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While several contemporary studies have examined the social, historical, and theoretical 

dimensions of the house and home in American, French, and German literature, insofar as 

English literature is concerned there is a deficiency of material.  Most literary studies concerning 

the English house and home focus almost exclusively on the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  

Hence, this dissertation distinguishes itself from other studies by focusing on the literary 

transformations in house and home from the late-Victorian to the interwar period.  This research 

concludes at the interwar period because World War II ushers in an entirely different set of 

concerns relating to these subjects as a result of massive displacement and demolition in 

England.   

This work focuses on the following four novels: Thomas Hardy’s The Woodlanders 

(1887), John Galsworthy’s The Man of Property (1906), E.M. Forster’s Howards End (1910), 

and Elizabeth Bowen’s To the North (1932).  In this study, I demonstrate how the houses in these 

novels become highly experiential sites in which the boundaries between interior and exterior are 

transgressed, if not dissolved, by larger spatial dislocations amongst the city, the country, and the 

suburbs.  Furthermore, these domestic structures stage disturbances in class, gender, and family.  
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While houses still remain central to dwelling, they become uncanny and unfamiliar sites where 

the concept of home becomes increasingly unattainable within them.   

This study is largely interdisciplinary, informed by historical materialist approaches to 

literature as well as drawing upon theories of architecture and visual studies.  My chapters 

engage some of the following theoretical issues: the distinctions between the figure of the house 

and the conceptual image of home; homelessness in the domestic interior; the uncanny; 

nostalgia; passing within and through space; tensions amongst the city, the suburbs, and the 

country; historical changes in English housing; and connections between the domestic interior 

and landscape painting. 
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CHAPTER 1 
UNLOCKING THE ENGLISH HOUSE 

I have heard, as everyone has, of a spirit’s haunting a house; but I have had my own personal  
experience of a house’s haunting a spirit; for that house haunted mine. 
                     
                                                                    —Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins, A House to Let  
 
The Englishman sees the whole of life embodied in his house.  

                                                                                       —Hermann Muthesius, The English House    

If there is a single premise to be derived from the study of the uncanny in modern culture, it is 
that there is no such thing as an uncanny architecture, but simply architecture that, from time to 
time and for different purposes, is invested with uncanny qualities.  
 
                          —Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely  
 

Introduction 

While there are numerous studies which investigate the English house and home in 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature, insofar as these interrelated issues in late-

nineteenth and twentieth-century literature are concerned, there is a deficiency of critical 

material.1  However, there are reasons for this occurrence.  In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

English literature the house is the central domain of social, psychic, and private life; in effect, the 

house is synecdoche for the world.2  Even when domestic violence, crime, or the supernatural 

threatens the homeliness of the English house, especially in Gothic or Sensation fiction, the 

house (usually) resumes its homeliness once these malign forces are expelled or vanquished.  It 

might be said that this privileging of the English house as a potently homely site, though, results 

in a kind of myopia: the house is so ubiquitously present in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

literature that it is unremarkable and unseen unless threatened by supernatural, monstrous, 

delinquent, or otherwise criminal forces.  In the literature produced in the unsettlingly 

transitional late-Victorian, Edwardian, and Interwar years, the English house is everywhere; it is 
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habited, but because the world extends outside the house, this domestic site of privacy, safety, 

and homeliness is a remarkably unhomely figure.  Unfortunately, the few studies that focus on 

late-Victorian, Edwardian, and/or even the Interwar house and home in English literature 

primarily read the domestic structure as an innocuous anachronism or a nostalgic figure.3  

Although literary criticism has been relatively impervious to the unhomeliness of the English 

house during this historical juncture, a German architect was uncannily attuned to the singularity 

of this figure.   

In the early 1900s, Hermann Muthesius was one of several cultural critics who gravitated 

to the English house.  He was drawn to this figure because it represented the quintessential 

example of modern architecture.  Unlike nineteenth-century architecture and especially German 

architecture before World War I, Muethesius felt that the English house was exemplary because 

it significantly downplayed exterior and interior ornamentation.4  In the past one hundred years, 

no writer has bestowed such exhaustive attention or expressed such boundless enthusiasm for 

both the sociological and aesthetic features of the English house as Muthesius in his study, The 

English House (1904).  Consequently, there is an implicit sense of urgency that emerges 

throughout his study as if the writer apprehended that the ubiquity and apparently un-remarkable 

qualities of this figure enabled it to slip away, evading commentary.  Perhaps Muthesius even 

feared that the English house might irrevocably vanish or transform; however, Muthesius’s 

subject was already undergoing a metamorphosis.  His study, in all its exhaustive excess, 

portrays the English house at a transitional moment, from late-Victorian to early Edwardian.  

Wittingly or unwittingly on Muthesius’s part, his study illuminates the tensions between 

homeliness and unhomeliness at the site of the English house.   
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Following on from Muthesius, I examine the English house and home in the English novel 

from the 1880s to the 1930s.  The 1880s to the 1930s are particularly turbulent years wherein a 

number of historical, social, literary, spatial, and architectural changes occur.  My study 

concludes in the 1930s because World War II ushers in different concerns relating to house and 

home as a result of massive displacement and demolition in England.  In this dissertation I focus 

on four novels: Thomas Hardy’s The Woodlanders (1887), John Galsworthy’s The Man of 

Property (1906), E.M. Forster’s Howards End (1910), and Elizabeth Bowen’s To the North 

(1932).  With the exception of Hardy’s novel, each text is focused almost exclusively on the 

upper-middle class; in every chapter, women come to the forefront of the house experience.  I 

contend that the novels in this study cast the house as a potent empirical site both in and of 

modernity, staging and registering the transition of domestic space.  While houses still remain 

central to dwelling, in these novels they are rendered uncanny sites where historical, social, 

spatial, and architectural transformations are registered.  This convergence of issues at the house 

reconfigures theoretical concepts and images of home and homelessness as they emerge in these 

novels.   

Consequently, it might be said that the novels I discuss seize the English house “in a 

moment of danger” (Benjamin 391).  To do so is exceptional both at the time these novels were 

written and at the present “For,” as Walter Benjamin observes, “it is an irretrievable image of the 

past which threatens to disappear in any present that does not recognize itself as intended for that 

image.”5  Due to the matrix of issues which I address, this dissertation is highly informed by 

historical and cultural materialist approaches to literature and architecture.  In the sections that 

follow I discuss several theoretical, social, historical, and architectural issues relevant to the 

novels I examine.  I begin with Freud’s 1918 essay, “The ‘Uncanny,’” because it reveals what is 
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buried in the words heimlich and unheimlich; I wish to appropriate Freud not simply because the 

uncanny has become such a crucial concept for critical investigations.  I am also appropriating 

Freud because his essay illuminates the specificities of what Muthesius already implicitly 

apprehended at the English house that I utilize as a point of departure for this study.  

On Freud’s “The ‘Uncanny’” 

Freud’s attempt “to investigate the subject of aesthetics” in his essay, “The ‘Uncanny,’” 

transforms into a disquieting meditation on etymology, literature, psychoanalysis, subjectivity, 

identity, and space.  At the beginning of his text, Freud claims that the uncanny “is undoubtedly 

related to what is frightening—to what arouses dread and horror; equally certainly, too, the word 

is not always used in a clearly definable sense, so that it tends to coincide with what excites fear 

in general” (193).  In an effort to delineate a more precise definition of his subject, one that 

extracts it from “fear in general,” the psychoanalyst states that the uncanny has its roots in the 

romantic sublime; nonetheless, he does not follow this line of insight.  Instead, Freud identifies 

one dilemma implicated in his investigation: the uncanny is highly subjective, a point already 

apparent when he claims that the uncanny is a “quality of feeling” (194).  Consequently, he 

posits two courses of action: either he can exhaustively list “all those properties of persons, 

things, sense-impressions, experiences and situations which arouse in us the feeling of 

uncanniness,” or he can examine all the definitions “attached to the word ‘uncanny’ in the course 

of history” (Freud 194–95).   

Both the list and the definitions pose numerous difficulties, but Freud is not deterred from 

diving into the latter before the former.  It is significant to mention that before doing so he 

writes, “both courses lead to the same result: the uncanny is that class of frightening which leads 

back to what is known of old and long familiar” (195).  Here, the psychoanalyst already 

identifies the central problem inherent in any sustained analysis of the uncanny.  The word, 
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sensation, and concept called uncanny are excessively mobile; notably, mobility is a defining 

feature of modernity, thereby suggesting that the uncanny is central to any discussion of this 

larger project.  As Freud demonstrates in his essay, the uncanny continuously moves between the 

familiar and unfamiliar.  To put the matter in economical terms, Nicholas Royle remarks, “The 

uncanny over flows . . .” (19).   

Freud’s dictionary extracts demonstrate the multiple ways in which the uncanny “over 

flows” posing a consistent challenge to boundaries and borders over the next four pages.  

Heimlich (roughly translated as “homely” and relating to heimisch “native”) transforms through 

etymology, secondary meanings and translations from other languages into unheimlich (195).  

Through these extracts, the movements between heimlich and unheimlich increasingly show the 

interconnections amongst the subjective, the sensuous, and the spatial.  For instance, heimlich is 

defined as “belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate, friendly, etc” (196).  

Next it is defined as “Intimate, friendlily, comfortable; the enjoyment of quiet content, etc., 

arousing a sense of agreeable restfulness and security as in one within the four walls of his house 

[sic]” (197).  According to these definitions, to feel a sense of homeliness and security is often 

identified as being within the house; not every example shows that this domestic structure elicits 

such a sensation of well being, but the phenomena of homeliness is aligned with place and space.  

What becomes problematic, though, is precisely what Freud already suggests: heimlich turns into 

“concealed, kept from sight so that others do not get to know of or about it, withheld from 

others” (198).  Finally, when we reach unheimlich we encounter the following: “‘unheimlich is 

the name for everything that ought to have remained . . . secret and hidden but has come to light’ 

(Schelling)” (199).6             
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Through his examination of these dictionary extracts, Freud proffers a number of 

significant claims for examining not only house and home in general but the English house and 

home in particular.  The English house in architecture, history, society, and literature is “old and 

long familiar,” seemingly rooted and stable.  Muthesius remarks in his introduction to The 

English House that climate and geography have always enabled the Englishman to live in 

houses, in both the country and the city, whereas his continental counterparts have not always 

been so fortunate.  Thus, there is something singular about England that ensures the prevalence 

and significance of this figure.  At first glance, it is the most unremarkable site to be aligned with 

the class of frightening or the mobility staged between heimlich and unheimlich.  At a second 

glance and in the context of the problems the uncanny invites by continuously transforming from 

concealed to revealed, familiar to unfamiliar, there is a sense that the uncanny could not be more 

suited to the English house.  Let us look at the second epigraph framing this introduction, where 

Muthesius writes a revealing statement that illustrates the tensions between heimlich and 

unheimlich: “The Englishman sees the whole of life embodied in his house” (7).  On the one 

hand, this statement casts the house as the superlative, homely site: no place could be as secure 

as the house, and it is for this reason that life is embodied in it.  On the other hand, the statement 

casts the house as a private, seemingly immobile site where life is entombed, cut off from the 

exterior world; the house, in this respect, also conceals its occupants from society.  The house is 

a heimlich and unheimlich site even in Muthesius’s formulation, a formulation which serves to 

guide his study. 

In the remainder of “The ‘Uncanny,’” Freud devotes little attention to the figure of the 

house, the concept home, or the sensations of homeliness and unhomeliness.  This situation is 

striking because his text is suffused with uncanny spaces and places: the domestic sites and “the 
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city market-place” in the Sandman’s story; the house in the Strand Magazine story; his 

experience wandering in circles in Italy; his commentary on the home of all homes, the womb 

(204).7  In particular, Freud seems to avoid a remarkable manifestation of the uncanny that 

recurs in his essay: the haunted house.8  Does he evade the haunted house because he senses that 

it illuminates a particularly complex example of the uncanny?  Translation, already an uncanny 

movement, renders unheimlich into haunted house in only one language, (English), in the essay; 

the haunted house is a literary and empirical structure where the boundaries amongst the 

supernatural, the empirical, the interior, and the exterior are challenged if not dissolved.   

Freud’s return and consequent evasion of the haunted house example is clearly a 

manifestation of his own interests.  He seeks not only to classify and tame the uncanny, but he is 

additionally and primarily concerned with its psychoanalytic dimensions.9  Although the 

uncanny in his essay flows amongst the literary, empirical, spatial, interior, exterior, he is most 

inclined to read it as a subjective reaction to these forces, rather than as a quality or sensation 

possessed by certain spaces and places.  Nonetheless, Freud’s essay, and in particular his haunted 

house example, serve as a point of departure for examining the English house.  Throughout this 

introduction and this dissertation, I will be pushing the various spatial manifestations of the 

uncanny addressed at length or in passing in this section into social, historical, and architectural 

realms so as to examine the English house in literature. To this end, in the next section, I turn my 

attention to Anthony Vidler’s study, The Architectural Uncanny. 

Uncanny House 

In the first chapter of Vidler’s study, he examines “the most popular topos of the 

nineteenth-century uncanny . . . the haunted house” (17).  Drawing on the writings of Thomas De 

Quincey, Victor Hugo, Edgar Allen Poe, E.T.A. Hoffman, Jean Nicholas Arthur Rimbaud, and 

Herman Melville, Vidler demonstrates the ways in which his examples both engage with and 
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expand Freud’s spatial and psychological claims concerning the uncanny.  Vidler’s analysis 

elaborates a point addressed at the beginning of his first chapter: “The [nineteenth century] house 

provided an especially favored site for uncanny disturbances: its apparent domesticity, its residue 

of family history and nostalgia, its role as the last and most intimate shelter of private comfort 

sharpened by contrast the terror of invasion by alien spirits” (17).  Vidler’s examination 

demonstrates how the house is rendered uncanny when haunted by supernatural occurrences, 

spatial aberrations, opium induced dreams, massive chimneys, and a lingering and often 

inexplicable sense that the homely has become unhomely, (sometimes, but not always as a result 

of the supernatural).  He reveals how the haunted house stages interior disturbances as well as 

disturbances that challenge the boundaries between the interior and exterior.  According to his 

discussion, interior haunting is not only the result of the enormous chimney subsuming space in 

Melville’s story; a feeling of unhomeliness in the nineteenth-century literary house already 

emerges in Vidler’s quotation through his phrase “residue of family history and nostalgia” as if 

each passing generation haunts the next.  However, Vidler also refers to an “invasion of alien 

spirits” whereby something outside the house insidiously seeps within unsettling the interior.  

Alien, after all, etymologically means “other” and refers to what is foreign, estranging, or 

strange.  What are these alien forces Vidler refers to?   

In his introduction, Vidler writes of a manifestation of the uncanny that occurs in the 

nineteenth century: “the rise of the great cities, their disturbingly heterogeneous crowds and 

newly scaled spaces demanding a point of reference that, while not refuting a certain instability, 

nevertheless served to dominate it aesthetically” (4).  The connections between these external 

forces and interior domestic space are at times implicit in Vidler’s haunted house analysis.  To 

make the connections more explicit, though, I will weave these threads together.  Haunted 
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houses in nineteenth-century literature consistently return because under the guise or veil of the 

supernatural they stage social and cultural disruptions.  As any good reader of ghost stories 

knows, the supernatural haunting the nineteenth-century literary house often figuratively 

represents larger social, spatial, and historical forces.  The house, “the last and most intimate 

shelter of private comfort,” would seem to protect the inhabitant from external forces 

transforming and displacing earlier conceptions of class, industry, society, and space.  But it is 

inevitable that larger, external, unhomely spaces, such as the city, the country, and the suburbs, 

are increasingly implicated in rendering the house uncanny and challenging if not beginning to 

displace home from the house.  These interrelated issues that Vidler’s analysis intimates have 

been the subjects of theoretical and literary investigations.10  In particular, I turn to Walter 

Benjamin’s response to the dislocations at domestic sites caused by these external forces; his 

remarks encapsulate a shift from the nineteenth to the twentieth century that Vidler’s analysis 

alludes to.   

In a lengthy passage in The Arcades Project Benjamin writes, “The nineteenth century, 

like no other century, was addicted to dwelling.  It conceived the residence as a receptacle for the 

person, and encased him with all his appurtenances so deeply in the dwelling’s interior that one 

might be reminded of the inside of a compass case, where the instrument with all its accessories 

lies embedded in deep, usually violet folds of velvet” (220).  Benjamin registers the singularity 

of the European nineteenth century as a period in which the occupant recedes into the domestic 

interior to such an extent that this site becomes a crypt.  Notably, Benjamin does not say “house” 

in this quotation.  In contrast to this form of dwelling where one becomes immersed if not 

entombed in one’s dwelling, he states, “The twentieth century, with its porosity and 

transparency, its tendency toward the well-lit and airy, has put an end to dwelling in the old 
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sense” (220).  Underscoring these particular four adjectives—“porosity,” “transparency,” “well-

lit,” and “airy”—is pertinent.  Benjamin clearly recognizes that there was something dark, 

immobile, and claustrophobic about the nineteenth century that is eradicated in this the twentieth 

century.  Implicitly, then, one may see that Benjamin is referring to interior and exterior changes 

to the dwelling itself, the increasing loss of permanence of a domestic site in which to dwell, and 

the ways in which the professionalization of architecture mediates these changes.11  He 

concludes this passage with the following statement: “Today this world has disappeared entirely, 

and dwelling has diminished: for the living, through hotel rooms; for the dead, through 

crematoriums” (221).  In Benjamin’s formulation, dwelling is clearly aligned with a near fatal 

immersion in interior domestic space; in contrast, hotel rooms are always impermanent sites one 

may briefly inhabit.  Mobility as a result of transportation has enabled the modern subject to 

travel beyond the house.  Ultimately what Benjamin registers is the loss of a permanent domestic 

site to inhabit—a place one can call home.  In the context of Benjamin and Vidler’s materialist 

and historicist analyses, neither of which are particularly focused on the English house, it is 

worth pointing out that there is something distinctively British embodied in the word “home.”   

English Urban and Rural Uncanny 

While there is clearly a sense of estrangement that can easily be defined at least in part as a 

manifestation of the urban uncanny in nineteenth-century England, an uncanny that may even be 

particularly concentrated in London, the situation is more complex and specific because one 

might equally say that there is also a rural uncanny.  Hopefully, this overview will begin to make 

evident why in the chapters that follow, I examine houses in the city, country, and suburbs and 

why, moreover, these spaces cannot be separated.  In England, the Victorian period, roughly the 

1830s to 1890s, marks a significant shift: from a predominantly agricultural and rural society to 

“a predominantly industrial and urban society, with its agriculture declining to marginal status” 
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(Williams 280).  This complex change involved many issues relating to both the space of the 

country and the city.  Raymond Williams’s study, The Country and the City, shows us that these 

spaces are never separate but always interconnected.  In turn, this connection posits an uncanny 

relationship between the two: the country, the formerly familiar space of production, is 

defamiliarized by the shift to industrialization; reciprocally, the city, which has always existed as 

the modern other to the country, becomes an unhomely new space.  But, there is a third space 

which becomes especially prominent in the 1880s, heightening these uncanny tensions: the 

suburbs.  The suburbs are always uncanny because they are neither the city nor the country; they 

manifest characteristics of both spaces without ever being either (Edwards 1).  Distinctively, 

spatially, liminal, the suburbs, suspended between the country and the city, are always familiar 

and unfamiliar.  How then are these uncanny spatial tensions particularly staged and registered at 

the houses in the novels I examine? 

In my first chapter, concerning Thomas Hardy’s novel The Woodlanders, modern urban 

forces enter isolated, rural Little Hintock thereby marking this village as a unhomely space for 

outsiders, but homely for the native inhabitants.  This statement can easily be extended to say, as 

I remark in the chapter, that Hardy reminds his reader, the city dweller, of the country as an 

uncanny other space.  In addition, there are multiple houses in the novel that are rendered 

uncanny by temporal, historical, social, and architectural disturbances that invade them.  Hardy 

is one of the first Victorian writers to estrange domestic space from within, thereby marking him 

off from the previous generation of Victorian writers.  In the second chapter, John Galsworthy 

defamiliarizes domestic space in The Man of Property by blurring the lines between urban and 

rural through the Edwardian fetishization of the suburban.  In the third chapter, E.M. Forster’s 

novel Howards End amplifies these tensions amongst city, country, and suburbs so that Howards 
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End, the house, becomes an uncanny idealization of a home remote from all of these external 

disturbances.  Crucially, at Galsworthy’s and Forster’s time of writing, the English country house 

was in the process of being divested of its social, economic, and historical power.  Neither 

Galsworthy nor Forster creates country houses in their novels or houses in the country.12  They 

do not have to.  Instead, by staging tensions between houses in London and houses in or near the 

suburbs, both novelists are able to expose and undermine the dominant urban nostalgic 

viewpoints of the country house and even rural England at this historical juncture.  Both writers 

offer the reader, (and their fictional characters), houses which dislocate the concept of home 

from the figure of the house, thereby marking the domestic site as uncanny.  Moreover, both 

novels simultaneously offer the opportunity to experience urban, rural, and suburban 

transformations from within and at the house.    

Beginning in the late-Victorian years and extending through the Edwardian and Georgian 

years, the suburbs became the space where urban inhabitants unable to afford a house in the 

country misplaced their nostalgia for a rural retreat.  The 1890s marks an important 

transformation in architecture that allowed the suburbs to become the ideal, affordable home of 

the middle classes.  As Roderick Gradidge explains in his study, Dream Houses: The Edwardian 

Ideal, “The English house has an architectural history of about a thousand years.  For most of 

that time the important innovations were made for royal or aristocratic clients, new ideas only 

slowly seeping down the social scale.  The late Victorian period is the first in which innovations 

were made in smaller houses designed for middle-class people” (xvii).  This new group of 

architects, the last to work under master-builders and the first to professionalize and organize 

house building, relocated the country house on a much smaller scale to the suburbs, drawing on 

the Queen Anne style or combining neo-Gothic, neo-Classical, and/or neo-Georgian architecture 
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in their creations.13  The already uncanny resonances of the English house are intensified in this 

period not only by the liminal space of the suburbs, but also by the recirculation of the country 

house image, its dissemination in the suburbs, and the (re) return of these disparate architectural 

styles.  Throughout the Edwardian period, the suburbs were the ideal site for a number of 

middle-class housing projects and exhibitions.  These included the Garden Cities as well as the 

cottage revival housing designs, which particularly dominated from 1908 as the result of the 

Small Holdings and Allotments Act.14  If one considers all these housing projects during this 

period, then it is easy to see why it is not only the loss of their London house, but this increase in 

suburban housing which inclines Forster’s characters to seek a seemingly permanent dwelling.  

The image of the English house was more ubiquitous than ever; at the same time, the English 

house was becoming strikingly endangered in the country, the city, and the suburbs.   

The increase in housing developments for the middle and even lower classes continued 

after World War I, not only as a response to heightened war displacement but also to 

accommodate the growing population.15  These developments, mostly suburban, continued to 

recycle and recirculate the cottage as well as other prefabricated housing designs.  While I 

address interwar housing issues at the beginning of the Elizabeth Bowen chapter, it is worth 

delving briefly into Bowen’s country and city houses in To the North.  Bowen isolates her two 

protagonists in a faux-suburban neighborhood in London.  There is no urban longing for the 

country by the time we reach Bowen’s novel.  Clearly, this sentiment still existed in society and 

in literature; yet Bowen captures the crucial point that with the phenomenal decline of the 

country house as a result of the war, all that remained was a weak strain of urban nostalgia 

manifesting itself in weekend getaways and tourist ventures.  Thus, when we reach her novel, we 

see a late-Victorian country house severed from working land.  In addition, Bowen subverts 
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Williams’s claim that the country house in interwar literature became a site of blithe evening 

dinners, witty repartee, romantic intrigue, hunting parties, and/or detective fiction.16  In marked 

distinction to her other writings featuring concretely, minutely descriptive houses and other 

domestic sites, Bowen creates spectralized country and city houses in To the North.  In some 

respects, her country house responds to D.H. Lawrence’s thoughts after World War I: “England 

my England!  But which is my England?  The stately homes of England make good photographs, 

and create the illusion of a connection with the Elizabethans . . . But smuts fall blacker and 

blacker on the drab stucco, that has long ceased to be golden.  And one by one, like the stately 

homes, they are abandoned” (quoted in Ebbatson 191).  Bowen’s country house is not yet 

abandoned, but it is little more than a proscenium, a frame for the ensuing drama of a dislocated, 

dissolving group of people.  In the sense that this country house and the city house of her two 

protagonists registers loss, that they are familiar sites in literature that Bowen defamiliarizes, 

they too are uncanny. 

The English Domestic Interior 

Having visited the English house in a larger sense, let us move to the domestic interior.  In 

the second section of Didier Maleuvre’s study, Museum Memories: History, Technology, Art, he 

extends his commentary on the museum to investigate a more private site: the nineteenth-century 

domestic interior.  He contends that the interior is comparable to the museum for several reasons, 

not least of which is the accumulation of objects; accretion makes “manifest the nineteenth 

century’s inability to deal with the historical past otherwise than by imitation and appropriation” 

(118).  This “inability to deal with the historical past” illuminates a compelling problem.  

Although the furnishings, decorations, and bibelots in the interior signify numerous temporalities 

and histories, gathering such disparities within an enclosed site renders these objects and this 

space temporally stagnant.  Maleuvre asserts that the interior is “A locus of historical escapism” 
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rather than an experiential site; primarily Maleuvre sees the interior in this light as a result of 

“imitation and appropriation” resulting from the rise of industrialization in the nineteenth century 

(119).  Mass production both reshapes the home and the inhabitant: “It is as an owner of a great 

many objects that the bourgeoise individual inhabits the home.  To dwell is to possess” (115).  In 

this formulation, Malevure posits an imperative transformation; to dwell may be to possess, but 

as he asserts throughout this chapter, to possess does not mean to dwell.  The domestic interior as 

museum is a distinctively unhomely site.  Home is displaced from the interior or to put it more 

eloquently, “The bourgeois observes his objects, he does not live with them: the home becomes a 

spectacle of itself” (119). 

