of accuracy and truth 
found in memoirs and other nm-fictional World War LT 
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writing. Like The Heat of the Day, Moon Tiger is conscious 
of its characters' places in history, but unlike Bowen, Lively 
employs the memoir as her narrative device to represent the 
facts and emotions and horrors of war. While the use of the 
memoir-as-frame is hardly new in fiction, such a device is 
important in this instance because the form allows Lively's 
characters and narrators to be more directly connected to 
histoq. The frequent first-person nmtion and the soldier 
lover" ffirs-person diary entries show the immediate impact 
of historical events on the individual in a way third-person 
narration does not allow. The principal character is thus 
able to more clearly place her own love story in its historical 
context and to comment on the affair as an historical event, 
even as she assesses the larger events of a world war. This 
narrative distance distinguishes Mood Tiger from The Heat 
of the Day although both Bowen and Lively take care to 
place their characters in an historicat context. 
Lively's Claudia Bampton, an historian, is dying in a 

nursing home where she tells the nurse, "I sun writing a 
history of the world" (I). A writer herself, Claudia has 
"never been a conventional historian, never the expected 
archetypal chronicler, never like that dried-up bone of a 
woman who taught me about the Papacy at Oxford time out 
of mind ago . . . " (31, CIaudia's history of the world is, in 
fact, an autobiography Claudia narrates in her head; she 
recounts much of her life-her incestuous relationship with 
her adoIescent brother, the later postwar relationship with 
a lover, her child, her career, and the relationship given the 
most space in Claudia's history: her wartime romance, This 
particular memory is first triggered when a narrator, who 
frequently interupts the memoir, describes how Claudia, in 
a hote1 room watching a wartime movie, becomes dismrbd 
by the story with: 
