Maleuvre’s commentary is crucial for examining the social, historical, and even economic 

facets of the literary domestic interiors in this study.  Although Maleuvre formulates several 

astute points, he employs French literary examples to guide his investigation.17  There are 

certainly French connections to be made to the Victorian domestic interior—such as the 

adaptation of rococo design and the two layers or more of fabric which covered windows—but 

the specificities of English interior design and reform concern this study.  Moreover, the phrase 

“domestic interior” in Maleuvre’s study typically refers to continental housing.  As this 

dissertation is concerned with the English house a distinction must be made.  I would like then to 

elaborate and extend Maleuvre’s discussion to the nineteenth-century English house interior so 

that the following question may be answered: to what extent is this social, historical, and literary 

site also unhomely? 

In Thad Logan’s study, The Victorian Parlour, the author extensively investigates the 

Victorian domestic interior.18  As Logan asserts, the first few decades of the Victorian period, 

roughly the 1830s and 1840s, were dominated by excessively ornamented furniture, decorations, 
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and objects; mechanization and mass production enabled and exasperated this surplus.  For 

instance, Logan writes, “The most typical furnishings from the early to mid-Victorian period 

were characterized by curving lines and rounded shapes, and they were sometimes ornamented 

by elaborate wood carving—often made by machine and applied to the surfaces of the object” 

(38).  The marriage between industrialization and interior design is made evident in the quotation 

as well as another French influence on the English domestic interior.  Carpets and wallpaper in 

these earlier Victorian years were also richly decorated; the latter “began to be widely used in 

middle-class homes after technical innovations in the 1840s made mass production possible” 

(43).19  As Logan’s photographs show, industrialization may have ultimately enabled the middle 

classes access to cheaper versions of aristocratic furnishings and ornaments, but the result of 

combining these disparate styles with their disjunctive historical resonances still yielded an 

unhomely domestic interior. 

Maleuvre’s homogenization of “the nineteenth-century interior” as a site of surplus is 

challenged by a change that occurs in England in the 1850s directed at interior design and its 

discontents: the beginning of the Reform Movement, which visibly entered the public realm 

through the 1851 exhibition at the Crystal palace.  The exhibition was not an isolated historical 

event, as Logan claims, but rather the outgrowth of attempts in the 1830s and 1840s for “The 

improvement of national taste on the part of consumers, artisans, and industrial designers [that] 

became an explicit objective of public policy” (47).  Although “few of the elaborate exhibition 

pieces could have been put to domestic use,” Logan contends that “these authorities explicitly 

linked the design on display at the Crystal Palace to that which appeared or might appear in the 

English home, arguing that ‘the furniture of a man’s house had need to be well designed, well 

constructed, and judiciously ornamented, seeing that it is constantly under his hand and eye’” 
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(Logan 48).  This exhibition ignited the Reform Movement, thereby signifying a significant 

change directed at furnishings, decorations, and household objects.  I issue this remark even 

though the articles on display were too “elaborate” for the English home and the phrase 

“judiciously ornamented” appears in the passage.  The Reform Movement emphasized “well 

designed” and “well constructed” furniture as well as downplaying but not eliminating 

superfluous ornament and decoration.  In an attempt to mold the tastes of middle and upper class 

consumers, the Reform Movement underscored “the need for appropriate decoration” and that 

“the decoration should be considered an integral part of the object, rather than an after thought” 

(Logan 49).  Hence, in the mid-Victorian period such reform members as Henry Cole, Owen 

Jones, John Eastlake, William Morris generated different furniture and domestic decoration 

designs.  Under these auspices both Medieval and Japanese design entered the interior, curtains 

became simpler, color schemes altered, and the furniture became slightly less elaborate.  Logan 

conveys the upshot of interior design reform in the following passage:   

Mid-century households of advanced taste did attempt to follow correct principles in 
decorating, while those who resisted the reformers’ dicta, or could not afford to replace 
their furnishings, maintained their old decorative schemes.  Most people, however, chose 
articles they liked and combined them freely.  As a number of historians have observed, 
eclecticism was the rule, not the exception.  (72)   

A compelling double-bind is evident in the Victorian interior.  At the same time the 

Reform Movement attempted to bring different designs into the interior, the end result is still an 

intensified disordering of space.  However, this double-bind need not cast the English domestic 

interior as stagnant, even if it is decisively unhomely.  Instead, “combin[ing] [articles] . . . freely” 

ensures temporal and historical collisions, even if there is mass production.  The Victorian 

domestic interior has the ability, based on the perception of the empirical or fictional occupant, 

to be a highly experiential site: the miscellaneous furnishings, decorations, and objects render it a 

place where the uncanny can unfold its exceptional mobility through the constant collision and 
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transformation of familiar and unfamiliar styles and tastes.  Furthermore, by the mid-Victorian 

era, increased production and increased mobility outside the home, as well as the rise of mail 

order catalogues, ensured that more objects could be brought into the home.  In this context, an 

alien invasion of the house is enabled by objects, furnishings, and decorations unsettling the 

domestic interior, marking it unhomely.  A literary example of this nineteenth-century domestic 

interior occurs in John Galsworthy’s The Man of Property.  As I discuss in this chapter, the 

domestic interior in Soames Forsyte’s London house is a highly disorienting site drawing on 

early- and mid-Victorian furnishings and decorations.  For Soames, the house fulfills his vision 

of homeliness because he does not see how temporally and historically disorienting it is.  

Nonetheless, the reader can see how frightful this interior is and there is more than implication 

that Irene, Soames wife, is unsettled for similar reasons.   

Galsworthy, by writing his novel in 1906 but setting it in 1886, draws upon interior design 

in both eras to stage the collisions between Victorian and Edwardian at the site of the house.  

Indeed, Galsworthy is right on the mark in terms of late-Victorian changes in interior design that 

were carried over to and elaborated in the Edwardian period.  Again, these changes were gradual, 

but with the push from the Reform Movement and the emergence of the Arts and Crafts 

movement, the domestic interior was slowly remodelled.20  However, there is still something 

always left behind thereby intensifying the uncanniness of the domestic interior.  Crucially, this 

is what the novels in this study stage.  I emphasize this point because interior design manuals and 

architectural manifestos from the 1900s to the interwar years elide or ignore this point in their 

attempts to break with the nineteenth century.  Mark Wigely addresses this oversight in his study 

White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture.  In his examination of 

both pre-World War I and interwar architects and cultural theorists such as Adolf Loos, Hermann 
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Muthesius, Le Corbusier, and Walter Gropius, he explains that modern architecture is a matter of 

disciplining surfaces, not eradicating all traces of color, ornament, and decoration.  The gradual 

transformation in English interior design from Victorian to Edwardian to Georgian is especially 

influential as there is always the evidence of the old within the space of the new.  In every novel 

I examine, I address this point to show what is left behind and left over in the domestic interior. 

During the Edwardian and interwar years, ornamental furniture and excessive interior 

decoration began to recede.  The English domestic interior at all class levels became more 

spacious, light, and even airy.21  Yet, in the novels I examine and in most empirical examples, 

one would be hard-pressed to find completely white spaces with absolutely no decoration.  Even 

if Le Corbusier’s Towards a New Architecture (1923) inaugurated a sort of house cleaning that 

was influential on an international scale, and the French architect propounded light, white, near 

empty domestic interiors, his most famous manifesto demonstrates a slight discrepancy in this 

vision.  In “The Manual of Dwelling” he proposes putting objects and decorations out of sight: 

“Demand bare walls in your bedroom, your living room and your dining-room . . . Keep your 

odds and ends in drawers or cabinets” (123).22   For Le Corbusier, it is not merely a matter of 

cleaning the house, but also making the visible invisible.  Consequently, those “odds and ends” 

are still in the house and furniture takes on uncanny qualities by concealing what should be 

revealed.  Nonetheless, by concealing objects and baring the walls Le Corbusier aims to 

submerge time and history.  Towards a New Architecture is concerned with present and the 

future, but not the past.  In contrast, the novels I investigate are equally concerned with the past, 

present, and future and especially stage this concern in the domestic interior.   

Women and the House 

Logan addresses “three general (and interrelated) principles [that] seem to have governed 

the development of the house in the nineteenth century: a growing interest in privacy; a new 
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inclination to rigid differentiation of the internal domestic space; and a desire to articulate social 

status . . .” (16).  Since these three principles are “interrelated” I will focus briefly on the second 

one and then discuss the other two.  To ensure the “growing interest in privacy” the Victorian 

domestic interior underwent profound spatial divisions.  In Victorian house plans, in general, the 

hall, dining-room, drawing-room, billiard room, smoking room, and/or library were located on 

the main floor; the kitchen was as far removed from these spaces as possible.  The servants’ 

quarters were either located in the basement or in large country houses were located in an 

entirely separate wing.  In addition, the bedrooms, bathrooms, nurseries, dressing rooms, and/or 

boudoirs moved to the second or third floors.23  As a result of these spatial divisions the parlour, 

drawing-room, dining-room, library, and hall became the public/social spaces in the house 

whereas the bedrooms and boudoirs became excessively private.24  Furthermore, class divisions 

were increasingly visible in this domestic space because the servants and the realms they toiled 

in were as distanced as possible from the remainder of the house.  Articulating one’s social status 

was not only dependent on maintaining these divisions of space but also ensuring that the public 

rooms were always richly and appropriately decorated.  Private rooms did not need sumptuous 

decoration. 

This cultural privileging of the home at the site of the house as an insular, private, retreat 

from the outside world was subsumed under the following phrase: “the cult of domesticity.” In 

the Victorian period, the home and hearth were central to economic, social, political, and nation 

discussions/debates.  Complementing and reinforcing this view of “home sweet home” was the 

doctrine of separate spheres.25   Logan writes,  

the separation of life into a public sphere of production inhabited by men and a private 
sphere of the home presided over by women was a central ideological development of the 
[Victorian] era.  The domestic world, set apart from the world of commerce and the play of 
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urban life, became the framework within which and through which bourgeois identity and 
experience were constituted . . .  (26) 

Elizabeth Langland and Monica Cohen have complemented Logan’s discussion by 

demonstrating that the empirical and literary Victorian English house was not a homely site.26  

While the home at the site of the house may have been socially venerated, it was a highly 

contradictory space: a retreat from outside forces for men but an entrapping space for women.27  

The rigid spatial boundaries imposed on Victorian housing created an estranging effect whereby 

social relations were guided by gender and class separation.  In addition to these uncanny spatial 

divisions in the house and between house and the world outside, there is another context in 

which women were distinctively aligned with the house and home.  Interior decorating was 

women’s “work.”  To complement the previous section, then, decorations and furnishings 

entered the house as a result of men’s money but women’s agency in this domestic task.  The 

feminine and the decorative were aligned.28

These three concerns Logan addresses are challenged in the late-Victorian years and are 

transformed throughout the Edwardian and interwar years, as a result of architectural, social, and 

historical changes.  The social and historical changes I refer to are the increasing prevalence and 

visibility of the Women’s Movement in the late-Victorian and Edwardian years, as well as the 

enfranchisement of women after World War I, and the crucial role they were allowed to play in 

interwar middle-class housing.29  These transformations in the relationships amongst women, 

house, and home are well underway in the novels I examine.  For example, in the Hardy chapter 

I show how his females characters challenge not only the boundaries of the house, but challenge 

boundaries within the house; in Galsworthy’s novel Irene, who is viewed as little more than a 

static domestic object circulating amongst the furnishings and decorations in her husband’s 

house, becomes uncannily animated through her affair with Bosinney, thereby moving outside of 
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the house.  In Forster’s novel, we reach a house dominated by the two Schlegel sisters, who are 

outside their London residence as often as they are in it.  Unsettlingly, Forster writes Henry 

Wilcox’s Ducie Street house and his London office as highly decorated sites whereas the 

Schlegels’ house feels hauntingly empty; thus, Forster undermines the feminine/decoration 

alignment.  By the time we reach Bowen’s novel, the mantelpiece is one of the last holdouts of 

Victorian decoration in the city house; both female characters frequently leave their house 

because of increasing transportation.  These novels show female characters challenging notions 

of entrapment at the house, ultimately dismantling domestic frames. 
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Notes 
                                                 
1 For example, in Monica Cohen’s study, Professional Domesticity in the Victorian Novel (New 
York, 1998), she examines five Victorian novels to demonstrate the ways in which the so-called 
haven-like house is a site disrupted by women’s work within the house.  Furthermore, Homes 
and Homelessness in the Victorian Imagination (ed. Murray Baumgarten and H.M. Daleski, New 
York, 1998), includes a number of astute essays, challenging the homeliness of the Victorian 
house, often focusing again on gender and/or class issues.  Decorating Domestic Space: Middle-
Class Women and Victorian Interiors (ed. Vanessa D. Dickerson, New York, 1995), also takes a 
feminist and historical approach to examining the house and other domestic sites, while 
Elizabeth Langland’s study Nobody’s Angels: Middle-Class Women and Domestic Ideology in 
Victorian Culture (Ithaca, 1995) does so as well.  See also the following studies: Tim Dolin, 
Mistress of the House: Women and Property in the Victorian Novel (Aldershot, Hants, England, 
1997); Jeff Nunokawa, The Afterlife of Property: Domestic Security and the Victorian Novel 
(Princeton, 1994); Paula Marantz Cohen, The Daughter’s Dilemma: Family Process and the 
Nineteenth-Century Domestic Novel (Ann Arbor, 1991); and Nancy Armstrong, Desire and 
Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (New York, 1987).   
 
2 This is a very bold claim; however, it is also a relatively true claim as I endeavor to show to 
some small extent in this introduction.  Since I am not tracing the house in English literature 
from the eighteenth century to the present (much as I would like to do so), and I use the 
nineteenth century as a point of departure, I would like to draw attention some novelists devoted 
to chronicling the English house as the center of existence.  Since this list could be ridiculously 
long, I merely draw attention to a few heavy-house-hitters:  Henry Fielding, Samuel Richardson, 
Jane Austen, Frances Burney, Charles Dickens, all three Brontë sisters, Elizabeth Gaskell, 
Margaret Oliphant, and Mary Elizabeth Braddon.  One could easily go back to the seventeenth 
century to remark on Alexander Pope’s writing of the English country house, but Raymond 
Williams has accomplished this task far better than myself in The Country and the City.  
  
3 Of the few studies I have found that concentrate on the house and/or home during the years I 
focus on, several differences can still be found between what they examine and what this 
dissertation addresses.  A few examples will quickly illustrate this claim.  Richard Gill’s study 
Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House examines the house in the English novel from the 
late-Victorian to the interwar years; A. Kinglsey Weatherhead’s study Upstairs: Writers and 
Residences (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2000) focuses on the English house in the 
English novel in the Interwar and post-World War II years.  Both studies concentrate specifically 
on the English country house.  Roberta Rubenstein’s study Home Matters: Longing and 
Belonging, Nostalgia and Mourning in Women’s Fiction (New York, 2001) examines both 
American and English novels from the interwar to contemporary years to show the home as a 
nostalgic site.  Finally, Thomas Foster’s study Transformations of Domesticity in Modern 
Women’s Writing: Homlessness at Home (New York, 2002) is likewise a combination of 
American and English novels.  There are several literary studies which cover the years I focus on 
in this dissertation and some of them remark briefly on the state of the house and home; these 
studies will be apparent throughout the dissertation chapters that follow.  Obviously, there are 
also architectural studies that concern the English house or English housing during these years.   
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4 See Mark Wigley’s indispensable study White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of 
Modern Architecture.  His discussion of Muthesius is remarkable because he shows the ways in 
which the German architect apprehended the connections amongst clothing, fashion, and 
architecture.  Wigely’s analysis is also compelling because, as he shows, Muthesius is an 
incredibly important and yet highly overlooked figure in terms of modern architectural theory, 
overshadowed by modernist architectural movements.  Wigley discusses the nineteenth century 
gravitation towards overly ornate architecture.  See Janet Ward’s study Weimar Surfaces: Urban 
Visual Culture in 1920s Germany (Berkeley, 2001) for more discussion of specifically German 
architectural excess before World War I. 
 
5 “On the Concept of History,” Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings Vol. 4: 1938–1940.   
 
6 In an attempt to clarify the discrepancies exposed by these excerpts, Freud turns to “Grimm’s 
dictionary” which merely shows in its numerous definitions of heimlich the same turn of events. 
The reader is offered a number of examples of the literary and empirical uncanny including the 
following: the double, the uncertainty of whether an object is alive or dead (which most clearly 
manifests itself in the figure of the doll), repetition of the same and the compulsion to repeat, the 
feeling of déjà vu, loss of one’s eyes, and the uncertainty of whether (when reading) one is 
witnessing real events to name just a few.  Later in his essay, Freud attempts to classify 
manifestations of the uncanny based on whether they exist in reality or in literature. 
 
7  Each of these examples demonstrates the ways in which the boundaries between the empirical 
and the literary erode. For instance, Freud’s attempt to describe his own uncanny experience in 
Italy metamorphosizes into an anecdote.  Thus, even Freud’s attempt to sequester the literary 
uncanny from the empirical uncanny is undermined by the very word/concept/sensation he 
attempts to pin down.   
 
8 Freud writes, “As we have seen [p. 221] some languages in use to-day can only render the 
German expression ‘an unheimlich house’ by ‘a haunted house.’  We might indeed have begun 
our investigation with this example, perhaps the most striking of all, of something uncanny, but 
we refrained from doing so because the uncanny in it is too much intermixed with what is purely 
gruesome and is in part overlaid by it” (218).   
 
9 As Freud will assert later in his essay he “ascribes the central factor in the production of the 
feeling of uncanniness to intellectual uncertainty; so that the uncanny would always, as it were, 
be something one does not know one’s way about in.  The better oriented in his environment a 
person it, the less readily will he get the impression of something uncanny in regard to the 
objects and events in it” (195).   
 
10 For example, Walter Benjamin writes of the house’s interior drawing upon French examples, 
not only the empirical (the Arcades), but additionally, the literary (Balzac and Baudelaire).  
Furthermore, Didier Maleuvre in Museum Memories: History, Technology, Art devotes his 
nineteenth-century domestic interior chapter primarily to Balzac with forays into Stendhal and 
Flaubert.  Moreover, Gaston Bachelard’s literary examples in The Poetics of Space range from 
French to German examples, with the occasional Poe reference.  Yet, there is a striking absence 
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in all of these instances. Therefore, one might pose the following question: what happened to the 
English?  Benjamin’s brief discussion of Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop in Convolute H: 
“The Collector” of The Arcades Project suggests that there is a curious interplay between house, 
home, objects, and memory as well as loss and absence well worth investigating.   
 
11  I have eliminated Benjamin’s remarks in this passage on Jugendstil and Henrik Ibsen’s play 
The Masterbuilder (1897): “Set off against the doll house in the residence of the master builder 
Solness are the ‘homes for human beings.’  Jugendstil unsettled the world of the shell in a radical 
way” (221).  The reference to Solness implicates Ibsen’s play which stages the collisions 
between a dark older house and a lighter new house, as well as the becoming anachronism of a 
“master builder.”  The reference to Jugendstil, a German word, originating in 1896 by way of the 
German magazine, turns our attention, however, back to the interior: an architectural or 
decoration style which would have been a notable departure from the high ornament used 
throughout the nineteenth century.   
 
12 There is a very crucial distinction between a country house and a house in the country.  In the 
simplest sense, a country house signifies a house on a vast estate with worked and working land.  
The latter is a house rifted from working land and increasingly became prevalent in the mid- to 
late-Victorian period when prosperous businessmen bought country houses but did not want 
working land attached to them.  Most country houses in Edwardian and Interwar literature are 
not attached to working land.     
 
13 Notably, as Mark Girouard explains in his study The Victorian Country House, the Queen 
Anne style is a fusion of several different architectural styles.  As I discuss in the Hardy chapter, 
neo-Gothic and neo-Elizabethan were utilized heavily in mid-Victorian country houses.  The 
classical and Georgian styles did not return until the late-Victorian period; I also mention this 
point in the Galsworthy chapter.  Also, there were very few Queen Anne style country houses; 
Queen Anne was more often utilized in the suburbs.  See Roderick Gradidge’s study Dream 
Houses: The Edwardian Ideal. 
 
14 This act sought to provide safe, happy, healthy living for middle class families by relocating 
them to the suburbs in cottages.  See David Jeremiah’s study Architecture and Design for the 
Family in Britain, 1900–70. 
 
15 As Jeremiah explains in his study, although the 1908 act was passed with the hopes of 
providing more housing for the working classes, it was unsuccessful.  Working class housing 
improvements were not truly ventured until after World War I.  John Burnett also touches on this 
issue in his study A Social History of Housing 1815–1985.  See also Roy Porter’s study London: 
A Social History. 
 
16  Williams claims that this image of the country house is prevalent in Henry James’s novels.  
Williams also claims that the country house’s fate was the site of detective fiction by pointing to 
Agatha Christie and Dorothy Sayers.  While there is certainly some truth to this statement which 
Robert Altman particularly capitalized on in making Gosford Park (2001), one might say that 
both Ivy Compton Burnett’s A House and Its Head (1935) and Daphne DuMaurier’s Rebecca 
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(1938) provide distinctively unsettling alternatives to Williams’s claims of the country or even 
countrified house in literature.  In many ways, Nancy Mitford’s country houses in The Pursuit of 
Love (1945) do as well.      
 
17 Maleuvre writes, “In the following, Balzac’s Inventaire de l’Hôtel de la rue Fortunée, 
Edmond de Goncourt’s La Maison d’un artiste, and Huysman’s A Rebours will guide our 
exploration of the nineteenth-century interior” (124). 
 
18 Although the title of this study is The Victorian Parlour, Logan addresses the Victorian 
domestic interior in a general sense for her first two chapters.  In her final two chapters she 
focuses more on the parlour in particular, but still posits several crucial remarks concerning the 
Victorian domestic interior in general. 
 
19 Regarding the wallpaper one might say richly decorated is a polite way of saying vulgar 
mimesis of the natural world or, in translation, that really gaudy, English, floral wallpaper. 
 
20 One of the most notable transformations was the use of white walls, which began in the 1890s 
in upper and middle class homes according to both Logan and Helen C. Long in her study The 
Edwardian House.  I draw attention to white walls because Wigley privileges the white wall as a 
profound example of the shift to modernity in architecture.  I remark upon the changes in late-
Victorian, Edwardian, and Interwar domestic interiors in more detail in the chapters that follow.   
 
21 See also Vidler’s remarks in the final chapter of his house section in The Architectural 
Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely. 
 
22 “The Manual of Dwelling” is in Toward a New Architecture in the airplane section of the 
“Eyes that do not See” chapter.  The airplane epitomizes the cleansed surface where everything 
interior and intricate is hidden, even if Le Corbusier makes this implicit rather than explicit by 
showing several photographs of smooth, clean airplanes, and one collage of ornamental 
exteriors.  To the best of my knowledge, Wigley does not mention “The Manual of Dwelling” in 
White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture. 
 
23 This information has been gleaned from Mark Girouand’s studies Life in the English Country 
House and The Victorian Country House, Stephan Muthesius’s study The English Terraced 
House, Hermann Muthesius’s study The English House, and John Burnett’s study A Social 
History of Housing 1815–1985.  In houses of more than two stories, children’s bedrooms and 
nurseries might be even further separated from the adult quarters, whereas in a very large country 
house, the children’s rooms and nurseries might inhabit an entire wing.   
 
24 In this sense, one can easily see how Victorian domestic interior divisions have influenced the 
subsequent periods.  We tend to take these divisions of space for granted, but before the 
Victorians, spatial boundaries were far more flexible and rooms that we would now deem private 
were not.  The Edwardians would relax some of these spatial divisions by allowing certain rooms 
to play multiple roles.  I mention this point later in the dissertation. 
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25 While Victorian critics have cited Charles Dickens as a crucial figure for both perpetuating 
and undermining the cult of domesticity in his texts, the perpetuation of the doctrine of separate 
spheres has been extensively traced to John Ruskin in his 1865 lecture, “Of Queens’ Gardens.”  
A particular paragraph recurs in criticism to delineate both the Victorian privileging of the hearth 
and home as well as gender separations. John O. Jordan in his essay “Domestic Servants and the 
Victorian Home” in Homes and Homelessness in the Victorian Imagination has provided one of 
several perceptive readings of this passage which consistently emerges in any discussion of 
Victorian domesticity.  Jordan writes, “Distinguishing between the harsh public world of male 
economic competition and the private ‘garden’ of female domesticity, Ruskin develops an 
extended analysis of the duties and responsibilities that belong to each gender . . . Ruskin’s 
definition of ‘Home’—its mythic status confirmed by the presence of an initial capital—depends 
on a series of rhetorical exclusions.  The peace and sanctity of the domestic interior can be 
preserved only so long as various troublesome qualities belonging to the outside world are barred 
from entering what he calls the ‘vestal temple.’  Although in typically Victorian fashion Ruskin 
celebrates the hearth as the focus of domestic virtue, in fact a more important architectural 
feature of his mythic home is its threshold.  It is the threshold that carries the weight of Ruskin’s 
powerful exclusionary logic—dividing the world into a series of binary oppositions between 
outside and inside, male and female, secular and sacred, kings’ treasuries and queens’ gardens.  
Both a barrier and a point of access, the threshold in effect defines the home by what it keeps 
out; yet at the same time, as the point of contact and transition between the separate spheres, it 
allows and perhaps even in invites transgression” (79–80).  I have devoted a long endnote to 
Ruskin instead of including him in this introduction because Ruskin’s role in terms of separate 
spheres and domesticity in the Victorian period is so extremely well established in Victorian 
domestic criticism that there seems little point in reproducing what other critics have already 
written.   
 
26 Logan writes, “While the separation of spheres was fantasy, insofar as homes did not and 
could not exist as transcendent spaces outside economic and political systems, the sequestration 
of women in the home was real enough, and compulsory domesticity was the context of life for 
middle-class Victorian women” (26).  For example, women of all classes were responsibly for 
varying levels of work within the house; philanthropic ventures moved women to forms of work 
outside the house.   
 
27  See Monica Cohen’s study Professional Domesticity and Elizabeth Langland’s study 
Nobody's Angels: Middle-Class Women and Domestic Ideology in Victorian Culture.  Also, it is 
worth noting that in Charlotte Brontë’s novel Wuthering Heights, both the Heights and the 
Grange entrap women and emasculated men.  Undoubtedly, this is one of several reasons why 
this novel unnerved Victorian reading audiences.   
 
28 Logan devotes about ten pages to this discussion, but I feel that her discussion in attempting to 
be fair and propose a number of ways of reading and counter-reading the feminine/decoration 
alignment ultimately unravels her entire argument.  Wigley discusses this issue at great length, 
and I am more inclined to his view because he demonstrates the interconnections amongst 
architecture, interior design, women’s clothing, men’s clothing, and fashion.  I address the 
feminine/decoration issue primarily in the first two chapters of this dissertation.  
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29 See Jeremiah’s study Architecture and Design for the Family in Britain, 1900–70 for more 
information on women and interwar middle-class housing projects.  Regarding the Women’s 
Movement, because there are so many crucial events and dates I do not go into great detail in this 
dissertation but instead refer to the Women’s Movement and women’s suffrage at various points 
in the dissertation chapters.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 “I AM PASSING BY . . .”: THRESHOLDING MODERNITY IN THOMAS HARDY’S THE 

WOODLANDERS 

 All day within the dreamy house, 
The doors upon their hinges creaked;  
The blue fly sung in the pane; the mouse  
Behind the moldering wainscot shrieked, 
Or from the crevice peered about.   
Old faces glimmered through the doors,  
Old footsteps trod the upper floors, 
Old voices called her from without. 
 
                                                                                                 —Alfred Lord Tennyson, “Mariana” 
 
The Hardy country is of course Wessex: that is to say mainly Dorset and its neighbouring 
counties.  But the real Hardy country, we soon come to see, is that border country so many of us 
have been living in: between custom and education, between work and ideas, between love of 
place and an experience of change. 
 
                                                                              —Raymond Williams, The Country and the City 
 
Modern consciousness is one of passage and the passing.  From now on we think that everything 
arrives and passes.  Nothing permanent gives things any kind of anchor against time. 
 
                                                                                                 —Sylviane Agacinski, Time Passing 
 

Introduction 

In Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “Mariana” (1830), the maiden awaits the arrival of her 

lover in a seemingly innocuous place: a farmhouse.  This edifice typically connotes safety and 

serenity.  Yet, in Tennyson’s poem, these associations are challenged; Mariana is framed by the 

“moated grange,” ostensibly rendered static and passive.  In choosing this setting, Tennyson 

proffers and subverts a sense of rural nostalgia, already emanating from the false memory of the 

urban intellectual in the early Victorian period.  This nostalgia is bound up in the search for rural 

idyll; however, what the poet stages is premodern, already known and registered by oral and folk 

culture.  Simultaneously, Tennyson’s image of the embowered woman resonates with Victorian 

anxieties concerning the constriction and entrapment of women within society.1  In his poem, 
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there is more than an implication that such apprehensions originate at the house, which serves as 

a microcosm of the world outside.  Tennyson further articulates these Victorian concerns through 

his rendering of space and place.  For instance, the poet creates a sinister setting for Mariana 

through the dwelling (interior) and landscape (exterior).  The former is described as a “dreamy 

house” where “doors upon their hinges creak,” and Mariana is haunted by nameless faces, 

ghostly footsteps, and disembodied voices.  The landscape is simultaneously infused with motion 

(“In the white curtain, to and fro,/She saw the gusty shadow sway”), and stasis (“She drew her 

casement curtain by,/And glanced athwart the glooming flats” (19–20)).  Nonetheless, Mariana’s 

despondency due to the detainment of her lover turns all of her thoughts to an inner retreat: her 

mental landscape.  Hence, while disquieting tensions are staged between motion and stasis 

outside, she does not see or register what is immediately (the house) or further (the landscape) 

“without.”   

Variations on the image of the embowered woman are prevalent in Victorian literature 

including Emily Brontë’s novel Wuthering Heights (1847) and even in such early twentieth-

century literature as H.G. Wells’s novel Ann Veronica (1909).  Beginning a chapter on Thomas 

Hardy’s novel The Woodlanders (1887), with reference to Tennyson’s poem suggests a 

transformation in late-Victorian literature, which implicates the house and gender as well as 

intensified nostalgia for the country.2  In contrast to “Mariana,” Hardy’s male and female 

characters in The Woodlanders demonstrate a striking fixation with the landscape, people, and 

events outside their houses.  Houses neither embower man or maiden nor provide safety and 

serenity.  In Hardy’s novel, houses are spatially and temporally disordered sites where the 

boundaries between interior and exterior are consistently challenged if not transgressed.  
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Consequently, the inhabitants experience a shift to the twentieth century through a pervasive 

sense of homelessness wherein houses increasingly become hauntingly, impermanent sites.3    

Contextualizing Little Hintock: A Large Domestic Site  

The Woodlanders is set in Little Hintock, a village in the author’s half-fictional half-

historical Wessex county.4  In contrast to Hardy’s other works, Dale Kramer writes the following 

illuminating remarks in his introduction: 

The Woodlanders is more imaginatively placed than most of his novels.  When first writing 
the story Hardy drew upon the appearance of actual houses and hills and towns, and 
shuffled their locations as the plot and the travels of his characters required; thus, there is 
no locale in Dorset around which one can walk and expect to find the mentioned houses, 
hamlets, farms and the like precisely as juxtaposed in the novel.  (xxv)   

The implications in Kramer’s exposition are compelling.  Because Little Hintock draws upon 

“actual” sites which are fictionalized through “shuffle[ing],” the village setting of The 

Woodlanders is uncanny.  This setting clearly challenges the boundaries between the empirical 

and the literary.  For a different reason, though, the uncanniness of Little Hintock would have 

been unconsciously registered by Hardy’s spatially and historically dislocated audience at the 

time he wrote.   

As Raymond Williams opines, Hardy composed his works “about country living to people 

who almost inevitably saw the country as empty nature or as the working-place of their inferiors” 

(204).  Williams’s quotation implicates the social, economic, and historical forces, which began 

reshaping rural England in the eighteenth century; these forces would only intensify in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century.  As I addressed in the introduction, the Victorian period 

marks a shift from England as a nation rooted in agrarian capitalism to England as a nation 

dependent upon urban industrial capitalism.  Hence, Williams’s quotation refers to a time of 

profound change in which England became more estranged from its past, the countryside.  As a 

response to these changes, I have already stated that Tennyson’s poem addresses and exposes 

39 



 

these nostalgic views emerging from the urban intellectual perspective at the beginning of the 

Victorian period.  To clarify the means by which Hardy differs from earlier writers, Williams 

states, “the difference between Jane Austen and George Eliot, and between both and Thomas 

Hardy, is not the sudden disintegration of a rural order but a change in literary bearings which 

brings into focus a persistent rural disturbance that had previously between excluded or blurred” 

(166).  Another manifestation of the uncanny emerges in Williams’s remarks.  Hardy’s novels, 

poems, and short stories make visible what has been concealed not only in cultural and society, 

but also in literature.  Hardy challenges his reader’s notions, particularly in The Woodlanders, 

that the country is simply an empty site of beauty and retreat or a place where inferiors work the 

land.  He confronts the dislocated urban reader with the return of the rural repressed in the 

English imagination through a most familiar form: the novel.  

This situation is particularly evident in The Woodlanders because Little Hintock does not 

cohere to the reader’s expectations as a tranquil, serene agricultural village.  Instead, it is 

disturbed by modern forces as well as older, rural, and even pagan resonances.5  For instance, 

Edred Fitzpiers, the village doctor, studies antiquated philosophy (Spinoza, Plato); however, he 

is a man of modern science who pays Grammer Oliver for the use of her brain once she is dead.  

His scientific studies sharply contrast with the woodlanders who engage in such rural 

employment as cider-making, tree-felling, and plant vegetables “year after year with that curious 

mechanical regularity of country people in the face of hopelessness” (121).  They are marked as 

remnants a mostly self-sustaining community through their work, only venturing outside the 

village to Sheraton for occasional trade and other business transactions.  Nonetheless, Grace 

Melbury, Felice Charmond, and Marty South are inscribed in an economic modernity by which 

the outer world beyond Little Hintock is implied, even though that world is never directly 
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witnessed.  Furthermore, the supernatural enters Hintock through tales of witches and the 

insistence that Marshcombe Bottom is haunted; in one particularly amusing scene, the village 

maidens engage in a pagan ritual to foretell their husbands.  Woven into all of these disparate 

elements are a matrix of literary references which include Romanic poets, Victorian poets, 

Shakespeare, Chatterton, and the Greeks.   

What conclusions, then, might we arrive at concerning Little Hintock?  In a remarkably 

illuminating passage, the village is referred to as a dead-end when Grace tries “to catch any last 

and furthest throb of news from the outer world, which entered and expired at Little Hintock like 

the exhausted swell of a wave in some innermost cavern of some innermost creek of an embayed 

sea” (170).  The attempt to “catch” news resonates with its contemporary transience.  Yet, the 

contrast between “outer world” and the other images in the passage interrupt this passing; Little 

Hintock is rendered an innerworld, at the core of the earth, isolated from the rest of civilization.  

Remarkably, the sea can only invade Hintock figuratively; as a land-locked settlement, it arrives 

graphically, albeit “exhaustedly” suggesting that it too will “expire.”  Furthermore, by doubling 

of the word “innermost” Hardy embeds the village in the interior of the country.  The emphasis 

in this passage and throughout the novel in describing Little Hintock as an excessive interior site 

reinforces the image of the village as a large, insular domestic dwelling space.  It is repeatedly 

referred to as “homely” and it is made apparent that the village is “home” to those who work the 

land.  Granted, this home is consistently disrupted by exterior social, historical, and economic 

forces so that past, present, and even the future co-exist, inscribing the village with 

multitemporalities.   

While it is undoubtedly true that most, if not all Hardy’s novels exhibit multitemporal 

layering, it is in The Woodlanders that such effects are most notably gathered around the 
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domestic dwellings.6  More so than any other Hardy novel, The Woodlanders presents a 

multitude of houses in a large, insular domestic dwelling space, Little Hintock.  These houses are 

far removed from their Victorian country and city counterparts by their method of ownership.  

These figures also challenge the urban readers’ idealized images of rural life.  In John Burnett’s 

study A Social History of Housing 1815–1985, he explains that most urban intellectuals in 

Victorian England would have conjured the image of the quaint, cozy, well-lit cottage, thus 

idealizing the living situation of the rural worker (123).   

Nonetheless, the houses the woodlanders inhabit are anything but quaint or cozy; their 

method of ownership further reinforces this point.  The villagers of Little Hintock are lifeholders.  

Specifically, Giles Winterborne’s house and “half-a-dozen others that had been in the possession 

of various Hintock village families for the previous hundred years” rest upon the life of John 

South; South’s decease early in the novel marks the end of Giles’s ownership as the houses fall 

into the hands of Mrs. Charmond (91).  Mrs. Charmond is not a native to Hintock but rather the 

manor-house owner whose acquisition of these domestic sites is symbolic of urban Victorian 

prosperity and urban longing for the country.  As the narrator reveals, “Mr. Charmond was a rich 

man engaged in the iron trade in the north—twenty or thirty years older than she.  He married 

her, and retired, and came down here and bought this property, as they do nowadays” (226).  The 

phrase “as they do nowadays” reinforces the social divisions between Mrs. Charmond and her 

husband and the inhabitants of this working village.  English country houses for hundreds of 

years were symbolic sites of economic, political, and social power in a working agricultural 

system.  While city businessmen since the eighteenth century purchased this type of house in 

order to live out an idealized gentry lifestyle, there is a notable increase during the Victorian 
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period as a result of financial prosperity in banking, financing, business, and/or imperialist 

ventures.           

Once her husband dies, Mrs. Charmond legally inherits the manor house she lives in as 

well as the houses of the woodlanders; the woodlanders are legally bound to her through lifehold 

tenure.  Historically, lifehold tenure garnered most of its notoriety between 1650 and 1750 in the 

West English countryside, even if it was established well before this period and eradicated in 

1925.7  Critics have used historical references to date the action of the novel to sometime after 

1857 but before 1878.  Hence, these laws of ownership are becoming anachronistic, haunting the 

present of the novel.8  The persistence of lifeholds and thus the perilous connection between 

houses and lives in the novel conjures an older, rural means of living as well as an older class 

hierarchy; it is precisely this work and this class structure that are dissolving through the 

transformations in agrarian and industrial capitalism during the Victorian period.  When the 

passing of house ownership from John South and Giles Winterborne to Mrs. Charmond occurs, it 

both reinforces this becoming spectral class system as well as marking a modern change.  The 

outsider living in the manor-house may own the worked land and the houses, but she is so 

estranged from this way of life that she repeatedly ventures abroad. 

Although I address Mrs. Charmond’s situation in more detail in the sections that follow, 

ultimately, there is a crucial conclusion to make before moving on.  The multitemporal setting of 

Little Hintock allows Hardy to stage changes in and at the house which will be imperative for 

anticipating the twentieth century.  For, much as the period in which he wrote stood on the 

threshold of a new era, the imaginary setting where the old and new collide might be construed 

as a threshold as well: the starting point for a new state or experience; an entrance, if you will.  

Due to the sheer number of uncanny houses in this novel, I have confined my analysis in the 
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sections that follow to three houses and one imperative threshold: the window.  This analysis 

begins by entering Grace Melbury’s house. 

Meditations on an Uncanny House 

Grace Melbury is not the first character in The Woodlanders to enter Little Hintock; 

nonetheless, her entry is notable.  Grace, a native, returns to the village upon completing her 

education at a nameless school in an English town.  This scholastic privilege has enabled her to 

travel Brighton as well as to the continent.  Her first return in the time of the novel is striking 

because in addition to movement, it suggests an economic exchange.  Grace is perceived by her 

father as little more than an object, “possession,” or “piece of maidenhood” who will bring about 

a return: his money in exchange for her education and her social/class advancement (81, 86).  As 

an outsider to the workings of modern capitalism, the return he hopes to gain is challenged 

throughout the novel.   

Already this contestation is evident in her ride in Giles Melbury’s cart from the train 

station back into the village.  Upon entering Little Hintock, Grace demonstrates an altered mode 

of seeing that reveals her estrangement from the place she formerly called home.  In this scene, 

Giles asks her if “‘Brownley’s farm-buildings look strange . . . now they have been moved 

bodily from the hollow where the old ones stood to the top of the hill?’” (41). The narrator 

remarks, “She admitted that they did, though she would not have seen any difference in them if 

he had not pointed it out.”  This scene is disquieting.  Although Giles has always resided in 

Hintock, he is observant to the smallest changes; Grace’s absence should make her powers of 

sight more acute, and yet this is clearly not the case.  While a formerly concealed farmhouse has 

become visible, this exchange demonstrates that she is unable to perceive this change on her 

own.  As the scene progresses, Grace additionally looks at the wrong orchard as a result of 

having “forgotten” what “bitter-sweets” look like (42).  There is already the sense in this scene 
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that her education and travels have shaped her into an outsider, unable to recognize the familiar 

and unique aspects of Little Hintock.   

This estrangement from the larger domestic site is doubled when Grace returns to her 

parents’ house.  While she is slightly more attuned to the domestic interior, she is still, 

nonetheless displaced.  After dinner on this first night home she “ramble[s] pleasurably through 

the rooms of her old home,” candle in hand (47).  This “ramble” reveals an unsettling encounter 

with the interior:   

Each nook and each object revived a memory, and simultaneously modified it.  The 
chambers seemed lower than they had appeared on any previous occasion of her return, the 
surfaces of both walls and ceilings standing in such near relations to the eye that it could 
not avoid taking microscopic note of their irregularities and old fashion.  Her own bedroom 
wore at once a look more familiar than when she had left it, and yet a face estranged.  The 
world of little things therein gazed at her in helpless stationariness, as though they had 
tried and been unable to make any progress without her presence.  (47–8)   

Despite the illumination of the candle which should make the contents of the rooms visible, the 

reader is deprived of several key details.  “Each object” and “each nook” both imply a sense of 

precision that is undercut by the lack of specificity.  We do not know what these objects are nor 

do we know how many nooks Grace sees.  Complementing these obscured details is the phrase 

“the world of little things” which is suggestive of porcelain collectibles; but again, we do not 

know what these “things” are.  There is a sense that Hardy is working against the conventions of 

realism in this passage which would require him to describe the room in minute detail.9  The lack 

of specification, not to mention itemization, implies that these possessions are not as important as 

the memory called up by their placement within this room.  To make a bold claim one might say 

that the author begins to usher in the twentieth century by nodding to the past with the 

assortment of objects all of differing ages and places, but anticipates the future by generalizing 

(and thus obscuring) the objects to foreground memory.   

45 



 

This foregrounding is reinforced throughout the passage by the remarks concerning space 

and sight.  Spatially, these generalized rooms enact a disquieting mood upon both the reader and 

Grace.  Not only is there no clarification as to which rooms Grace is rambling through or where 

their boundaries lie, but since we have no prior point of comparison for the height of the 

chambers, the fact that they “seemed lower” additionally reinforces the idea that “reviving” and 

“modifying” of memory through sight are more important than whatever spatial dimensions 

actually exist.  Furthermore, these rooms convey a slight sense of confinement or perhaps even 

entrapment since “walls and ceilings” are closer to her than before.   

Contributing to this disconcerting sense of altered motion are the “little things” that “gazed 

at her” in the more private recesses of domestic space.  Here, the inanimate is rendered animate 

not only by gazing at the inhabitant of the room but additionally by the failed effort at “progress” 

in her absence.  One might read here the implication that time is beginning to render “the world 

of little things” anachronistic.  Moreover, the “irregularities and old fashioned” aspects issuing 

from walls and ceiling are likewise frustrating.  Are these architectural details old-fashioned in 

comparison to Grace’s quarters at school or in comparison to the outside of the house?  

Likewise, what constitutes an irregularity?  The adjective “microscopic” further focuses the 

reader’s attention on sight in this passage, simultaneously subverting the desire for precision 

because it is still obscured.  As if to go even a step further in unsettling both reader and 

inhabitant, the vague pronoun “it” seemingly refers to the “eye,” signifying that this uncanny 

orifice works independently of all other body parts.  Perhaps this is precisely the point we are to 

arrive at with such foregrounding of sight and perception in this passage.    

Grace’s experience not only in the nebulous rooms but also in her most private space is in 

a word “uncanny” as the lines “Her own bedroom wore at once a look more familiar than when 
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she had left it, and yet a face estranged” explicitly announce.  While there is the sense that her 

bedroom ought to be more familiar than the remainder of the house as it is her most private 

retreat, this assumption is challenged but not yet overturned.  The narrator observes, “Over the 

place where her candle had been accustomed to stand, when she had used to read in bed till the 

midnight hour, there was still the brown spot of smoke.  She did not know that her father had 

taken especial care to keep it from being cleaned off” (48).  The remaining spot of smoke is trace 

that remains within this space; it further foregrounds the lack of specification and itemization 

within the room.  In addition, the quotation implies that this “spot” conjures a specific memory to 

Grace’s mind rather than her “world of little things” or the landscape she traveled through earlier 

to reach this house.  The trace is the ghostly remainder in the interior, the past within the space of 

the present linking Grace to the house and, by extension, the family she has been separated from 

through her education and travels. 

During this reacquaintance with the house, the past and present collide in the interior 

leaving Grace attuned to the domestic interior but nonetheless unsettled.  Her alienation from 

both the larger domestic site, Little Hintock, and her house reinforce the status education creates 

for the rural individual during the nineteenth century: a native marked as an outsider because she 

is between two cultures, “custom and education.”10  Grace is figured as a problematic 

investment.  Her alienation from the village due to her education anticipates her inability to 

marry Giles Winterbourne, a yeoman, her promised husband.  She will initially seem to bring a 

promising return by attracting and then marrying Edred Fitzpiers the village doctor, with a 

suitably upper class ancestral lineage, and a strikingly modern education and profession.  I write 

initially because ultimately she is unable to either reassimilate to Hintock or feel at ease with her 

increased social standing through marriage.  Her childhood house is not a haven, but Grace is no 
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longer a woodlander and thus outside can never become home for her as it is for Giles or Marty.  

Consequently, she retains her marks of “betweenness” both inside and outside the house.  

The implications of her liminal status are further staged at her house when Grace and 

Fitzpiers return from their honeymoon to live at the Melburys’.  Rather than leave Grace’s 

childhood house, the couple attempts to set up a new home within the space of the old.  Her 

father has a “disused” wing “paint[ed], paper[ed], and white-wash[ed]” (178).  This “One wing . 

. . being almost disused by the Melburys” is entirely eliminated of its past structural traces to 

enable their private living.  In addition, “a ground-floor room” is “fitted up as a surgery” to 

accommodate his practice.  This interior remodeling produces disquieting effects.  The attempt to 

accommodate wife and husband make the dwelling a more temporally disorienting edifice than 

before, particularly when the exterior is taken into account.  This surface is described in the 

following passage:  

The house was of no marked antiquity; yet of a well-advanced age; older than a stale 
novelty, but no canonized antique; faded, not hoary; looking at you from the still distinct 
middle-distance of the early Georgian time, and awakening on that account the instincts of 
reminiscence more decidedly than the remoter, and far grander memorials which have to 
speak from the misty reaches of mediaevalism . . . . It was a house in whose reverberations 
queer old personal tales were yet audible if properly listened for; and not, as with those of 
the castle and cloister, silent beyond the possibility of an echo.  (24)   

The house is an anachronic site because it registers multitemporalities through the surface 

features.  It is dated early Georgian, an important movement in architecture which grew out of 

the Classical Revival.11  There is a sense that the entire structure may have been built between 

1720 and the early 1800s, but any attempt to precisely date the house is undermined by the 

contrasting series of short, punctuated descriptions.  Not only are we lead to the conclusion that 

the house is somehow well-preserved despite its age, but that it is remarkably “between” on all 

accounts: “no marked antiquity; yet of a well-advanced age.”  The explicit reference to haunting 

by mention of the “reverberations” aids in further casting it as a distinctly liminal site.  Although 
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specific architectural styles are named, like Grace’s room, the house is ultimately inscribed with 

the temporalities of the inhabitants.   

The interior remodeling of the one wing intensifies the haunting effects of the entire edifice 

by simultaneously marking it Victorian through the rigid spatial boundaries imposing 

privatization and the “modern” through the use of whitewash.12  In contrast to the outside of the 

house which is suggestive of either communal living (medievalism) or at least greater mobility 

within the house (Georgian), the Victorian inclination towards privatization in the interior is 

marked by the door: a boundary between the married couple’s wing of the house and the 

remainder.  However, doors are permeable boundaries in The Woodlanders.  This attempt to 

privatize the interior by sequestering the newly wed couple in a wing has compelling effects for 

Grace.13   

Grace disrupts this framework that ought to restrict her to her own domestic sphere.  

Returning from her honeymoon, she is “cheerful at the thought of being soon in her sylvan 

home;” but this is no longer a “sylvan home,” not only for the aforementioned reasons (178).  On 

the first night in their residence, Fitzpier’s assumptions regarding his new privatized domesticity 

are clearly overturned.  He returns to this apartment expecting his wife and dinner but neither 

greet him.  Instead, the villagers have invaded the communal parlour to welcome Grace home 

and to congratulate her return.  The ramifications of this interior social collision are made 

explicit by Fitzpiers’s remarks: “If we continue in these rooms there must be no mixing in with 

your people below.  I can’t stand it, and that’s the truth” (182).  The pronoun clearly separates 

Grace and Edred from her family “below;” it additionally addresses the villagers who 

transgressed the threshold and might be perceived to re-enter at any point.14  To enact this social 

boundary within the interior which Edred implies is clearly unattainable through the door he 
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issues the following statement: “We must simply be your father’s tenants” (182).  His insistence 

marks a forced estrangement on Grace’s part from her childhood domestic space.  To be aligned 

with “temporary possession or occupancy” not only amplifies the uncanniness of the house but 

marks the inhabitants as uncanny as well (Uncanny, Royle 153).  Equally it anticipates the 

impending houselessness and homelessness often associated with the twentieth century.  That is 

to say, to be a tenant is this house is actually to look towards the future, no matter how painful 

the separation with the past may seem.   

Meditations on a Second Uncanny House 

Like Grace, Mrs. Charmond is estranged from Little Hintock and the house she lives in, 

but her estrangement results from different forces.  Bound by law to the manor-house, Mrs. 

Charmond’s domestic site unfortunately does not facilitate the ideals associated with country 

houses: political power, rural retreat, happy tenants, and proximity to bountiful nature.15  Instead, 

the house becomes an entrapping figure because she is isolated from genteel society.  The house 

is described in the following passage: “It was an edifice built in times when human constitutions 

were damp-proof, when shelter from the boisterous was all that men thought of in choosing a 

dwelling-place, the insidious being beneath their notice; and its hollow site was an ocular 

reminder by its unfitness for modern lives, of the fragility to which these have declined” (59).  

The primary property owner’s dwelling is described as antiquated, perhaps even predating the 

medieval houses of England’s countryside because we are told that its original purpose had little 

more to do with shelter from the outside elements.  Its low position in the ground suggests safety 

and the ravages of time upon the structure, instead of the impulse behind much Georgian country 

architecture in which close positioning to the ground would have been a welcome feature to 

bring the inhabitants closer to nature.16  This site insinuates itself as being an archaic monument 

belonging to the landscape; it is not a house so much as it is a reminder of a distant past.  
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Ironically, its continued existence stands as a testament to dwelling in the present as it is, 

remarkably, habited.   

Hardy, again, works against the conventions of realism; as readers we unable to clearly see 

what this house looks like from the outside.  The nebulous image is only slightly more focused 

by the specific architectural details which inscribe the outside with additional temporalities.  For 

example, we are told that the house has “a battlemented parapet;” this architectural feature not 

only suggests asymmetry but additionally dates this portion of the house to a time when self-

defense was a concern of the dwelling place (58).  In contrast to this medieval feature, though, 

“the front of the house was an ordinary manorial presentation of Elizabethan windows, 

mullioned and hooded” (58).  Consequently, the house shifts to a different period, one in which 

technological innovations enabled the production of more windows and for these apertures to 

show no arching.  The addition of large windows in Elizabethan architecture shows the house 

was no longer built for defense.17  To further disorder this exterior, we are told that there are 

“letterings and shoe-patterns cut by idlers” (58).  Here, the traces of the past, left by those who 

have wandered by over a period of perhaps hundreds of years, are considered part and parcel of 

the edifice; the personal and communal collides on the surface with these disparate architectural 

features. 

There is a sense of the comedic in this house description for a particular reason.  Early and 

mid-Victorian country house architecture was notably anachronic, drawing upon a range of 

different styles from the past to fuse a product for the present.  There was no distinctive 

Victorian country house architectural style.  Until the new generation of country and suburban 

house architects became visible in the 1880s and the 1890s, the two styles most often utilized in 

building or renovating country houses were neo-Gothic (considered Christian) and neo-
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Elizabethean (consider English).  The classical styles were rejected and it was not until the end 

of the period that architects would gravitate back to neo-Classical styles.18  “Neo” obviously 

implies that drawing upon these older styles still meant a significant amount of disfiguring so as 

to accommodate the inhabitant in relative wealth and ease.  While Mrs. Charmond’s house 

makes reference to the mullioned windows utilized by Victorian architects, the house mocks the 

country house disordering of architectural styles as well as undermining the image of the ideal 

country house retreat.  This edifice is so unsettling and so clearly belongs to the landscape that 

no city dweller could possibly want to live in it.      

This feeling of unhomeliness is not just continued but amplified in the domestic interior.  

This point is especially notable for a reason Mark Wigley draws attention to: “The traditional 

economy of vision based upon a carefully preserved image of architecture [is one] in which that 

which is seen on the outside supposedly articulates, and is subordinate to, some inner truth” (25).  

Certainly, as Hardy will demonstrate, there is no “inner truth” in this domestic interior. 

Consequently, this “traditional economy of vision” is reversed, if not distorted or undermined.19  

One might say that although this edifice is more of a monument than a house, it too stages 

something decidedly modern in architecture by displacing this economy of vision.  In an attempt 

to Victorianize and tame the exterior disorder, Mrs. Charmond gives the domestic interior a 

make-over.  The result is still a decidedly uncanny house.  The objects in her gallery illuminate 

this situation: man-traps amongst “tapestries, wood carvings, ivories, miniatures and so on” (60).  

As a room which became popular in the eighteenth century as a place to display one’s 

collectibles from wanderings to foreign places, Mrs. Charmond’s gallery fulfills a changing 

purpose in this room that once again temporally disorders the house.20  The items in her 

collection further contribute to this effect: man-traps, originally intended to capture poachers and 
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trespassers serve as a reminder that they were outlawed in 1827.21  Their inclusion renders a 

mechanical apparatus that once had use value outside of the house obsolete; it is nothing more 

now than a part of a domestic museum.  The other contents of the gallery inhabit a tenuous place 

between particularity and obscurity.  These tapestries, carvings, ivories, and miniatures are 

certainly more specific than Grace’s “world of little things” even if what they precisely look like 

is left to the speculation of the reader.  What is important is that the first three items in this list 

give the impression of having been brought into the house from abroad, while the latter item is 

little more than a testament to the mass production of collectibles, so popular and prevalent 

within houses in the Victorian period.  

In the domestic interior, we never see more than one small portion at a time.  The interior 

gives the impression of being disoriented and fragmented, in addition to implicating a shift to 

privacy from the connotations of the exterior.  Nonetheless, an important conclusion may be 

remarked upon.  The interior epitomizes the bourgeois of the nineteenth century: a disordered 

site where objects are removed from their historical/cultural context thus creating a greater sense 

of homelessness within the interior.22  Mrs. Charmond is strikingly not at home in this site.  Her 

unsettlingly interior design choices contributing to her estrangement are made visible in other 

scenes in the novel.  For example, when Grace’s father ostensibly invades the drawing room in 

an attempt to find his son-in-law he sees “A fire burning low in the grate was the sole light of the 

apartment; its beams flashed mockingly on the somewhat showy Versaillese furniture and 

gilding here, in style as unlike that of the structural parts of the building as it was possible to be, 

and probably introduced by Felice [Mrs. Charmond] to counteract the find old-English gloom of 

the place” (247).  The illumination from the fire is a recurring motif in the novel, one which 

reinforces the uncanniness of the domestic sites.  The “showy Versailles furniture” is a mark of 
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foreignness in the interior, the borrowing of a continental style which as we are told in the 

passage seems an unsuccessful attempt to enliven the interior from its “old-English gloom.”  The 

adjective “showy” alludes to the ornateness of this obscured furniture (a chair?  A table?) 

associated with the aristocracy.  Ironically, though, this furniture is nothing more than another 

indication of mass production—reproductions of an already antiquated style.  Thus, the interior 

might be said to be an unsettling collision of one authentic object divested of its purpose, (the 

man-trap), and simulacra.  We are told in the passage that this furniture in becoming the focal 

point for a room enshrouded in darkness disorders the harmony of the interior.  Yet, Melbury’s 

conclusion provides a different perspective: “Everything here was so pacific, so unaggressive in 

its repose . . . The comparative stateliness of the apartments influenced him to an emotion, rather 

than to a belief, that where all was outwardly so good and proper there could not be quite the 

delinquency within which he had suspected” (247).  This statement underscores his mis-reading 

of the house, an alien space that is not his own; the disordering of time through these objects 

reveals that the occupant of the house and her cultural position are decidedly amiss.   

Even here we see the clash of the old with the new in the domestic site: the insider who 

cannot read the outside forces of capitalism with the outsider whose interior represents those 

external forces through mass production.  Going abroad is the only way for Mrs. Charmond to 

escape the larger, estranging domestic site of Little Hintock as well as her unsettling house.  

While these frequent departures, which are never described, clearly cast her as modern in terms 

of her agency and recourse to movement, leaving only provides temporary respite.  Clearly, she 

is not embowered like Mariana, but she is still bound by law to Little Hintock and the houses 

until her death.   
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Ghost House 

One question, then, which Hardy’s novel seems to continually beg is the following: should 

we to incline towards a nostalgic reading due to the anachronistic means of house ownership and 

the temporal disordering inscribed in and on houses?  Anachrony is a disordering of time.  Both 

the interior and exterior of Grace and Felice’s houses register anachrony; Little Hintock does as 

well.  An anachronism, though, an object out of its own time, cannot yet be applied towards the 

houses in the novel.  None of the houses are out of time; all are perhaps too invested in the 

passing of time.  One might also say that since this novel stages a collision between rural and 

urban forces that nothing has “passed” as of yet; everything is in the process of passing.  This 

general disordering throughout the novel that is especially prevalent in and on the houses is what 

undermines a nostalgic reading of The Woodlanders.   

A particular scene in the novel illuminates precisely what I am to addressing in the 

paragraph above.  In the novel, the inhabitants of Hintock frequently encounter Hardy’s 

ubiquitous spots, a mark or place upon the landscape that designates a site of memory.23  In a 

crucial passage the narrator states, “The spot may have beauty, grandeur, salubrity, convenience; 

but if it lack memories it will ultimately pall upon him who settles there without opportunity of 

intercourse with his kind” (123).  The ghostly spot in Grace’s room finds its counterpart later in 

the novel upon the land itself, bearing the imprint of Giles’s demolished house.  We are told that 

although the roof no longer existed and “the walls were leveled” Giles, nonetheless, “had a 

feeling for the spot that might have been called morbid” (184).  Consequently, he is drawn to this 

site on several evenings.  Hardy writes, “Even in the gloom he could trace where the different 

rooms had stood; could mark the shape of the kitchen chimney-corner, in which he had roasted 

apples and potatoes in his boyhood, cast his bullets, and burnt his initials on articles that did and 

did not belong to him.”  In an instance where sight is simultaneously impeded and underscored, 
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still the former occupant is able to find/see the remains of his dwelling.  Giles is cast as a good 

reader of space, one who can revive the structure of his past house during his present visitations 

to this site.  Moreover, Hardy’s use of the verbs “trace” and “mark” conjure the pictorial and 

architectural; similarly they signify a disquieting permanence—disquieting because the house 

has already been demolished.  Likewise, while “roast, cast and burnt” refer to past activities they 

seem to amplify this sensation.  The problems of ownership are articulated in the final lines 

“articles that did and did not belong to him;” nonetheless Giles has made them his own by 

burning a mark of his identity in them.  What cannot be owned through documents and law is 

possessed by the proper name, perhaps a more haunting force.  This revival of a past action 

intensifies the irony of this scene.  While he no longer inhabits this space, this site still engages 

him as if it were his own, rather than under the ownership of Mrs. Charmond.24

The land surrounding the house is similarly marked by this structural loss:  

The appletress still remained to show where the garden had been, the oldest of them even 
now retaining the crippled slant to north-east given them by the great November gale of 
1824 which carried a brig bodily over the Chesil Bank.  They were at present bent to still 
greater obliquity by the heaviness of their produce.  Apples bobbed against his head, and in 
the grass beneath he crunched scores of them as he walked.  There was nobody to gather 
them now.  (184)   

Bending and slanting frame the now vanished garden that seems strikingly more present in its 

absence.  The phrase “at present bent” suggests that even this framing will only be temporary as 

if the landscape is still mourning a recent loss, the implications of which are equally at work in 

the phrase “still remained to show.”  Intriguingly, Hardy mixes the historical with the fictional as 

the trees simultaneously bear a recent, personal history by way of their positioning as well as a 

historically accurate event (the gale); congruently, the fictional space rendered here is invaded by 

the real (Chesil Bank).25  The final lines convey a sense of economic loss as the apples will 

undoubtedly over-ripen and go to waste without Giles to gather them for cider-making.  This 
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revisitation to the site of the house, which instigates the return of memory, poses the quandary 

expressed at the beginning of this section.  Given that nostalgia etymologically means a return 

home and that criticism has tended to read the novel in this manner there is ample evidence for 

such a conclusion.26  However, to say that this scene is nostalgic, either from the point of view of 

Hardy’s Victorian readers or even from a contemporary point of view, is to perhaps downplay 

some historical and cultural transformations which I will address.  

The agricultural depression which began in Britain in the late 1870s and lasted until the 

1890s significantly reconfigured property relationships in rural England.  Urban investors who 

had money in land liquidated their assets.  This depression ensured for the remaining gentry who 

were primarily invested in land that to maintain their property they had to “enter into an 

increasingly close merger with the business world” (Girouard 300).  Notably the 1890s 

additionally marks the beginning of a significant change; landownership was relinquished from 

the gentry and non-gentry families and legally granted to the rural workers themselves.  Williams 

notes that the majority of this land was handed over after 1914, but much of that divestment 

began in the 1890s.  Such a transformation is a positive occurrence, particularly for any rural 

tenant who was not only at the whim of his landlord in terms of rent, but additionally shelter and 

work.  As I noted earlier drawing on Burnett’s study, urban intellectuals would have conjured the 

image of the quaint, cozy, well-lit cottage, thus idealizing the living situation of the rural worker.  

Most country workers were living in poverty worse than the city tenements.  Although there 

were attempts by various benevolent landlords in the 1860s and 1870s to improve housing 

conditions, most of these efforts came to a halt with the depression.  Hence, the cozy image is 

completely undermined by the reality of intense poverty.  Often up to fifteen people lived in two 

rooms.27   
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Hardy undermines nostalgia not only through the means we have already seen but also 

through Giles’s house.  The yeoman may evince a longing for his domestic site because he 

revisits the site of its demolition.  Yet, for Giles, it is not the house that signifies the home, but 

rather, the land he has such an affinity for demonstrated by his ability to work outside in any 

capacity, (planting, cider-making, tree-felling), or to find the former site of his house.  Giles lost 

his dwelling due to his father’s inability to pay for a renewal to extend his tenancy.  By losing the 

house, his social standing in Little Hintock, particularly with the Melburys, accordingly 

deteriorated.  Without the house he was socially barred from marrying Grace.  The loss of the 

house, though, invests Giles with a forward looking perspective.  Giles stores his tools and 

furniture and takes up residence in a hut.  Because the land still provides him with his livelihood, 

increasingly so after his loss of the house, he becomes inscribed in a more modern way of living.  

The land is both home and work, and thus his temporary residence at a nearby hut anticipates the 

loss of permanent dwelling that will characterize the twentieth century.  Without the house, Giles 

gains by no longer being bound by the anachronistic laws of property still at work.  A nostalgic 

reading of this revisitation to the house merely obscures if not romanticizes the position of the 

country yeoman.  This spot is quite literally a threshold of the future, an empty site haunted by 

the past.  The house in The Woodlanders is ready to be re-written and re-imagined in a near 

future, sometime past the time of the novel. 

Final Threshold: The Window 

To what future, though, are we looking?  And how might we view this future?  Perhaps 

through the most familiar of apertures and framing devices: the window.  From the beginning of 

the novel windows are foregrounded.28  As early as page seven, the master-barber from town 

must hitch a ride in a van to find the obscured point of entry into Little Hintock.  The reader is 

told that “In the rear of the van was a glass window . . . . Looking at the van from the back the 
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spectator could thus see, through its interior, a square piece of the same sky and landscape that 

he saw without, but intruded on by the profiles of the seated passengers . . .” (7).  Strikingly in 

the passage, no one character looks but rather anyone, including the reader, is invited to look out 

of this window.  The framed view from this aperture is partial and altered by the occupants 

within.  This instance underscores a point which will be of the utmost importance in Little 

Hintock.  We are told that the same shape of the “same sky and landscape” can be seen in either 

direction, but that distortion is perceived in one direction.  This early scene emphasizes more 

than one way of looking in and at Little Hintock.   

The multitude of window scenes in the novel is enabled by the isolation of the village: “As 

very few people except themselves passed this way after dark, a majority of the denizens of 

Little Hintock deemed window-curtains unnecessary . . .” (9).  When the master-barber finally 

enters Hintock, he finds his destination by the “exceptional state of radiance” issuing from the 

interior of the house “as seen through the window” (9).  Through this aperture he sees the living 

room ablaze where Marty South sits working; she is found because she is visibly framed.  

Nonetheless, this view from the window is only a partial view of domestic harmony as it 

obscures her father’s illness, her work late into the night, and the financial tribulations that have 

beset them.  The master-barber’s arrival only compounds these domestic disturbances for Marty 

will sell her hair in order to ensure the livelihood of her house for a short while longer.  Her 

promise to exchange her hair for money allows her to enter into a modern economic exchange 

not only within her house, but in a failed effort to save her house.  As the patriarchal figure lies 

ill upstairs it becomes the responsibility of his female offspring to save the family from 

destitution, an intriguing reversal of gender roles.29  Marty is cast at the beginning of the novel as 

no more an embowered woman than Grace or Mrs. Charmond even if she is captured through 
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illumination and framing by the master-barber.  By daylight she works outside the house 

alongside Giles.  She too is aligned with the “woodlanders” who, including Giles, are more at 

home outside the house than within. 

In all of Thomas Hardy’s novels, the characters look in and out of windows.  Yet, a brief 

comparison to Mariana again might highlight the importance of this recurring figure in The 

Woodlanders.  For Mariana, the window is both a prison and viewing portal.  Looking out the 

window gives her a different perspective, that is, a line of mental and physical escape; yet, 

Victorian society obstructs her from acting on the potentially liberating effects of the aperture.  

Thus, she only retreats into herself.  The ambivalence of the window both as a figure of 

containment and perspective is intensified in Hardy’s novel.  Throughout The Woodlanders, men 

and women look in and out of these domestic openings; windows admit perspectives that 

threaten to enter and further disrupt the already uncanny houses.  When these new perspectives 

enter, the already tenuous relationship between interior and exterior is further dissolved.30  In the 

novel, Hardy’s characters, more often than not, look out of or into domestic windows to see each 

other; rarely do they look at the landscape.  A few conclusions can be drawn from this action.   

It is through the window of her bedroom that Grace first becomes aware of Edred Fitzpiers.  

While she does not see him, she does see the light issuing from his house when she looks out of 

her window.  This is a surprising moment of insight as in her earlier visit to the village the house 

was unoccupied.  There is a sense of mastery that Grace wields over house and occupant.  She 

watches from the privacy of her bedroom, from an elevated height, at a distance, unseen.  This 

first view from the window will, in turn, inspire her interest in Edred, which eventually enables 

their meeting and marriage.  It is worth noting what is perhaps most obvious and thus least 

obvious in this scene.  Grace ostensibly sees the future from her bedroom window, even if at its 
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time of viewing it is an obscure one.  Granted, as we have seen, this is a future which disrupts 

any sort of domestic harmony she might have been able to find in Little Hintock at her house.   

A view from the window, though, need not be private, especially if one is caught in the act 

of looking.  When Grace and her parents arrive at Giles’s house unwittingly for a party, the 

reader is told that 

looking up from the rolling-pin Creedle saw passing the window first the timber-merchant, 
in his second-best suit, next Mrs. Melbury in her best silk, and behind them Grace in the 
fashionable attire . . . The eyes of the three had been attracted through the window to the 
proceedings within by the fierce illumination which the oven threw out upon the operators 
and their utensils.  (72)   

Here, again, luminosity draws the attention of those outside the house to the interior; both 

“operator” and “utensils” are rendered visible to the viewers.  Intriguingly, Creedle does not read 

the countenances of the arriving guests, but rather, their clothing.  His focus suggests several 

conclusions, not the least of which is that Creedle’s familiarity with other inhabitants of Hintock 

is registered from within this house by their exterior accouterments.  Our eyes, through 

Creedle’s, are focused on an increasing passage of wealth from a “second-best suit” to a well-

cared for “best silk” to the nebulous “fashionable attire.”  What does Creedle register from his 

framed view within?  He registers the past, as implied by the older clothing, a present through 

Grace’s garments, and the impending future by their passing by the window which will lead the 

family into the house.  Likewise, such temporalities are registered by the Melburys: Creedle is 

captured engaging in a present act, for a future event, while polishing older “utensils.”   

Hardy foregrounds the temporal connotations of the word window: an interval of time 

during which an activity can or must take place.  An instance of looking in or out of a window 

marks a passing moment within the novel whether that is a passing moment such as Grace 

looking out of her window or a more literal moment of passing when Grace and her family 

wander by Giles’s house.  The significance of passing to modernity is remarked in the third 
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epigraph at the beginning of this chapter: “Modern consciousness is one of passage and the 

passing.  From now on we think that everything arrives and passes.  Nothing permanent gives 

things any kind of anchor against time” (11).  Agacinski refers here to the impermanence that 

characterizes modernity.  Such impermanence is already registered in the novel through houses.  

What becomes distinctly apparent is that while passing through the house is a characteristic of 

the twentieth century, in Hardy’s novel, that century is thresholded through the window, a 

threshold itself.  One does not yet pass through the house in Hardy’s novel. 

Looking to the Future 

One might be so bold as to say that the window scenes cast these houses as decidedly more 

modern than the Victorian city house, which immersed in velvet, curtains, and objects obscures 

perspectives.  This is because, as Wigley observes, “Modernity is the production of new ways of 

looking before it is the production of new forms” (31).  The ability to look both in and out of 

windows marks the woodlanders as strikingly modern.  Consequently, the ending of Hardy’s 

novel positions us to look towards the future of the house and home.  Mrs. Charmond leaves her 

house to let when she ventures to the continent with Edred; she is shot in the end by her 

American lover.  Grace and Edred part company and eventually reunite, leaving Little Hintock, 

positioned toward a future in the Midlands at a temporary domestic residence.  What can we 

anticipate based on these partings from rural Little Hintock and its uncanny houses?  Hardy’s 

novel was published just a few years before English country house building on a smaller scale, 

divorced from working land, would be transplanted into the suburbs.  Hence, in the next chapter, 

we leave the country and remove instead to London and then the suburbs where we will see a 

seemingly new image of the English house.  Simultaneously, and perhaps sadly, we leave behind 

houses where the occupants look out of windows and ascertain, even if they cannot articulate, 

their estrangement from houses.  Instead, we enter an interior world of curtains and objects, a 
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world where the inhabitants are rarely looking at anything other than property.  This late-

Victorian world in John Galsworthy’s novel The Man of Property will also be challenged by 

modernity at the site of the house.   
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Notes 
                                                
1 See the Victorian web’s link to “The Embowered Woman: Pictorial Interpretations of ‘The 
Lady of Shalott’” at http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/tennyson/losbower.html To say that Mariana is 
embowered is certainly not new; nonetheless, this image is a crucial point of departure from what 
Hardy stages in The Woodlanders.  At times, this may be more implicit than explicit throughout 
this chapter, but I do return to the window in the penultimate section in this chapter.  For other 
reference material see, for instance, Marcia Werner’s study Pre-Raphaelite Painting and 
Nineteenth-Century Realism (Cambridge, 2005). 
 
2 This chapter only scratches the surface of these issues in an attempt to stay somewhat focused.  
Emily Brontë’s novel Wuthering Heights would prove to be an illuminating text to discuss in 
tangent with The Woodlanders as it stages many images of embowered men and women.  In 
H.G. Wells’s novel Ann Veronica, the title character breaks out of the domestic frame at the 
beginning of the novel by leaving for London, but still encounters entrapping domestic sites in 
the city.   
 
3 While there is certainly a lot of criticism to be found concerning The Woodlanders, very little 
of it is focused on the domestic sites in the novels.  A quick list of some of these essays, 
however, will demonstrate that much of the existent criticism is focused not only on gender, 
class, time, melancholy and nostalgia, but also landscape and nature: John Hughes, “'For Old 
Association's Sake': Narrative, History and Hardy's The Woodlanders” (Thomas Hardy Journal, 
2002 May; 18 (2): 57–64); Andrew Raford, “The Unmanned Fertility Figure in Hardy's The 
Woodlanders (1887)” (Victorian Newsletter, 2001 Spring; 99: 24–32); Nicola Harris, “'A Pair of 
Jaundiced Eyes': The Woodlanders (1887) and the Blighted Tree of Knowledge” (Thomas Hardy 
Yearbook, 1998; 26: 5–17); Thomas A. Reisner, “The Narrative Time-Scheme of The 
Woodlanders” (Notes and Queries, 1996 Dec; 43 (241) (4): 434–35); Robert Kiely, “The 
Menace of Solitude: The Politics and Aesthetics of Exclusion in The Woodlanders” (ed. 
Margaret R Higonnet, The Sense of Sex: Feminist Perspectives on Hardy, Urbana, 1993);  
Ronald D. Morrison, “Love and Evolution in Thomas Hardy's The Woodlanders” (Kentucky 
Philological Review, 1991; 6: 32–37); Lesley Higgins, “Pastoral Meets Melodrama in Thomas 
Hardy's The Woodlanders” (The Thomas Hardy Journal, 1990 June 2; 6 (2): 111–125); David 
Ball, “Tragic Contradiction in Hardy's The Woodlanders” (ARIEL: A Review of International 
English Literature, 1987 Jan.; 18 (1): 17–25); William E. Buckler, “Toward a Poetics of Hardy's 
Novels: The Woodlanders” (Dickens Studies Annual: Essays on Victorian Fiction, 1985; 14: 
327–336); Mary Jacobus, “Tree and Machine: The Woodlanders” (ed. Dale Kramer, Critical 
Approaches to the Fiction of Thomas Hardy. London, 1979); and Marilyn Stall Hubbart, 
“Thomas Hardy's Use of Folk Culture in The Woodlanders” (Kentucky Folklore Record: A 
Regional Journal of Folklore and Folklife, 1977; 23: 17–24). 
 
4  For more on Wessex, see W.J. Keith, Regions of the Imagination: The Development of British 
Rural Fiction (Toronto, 1988); Raymond Williams, “Wessex and the Border” in The Country 
and the City; Palgrave Advances in Thomas Hardy Studies (ed. Phillip Mallett, New York, 
2004); J. Hillis Miller, Thomas Hardy: Distance and Desire (Cambridge, Mass, 1970); and 
Roger Ebbatson, The Evolutionary Self:  Hardy, Forster, Lawrence (Brighton, Sussex, 1982).  
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5 As a result, the village illuminates another claim issued against Hardy’s novels from the urban 
intellectual perspective.  Williams writes, “It is common to reduce Hardy’s fiction to the impact 
of an urban alien on the ‘timeless pattern’ of English rural life.  Yet though this is sometimes the 
case there the more common pattern is the relation between the changing nature of country 
living, determined as much by its own pressures as by pressures from ‘outside’” (200).   
 
6  See for instance, A Laodicean (1881) for a highly intriguing multitemporal domestic site, the 
Stancy Castle.  A primary differences are that this is a castle rather than a house and the village 
in which this domestic site resides is not an isolated, embedded woodland.  
 
7 The information on lifehold tenure comes from the Oxford World Classics edition of The 
Woodlanders as well as G.W. Sherman’s essay “Thomas Hardy and the Agricultural Laborer” 
(Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 1952 Sept; 7 (2): 111–18).  
 
8 See Dale Kramer’s discussion in the notes for the Oxford edition of The Woodlanders.  
 
9 These remarks on realism are expanded in the chapters that follow.  These threads, for the 
moment, are primarily indebted to Didier Maleuvre, Museum Studies: History, Technology, Art; 
Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel; and 
Ruth Robbins, Pater to Forster, 1873–1924.       
 
10 See Raymond Williams’s chapter “Wessex and the Border” in The Country and the City.    
 
11 See Mark Girouard’s indispensable study Life in the English Country House. 
 
12 Although whitewash was associated with the quaintness of rural cottages as John Burnett 
remarks, it also a marker of modernity as Mark Wigley explains: “The whitewash is not simply 
what is left behind after the removal of decoration.  It is the active mechanism of erasure.  Rather 
than a clean surface, it is a cleaning agent, cleaning the image of the body in order to liberate the 
eye” (8).   
 
13 These divisions also have compelling effects for Edred.  Edred’s work is concentrated in the 
same domestic space as his living quarters with his wife; hence, while the interior of this house 
undergoes a transformation from communal to privatized living, the Victorian doctrine of 
separate spheres is clearly challenged.  Such spatial divisions within the house challenge 
Fitzpiers’ attempt to maintain this bourgeois identity.  Once work is situated in the same building 
as his private domestic home, he increasing moves outside the house.   
 
14 Ironically, though, while he perceives that such separation has occurred, his marriage lowers 
his standing in the estimation of the villagers. 
 
15 See  Raymond Williams, The Country and the City; Mark Girouand, Life in the English 
Country House; and Richard Gill, Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House and the 
Literary Imagination for more discussion. 
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16 See Mark Girouand, Life in the English Country House. 
 
17 Ibid.  
 
18 See Mark Girouand, The Victorian Country House. 
 
19 Mark Girouand addresses this point in The Victorian Country House in a specific context.  Part 
of Victorian architectural discourse involved maintaining a sense of cohesiveness and balance 
between the interior and the exterior.  To make a rather bold claim, I would suggest that because 
Hardy was trained as an architect he was probably extremely aware of the fact that by unsettling 
the interior and exterior in this manner he was positively spooking his readers.  If this claim has 
any validity, then I do hope that Hardy got just as much of a laugh out of it as I do. 
 
20 See Mark Girouand, Life in the English Country House.  
 
21 To quote Karmer’s endnotes in the Oxford edition of The Woodlanders: “a man-trap is a large 
spring-type trap with a tread trigger used to catch poachers.  Man-traps fell out of use after the 
early part of the nineteenth century” (362).  The man-trap, is unsuccessfully utilized near the end 
of the novel when Tim comedically attempts to disfigure Edred and instead Grace walks into the 
trap; however, only her skirt is harmed.  The man-trap has captured the attention of Hardy critics.  
See in particular Jonathan C. Glance, “The Problem of the Man-Trap in Hardy's The 
Woodlanders” (Victorian Newsletter, 1990 Fall; 78: 26–29), and Mary M. Saunders, “The 
Significance of the Man-Trap in The Woodlanders” (Modern Fiction Studies, 1974–1975; 20: 
529–31). 
 
22 See Didier Maleuvre’s chapter “Bringing the Museum Home: The Domestic Interior in the 
Nineteenth-Century” in Museum Memories: History, Technology, Art. 
 
23 “Spot” is Hardy’s word and while site is more stylistically savvy, I think it’s important that 
Hardy uses the word so frequently in this novel and other novels.  “Spot” beautifully echoes 
Lady Macbeth and the doctor’s lines in Shakespeare’s Macbeth which is important since Hardy 
has a number of Shakespearean references in The Woodlanders and his other novels. 
 
24 Mrs. Charmond has the house pulled down.  It is worth noting the historical resonances here in 
that country house owners had emptied houses pulled down to save money on poor-taxes.  See 
John Burnett’s chapter “Housing the Labourer” in A Social History of Housing: 1815–1985. 
 
25 See Oxford edition notes on the text. 
 
26 Some critics are fond of reading Hardy’s novels, such as The Woodlanders, as nostalgic.  See, 
for instance, Jonathan Bate, “Culture and Environment: From Austen to Hardy” (New Literary 
History: A Journal of Theory and Interpretation, 1999 Summer; 30 (3): 541–60). 
 
27 See Burnett’s chapter “Housing the Labourer” in A Social History of Housing 1815–1985. 
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28 William B. Thesing discusses mirrors and windows in this novel in his essay “'The Question of 
Matrimonial Divergence': Distorting Mirrors and Windows in Hardy's The Woodlanders” (The 
Thomas Hardy Yearbook, 1987; 14: 44–52). 
 
29 There are a number of sources which discuss Hardy’s treatment of gender in his novels.  See, 
in addition to Kramer’s introduction, John Bayley, “A Social Comedy?  On Re-reading The 
Woodlanders” in Critical Essays on Thomas Hardy: The Novels (ed. Dale Kramer, Boston, 
1990); Shanta Dutta, Ambivalence in Hardy: A Study of His Attitude to Women (Basingstoke, 
England, 2000); and Penny Boumelha, “The Patriarchy of Class: Under the Greenwood Tree, 
Far From the Madding Crowd, The Woodlanders” in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas 
Hardy (ed. Dale Kramer, Cambridge, UK, 1999).  
 
30  While there is never any specific mention of glass in relation to the windows in the novel, the 
emphasis on windows certainly reflects a change in window sizes as a result of sheet and plate 
glass development in the 1830s and 1840s as well as the removal of excise duty in 1845 and 
window tax in 1845 (The Victorian Country House, Girouard 21).  It is highly unlikely that any 
of these houses would have included these alterations in windows; nonetheless, it is still worth 
mentioning. 
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CHAPTER 3 
HOUSING THE SUB-URBAN IN JOHN GALSWORTHY’S THE MAN OF PROPERTY 

They [the Edwardians] have laid an enormous stress on the fabric of things.  They have given us 
a house in the hope that we may be able to deduce the human beings who live there.  To give 
them their due, they have made that house much better worth living in.  But if you hold that 
novels are in the first place about people, and only in the second about the houses they live in, 
that is the wrong way to set about it.  Therefore, you see, the Georgian writer had to begin by 
throwing away the method that was in use at the moment. 
 
                                                                           —Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” 
 
Painting, by its nature, cannot provide an object of simultaneous collective reception, as 
architecture has always been able to do . . .  
 
                    —Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Technological Reproducibility” 
 
The past, it seemed, did not die, as he had thought, but lived on beside the present, and 
sometimes, perhaps, became the future. 
 
                                                                                                         —John Galsworthy, Swan Song 
 

Introduction 

The first epigraph is from Virginia Woolf’s “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” a sardonic 

attack on H.G. Wells, Andrew Bennett, and John Galsworthy.  In this essay, Woolf repudiates 

the literary “tools” and the “conventions” of these Edwardian writers (205).  To exemplify one 

convention, she turns to the beginning of Andrew Bennett’s novel, Hilda Lessways (1911).  

Woolf concludes that Bennett detracts from Hilda, the main character, by confronting the reader 

with the view from her window.  She is particularly provoked by the lengthy house descriptions 

Bennett creates so as to enable the reader to visualize Hilda’s line of sight.  Clearly, as Woolf 

declares, these structures and their location hinder the reader from “feel[ing] that Hilda is real, 

true, and convincing” (203).  Notably, Woolf explains that “House property was the common 

ground from which the Edwardians found it easy to proceed to intimacy” with their readers 

(206).  Perceptively, she makes a pointed statement about the importance of the house for the 

Edwardians within (and implicitly outside of) literature.  In her estimation, though, historical 
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changes have rendered these techniques anachronistic.  Consequently, she imparts an alternative. 

Her own generation, the Georgians, must respond to their period by creating new literary tools 

and styles.1  Fittingly, she concludes her essay with a plea for readers to “tolerate” these novel 

techniques (211).  Nonetheless, she evinces little understanding of two crucial points in her 

essay: why the Edwardians gravitated to realist conventions and what purposes these conventions 

served in their fiction.  Although Woolf does not use the terms “realist” or “realism,” her 

comments regarding the relationship amongst character, setting, and “the fabric of things” 

suggest precisely these terms.2    

One might pose a question to challenge Woolf’s grievances with this Edwardian 

convention: how do Bennett’s, Wells’s, and Galsworthy’s houses differ?  This query is all the 

more significant when considering what critics of the Edwardians have written since her essay.  

Wells, Bennett, and Galsworthy have become a “composite figure” evoked to refer to a limited, 

realist mode of writing, inferior to Woolf and her contemporary’s modernist, experimental 

techniques.3  While attempts have been made since the 1960s to see otherwise, few critics have 

tempered these malign views.4  Notably, Ruth Robbins’s study Pater to Forster 1874–1924, is 

one of a few recent attempts to re-read the Edwardian novelists.  Robbins eloquently responds to 

Woolf’s essay and provides several means by which we might reassess the importance of realism 

in the Edwardian novel.  In particular, she suggests that of the three authors targeted by Woolf 

John Galsworthy is the guiltiest of clinging to conventions.  By examining his most celebrated 

novel, The Man of Property (1906), she begins to alleviate the stigma attached to his name.  

Robbins accomplishes this task by showing what Woolf failed to see: the “elements of subtlety 

and complexity in Galsworthy’s presentation of his types” (60).  Amongst these “elements” she 

includes the author’s understated and often un-discerned irony (68).   
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While an examination of Wells’s, Bennett’s, and Galsworthy’s novels would prove 

enlightening, this chapter focuses specifically on Galsworthy.5  The Man of Property has been 

critically cast as a novel of manners concerning the upper-middle-class English Forsyte family.  

Such a classification assumes a strict adherence to realist conventions, especially the one which 

Woolf was most concerned: lengthy house descriptions.  Traditionally, critics have viewed the 

houses in the novel as representations of the Forsyte character(s).  Therefore, this chapter offers a 

re-reading of Galsworthy’s novel, which seeks to challenge the cultural myopia implicit in 

Woolf’s realist criticism.  I claim that Galsworthy’s houses symbolically articulate historical and 

ideological tensions in ways that narrative and character cannot.  These houses mediate a 

complex relationship between the city and suburbs, thereby demonstrating that spatial history 

can be re-written through realist conventions.  

Not “At Home” in London 

John Galsworthy’s novel, The Man of Property, opens with the chapter title “‘At Home’ at 

Old Jolyon’s.”  The quotation marks around “At Home” invite at least two interpretations of the 

phrase.  One might initially read “At Home” in the Victorian context Hermann Muthesius 

addresses in The English House: “The commonest form of entertaining among the middle-classes 

is the ‘At Home,’ which takes place either at nine in the evening or in the afternoon . . . . 

Refreshments are of the simplest, even the most primitive kind, indeed, a German would 

pronounce them positively inadequate” (70).  Culinary criticism aside, Muthesius describes a 

social event which opens the novel.  The “At Home” is a family gathering at Old Jolyon’s house 

to celebrate the engagement of June Forsyte to the architect Phillip Bosinney.  The house is cast 

as a private site of acquisition and display, a microcosm of the upper-middle-class world.6  Yet, 

there is a distinct atmosphere of anxiety due to Bosinney’s presence; as a man with little steady 

employment and no inheritance he is clearly a social pariah.  The Forsyte apprehensions directed 
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towards him enable another signification of “at home” to emerge.  The phrase also implies a state 

or condition: one is “at home,” comfortable and safe, in places that are “homely.”  Most often 

that place is the house.  Throughout the chapter, “At Home” recurs four times.  The phrase is 

always capitalized to gesture towards the social event, but its appearance in quotations and its 

recirculation is suggestive.  By crossing the threshold, Bosinney unsettles the Forsyte world of 

property and privacy; his presence signals to the reader that this house is little more than a 

carefully constructed façade of homeliness.7  That is to say, while the Forsytes may find 

themselves frequently “at home” rather than out in the city, or holding an “At Home” no matter 

how informal and impromptu it appears, they are never “at home” within their houses.   

This disquieting situation makes an implication explicit: house and home are obviously not 

synonymous.  In the simplest terms, house names a structure that people inhabit; it carries 

associations of safety, typically aligned with stability, the body, and the maternal.8  Moreover, 

house in the context of Galsworthy’s opening chapter yields several other implications.  As an 

English upper-middle-class site, it embodies for the Forsytes isolation, independence, comfort, 

privacy, and property.  In contrast, home is a more problematic term for the family members as it 

refers to an abstraction.  To elaborate briefly, Didier Maleuvre in his study Museum Memories: 

History, Art, Technology writes that home “is an image of how we dwell, how we inhabit the 

world, how we view ourselves in the world” (120).  For the Forsytes, home becomes an image of 

how one ought to dwell in the house as an upper-middle-class member of English society.  

Throughout the novel, the image of the house as a home is persistently revealed and then 

consistently challenged by their narrow views of property.   

The “At Home” already poses one challenge to this view of the house as a homely site due 

to Bosinney’s presence; however, another revealing passage in this first chapter elaborates these 
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perspectives.  In a short yet striking quotation, we learn that “The position of their houses was of 

vital importance to the Forsytes, nor was this remarkable, since the whole spirit of their success 

was embodied therein” (27).  “Success” in this passage refers to the acquisition of property 

marking them as members of the upper-middle-class; the Forsytes distinguish themselves from 

the middle classes by owning rather than renting their houses.9  The word “success” also 

satirically alludes to the family’s homely beginnings in Dorsetshire; the long dead patriarch “had 

been a stonemason by trade, and risen to the position of master-builder” (27).  Ownership is not 

only a tribute to the dead master-builder that lingers, like a ghost, over every Forsyte house, but 

it also represents this generation’s attempt to transcend that humble past.  One might equally 

linger on “embodied therein,” a phrase that casts these domestic sites as mausoleums, not merely 

insular but stagnant, claustrophobic, and potentially fatal, where life becomes permanently 

interned.  The entire quotation emphasizes the significant role of property and establishes the 

house as the most favored acquisition.  Unfortunately, this also is a masculine perspective as 

there are no Forsyte women who own houses. 

The imperative “position” of their London houses is revealed in more detail shortly 

thereafter.  One may accuse Galsworthy of exhaustively rendering the houses and their locations, 

but to do so would be to overlook the importance of both situating the reader as well as implicitly 

underscoring the extent to which the family has attempted to sever its connections from 

Dorsetshire.  Furthermore, these descriptions demonstrate that if “Modernity is the production of 

new ways of looking before it is the production of new forms” (Wigley 31), then the Forsytes are 

clearly less modern than Hardy’s woodlanders: 

There was old Jolyon in Stanhope Place; the Jameses in Park Lane; Swithin in the lonely 
glory of orange and blue chambers in Hyde Park Mansions—he had never married, not 
he!—the Soameses in their nest off Knightsbridge; the Rogers in Prince’s Gardens . . .  
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     The Haymans again—Mrs. Hayman was the one married Forsyte sister—in a house 
high upon Campden Hill, shaped like a giraffe, and so tall that it gave the observer a crick 
in the neck; the Nicholases in Ladbroke Grove, a spacious abode and a great bargain; and 
last, but not least, Timothy’s on the Bayswater Road, where Ann, and Juley, and Hester, 
lived under his protection.  (28–29) 

Here is London for the Forsytes.  James, Swithin, Soames, Rogers, Timothy, and the aunts are all 

concentrated within the vicinity of Hyde Park.  Old Jolyon’s house is slightly removed from this 

area, although still within a short distance; his residence is near St. James Park.  Finally, the 

Haymans and the Nicholases, peripheral characters in the novel, are located in Kensington and 

Chelsea.  Galsworthy reveals the strikingly limited view of London that the Forstyes possess; 

their houses map only a small portion of the city, primarily concentrated in west and north 

London.  Their view is made all the more comedic by the details in the passage: a “nest” not only 

implies comfort and safety, but additionally, positioning above eye level; a house “so tall that it 

gave the observer a crick in the neck” forces the inhabitant to look beyond one’s comfort zone.  

In addition, the phrase “spacious abode” suggests both vertical and horizontal expansion of sight 

which the Forsytes clearly do not possess.   

Furthermore, the insularity already evident in these locations is reinforced by those who 

are not married.  Timothy’s house “protects” the three aunts while Swithin remains alone, 

unwilling to let any outsiders into his fashionable blue and orange dwelling.  The position of 

these houses reveals the Forsytian attempt to contract, insulate, and thereby interiorize London.  

This endeavor is not limited to the position of their houses or their retreat within them; the 

Forsytes frequent courtrooms, opera houses, dining clubs, and work establishments throughout 

the novel.  Rarely are members of the family seen in exterior spaces.  Consequently, they have a 

“myopic” view of London.10  Young Jolyon, living in St. John’s Wood on the periphery of the 

family, estranged from his father, is the primary member who transcends this myopia; obviously, 

Bosinney and Irene (Soames’s wife) do as well.   
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The emphasis on restricted vision and near-sightedness I have teased out of these two 

previous passages has larger implications insofar as the end of the Victorian period and the 

beginning of the Edwardian period are concerned.  In Robbins’s study, she explains how late-

Victorian literature evinces “a strong sense of dismay at the impossibility of clear vision” (16).  

Although “clear vision” was never more than an idealization sought by mid-Victorian critics, it 

played a crucial role in mediating the relationships between literature and society.  According to 

Robbins, the infringement of modernity on the Victorians is registered in late-Victorian literature 

through decidedly clouded, dark, obscure and murky visions.11  How then might these remarks 

illuminate the singular case of The Man of Property?   

Galsworthy’s novel opens onto a narrative world of June 5, 1886 and closes in fall 1887.  

Although Robbins endorses Raymond Williams’s view that 1895 is an end of the Victorian 

period Galsworthy, writing in 1906, shows that the end is already beginning in the fictional 

world well before this time.  One might say that he obscures the lines between any definitive 

ending and beginning, thereby demonstrating that even the Edwardian period was never a break 

with the Victorian past.  The tensions in the novel between Forsyte vision (old) and the less 

myopic visions of Young Jolyon, Bosinney, and Irene (new) result because this text registers “an 

age of transition, [which] after all, is an age which looks in two directions—towards the future as 

well as towards the past” (Robbins 119).  Throughout the novel, the Forsytes are consistently 

challenged in and at their houses to look towards the future, but instead they cling to the past.  

Galsworthy illuminates this perspective in the first chapter of his novel through the means I have 

underscored: clinging to the “cult of domesticity,” isolation in the interior, and a restricted view 

of London.  Significantly, as I show in the next sections, the Forsytes at this crucial historical 

juncture are challenged to cast their eyes outside their city houses to a new site: the suburbs.   
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Suburbs and Gender 

A brief discussion of the linguistic and cultural complexities of the word “suburb” will aid 

in elucidating the remarks that follow.  The prefix “sub” possesses a range of connotations: 

below, under, subordinate, and subdivision.  When affixed to urban, the prefix further 

complicates the spatial implications of the word.  Raymond Williams emphasizes the liminal 

connotations of this space in The Country and the City by stating that the suburb is one of “a 

wide range of settlements between the traditional poles of country and city” (1).  Furthermore, 

Peter Ackroyd draws attention to the nefarious history of London’s suburbs by writing, “The 

suburbs are as old as the city itself; they were once the spillings and scourings of the city, 

unhappy and insalubrious” (712).  He elaborates by asserting, “The ‘subarbes’ contained 

precisely that which had been banished from the town—the ‘stink’ industries, brothels, leper 

hospitals, theatres—so that the area beyond the walls was in some way deemed threatening or 

lawless.  It was neither city nor country . . .” 12  In The Man of Property, the term “suburb” is 

never utilized.  Instead, Soames and the other family members refer to the Robin Hill site where 

his new house is built as “the country” and the house as “the country house.”  This misnomer is 

one means by which Galsworthy reveals the Forsytian blindness and resistance to historical and 

spatial change.  Furthermore, Galsworthy foregrounds the spatial, historical, and social 

ambiguity of the suburbs by withholding this word from the Forsyte vocabulary.  One might say, 

then, that by never employing the term “suburbs” in the novel, the uncanniness of this space is 

amplified.13         

My commentary suggests a slight revision to recent criticism directed at the suburban site 

in the novel.  Rather than assent to Lynn Hapgood’s assertion that Robin Hill represents the 

“unwritten” suburb, I suggest an alternative: Robin Hill is a re-writing of the suburbs.14  The 

suburbs have already been written when Soames decides to build a house.  This point is apparent 
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in Ackroyd’s remarks as well as in his discussion of London’s social and historical growth in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that enabled further re-writing, (or perhaps over-writing), of 

the suburbs.  John Archer’s comments in Architecture and Suburbia explicitly address this 

spatial transformation:  

Well before Defoe set about chronicling Epsom to the southwest of London, suburban 
development already had become better established in some of the towns and villages 
immediately west of London.  These would become sites of what we recognize as the first 
modern-day suburbs in the sense in which we commonly understand the term, sites for 
detached, landscaped, comparatively modest, bourgeois dwellings in easy community 
distance of the city.  (84)   

Archer’s statement gestures towards class standing as well as insinuating a desire for private 

living, in a house, at a short distance from the city.  The suburbs would only continue to grow 

and expand, especially in the nineteenth century, as Londoners sought increasing separation from 

their places of employment, reprieve from the dirt and violence of the city, more privacy, and 

housing space.  When Soames muses upon Robin Hill, he provides the following topographical 

clues to its location: “Within twelve miles of Hyde Park Corner, the value of the land certain to 

go up, would always fetch more than he gave for it . . .” (61).  The ambiguity explicitly 

announced by the word “within” reveals no specific amount of space or any specific direction 

from Hyde Park corner.  Nonetheless, we can easily deduce that Robin Hill is located in the outer 

suburbs.  Given his upper-middle-class standing, Soames will not build within the inner suburbs, 

coded for working-class and lower-class city residents, but rather the outer suburbs, where the 

upper-middle and upper classes aspired to escape the baleful social and industrial effects of the 

city.  Soames clearly buys into the vision that the country house (in the suburbs) will allow him 

to escape from London.  His decision to have a house built is inspired by two concerns.  

 Soames’s resolution is primarily motivated by his desire to remove his wife, Irene, from 

the city to “the country.”  Even before the suburban house is built, it is projected in inimical 
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terms as a site of captivity.  Although London and the city house are relatively entrapping spaces 

for Irene, they still provide her with “opportunities of going about and seeing people” especially 

“her friends and those who put ideas into her head!” (62).  However, the “new” suburbs and the 

suburban house are cast in old gendered terms—patriarchal and misogynistic.  Clearly, Soames’s 

misreading of the suburbs as the country enables him to draw this conclusion.  At such a lengthy 

distance from London as he imagines by utilizing the word “country” Irene would rarely, if ever, 

see her friends; she would be forced to fester in the house and grounds.  Simultaneously, this 

view also resonates with the earlier social and historical context of the suburbs, wherein the 

house was a marker of class-standing enabling gender entrapment while the image of home was 

merely conflated with the structure. 15  This is precisely the view that Soames wishes to 

perpetuate.  He desires a house in which he can maintain the façade of Victorian homeliness: a 

richly decorated domestic space, in an isolated site, with a dutiful wife to cater to his whims.  In 

a new domestic context, he would be able to read his consistently unreadable wife, thereby 

salvaging his unsuccessful marriage.  Nonetheless, his desire to project this view is undercut by 

his fore-sight.  He is already nearing the end of the Victorian period, and thus this image of 

homeliness cannot be translated to the suburban site.  In part, this is because the Victorian city 

house is anything but homely. 

Of Soames’s house in London, Galsworthy offers the reader the following provocative 

glimpse:  

Like the enlightened thousands of his class and generation in this great city of London, 
who no longer believe in red velvet chairs, and know that groups of modern Italian marble 
are ‘vieux jeu,’ Soames Forsyte inhabited a house which did what it could.  It owned a 
copper door knocker of individual design, windows which had been altered to open 
outwards, hanging flower boxes filled with fuchsias, and at the back (a great feature) a 
little court tiled with jade-green tiles, and surrounded by pink hydrangeas in peacock-blue 
tubs.  Here, under a parchment-coloured Japanese sunshade covering the whole end, 
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inhabitants or visitors could be screened from the eyes of the curious while they drank tea 
and examined at their leisure that latest of Soames’s little silver boxes. 

     The inner decoration favoured the First Empire and William Morris.  For its size, the 
house was commodious; there were countless nooks resembling birds’ nests, and little 
things made of silver were deposited like eggs.  (68) 

What might be conceived as merely another easily dismissed realist passage gestures towards an 

unhomely conclusion: the London house is a temporally and historically disordered site.  The 

first line refers to the mid-Victorian shift away from the lavish ornamental furniture and 

decorative art of the 1830s and 1840s.  The passage then offers several signs of this 

transformation.  Nonetheless, the characteristic “eclecticism” Thad Logan draws attention to is 

clearly still at work in Soames’s house, demonstrating that he has not severed his domestic 

interior from early Victorian decoration.   

For instance, “the First Empire” evokes the fashions from Paris between 1804–1814 and 

their movement and influence upon other European countries.  This reference is temporally 

removed from William Morris, whose influential essays, lectures, furniture, and designs in the 

1860s ignited the Reform Movement, significantly re-defining Victorian home decoration.  

Consequently, a period of at least sixty years is already marked within the interior.  The 

combination of First Empire and William Morris instigates nationalist tensions which are 

supplemented through other means: the “jade-green tiles” and “Japanese sun-screen.”  Both 

features reflect the Victorian fashion for the “active borrowing of foreign elements” and would 

thus seem to compliment the French reference (Muethesius 153).  Nevertheless, gravitation 

towards Far East art design grew out of the Reform Movement; moreover, the tiles and sun-

screen bear other significations.  “Jade-green” conjures the precious gem from China with 

associations of cult objects and imperial dynasties.16  The “Japanese sun-screen” symbolically 

expands the English empire into the east by way of the country’s newly open borders (1854), 
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resulting in increased exportation.  Both decorations additionally disorder the house due to their 

artistic emphases on dis-proportion and asymmetry.  Reading only these few features one can 

already conclude that Soames’s domestic interior stages disquieting collisions amongst styles, 

furnishings, and decorations.  

Other details in the passage reveal more disruptions within the domestic interior.  For 

instance, the flower boxes gesture towards the disadvantages of city living—no gardens—and 

the attempt to compensate for this lack.  The parenthetical aside, “(a great feature),” underscores 

this vestige of the country (old) within the city (new) setting.  Contributing to this spatial 

haunting are the “countless nooks,” which intimate darkness and imply a decrease in interior 

space.  Meanwhile, the phrase “little things made of silver” reflects the Victorian delight in 

collecting objects.  These “little things” are uncannily doubled by “Soames’s little silver boxes.”  

Although this is doubling with a difference one might read it in Anthony Vidler’s terms: 

“movement without movement” (38).  Such non-movement is particularly unsettling considering 

the adjective “commodious.”  There is already an implied sense of claustrophobia emerging 

throughout the passage so that “commodious” seems puzzling if not comedic.  One might 

conclude based on these spatial details that the domestic interior is in a constant state of 

expansion and contraction, primarily suffocating its inhabitants, but occasionally providing them 

with a slight sense of mobility.   

Consequently, it is not surprising that the passage reveals a compelling point about privacy 

in the domestic interior.  Privacy operates even upon the level of language as the reader is 

allowed only a limited glance, restricted to the public rooms.  This impression, already emerging 

in the passage, is explicitly supported by the windows which open only outwards, operating in 

conjunction with the sun-shade which “screens” the “inhabitants or visitors;” the inhabitants of 
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the house can see outside, but these features obscure the view from the streets into their own 

residence.  Ironically, though, the emphasis on privacy undermines a distinctively upper-middle-

class aspiration in mid- and late-Victorian period focused on the house: individuality.17  Within 

this conglomeration of details, the “copper door knocker of individual design,” attempts to assert 

the house and owner’s singularity.  Yet, even this exterior detail cannot prevent the inevitable 

conclusion, already implied at the beginning of the passage where Soames, by way of his house, 

is subsumed into the faceless upper middle classes: “Thus the house had acquired a close 

resemblance to hundreds of other houses with the same high aspirations, having become: ‘That 

very charming little house of the Soames Forsytes, quite individual, my dear—really elegant!’” 

(69).    

The mounting mass of details evoking so many different styles obstructs vision; within this 

domestic interior of ornamental excess the inhabitant cannot focus his sight.18  Yet, because 

Soames is a Forsyte, he is blind to this point and only sees his house as a safe, comfortable home 

because he has furnished it fashionably and because he owns both the structure and the objects 

housed within.  Nevertheless, a final contradiction to this “home sweet home” can be read in the 

concluding lines of the passage.  The comparison of the nooks to “birds nests” and the remark 

that the “little things made of silver” are “deposited like eggs” implies something organic and 

natural about this domestic space; as the extended close-reading has demonstrated this is far from 

the case.  The domestic interior is a frightening space, which illuminates the excessive mobility 

of the uncanny.  The movements continuously staged in the interior amongst styles, objects, and 

spaces render the house a site where the oscillations between heimlich and unheimlich 

continuously unfold.  For Soames, the house is “A locus of historical escapism” as Didier 

Maleuvre would suggest (119).  Clearly there is evidence of mass production but also, because 
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this is an upper-middle class site, there is emphasis on authenticity.  Both, however, are 

relatively obscured in this site due to the collisions amongst competing interior decorations, 

styles, and furnishings of the early- and mid-Victorian periods.  This site cannot help but be 

saturated with temporalities.  There is no escape from history in this interior; there is only 

Soames’s utter blindness to it.      

This house provides Soames with a context in which to read Irene.  His view of her is 

strictly as property; as such, she is merely another valuable object to be restrained and circulated 

within the interior.  Although Logan claims that the Victorian wife’s role was to decorate the 

home, there is no indication that Irene has had any active hand in this task.  Soames, though, is 

implicated in interior decoration by way of his little silver boxes and consequently might be far 

more aligned with the feminine than he would wish.  Yet, this is not the reason he continually 

emphasizes the decorative role his wife plays.  In one disquieting scene the narrator relays 

Soames’s extensive raptures over his dining-room table, adding only after the description of this 

furniture that its beauty is enhanced by the woman sitting at it.  At Swithin’s dinner party Irene 

transforms herself into an ornament: her dress is decorated with lace and “a five-pointed star, 

made of eleven diamonds” (50).  But Soames’s unhomely house, (and it might be said, the other 

Forsyte houses), can only provide an illusory context; thus Soames can only mis-read or fail to 

read Irene.   With her impassive face, her swaying movements, and her ethereal beauty she not 

only fascinates the Forsyte men to inarticulateness, but she always surpasses the objects and 

furnishings in the house, if for no other reason than because she is a lively human being.  As the 

new house will be built in a new space, it must respond accordingly.  Hence, all these markers of 

Victorian un-homeliness cannot be translated to the suburbs.  Despite the new house’s allusions 

of captivity, Irene cannot be falsely seen as another of Soames’s collectibles.  For, with the  

81 



 

exception of his paintings, there will be no excess objects to be ordered in the new house. 

Painting the Suburbs 

Soames’s paintings provide him with another impetus for building a house.  The 

significance of his collection and its relation to the Robin Hill site are revealed early in the novel 

when he strolls from his house to a picture shop:  

He had stopped to look in at a picture shop, for Soames was an ‘amateur’ of pictures, and 
had a little room in No. 62, Montpellier Square, full of canvases, stacked against the wall, 
which he had no room to hang.  He brought them home with him on his way back from the 
City, generally after dark, and would enter this room on Sunday afternoons, to spend hours 
turning the pictures to the light, examining the marks on their backs, and occasionally 
making notes.  (61)   

Three disquieting points emerge in this passage.  Soames does not see the city he lives in or the 

pictures he could collect—instead, as revealed in a sentence before this passage, he sees only his 

reflection in the glass.  His painting fetish is cast as furtive by the disclosure that he must wait 

until “dark” to bring these objects home, only to examine them in “the light.”  In London, where 

all manner of immoral activities might occur, his transgressive act, to transport paintings back to 

62 Montpellier, is wholly unremarkable.  Again, Soames is cast as a representative Forsyte 

through his blindness to the city.  

In addition, the implications concerning possession unsettle this passage: “turning,” 

“examining,” and “making notes” are all tactile activities of the collector.  Soames wishes to 

possess Irene, whom he muses on as he walks, in the same manner he possesses his paintings—

by touch.  This is not the first time Irene is linked to these objects.  Both are additionally 

connected through their confinement in private domestic space.  Yet, what is equally 

disconcerting in this passage is the elaboration of Soames’s fore-sight.  The paintings, we are 

told, are not on display in the house, like Irene; instead they are hidden in a little room which 
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Soames retreats to on Sundays.  Here, Galsworthy illustrates an anachronistic mode of viewing 

art.   

In “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” Walter Benjamin 

identifies two types of artistic reception: “one accentuates the artwork’s cult value; the other, its 

exhibition value” (257).  Exhibition value relies upon the work of art being publicly seen and 

circulated; cult value, Benjamin explains, is aligned with the private, personal, and even religious 

by privileging presence over vision.  Benjamin writes, “Cult value as such tends today, it would 

seem, to keep the artwork out of sight . . .”; hence, Soames invests an art form that had 

increasingly gained exhibition value, particularly through nineteenth century public viewings, 

with cult value (257).19  This private viewing elevates the work of art into the realm of the 

authentic, rescinding its social value and instead investing it with market value.  Yet, Soames’s 

collection illustrates far more than just the acquisition of property.  This mode of artistic 

reception illuminates Benjamin’s claim that frames this chapter: “Painting cannot provide an 

object of simultaneous collective reception as architecture has always done . . .” (268).  

Benjamin explains, “buildings are received in a two-fold manner: by use and by perception.  Or, 

better: tactilely and optically” (268).  Soames dismantles this formula.  He receives his paintings 

tactilely and barely optically.  Due to the sheer amount of decoration, furnishings, and styles 

cluttering the space of his house, he cannot receive his house optically, nor does he receive it 

tactilely throughout the novel.  Instead he admires every object and decoration from a distance, 

except his paintings, utilizing only the most functional articles of furniture when necessary.   

The projected suburban house will serve the purpose of further isolating his wife and his 

paintings from the public and social realm into a private one.  The implications of this desire 

become clearer when Galsworthy discloses the type of paintings Soames collects: “They were 
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nearly all landscapes with figures in the foreground, a sign of some mysterious revolt against 

London, its tall houses, its interminable streets, where his life and the lives of his breed and class 

were passed” (61).  The vague description “all landscapes with figures in the foreground” offers 

the reader the opportunity to fill in the details: perhaps a bucolic countryside, emptied of laborers 

and machines.  These paintings idealize a life that Soames does not live and a space that he does 

not inhabit.  His “nest of Knightsbridge” is an upper-middle class location free from dirt, noise, 

poverty, “interminable streets,” and unsanitary conditions.  Notably, this visual discrepancy is 

reinforced by the word “passed.”  The verb both implies city walking/stalking, as well as the 

notion that the Forsytes are becoming anachronistic.   

Equally anachronistic are the landscape paintings.  Soames’s desire to collect these objects 

illuminates how unsuited paintings are to representing modernity.  As Benjamin claims, 

paintings are always static and “invite the viewer to contemplation; before it, he can give himself 

up to his train of associations” (267).  Film, however, is the most ideal art as it captures and 

confronts the viewer with the mobility which defines modernity.  Benjamin remarks, “No sooner 

has he seen it [the film image] than it has already changed.  It cannot be fixed on” (267).  

Mobility and modernity are aligned with the city, especially late-Victorian London.  By fixating 

so firmly on his paintings, Soames will never ascertain historical changes in space.  Instead his 

fixation on his paintings enables him to fantasize about space, thereby capitalizing on Raymond 

Williams’s remarks: “The very idea of landscape implies separation and observation” (120).  

Landscape paintings offer Soames the fulfillment of a desire: the fantastical opportunity to lord 

over the ultimate form of property the upper-middle-classes have been barred from (land) 

through property (painting).  
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This fantasy concerning the suburbs is amusingly staged when he follows Bosinney to the 

Robin Hill site.  Galsworthy describes the view in the following passage: “The larks sprang up in 

front of his feet, the air was full of butterflies, a sweet fragrance rose from the wild grasses.  The 

sappy scent of the bracken stole forth from the wood, where, hidden in the depths, pigeons were 

cooing, and from afar on the warm breeze came the rhythmic chiming of church bells” (66).  A 

mere twelve miles outside of London, Soames encounters what does not exist in the city: birds, 

flowers, trees, and unpolluted air.  This view, however, satirizes literary images of the pastoral.  

The alliteration which plays out across the passage—“front of his feet,” “sappy scent,” “chiming 

of church bells”—emphasizes the excess and the poetic resonance of the passage, as does the 

sentence structure: two sentences, nearly of equal length, constructed of short clauses.  These 

details suggest a pristine, ordered view, in effect, what Soames sees in his landscape paintings.  

Such a line of sight allows him to believe that he can possess this land through observation and 

separation.  Nevertheless, the verbs in this passage—such as “rose,” “stole forth,” “hidden,”—

undermine this desire by showing that while he may obtain the ideal view, nature still cannot be 

entirely ordered or possessed by the gaze.  Soames can only see the hill as a spot that offers 

retreat, safety, social admiration, and health.  These pastoral devices/descriptions serve to bring 

to the suburbs what the city lacks—innocence and morality—which Soames is clearly seeking in 

order to keep Irene untainted.   

Complicating this pastoral imagery are two issues.  First, the pastoral is an imagined past, 

constructed by literature and landscape paintings, as Raymond Williams has remarked.  Hence 

the dichotomy of a “pure” countryside in contrast to the “wicked” city is a myth that literature 

and painting perpetuate.20  Emphasizing both the poetic and painterly resonances within the 

passage supports this point.  Soames’s suburban site is as imagined in its innocence and purity as 
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his dark city is in its squalor—both are merely illusions, or to put this into perspective, the 

illusions of a collector of art, who sees the world through the canvas, but not beyond.  What 

further complicates this passage, though, is the Robin Hill site.  Given the nebulous location and 

the details Galsworthy provides, an educated guess places Robin Hill as a fictionalization of 

Richmond Hill.  Located in Richmond-upon-Thames, in Surrey county, this site was not 

incorporated until 1965; thus it is truly suburban at the time of the novel.  In addition, “During 

the 18th century, an Arcadia was re-created along the Thames below Richmond Hill.  

Magnificent Royal and aristocratic palaces were constructed along with gardens and parks and 

linked by a series of avenues, set within a framework of meadow and woodland.”  Richmond 

Hill was opened to the public in the eighteenth century, and by the nineteenth century it was 

clearly coded as a place where people of all classes could enter.21  At the turn of the century, the 

site was the centerpiece of an environmental debate since it was targeted by developers for the 

suburbs.  Because of its natural beauty and astounding view, a campaign was organized to 

protect it as well as two adjacent sites.  The result was the Richmond, Ham and Petersham Open 

spaces Act of 1902.   

Hence, the Robin/Richmond Hill as a site of building is also a fantasy.  Soames is barred 

not only by his class standing but also by history from having a house built here.  In this respect, 

he could not have fixated on a more idealized place for building as Richmond Hill supposedly 

inspired artists (painters and writers) for centuries.22  Placing Soames’s house in one of the only 

three spaces saved from turn of the century suburban expansion is a striking transgression and 

illuminates a rather morbid view of the upper middle classes.  A house at Robin/Richmond Hill 

already underscores how late-Victorian and Edwardian urban nostalgia for the country is 

misplaced/displaced in the suburbs.  Furthermore, building in this space renders the upper middle 
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classes even more insensitive and narrowly focused on acquisition and ownership.  Nonetheless, 

allowing Soames to obtain a house in a site that actualizes his landscape paintings enables 

Galsworthy to undercut his spatial fantasies throughout the remainder of the novel, thereby 

stripping Soames, (and through him the upper middle class), of his agency.  Finally, building at 

Robin/Richmond Hill re-emphasizes a point I have already addressed: “If we ‘saw’ the art of the 

past, we would situate ourselves in history.  When we are prevented from seeing it, we are being 

deprived of the history which belongs to us” (Berger 11).  Soames is not prevented from seeing, 

but as a Forsyte and a collector he is expressly aligned with the tactile; by not seeing the art of 

the past, he is situated outside of history.  One might say that a myopic critical view misses the 

significant point that paintings and houses are not merely reflections of Soames’ character or just 

another valuable piece of property.  Rather, what Galsworthy offers here is a compelling weave 

of the most mundane markers of realism into an insightful re-writing of spatial and literary 

history.  

An Edwardian House in the Suburbs 

Undoubtedly, Le Corbusier’s Towards a New Architecture solidified a new perspective on 

European housing.  Throughout this text, the French architect repeatedly emphasizes several 

qualities that will enable the house to become “a machine for living in” (Le Corbusier 4).  Three 

of the most prominent (and crucial) aspects he draws attention to are “[s]pace, air, [and] light” 

(Galsworthy 96).  Bringing “space, air, [and] light” into the interior was no simple task.  The use 

of glass, light colors, large windows, minimal decoration, as well as the emphasis of function 

over display would all play hand in this domestic make-over.  The result would be a healthy 

environment for the family in which any lingering ghosts from the past would either be relegated 

to cabinets or entirely vanquished (Vidler 63–4).  Such a house, however, loses its capacity for 

engaging in the past, thereby forcing its inhabitants to live only in the present.  Long before Le 
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Corbusier’s manifesto, late-Victorian architects, developers, and cultural critics began to 

reconceptualize middle-class housing.  Due to the lack of space in London for building houses as 

well as misplaced nostalgia, most of these housing projects and experiments were directed 

towards the suburbs.23  By Galsworthy’s time of writing, the features Le Corbusier would 

propound and which would consequently be aligned with “modern architecture” were already 

widely disseminated and employed in many Edwardian suburban houses and housing 

developments.     

The house Bosinney designs presents a quandary for Soames.  This aberration ushers in 

several transformations which would characterize Edwardian housing especially space, light, air.  

In addition, the plans implicate Bosinney in the architectural debates marking the end of the 

Victorian period.24  It would be an understatement to claim that Soames’s reaction to these plans 

demonstrates his resistance to domestic architectural change:  

‘It’s an odd sort of house!’ 
     A rectangular house of two stories was designed in a quadrangle round a covered-in 
court.  This court, encircled by a gallery on the upper floor, was roofed with a glass roof, 
supported by eight columns running up from the ground. 
It was indeed, to Forsyte eyes, an odd house.  (94)   

Its oddness would have been registered by any late-Victorian, upper-middle-class London 

inhabitant for several reasons.  The two stories were peculiar since London houses of three and 

four stories were indicative of upper-class standing; two stories suggest lower class associations.  

Thus, the shape of the house draws attention to a difference between urban and suburban space: 

in the former the house extends up; in the latter, the house extends out.  One might expand these 

directions in terms of class to say that in the city class can be perceived vertically whereas 

suburban space offers the opportunity to identify class horizontally.25  Unfortunately, Soames 

cannot comprehend that by gaining space within his house on each floor, he can still maintain his 

class standing.  His apprehensions are equally evident in his response to another difference 
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between city and suburban housing: the use of the villa style.  Due to the dominance of Gothic 

and Elizabethean architecture in country house building in the mid-Victorian period, a more 

classical style would have been distinctively unsettling.  As Archer’s quotation in the third 

section made evident, the villa had been used in the suburbs as far back as the eighteenth 

century, if not earlier.  This style would continue to be utilized in both nineteenth- and twentieth-

century suburban architecture with slight alterations.  One can perceive Bosinney’s modification 

of the villa style initially through the use of the columns.  Rather than three columns built on the 

outside, they are multiplied to eight and shifted to the inside of the house.26  Strikingly, the even 

dimensions of two (stories), four (quadrangle shape), and eight (columns) gesture towards 

proportion and symmetry throughout the house; proportion and symmetry are amplified by the 

repetition which evenly frames the passage—“odd house.”  Nonetheless, this is iteration— 

repetition with a difference.  The performative dimensions of the language suggest what the 

future will bring.  Symmetry and proportion will become the cornerstones of Edwardian 

architecture.27   

Bosinney aspires to bring space, light, and air into the house through other details in the 

plan such as the “covered in court,” characteristic of the villa style, and the “glass roof,” a 

modern feature.  Soames has already shown a predilection for darkness in the London house, 

drawing the shade one afternoon to prevent sunlight from entering.  Irene, despite her habitual 

position at the end of the sofa in the drawing-room, is shown in two instances at the city house to 

gravitate to the windows and the exterior area by the flowers boxes.  While the court would grant 

Irene more interior space, this feature still resonates with a sense of entrapment, also reinforced 

by the enclosed shape of the house.  The glass roof would clearly bring in more light; however, 

“glass is the basis of transparency without transition: we see, but cannot touch” (Baudrillard 42).  
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By designing a house that brings the outside inside, a reversal of the Gothic occurs.  Instead of 

the woman entrapped in a dark, dismal castle or abbey she will be confined to a light-filled 

house. 28   

Soames’s fears, though, are directed less at light and air than they are at the third element.  

One especially perceives his apprehensions through Bosinney’s plans for his pictures.  The 

architect designs a room for Soames’s paintings which can be hidden from the enclosed 

courtyard by curtains; he advises the Forsyte to hang his remaining artworks “round the gallery 

upstairs or in other rooms” (94–5).  His rationale for this particular alteration would have made 

Le Corbusier swell with pride: “we load our houses with decoration, gimcracks, corners, 

anything to distract the eye.  On the contrary the eye should rest . . . The whole thing is regularity 

. . .” (95).  What the architect refers to as “regularity” has little to do with proportion or 

symmetry and instead is a commentary on taming excessive decoration and ornamental 

structures.  Opening the space of the house and allowing the eyes to rest are perhaps the two 

most prominent features Soames’s city house lacks.  Notably, this is also what Soames resists, if 

not denies, by confining most of his activities to interior spaces and not looking at the city on his 

walk to the pictures shop.  In short, one might conclude that Soames’s apprehensions primarily 

result from a simple point: the house plans force him to confront space in the domestic interior.   

Overall, the plans still cast the promised suburban house as a temporally and historically 

unsettling site because they draw so heavily on altering the established villa style.  Nonetheless, 

there are clearly differences from Soames’s Victorian city dwelling.  Since the house is 

indicative of Edwardian domestic architecture what is implied is no less than Walter Benjamin’s 

quintessential statement regarding the modern in The Arcades Project: “Definition of the 

‘modern’ as the new in the context of what has always already been there” (544).  The house 
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plans conjure the past, present, and future.  One can read this projected dwelling as a historically 

and spatially transient figure so long as one does not rely on Soames’s myopic eyes.  While the 

desire to control and possess may be the impetus for building, the house plans and the realization 

that follows demonstrate precisely the opposite: he has no control.29   The plans confront Soames 

with the uncanny.  Here, the most familiar form of property (the house) is rendered entirely 

unfamiliar due to the use of the villa style, those frightening features lacking in his Victorian city 

house (light, space, and air), and the aspect he desires most out of it—“individuality.”30  In an 

effort to differentiate himself from the rest of the upper middle classes through his property 

Soames is confronted with “the ‘modern.’”  His reactions anticipate his ultimate rejection of the 

new even if it is “in the context of what has already been there.”   

Nevertheless, he accepts Bosinney’s design, falling victim to the architect’s assurance that 

the originality of this house will be worth its extravagant cost.  Later in the novel when building 

is underway, the reader is offered a glimpse of the domestic site through Swithin’s and James’s 

eyes.  We never see the interior from Soames’s perspective, but perhaps we do not have to.31  

Since Swithin and James perpetuate similar views of property their perspectives are equally 

enlightening.  Yet, I have chosen to focus on Swithin’s view for a particular reason.  Throughout 

the novel, Swithin is repeatedly cast as an ostentatiously dressed figure whose lavish domestic 

interior mirrors his clothing; he values objects for their aesthetic and monetary worth.  James 

cares only for the latter.  Consequently, Swithin’s view is not focused on the cost of any of the 

decorations, but rather on their design and their distinctive strangeness to his eyes:     

The staircase—he said—was handsome!  the baronial style!  They would want some 
statuary about!  He came to a standstill between the columns of the doorway into the inner 
court, and held out his cane inquiringly.   
     What was this to be—this vestibule, or whatever they called it?  But gazing at the 
skylight, inspiration came to him. 
     ‘Ah!  The billiard-room!’ 
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     When told it was to be a tiled court with plants in the centre, he turned to Irene: 
     ‘Waste this on plants?  You take my advice and have a billiard table here!’ 
     Irene smiled.  She had lifted her veil, banding it like a nun’s coif across her forehead, 
and the smile of her dark eyes below this seemed to Swithin more charming than ever.  He 
nodded.  She would take his advice he saw. 
      
     He had little to say of the drawing or dining-rooms, which he described as ‘spacious’; 
but fell into such raptures as he permitted to a man of his dignity, in the wine-cellar. . . .  
(124–25) 

 
Swithin embodies the Forsyte clinging to the past, unable to conceive of new and different 

uses for the domestic interior.  In effect, the Forsyte inability to venture forward in history is 

again reflected in the response to the house.  This point is made evident throughout the passage 

but is initially betrayed by his nervousness.  The clipped sentences, question marks, and 

exclamation points marking his dialogue convey an undeniable sense of anxiety towards this 

domestic space.  His attempt to cast the “sky-lit” “vestibule” as a “billiard-room” makes plain his 

inability to read architecture outside of a Victorian context; so do his comments on the “tiled 

court” with the plants.  In effect, these observations reveal the significant role that naming plays 

in familiarizing the unfamiliar.  His use of the word “vestibule” betrays his fore-sight, for what 

he labels “vestibule” cannot possibly be large enough for a billiard-room.  Nonetheless, in an 

attempt to master this new space he gravitates to familiar terms.  A similar situation occurs with 

the staircase when he affixes the description “baronial style” to it.  Naming again makes the 

unfamiliar, familiar, yet this instance is highly comedic.  Conjuring the “baronial style” 

reinforces Swithin’s blindness to the Victorian house because this feature is a transplantation 

from Scotland, and elicits a strong tremor of the past insofar as fortified living.32  The presence 

of such a staircase within a Victorian interior is disorienting.  If this is indeed the style of 

staircase in the new house (which we will never know as we see only through Swithin’s eyes), 

then this feature further temporally and historically disorders the house.   
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With this myopic view, Swithin is able to appreciate the hold-overs from his own period of 

domestic dwelling, no matter how historically distant they might be.  The wine cellar, for 

example, a decidedly dark space that like the Baronial style antedates his Victorian house.  He 

further attempts to “Victorianize” the domestic interior by suggesting statues.  This art reference 

alludes to an earlier dinner at Swithin’s residence; this event concluded with a debate amongst 

himself, Soames, and Bosinney on the merits of his new statues.  The purpose of the statues is 

clear: decoration for the Victorian house which superficially provides it with “an atmosphere of 

culture” and artistic sensibility (57).  His desire to transfer his interior decorating choices reveals 

the need to familiarize, but statues would only clutter the interior and look anachronistic in such 

a modern space.   

Furthermore, Swithin’s eyes project Victorian privacy into the interior.  We are only 

allowed to see a very small number of rooms.  Indeed, there is never any description in the novel 

of the bedrooms or bathrooms.  According to Helen C. Long, the Edwardian house eliminates the 

number of passages which helped maintain a sense of privacy between rooms; privacy is 

additionally unsettled through “greater flexibility in room use” (34).  We never see these 

changes, but rather, can assume some variation might take place based on Swithin’s 

observations.  For instance, “Of the drawing or dining-rooms” there is little description.  The 

only visual clue is the adjective “spacious” which provokes an intriguing effect upon the 

reader—because we are limited to Swithin’s view, we can only conceive of these rooms in an 

ambiguous term that assumes but provides no comparison.  One might say that his confrontation 

with “space” in the domestic interior renders him nearly inarticulate to describe what he sees.  

Much of the house is, in effect, invisible space.  Perhaps this is precisely the point as in keeping 

it invisible we catch only a glimpse of the future rather than its full realization.   
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Swithin’s reaction to the domestic interior is paralleled by his reaction to Irene who is 

equally unreadable in this scene.  Lifting her veil is a gesture which should dispel her 

mysteriousness although “banding it like a nun’s coif across her forehead” is an odd turn of 

phrase and suggests another misreading on Swithin’s part, aligning Irene with both innocence 

and Roman Catholicism.  This action reveals her “dark eyes;” she “smiles” and her eyes “smile.”  

Perhaps due to this uncanny doubling, she eludes interpretation.  Furthermore, there are no words 

to accompany this smile.  Clearly, there is something flirtatious and sexual about Irene’s 

features, thereby exposing the spuriousness of any connection between herself and nun-like 

innocence and purity.  Swithin is blind-sided by her beauty and concludes, “She would take his 

advice he saw.”  The emphasis here is on his view, which is a mis-translation of Irene and her 

smile.  Both Irene and the interior are registered as unreadable figures to the Forsyte eyes.  Both 

are modern.   

Despite the picture gallery’s appearance in the plans, it is absent from this view of the 

house.  However, Galsworthy substitutes this absence with a landscape scene.  After Swithin 

views the house, Bosinney says he would like to “show them the house from the copse below” 

(125).  The Forsyte declines the lower view, choosing instead the one from above; he dismisses 

Bosinney and Irene almost ordering them to “go down” (126).  Humorously, Swithin does not 

see this higher view he has acquired because he drifts off to sleep.  A revealing passage occurs at 

this point: “And all the unnumbered generations of his yeoman ancestors, wont of a Sunday to 

stand akimbo surveying their little plots of land, their grey unmoving eyes hiding their instinct 

with its hidden roots of violence, their instinct for possession to the exclusion of all the world—

all these unnumbered generations seemed to sit there with him at the top of the rise” (125).  His 

position “above” as opposed to “below” aligns him not only with the unfulfilled desires of his 
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“yeoman” ancestors, barred from landownership by their class standing (the past), but also with 

the myopic Forsyte position in London (the present), and the tentative Forsyte position in the 

suburbs (the future).  In effect, Swithin’s position symbolizes the complete desire to “control and 

command” this location, a position that one achieves by being ‘above’ and thus separate from the 

land and its inhabitants (Williams 125).  This position reinforces Soames’s desire to attain the 

same mastery and ownership the landed gentry had.  Yet, Galsworthy undercuts these Forsytian 

aspirations by allowing his patriarchal figure to sleep in a pastoral setting.  While the spirit may 

transcend the body, the body is “encompassed” in the landscape and clearly not consciously 

gazing at this pastoral perspective.33  Thus possession is rendered a ghostly, haunting desire that 

will not be fulfilled until the Forsytes transcend the upper middle class.   

Consequently, neither the spiritual gaze nor Swithin is able to command and control what 

occurs in the copse.  Notably, the copse functions in a similar manner as these spaces do not only 

in Thomas Hardy’s novels, but in the larger tradition of English literature: they simultaneously 

imply and shield flirtatious or sexual acts.  In this respect, Galsworthy re-writes a convention 

rather than merely using space as a backdrop for character.  Since Swithin’s eyes are closed, only 

his “Forsyte spirit” sees Bosinney and Irene’s romantic afternoon flirtation “down there in the 

copse . . . where the spring was running riot with the scent of sap and bursting buds, the song of 

birds innumerable, a carpet of bluebells and sweet growing things, and the sun caught like gold 

in the tops of trees . . .” (125–26).  The sexual escapade is insinuated through the imagery in the 

pastoral description: “the spring running riot,” and “bursting buds” as well as later Irene’s 

“swaying figure.”  Yet it remains unseen by both Swithin and the reader.  This is not the first 

instance in which Irene has been described as in motion, and thus associated with sexuality, class 
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mobility, and the modern.  Despite the spiritual gaze, she is not rendered motionless in this 

scene.   

In effect, this scene stages a discrepancy in space.  The privatized house should allow the 

lovers to be unseen, but it is unfinished; outside, they are invisible in unprivatized suburban 

space.  Because it is a private, illicit scene, the landscape is contaminated rather than ordered, 

pristine, and untainted.  This sexual taint is missing from Soames’s landscape paintings as well 

as his married life with Irene in London.  One might say then that the suburbs are re-written in 

this scene by Irene.  Despite the Married Women’s Property Act of 1883, Irene’s class standing 

before her marriage implies that she did not own property.34  The house in this suburban site is 

clearly Soames’s possession, built in part to maintain his spatial fantasy.  He commands the view 

and houses a collection of landscape paintings which reinforce his historically myopic view of 

the suburbs as the country.  By tainting the view of a suburban space through an old country act, 

Irene challenges the laws of property.  Despite her husband’s desire to cast the suburbs and 

house as sites of captivity, Irene transgresses his attempts, achieving the agency which she does 

not possess in the London house in a space outside the city.   

“Voyage into the Inferno” 

Once Bosinney exceeds the projected cost of the house, there are no more excursions to 

Robin Hill.  Instead the house becomes a ghost, haunting the remainder of the novel as a 

contested piece of property.  Alternatively, Soames’s London residence becomes a site of 

increased tension as a result of Irene’s liaison with Bosinney.  The confining implications of the 

house Irene has never been able to call a home are fully realized.  After Soames articulates to 

Irene his decision to bring Bosinney to trial over the cost of the domestic site, she begins to lock 

her husband out of her bedroom.  Privacy in this context takes on entirely new dimensions.  In an 

effort to preserve herself from her legal owner and take the only precaution to which she has 
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agency, Irene attempts to maintain her own space within his property.  In addition, she escapes 

the house daily to meet Bosinney in the city.  On four occasions they are spotted in public places 

by Forsyte family members or friends: at the market, on the underground, and twice at the park.  

It is as if by transgressing the law in the suburbs, Irene fears no repercussions; Soames’s concern 

that the city would taint her becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Nonetheless, Irene’s liberating 

excursions cannot go unpunished, and the London house is marked as a site of trauma when she 

forgets to lock the door one night; Soames rapes her.  This act, referred to by George Forsyte as 

“the supreme act of property” does not bring Soames the sense of tactile fulfillment he hoped 

(256).  Although he has supposedly asserted his legal rights, he is instead haunted that day by 

Irene’s sobbing.  In an attempt to muffle the sounds of her cries and regain his “peace of mind,” 

Soames ventures to his picture room to examine his paintings: 

Turning on the gas, he heaved a deep sigh, as though amongst these treasures, the backs of 
which confronted him in stacks, around the little room, he had found at length his peace of 
mind.  He went straight up to the greatest treasure of them all, an undoubted Turner, and 
carrying it to the easel, turned its face to the light.  There had been a movement in Turners, 
but he had not been able to make up his mind to part with it.  He stood for a long time, his 
pale, clean-shaved face poked forward above his stand-up collar, looking at the picture as 
though he were adding it up . . .   (254)   

Finally, a change occurs in Soames’s relation to his paintings.  Because he cannot delude 

himself into believing he has gained mastery over Irene, he instead examines his other prized 

possessions in the house.  Physically, Soames is at his peak of outward physical perfection, 

(“pale and clean-shaven” with a “stand up collar”), and seeing only what he wants to in this 

passage: valuable property, an “undoubted Turner.”  The smooth finish of his appearance and the 

pacific setting is subverted by Irene’s sobs, which he imagines to reach him in the cloistered 

room.  Both are also challenged by the painter whose works he is admiring.  Turner was “the 

most original landscape painter of the 19th century, whose genius lay in the expression of 

atmospheric space and luminosity through colour, particularly in his treatment of stormy 

97 



 

weather” (Harvey 855).  In addition, as Elizabeth Helsinger asserts, Turner undermined many of 

the conventions of landscape painting in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century, 

particularly by utilizing figures from distinct social classes in the foreground (110).35  Because 

we are not told which painting Soames examines we do not know whether this is a landscape or a 

seascape; however, Turner’s consistently blurred horizons, his gravitation towards tempestuous 

weather, and even his foregrounded figures of different class standings are suggestive for 

Soames.  The invisible picture casts a gloomy and obscured future for this Forsyte.  This gloom 

is complemented by the fog enshrouding London on this day.  It is as if an unsettling symbiotic 

relationship exists between painting and weather; the one actualizes if not animates the other, 

making manifest the “voyage into the inferno” Soames has cast himself into.  Both allude to 

Soames’s mental confusion over this now hazy act he committed as well as Bosinney’s mental 

unrest when he discovers what occurred.  Both painting and weather draw our attention to 

obscured vision, which will inevitably play a hand in killing Irene’s lover, who is quite literally 

run over in the fog.  The painting as a material possession (unlike the weather) reinforces the 

impossibility of ever possessing a person in the same way as an object. 

Appropriately, Turner will reappear a few chapters later after Soames discovers Irene has 

left him.  That night, at dinner at his parents’ house, his eyes wander to a painting on the wall 

described as “a so-called ‘Sea Piece by Turner,’ almost entirely composed of cordage and 

drowning men” (275).  It is impossible to know which sea piece Galsworthy is referring to as 

Turner painted many seascapes.  Galsworthy obscures his readers’ vision by never specifying 

which one it is.36  As Soames is a collector of landscapes, this artwork provides an unsettling 

challenge.  Since the painting is not part of his collection, but rather suspended on the wall for a 

viewing during dinner, it is a jarring confrontation with the familiar yet unfamiliar.  It is probable 
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that if this Turner painting is “composed of cordage and drowning men” then there is only a false 

sense of security for Soames as a viewer standing outside the painting.  Whereas landscapes 

provide the viewer with the fantasy of acquisition, one cannot possess the sea: it is decidedly 

liminal, always in motion, and possesses no boundaries.  Furthermore, there is no guarantee that 

there are in fact drowning men in this picture as Soames may be projecting his own situation 

onto this painting.  He is “a drowned man” who has lost his prized piece of property, his wife, 

and has just contested his new prized possession, his Robin Hill house.  There are several 

references to the sea occurring in the last portion of the novel that support this view: “If he [a 

Forsyte] cannot rely on definite values of property, his compass is amiss; he is adrift on bitter 

waters without a helm” (217); and the idea of divorce makes Soames feel “like the captain of a 

ship, going to the side of his vessel, and, with his own hands, throwing over the most previous of 

his bales” (269).  This second Turner viewing visually reinforces these references.  In addition, 

this viewing also foregrounds the impossibility of clear vision, thereby showing Galsworthy 

darkening realist conventions in ways that resonate with late-Victorian literature.37   

These hazy images have profound implications not only for Soames, his relationship to 

Irene, the Robin Hill house, but also for the remainder of the Forsyte family.  Thus Galsworthy’s 

chapter title, “Voyage into the Inferno,” appended to the chapter concerning Irene’s rape might 

well be extended to the entire last fifty pages of the novel when obscured visions encompass the 

entire family.  In particular, these circulate and converge around the figure of the Robin Hill 

house, which returns again in ghostly form when Soames brings Bosinney to trial.  This event, 

easily settled in Soames’s favor, is another demonstration of the Forsyte power over interior 

space, both in the sense of Soames’s triumph within the courtroom and over the cost of the 

interior of the Robin Hill house.38  Although Soames articulates no firm plans for the house, 
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particularly since he finds his wife gone after his triumph, an alternative is provided for him.  

June Forsyte encourages her grandfather Old Jolyon to buy the house from Soames so that he can 

start a new life with his estranged son and family in the “country.”  This plan appeals to Old 

Jolyon who has persistently vocalized his disgust over Soames’s proceedings and most of the 

family’s behavior throughout the novel.  Moreover, the acquisition of this house would further 

underscore the triumph of property he has enabled at this late point in the novel.  By taking his 

Will away from Forsyte hands and altering it to give Young Jolyon nearly all of his money and 

property, Old Jolyon, in every sense, transgresses the family’s beliefs.  The oldest member of the 

Forsyte family re-writes the written and unwritten laws of property dictating the family, laws 

which have, in his mind finally become anachronistic.  Old Jolyon does not acquire the “country 

house” in the time of the novel; rather, this issue is left in abeyance.39  What Old Jolyon enables 

through his alteration of the Will and his interest in the Robin Hill site is reinforced by 

Bosinney’s death and Irene’s flight.  All of these events contribute to the irreversible and 

immanent breakdown of the Forsyte family, staged at, within, or because of their most favored 

property: the house.      

Decidedly “Not at Home” 

It is no surprise that after running away, only to discover her lover dead and to realize that 

as a woman estranged from her husband in London, Irene has no choice but to return to the 

house of captivity.  Soames’s thoughts articulate the confining undertones of this domestic 

structure: “She had come back then of her own accord, to the cage she had pined to be free of—

and taking in all the tremendous significance of this, he longed to cry . . .” (294).  Irene is cast as 

a wounded animal in this final chapter in the novel, shrunken into the sofa in the drawing-room, 

bereft of agency.  The house, though, is interrupted again by an external force.  Young Jolyon 

arrives to bring a message to Irene.  As a painter of landscapes, and an out-cast from the family 
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until end of the novel when Old Jolyon reintegrates him by altering the Will, Young Jolyon 

stands on a threshold: the doorstep.  His appearance challenges Soames; he was formerly not a 

man of property but has now legally become one.  Furthermore, his paintings, because they are 

water-color abstracts, do not fit Soames’s view of collectible, valuable art.  Young Jolyon is 

blocked from entering the house.  He remains poised on this threshold unable to transgress it.  

Soames, in asserting his rights of property, to ensure that no stranger ever again enters his house 

to destroy his vision of homeliness, vocally, explicitly casts the house as a private site:  

Soames spun round, and met his visitor’s eyes, and at the look he saw in them, a sound like 
a snarl escaped him.  He drew his lips back in the ghost of a smile.   
     ‘This is my house,’ he said; ‘I manage my own affairs.  I’ve told you once—I’ll tell you 
again; we are not at home. 
     And in young Jolyon’s face he slammed the door.  (297) 

 
In every respect the novel comes full circle.  Soames’s reiteration of “at home” doubles with the 

“at home” of the first chapter.  This too is “movement without movement” as husband and wife 

are remarkably in the house but explicitly not “at home.”  The house is cast as even more private 

and isolated than it was in the beginning—a domestic prison, if you will.  At the end, the closed 

door reinforces Soames’s inability to venture into the future, to enter modernity.  However, 

Galsworthy already posits one faction of the family, Old Jolyon and his son, embracing and 

entering modernity.40  The novel, in effect, ends suspended with this double-vision bound up in 

house property.  To take a step further into modernity I turn to the next author and novel in this 

dissertation: E.M. Forster’s Howards End.   
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Notes 
                                                 
1 Woolf uses the term Georgians to refer to E.M. Forster, D.H. Lawrence, T.S. Eliot, James 
Joyce, and Giles Lytton Strachey.  Later, these writers would be called the modernists.  It is 
important to note that Forster and Lawrence are a little problematic insofar as their earlier novels 
could be considered Edwardian, although Woolf tries to forgive them for that later in her essay.  
In general, her attempts to classify reveal the inherent problems of any attempt to do so: no 
author firmly “fits” into any category.   
 
2 Additionally, in this first epigraph, the pronouns “they” and “you” both emphasize the division 
between the two groups of writers and suggest to the discerning reader that generalization is a 
crucial complication in her text.  A generalization, and a grave one at that, is that Bennett, 
Galsworthy, and Wells are the only Edwardians.  This idea is distinctly problematic, especially 
given that Wells’s science-fiction, for which he is far better known, was published the 1890s.  
These novels and stories are a far cry from his realist fiction that Woolf implicitly refers to: Ann 
Veronica (1909), Tono-Bungay (1909), Kipps (1905), The History of Mr. Polly (1909), Love and 
Mr. Lewisham (1900), and The New Machiavelli (1911).  Roy Hattersley in The Edwardians 
eloquently responds to the categorizing problems concerning the term “Edwardians” that both 
this endnote and the previous one address: “there are arguments about whether writers who did 
the best of their work in Edwardian England can properly be called ‘Edwardian’ if most of their 
poetry or prose was published in another reign.  And there are more fundamental questions to be 
answered.  Did literature, during the early years of the twentieth century, have a defining 
characteristic?  Is Edwardian fiction simply identified by a publication date, or does it denote a 
spirit, a style and a view of life?” (291).   
 
3 “Composite figure” is Raymond Williams’s term, as used in his chapter “A Parting of the 
Ways” in The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence (New York, 1970).  In this chapter, 
Williams examines the Edwardians and discusses why the year 1895 is such a crucial, liminal 
year, marking the end of the Victorian era and the beginning of a new one.  Ruth Robbins 
provides a fine discussion of Williams’s argument in Pater to Forster: 1873–1924.  Intriguingly, 
William Bellamy seems to have taken Woolf at her word by focusing his 1971 study The Novels 
of Wells, Bennett, and Galsworthy: 1890–1910 (New York, 1971) on these three figures.  
 
4 So few have succeeded, in fact, that the dominant and institutionalized view as Kaplan and 
Simpson state has been to favor the Modernists and forget about the Edwardians.  In general, 
Seeing Double: Revisioning Edwardian and Modernist Literature, Pater to Forster: 1873–1924, 
Outside Modernism: In Pursuit of the English Novel, 1900–30, and Jane Eldrige Miller’s study 
Rebel Women: Feminism, Modernism, and the Edwardian Novel (London, 1994) astutely re-
assess the Edwardians.  While John Batchelor’s study The Edwardian Novelists (New York, 
1982), David Trotter’s study The English Novel in History 1895–1920 (London, 1993), and 
Jefferson Hunter’s study Edwardian Fiction are important contributions to re-assessing the 
Edwardians, especially insofar as expanding “Edwardians” to potentially include Joseph Conrad, 
Ford Madox Ford, Rudyard Kipling, and E.M. Forster, their texts offer a far more limited and 
traditional view of the Edwardians, particularly John Galsworthy.  Roy Hattersley’s study The 
Edwardians, Samuel Lynn Hynes’s study The Edwardian Turn of Mind (Princeton, 1968), and 
Jonathan Rose’s study The Edwardian Temperament: 1895–1919 (Athens, 1986) provide 
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relatively cohesive historical overviews of this period with limited commentary on the novelists 
and poets of this period. 
 
5 This chapter suggests implicitly and explicitly why Galsworthy is so deserving of an entire 
chapter, but I will posit a few other reasons here.  Galsworthy is notably absent in Kaplan and 
Simpson’s study while separate chapters are devoted to both Wells and Bennett.  In addition, 
while Robbins’s remarks concerning Galsworthy are provocative, her comments are limited by 
the form of her study and emphasize character and narrative over setting.  Miller’s remarks are 
also quite astute and she deftly recovers Galsworthy by praising his representation of Irene and 
her constriction and entrapment in the novel.  I address Lynne Hapgood’s essay which concerns 
Galsworthy in a later endnote.  While critics are often quick to at least assess Wells in terms of 
his politics, few to no such comments are extended to Galsworthy; it is the same for his 
representations of history in his novels.  André Chevrillion is undoubtedly Galsworthy’s most 
important early critic.  His study, Three Studies in English Literature: Kipling, Galsworthy, 
Shakespeare (Port Washington, 1967), focuses on character.  He asserts that Galsworthy’s 
characters in The Man of Property are exemplary representations of the English middle class.  In 
contrast to other early studies, Chevrillon’s extensive analysis and offers several perceptive 
remarks concerning realism.  In contrast, Abel Chevalley’s study, The Modern English Novel 
(New York, 1925) praises Galsworthy’s novels and his genius and offers little more than brief 
plot summary; the situation is much is the same in R.H.U. Bloor’s study The English Novel from 
Chaucer to Galsworthy (Folcroft, 1973).  More recently, the Oxford introduction to The Forsyte 
Saga written by Geoffrey Harvey provides some illuminating, although very brief and general 
remarks on the focus of this chapter, house and home.  Of Galsworthy’s extensive biographies, 
Galsworthy the Man: An Intimate Portrait (Rudolph Sauter, London, 1967), John Galsworthy: A 
Biography (Catherine Dupré, New York, 1976), John Galsworthy (Sanford V. Sternlicht, 
Boston, 1987), and John Galsworthy’s Life and Art: An Alien’s Fortress (James Jack Gindin, 
Ann Arbor, 1987) to name just a few, it is the latter title by Gindin which provides some general, 
astute commentary, rather than summary of The Man of Property.   
 
6 In the fourth, fifth, and sixth Forsyte novels, The White Monkey (1924), The Silver Spoon 
(1926), and Swan Song (1928), Fleur, Soames’s daughter opens up parts of her house (namely, 
her salon) to London society.  Yet, one never sees this situation in the first three novels; hence, 
an important historical change is at work within the house. 
 
7 While I will unpack this claim more in the next sections, there is an example early in the novel 
which is worth mentioning in an endnote.  Old Jolyon’s house is described as cloistered and 
curtained, with an array of unused rooms.  An early passage describes one room in the house: 
“That gloomy little study, with windows of stained glass to exclude the view, was full of dark 
green velvet and heavily carved mahogany—a suite of which old Jolyon was wont to say: 
‘Shouldn’t wonder if it made a big price some day!’” (32).  Since the study is both “gloomy” and 
“little” it is clearly a darkened, confined space.  The windows provide no relief from this room as 
stained glass forces an interior view upon the occupant; any attempt to look outside results in 
distortion.  Furthermore, the room is cast as confined and gloomy because of the “dark green 
velvet” and mahogany.  Although the study is typically a private space within the house, a space 
that is gender coded in the Victorian period for men, the decorations and lighting are indicative 
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of the remainder of the domestic interior as well as the time period.  The stained glass, the dark 
green, the velvet (often used to cover furniture), and the mahogany are all products of Victorian 
home decoration.  What is perhaps, disquieting, but consistent in terms of the Forstyes is 
Jolyon’s comment; he is interested in the room purely from the viewpoint of monetary value.   
 
8 See Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space.   
 
9 See John Burnett, A Social History of Housing 1815–1985. 
 
10 “Myopia” is Young Jolyon’s word which he employs later in the novel when he confronts 
Bosinney, the architect, in an effort to passive-aggressively dissuade him from pursuing his affair 
with Irene: “Hereditarily disposed to myopia, he [the Forsyte] recognizes only the persons and 
habitats of his own species . . .” (194). 
 
11 See for instance, the works of Joseph Conrad (particularly Heart of Darkness (1899)), Robert 
Louis Stevenson (particularly Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886)), and Arthur Conan Doyle 
(particularly The Hound of the Baskervilles (1901)).   See also Ruth Robbins’s study Pater to 
Forster, 1873–1924, Lynne Hapgoode’s essay “The Unwritten Suburb,” the introduction to 
Oxford edition of The Forsyte Saga, and chapter 10 in K. Theodore Hoppen’s study The Mid-
Victorian Generation 1846–1886 (New York, 2000).   
  
12 Moreover, Arthur Edwards begins his study The Design of Suburbia with the simple, yet 
effective statement “Suburbia is a dirty word” (1).  Edwards’s introductory paragraph reads as 
follows: “Suburbia is a dirty word.  This is natural enough for, with rare exceptions, the 
appearance of Britain’s suburbia is at best dull, and at worst hideous; but it is unfortunate that 
suburbia has no synonym.  The word ‘suburbia’ is both too precise and too general.  It is precise 
in a geographical sense, and general in the atmosphere which I describes, but is without 
geographical significance—a village housing-estate in a remote rural area can be an example of 
suburbia, though it can hardly be called a suburb” (1).   The OED lists an obsolete definition of 
suburb as “Belonging to or characteristic of the suburbs (of London) as a place of inferior, 
debased, and esp. licentious habits of life” thus foregrounding the negative associations of the 
term.  The word suburb was coined as early as1579 yet Ackroyd’s passage makes plain that Old 
English variations of the word were obviously in use. 
 
13 See John Archer, Architecture and Suburbia. Helen C. Long in The Edwardian House claims 
that the word suburbia was “coined in the 1890s” (11).  However, Ackroyd, Archer, and Porter 
all refute this odd assertion.   
 
14 See  Lynn Hapgood’s essay “The Unwritten Suburb: Defining Spaces in John Galsworthy’s 
The Man of Property” in Outside Modernism: In Pursuit of the English Novel, 1900–30.  
Hapgood intuitively notes that the modernist attention to the city has resulted in a lack of 
attention to the suburbs.    
 
15 See John Archer, Architecture and Suburbia and Mark Wigley, “Untitled: The Housing of 
Gender” (ed. Beatriz Colomina, Sexuality and Space, New York, 1992).  See also, John 
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Batchelor’s study The Edwardian Novelists for commentary on Edwardian writers and the 
suburbs as well as H.G. Wells’s novel Ann Veronica. 
 
16 This material might be read in following context: Soames, the ideal representative of the 
upper-middle-class English, contributes to the growth of the empire by taming foreignness in his 
house; simultaneously the regal association might signify the predominance of the upper middle 
class. 
 
17 See John Burnett, A Social History of Housing 1815–1985. 
 
18 See Mark Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture. 
 
19 See Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in its Age of Technological Reproducibility.”  See 
also John Berger’s first chapter in Ways of Seeing.   
 
20 Raymond Williams’s “Pleasing Prospects” chapter in The Country and the City. 
 
21 All information regarding Richmond Hill and Richmond-upon-Thames is taken from the 
following site: http://www.visitrichmond.co.uk/londons-arcadia.asp 
 
22 See website in previous endnote. 
 
23 John Burnett writes in A Social History of Housing 1815–1985 that by the 1850s there really 
was no more space in London to build upper and middle-class houses.   
 
24 See Mark Girouand, Life in the Victorian Country House as well as Roderick Gradidge, 
Dream Houses: The Edwardian Ideal.  I address this point a bit more in the penultimate section 
of the chapter. 
 
25 See John Burnett, A Social History of Housing 1815–1985. 
 
26 See John Archer’s “Villa Suburbana, Terra Suburbana” chapter in Architecture and Suburbia. 
 
27 This is an interesting issue. Helen C. Long in The Edwardian House emphasizes disproportion 
and asymmetry in the Edwardian house, yet Mark Girouard in Life in the Victorian Country 
House claims that disproportion and asymmetry were already well at work in Victorian house 
architecture due to the mixing of styles.  If one considers that the Classical styles made a come-
back in the 1890s and were popular through the Edwardian years, then it makes more sense that 
proportion and symmetry would be the cornerstones of Edwardian architecture.  David Jeremiah 
implicitly supports this point as well in Architecture and Design for the Family in Britain, 1900–
70.   
 
28 This idea is reflected not only by the glass roof, but also through windows which are revealed 
later in the novel: “this end wall is all window; you’ve a south-east light from that, a north light 
from the court” (112).   Bosinney will even put a “clump of iris plants in the center of the court” 
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(which could not have survived in Soames’s darkened London house) as well as aiming for a 
“transparent effect” (111).  
 
29 A quick point of contrast will illuminate this latter point.  In Jefferson Hunter’s study, 
Edwardian Fiction, he epitomizes the traditional view of Galsworthy the realist by stating the 
“country house” in the novel “expresses . . . the essence of Soames Forstye, which is the will to 
control himself and others” (202).  Moreover, he writes, “What the idea of habitat most 
significantly suggests is Galsworthy’s control over the characters and events of his fiction.  If 
Soames is defined by his habitat, then an exact description of that habitat will lead to a 
sympathetic and comprehensive understanding of the man.  Hence all the details of landscape 
paintings, carriages, clothes, and decorations.”  (203). It is clearly the realization of this built 
house and all the tensions embodied within the architectural plans show a decided rift, rather 
than a reflection between the man and his habitat.  
 
30 Both Burnett and Long explain that individuality was crucial to the upper middle class in the 
mid- to late-Victorian years especially in terms of houses and housing and would only continue 
to be so in the Edwardian years.  
 
31 One could speculate endlessly on this issue.  I didn’t realize until a third reading of the novel 
that Soames never steps foot in the new house.  However, I do think that by already showing his 
reactions to the plans and then substituting James and Swithin’s views, Galsworthy is really 
stressing the point that the Forsytian view, an upper-middle class view, is homogenous enough 
so that between James and Swithin we know what Soames would have said. 
 
32 See Mark Girouard, Life in the Victorian Country House. 
 
33 See Raymond Williams’s “Pleasing Prospects” chapter in The Country and the City, and 
Brigitte Weltman-Aron’s “Philosophical Gardens” chapter in her study On Other Grounds: 
Landscape Gardening and Nationalism in Eighteenth-Century England and France (Albany, 
2001).  
 
34 This is a rather truncated discussion although the basic idea is here.  See Robbins’s discussion 
also in Pater to Forster: 1873–1924. 
 
35 See Elizabeth Helsinger’s essay “Turner and the Representation of England” in Landscape and 
Power. 
 
36 Although Turner produced several seascapes over his lifetime, I’d lay odds that Galsworthy is 
referring here to Lord Mildmay’s Sea Piece (1812).   In this particular oil painting, the remains of 
a ship, including an anchor, have washed up on the shore.  The painting shows a few men on 
shore, and the ship remains are in the foreground whereas the background is composed of three 
ships (at different distances), and a hazy horizon.  There is no interiorized perspective granted to 
a viewer by a foregrounded figure; nor is there any elevation so that the high, medium, and low 
perspectives characteristic of his landscape paintings are revealed.  There are no drowning men 
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in the Lord Mildmay piece; however, we have seen that Soames has mis-read throughout the 
novel. 
 
37 Robbins’s writes, “The traditions of nineteenth-century century art criticism are ‘ekphrastic’; 
that is to say, the critic’s role is to describe what he sees in such ways as he can extract a 
narrative which points a moral, and to this extent, art criticism shared much with literary 
criticism which was also concerned with content and with a relatively simplistic didacticism” (4).   
I am unversed in ekphrastic criticism which is what I sense that I may be doing here but what I 
will say is that the way I’m reading these paintings again shows that they are not just part and 
parcel of “the fabric of things.”  Hence, the paintings are not excess details provided purely for 
the point of cluttering the interior further; as a part of the house, they articulate the ideological 
tensions that character and narrative explicitly do not.   
 
38 The domestic structure is not the only apparition at the trial; Bosinney is absent because he has 
already been killed.  While several of Galsworthy’s contemporaries (including Joseph Conrad) 
were puzzled by the architect’s death, contemporary critics make little note of this event.  In an 
architectural context, Bosinney’s death can be explained.  The tensions between the solitary 
master builder and the building firms increased in the 1880s; Bosinney’s death confirms that as a 
solitary builder, he is on the verge of becoming obsolete.  
 
39 He acquires the house in the first interlude in the Forsyte Saga, “Indian Summer of a Forsyte” 
(1918).  
 
40 In Lynn Hapgood’s assessment of the novel, she looks to the interlude “An Indian Summer” as 
well as the second Forsyte novel In Chancery (1920) for hope that the Forsytes will move 
forward in history forced if for no other reason, than by time.  Yet, I take issue with this 
explanation because the move is already underway when Old Jolyson revises his will.  In the 
second novel, Irene eventually resides at Robin Hill when she marries Young Jolyon thus the 
modern vision of this house is eventually realized in the novels when the couple goes to live 
there.  Certainly Irene’s residence at the house In Chancery, suggests that she in fact re-marks 
the house property; Soames’s disavowal of the house equally suggests such a view.  As soon as 
Young Jolyon dies in the third novel To Let (1921) Irene leaves for America and “lets” the 
house, thus forgoing any rights to property that she might have, but ultimately still showing her 
modern sensibilities by parting with this large vestige of the past.  Perhaps, not so ironically, the 
Robin Hill house becomes in this third novel a romantic site for the budding love affair between 
Soames’s daughter and Irene’s son.  It returns again in the sixth novel Swan Song (1928).  This 
return marks three parts of an interwoven history: Irene and Bosinney’s love affair, Irene and 
Young Jolyon’s marriage, and Fleur and John’s love affair. Thus, in Galsworthy’s world, it is the 
house remains narratively haunted.   
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CHAPTER 4 
DISTURBING EDWARDIAN HOUSES: ON THE (IM) POSSIBILITY OF HOME IN E.M. 

FORSTER’S HOWARDS END  

 If modernity and the industrial revolution cut humanity off from persistence and continuity, 
creating a rift between the self and the environment, in favour of mobility and dynamism, any 
imagined return to place is fraught with a sense of the ghostly or archaic. 
 
          —Roger Ebbatson, An Imaginary England: Nation, Landscape and Literature, 1840–1920 
 
But what cannot be thought may nevertheless exercise a fearful fascination; and in Howards End 
much that isn’t mentioned is, to use a modish term, an absent presence. 
 
                                                                                   —John Lucas, “The Sunlight on the Garden” 
 
Sir Thomas had been a good deal surprised to find candles burning in his room; and, on casting 
his eye round it, to see other symptoms of recent habitation and a general air of confusion in the 
furniture.  The removal of the bookcase from before the billiard-room door struck him especially, 
but he had scarcely more than time to feel astonished at all this, before there were sounds from 
the billiard-room to astonish him still further. 
 
                                                                                                         —Jane Austen, Mansfield Park 

 
Introduction 

In perhaps the most renowned passage of E.M. Forster’s novel, Howards End (1910), the 

narrator conveys Margaret Schlegel’s “sermon” to Henry Wilcox: “Only connect!  That was the 

whole of her sermon.  Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, and 

human love will be seen at its height.  Live in fragments no longer” (174).  In order to 

understand the magnitude of this passage, it would be helpful to turn back for a moment.  Prior to 

this quotation, the narrator explains how Henry Wilcox, the imperialist entrepreneur, had 

“neglected” his inner life, the life of his soul, since he was a child.  After concluding at this early 

age that “bodily passion is bad,” his belief was confirmed in religion, (“the words read aloud to 

him on Sunday”), which would hitherto serve as the proverbial suit of armor against such 

“carnal” excess.  There is, though, already a sense of the contradictory if not impossible 

emerging in this brief exposition: one cannot divorce the physical from the emotional, the 
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interior from the exterior, the passion from the prose as they are all intricately connected.  One 

might say then that “to connect” is spiritual, spatial, visual, physical, and emotional.  

Unfortunately, Henry cannot see or make these glaring connections, and thus this task devolves 

on Margaret Schlegel, the half-German, half-English, highly-cultured, quasi-New Woman he 

will marry.  Margaret has made it her life’s work to passionately devote herself to her own brand 

of spiritualism that exalts the creative arts and personal relationships, the inner life Henry 

neglects.  Margaret’s “sermon” (a word which underscores the tensions between established 

religion and spiritualism in the quoted passage) is destined to fail, a painfully obvious point for 

the reader.  Nonetheless, her marriage to Henry, a legal, financial, social, and emotional 

connection, presents one attempt to surmount the supposedly modern condition of “living in 

fragments.” 

Implicitly or explicitly, then, this passage embodies every dialectic staged in the novel 

between Wilcox and Schlegel, Rural and Urban, English and German, Old and New, Male and 

Female, Body and Spirit, Interior and Exterior, Passion and Prose and myriad others that could 

be listed.1  It would be an understatement to say that Howards End offers an abundance of 

subjects to write about.  To this end, critics over the last twenty years have generated essays on 

the following topics relating to the novel: nostalgia, capitalism, film adaptation, gender, 

imperialism, the pastoral, nationalism, rentier culture, staircases and tea tables as social spaces, 

German philosophy, music, and even modernist innovations.2  Meanwhile, earlier critics claim to 

varying degrees that Howards End (the house) is a serene, rural haven in an otherwise turbulent 

urban society, representing the possibility of a future in which women and the lower social 

classes will inherit the earth.3  However, the epigraph drawing on John Lucas’s essay offers a 

different means of approaching the novel.  This quotation underscores a proliferation of the 
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ghostly, haunting, and uncanny that might be called an “absent presence.”  One such absent 

presence is Ruth Wilcox, who dies early in the novel, but spiritually remains at Howards End.  

The sense of an absent presence also results from the infringement of modernity upon the 

vestiges of the past rendering spaces and even possessions spectral.  This statement can easily be 

reversed so as to resonate with Ruth Robbins’s comments concerning the novel: Howards End is 

a “transitional [text] which face[s], as it were, both ways, Janus-like, drawing on both . . . pasts 

and futures” (194).  Yet, there is another context in which the idea of an absent presence might 

be construed, the missing dialectic from the list commencing this paragraph: Home and 

Homeless. 

Throughout the novel, Forster demonstrates that home no longer exists; nonetheless, 

Howards End is the home, a site of what can never be found.  In this novel, home becomes 

spiritual, an absent presence always lingering at the site of the house, but never to be found there.  

Hence, this chapter argues that Howards End represents the (im) possibility of home.  If by the 

end of The Man of Property, an Edwardian house was rejected but in its place Victorian values 

of the house and home were unsuccessfully perpetuated, then Howards End offers the reader the 

opportunity to fully enter into the intricacies of the Edwardian house and home, without ever 

finding an entirely stable site to inhabit.  The novel anticipates the homelessness that is most 

forcefully felt in the houses in Elizabeth Bowen’s To the North.  Thus “(im) possibility” suggests 

that at the same time Howards End is impossible as a homely house within the time of the novel, 

two possibilities remain: the idea of home may still be temporarily encountered at this house; the 

future may hold the possibility of home at Howards End. 

On Howards End 

The title, Howards End, begs the following question: who was Howard and did his life end 

at the house?  Howards End was where Tom Howard, Ruth Howard’s uncle or brother, “went out 
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and was killed” purportedly after proposing to Miss Avery, an inhabitant at a nearby farm (190).  

Evie Wilcox, in attempting to piece this obscured anecdote together for her husband, wittily 

remarks, “I say! Howards End—Howard’s Ended” thereby making explicit one provisional 

reading of the proper name Howards End.  Through this nomination affixed to the figure of the 

house, one can read the end of the Howard family and consequently the termination of a rural 

way of life.  Alternatively, there is a more optimistic and regenerative reading of the name and 

house Howards End.  The end of Tom Howard enables a new beginning at the house for a 

modern, urban family when Ruth Howard marries Henry Wilcox.  Both the name and the 

domestic structure are decidedly haunted as they simultaneously look towards the past and the 

future.  Remarkably, though, this statement is relatively radical in the context of Howards End 

criticism because it undermines the view that the house is the last untainted, utopic space outside 

of London.  For instance, Ruth Robbins’s consistently astute analysis of the novel posits the 

house as an “edenic” site (193).   

Nevertheless, even from Helen Schlegel’s letter that commences the action of the novel 

this adjective is undermined and instead the reader is greeted with an uncanny house.  Thus, we 

may as well begin this analysis with Helen’s letter to her sister Margaret:   

It isn’t going to be what we expected.  It is old and little, and altogether delightful—red 
brick.  We can scarcely pack in as it is, and the dear knows what will happen when Paul 
(younger son) arrives tomorrow.  From hall you go right or left into dining-room or 
drawing-room and there are the stairs going up in a sort of tunnel to the first-floor.  Three 
bed-rooms in a row there, and three attics in a row above.  That isn’t all the house really, 
but it’s all one notices—nine windows as you look up from the front garden. 
      
     Then there’s a very big wych-elm—to the left as you look up—leaning a little over the 
house, and standing on the boundary between the garden and meadow.  I quite love that 
tree already.  Also ordinary elms, oaks—no nastier than ordinary oaks—pear-trees, apple-
trees, and a vine.  No silver birches, though.  However, I must get on to my host and 
hostess.  (3)   
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The letter begins with a description of the house and garden before discussing the host and 

hostess.  Thus, Howards End is privileged even from the first page of the novel as a far more 

significant figure than any character.  Beginning with a house description recalls the Edwardian 

realist convention Virginia Woolf scorned; yet Forster quickly undermines the lengthy house 

description by moving rapidly from the house to the garden, the host and hostess and then back 

again.4  Helen’s letter is a digressive and disorienting piece of writing perfectly suited to 

capturing the structural and spatial instability of this site.  In this case, writing assumes a 

performative dimension.  We perceive the digressiveness of Helen’s writing through several 

examples in the first paragraph.  For instance, in the first sentence the vague pronoun obscures 

the subject of the letter.  Crucially, the second sentence clarifies what Helen is referring to: the 

house.  Moreover, she enables a temporal collision in the domestic site through her verb tenses in 

these first three sentences: she conveys a past expectation, (which is a projection of the future), 

the present through her initial description of the house, and the future by referring to Paul’s 

imminent arrival.  Additionally, she begins with a negation that she quickly overturns when she 

attempts to convey ontological certainty: “It is old and little and made of brick” is unraveled by 

Helen’s exuberant subjectivity, (“altogether delightful”), and the sheer vagueness of the 

adjectives.  Indeed, the only features of the house we can be certain of are the color and material: 

red brick.  The brevity of her sentences initially suggests simplicity and clarity, but already, this 

description unsettles any tranquility associated with the domestic structure.   

This unsettling occurrence continues throughout the quoted and even unquoted portion of 

the letter.  For example, in the latter part of the first paragraph, Helen maps the interior for her 

sister and the reader, thereby provoking the unsettling effect of allowing us to secondarily 

experience the layout of absent space.  Nonetheless, neither the reader nor Margaret gains 
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knowledge or mastery over Howards End since Helen’s directions are as about obscure as her 

initial sentences and there are still gaps: “That isn’t all the house really, but it’s all that one 

notices.”  The house maintains its ghostly resonance because we are only provided with the 

barest frame.  It is an absent presence, made all the more unsettling for Margaret and the reader 

because Helen is absent but the house is present in the letter.  The reader will note additional 

absences contributing to this spectral effect.  Helen does not describe the furniture or objects in 

the room, the wall paper, or even any wainscoting, mantelpieces, fireplaces or interior 

decorations.   

Helen’s interior directions continue only to the first sentence of the next paragraph when 

she touches upon the garden.  Here, her writing gives way to cataloguing, (“Also ordinary elms, 

oaks . . .”), as if to suggest that the maintained and enclosed Edwardian garden still undermines 

spatial description/mastery.  Her writing affirms an intimate if not organic link between the 

house and garden of which the “wych-elm” is a focal figure.  Later in the novel, Mrs. Wilcox 

tells Margaret of the pig’s teeth embedded in its trunk.  This revelation is a ghostly reminder of 

the literary representations of the haunted countryside Thomas Hardy so expertly employed.  

These few written remains emerge later in the novel, (and even the letter), in the form of the 

hermit’s house, the Six Hills, and the grave with six trees growing from it.  All of these sites are 

pagan, bearing witness to a mystical and mythical past.  If they are seen, they are only seen in 

passing, barely registered by the characters who are so concerned with the present or the future.   

Helen cannot remark upon the pig’s teeth even if they are in full view.  They too are part of 

the unseen, the invisible that haunts this letter.  Their absence, in turn, makes the additions and 

improvements in the garden more visible.  For example, Evie’s calisthenics machine in the 

unquoted portion of the letter is attached to the green-gage tree.  This device modernizes a 
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decorative plant, converting it from functionless to functional. The green-gage tree with the 

machine attached is bound to the late-Victorian/Edwardian concern for physical health and 

exercise, reinforced by Helen’s later observation that Charles and Mr. Wilcox are engaging in 

sports.  In this same space, the wych-elm tree stands on a border, marking a boundary between 

the enclosed site extending the domestic space, and an unbounded meadow stretching in the 

distance, offering what might be perceived as an imaginary return to the rural.  This powerful 

tree is contrasted to the ordinary ones in the garden, thereby becoming an enduring and 

disquieting figure.  Nonetheless, the only family member interested in the plants and flowers is 

Mrs. Wilcox, a Victorian vestige.  In this garden, all the other members of the Wilcox family 

exhibit a rather amusing aversion to the plants and trees.  They are stricken by hayfever, 

suggesting little point in engaging in outdoor activities; the hayfever further gestures towards 

their displacement from this space.  What would appear to be an ordinary garden with flowers, 

trees, hedges, and a family still carries the traces of a haunted literary past colliding with modern 

improvements.  It is just as disturbed a site as the interior.   

To return to the domestic interior, then, is to return to a site which continually undermines 

our expectations.  For example, a sense of the inexplicable invades Helen’s prose.  She claims 

that Howards End is “little,” but “Hall itself is practically a room” and “there are the stairs going 

up in a sort of tunnel to the first-floor.”  The house may appear small on the outside, it may seem 

crowded with so many people in it, but the interior defies both adjectives: the hall is cavernous 

and the stairs possess potentially claustrophobic effects.  Nonetheless, the hall and stairs are not 

the only contradictory spaces; both the dining-room and drawing-room are resolutely elusive.  

Disquietingly as well, through her description, Howards End is endowed with a classic sense of 

proportion and symmetry through its “three bed-rooms in a row” with “three attics in a row 
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above” and “nine windows as you look up from the front garden.”  The proportionate distribution 

of space yielding symmetry is alluded to already by simple multiplication: 3x3=9.  Notably, 

achieving such an effect in domestic architecture produces “harmony,” which is absent from 

Howards End.  Already this absence is alluded to in the garden and the domestic interior.  This 

absence will become further evident in Helen’s third letter when Paul Wilcox arrives to upset the 

social order in the house.5   

Howards End, then, is a complete contradiction in space, as Helen’s performative writing 

conveys.  This point is brought home even further by her remark later in the second paragraph: 

“Why did we settle that their house would be all gables and wiggles, and their garden all 

gamboges-colored paths?  I believe simply because we associate them with expensive hotels . . .” 

(3).  Since they met the Wilcoxes in Germany in “expensive hotels,” Helen is clearly mislead by 

her own thoughts to believe the house would mimic its owners’ ostentatious means of residence 

abroad.  But Helen’s remark reveals that she may be caught up in the discrepancies between the 

real and imaginary country house.  Country houses built in this period by the moneyed classes 

seeking an ideal life in a rural or suburban environment often utilized an array of anachronistic 

decorations, such as the “gables,” a remnant of Tudor architecture.6   Furthermore, Helen may be 

equally awed and thus deceived by the name of the house.  The nomination Howards End 

suggests grandeur, individuality, permanence, all conjured by that long-standing tradition of the 

Englishman naming his house.7   

This close-reading of an often under-examined portion of the novel makes manifest several 

disturbances in what has often been read as a highly stable, seemingly innocuous site.  Yet, there 

are not only spatial disruptions but also cultural and social ones as well.  Helen’s presence 

signifies the beginning of a clash between the Schlegel and Wilcox families throughout the 
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novel, played out at the highly contested site of Howards End.  This collision is already made 

apparent by the people present at the house during Helen’s visit: Ruth Wilcox, representing the 

agricultural Victorian past;  Henry Wilcox, representing the urban, imperialist entrepreneur 

present; and Helen Schlegel, representing the New Woman liberal future.  Throughout the novel, 

Howards End will infringe on the Schlegels and Wilcoxes from as far away as London and as 

close as within the domestic interior, ultimately bringing the Schlegels and Wilcoxes together 

through marriage, but only by causing deaths, breakups, departures, and even a rewriting of 

Henry Wilcox’s Will.  But it is not only the name and the house that possess regenerative 

powers.  There is something remarkably old about staging these cultural, societal, and familial 

collisions at the house that is reminiscent of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814).  One might 

say again, those lengthy house descriptions of the realist tradition, so reviled by Woolf, still play 

a crucial role.  Although Forster and Galsworthy were very different Edwardian writers, both 

seemed to recognize that drawing upon such supposedly outdated techniques still allows one to 

write the new, even in the space of the old.8  With this remark firmly in mind, then, I would like 

to turn my attention to the already emerging but still implicit historical context of the old and 

new bound up in this remarkably disturbed domestic site.  

Where is Howards End? 

While I have already alluded to the historical context underlying Howards End, (and 

Howards End), I would like to elaborate this discussion by turning to Roger Ebbatson’s study, 

An Imaginary England: Nation, Landscape, and Literature, 1840–1920.  In his final chapter on 

D.H. Lawrence, Ebbatson summarily remarks on the “emergent invented tradition of rural 

England which developed from the late nineteenth century as a response to urban crisis and the 

debate surrounding supposed physical and racial degeneration” (180).  This literary turn also 

responded to other historical and social issues I have remarked upon in previous chapters: the 
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agricultural crisis in the late 1870s and the increased expansion of London’s suburbs.  In the 

context of Howards End, this tradition is foregrounded even more than in previous chapters due 

to the quest for a home that no longer exists.  Consequently, the reader/critic is confronted with 

the responsibility of demystifying the imaginary so that urban, suburban, and rural crises are not 

obscured or suppressed.  I issue this statement even though both Ebbatson and William 

Greenslade have shown that open roads, “the cult of Pan,” gardens, and landscapes (Greenslade 

145) may be re-read as undermining the simplistic idea of rural space as “idyllic,” ideal, and 

serene (Ebbatson 180).9   

Nonetheless, Forster does half if not all of the work for his reader.  He blatantly draws 

attention to the imaginary rural perpetuated by literature, thereby challenging his readers’ 

preconceived assumptions.  The working-class Leonard Bast, adopted by the Schlegels after 

Helen accidentally takes his umbrella, reads the works of late-Victorian and Edwardian authors 

who constructed this imaginary rural in an attempt to further his self-education.10  Unfortunately, 

due to his lack of formal education and blindness to spatial transformations, he becomes so 

fixated with these literary images that he leaves London to take a walk at night in “the country;” 

the country, however, turns out to be the suburbs (Surrey).  In this instance, not only does Forster 

underscore the class and cultural divisions between the Schlegels and Basts, but he also draws 

attention to the speciousness of these constructed rural images.  Later in the novel, when the 

Schlegels are reconfronted by the Basts, Helen explains that the reason her family befriended 

Leonard was because of his walk in the country: he was “looking for a real home” (132).  

Helen’s remark addresses, if not reinforces the idea that home no longer exists at the house. 

Nonetheless, by privileging his walk in the country, she also privileges rural England as the 
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space where home might be found, a viewpoint seemingly suspect as it issues from a city 

dweller.   

Her remark implies another issue underlying Howards End, one which, I suggest, Forster 

also undermines.  Although Raymond Williams claims that the return of the English country 

house in literature and the imaginary rural are two different literary strands emerging in the late-

Victorian period, becoming increasingly visible in the Edwardian period, the two complement 

each other in a specific context.11  According to Jefferson Hunter, Edwardian novelists focused 

on re-writing England rather than foreign lands as a response to, amongst other issues, 

imperialism.  The (re) turn to an imagined rural tradition and the (re) turn to the country house 

were expressions of a larger task: the (re) definition of English identity (and nation) during a 

turbulent historical juncture.  The emphasis on (re) in this paragraph is a reminder that any 

return, imaginary or otherwise as the epigraph from Ebbatson declares, is always fraught with the 

ghostly and the uncanny.12  In Hunter’s study and drawing upon Williams’s remarks, the country 

house in late-Victorian and Edwardian literature is an insular, serene, stable, but ultimately 

empty site, rifted from working land.  In this perspective, it is a site where history and social 

disruptions can be left at the doorstep.13   

Why bring up this issue in the context of Howards End?  The Woodlanders shows a 

disturbed and ultimately rejected manor-house, and The Man of Property demonstrates the 

impossibility of grafting the country house image onto the suburbs.  Howards End provides a 

different challenge: a converted farmhouse with no working land that is critically misread as a 

country house.  Howards End is not even a house in the country, as John Lucas has proposed.  To 

see why I have written this statement, let us return briefly to Howards End.           
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The marriage of Henry Wilcox to Ruth Howard is a merger of late-Victorian urban 

capitalism to the vestiges of rural yeomanry.  Henry, completely dislocated from the rural 

(imaginary or otherwise), marries Ruth and provides the money to invest in Howards End so as 

to make it habitable for his “modern” tastes and children’s needs.  Howards End was originally a 

farmhouse and is based on the seventeenth-century converted farmhouse called Rook’s Nest in 

Hertfordshire.14  Henry saves the house from collapse, by performing several improvements.  He 

encloses the garden, drains the land, paves over the paths to create tennis courts, and builds Evie 

a rookery (a collection of rook’s nests in a clump of trees).  In addition, he converts the old 

kitchen to the large hall, the dairy to the new kitchen, and the pony stall into a garage.   

Although Henry is generating “improvements” on the domestic site which may be 

reminiscent of Jane Austen’s novels, the historical context is radically different.15  These 

improvements create little more than a temporary sense of home at the house for everyone except 

for Ruth.  Notably, the house seems to resist a few of these efforts as the rookery is unsuccessful, 

and later in the novel a patch of grass reappears through a paved-over path.  Henry’s 

improvements may create a more commodious site that enters the modern, but his primary 

concern is the return on an investment rather than investing the house with homeliness.  At the 

same time he unsettles the house, he demonstrates the social and historical necessity of the 

Wilcox name.  The Wilcoxes are necessary to the continued life of England, as Margaret 

remarks; by improving the house so as to continue its lifespan one might say that he is 

figuratively improving the nation.  Howards End is inscribed with the movements and marks of 

past and present and future.  While perhaps eliciting on a much smaller scale a few connections 

to English country houses, Howards End is ultimately a structurally and spatially liminal site.   
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The reference to Jane Austen, as well as the discussion I have set up begs the following 

question: where do we locate Howards End?  Howards End is located a few miles from Hilton, in 

Hertfordshire county.  Hertfordshire is in south-east England, north of Greater London, and 

easily accessible throughout the novel by way of car or train. The exact location of Howards End 

remains somewhat nebulous.  The train stops in Hilton, a village which bears the marks of both 

the past and the present, and the house is but a short drive from Hilton.  When Mrs. Munt, (the 

Schlegels’ aunt), arrives at Hilton station the narrator states, “The station, like the scenery, like 

Helen’s letters, struck an indeterminate note.  Into which country will it lead, England or 

Suburbia?” (15).  The house is cast in an extraordinarily liminal position.  It is neither in the 

space of the countryside, nor quite yet in the suburbs, although the multiple references to the 

future in the novel certainly suggest that the suburbs will imminently subsume this space through 

their insidious expansion.  This view is further supported by the churchyard/graveyard where the 

country is visible in one direction and the suburbs along the horizon facing another direction.  

Finally, this perspective is further elaborated when Paul, the younger Wilcox brother renounces 

ownership of Howards End because “It’s not really the country, and it’s not really the town” 

(317).   

Indeed, though, Forster is fictionalizing real places in the novel.  Not only is Howards End 

a fictionalization of Rook’s Nest house, but Hilton is a fictionalization of the town Stevenage, 

whereas Rook’s Nest’s is situated in the village adjacent to it: Walkern.  The re-writing of 

Walkern is intriguing as, other than a few remnants already remarked on, Forster makes visibly 

absent the history of this village.  For example, “In 1340 an outbreak of 'murrain', possibly 

anthrax, made farming impossible and left large areas of land unploughed. Seven years later, the 

Black Death reached England, and many local people lie buried in the churchyard, victims of this 
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tragic plague.”  Furthermore, “Another tragic figure in the history of Walkern was Jane 

Wenham, said to be the last woman in England to be prosecuted as a witch.”16  Absent, present; 

Forster rewrites the real through gaps, omissions, absences, always implying what might be 

there, but never making visible more than the spectral.  At Forster’s time of writing, both 

Stevenage and Walkern were not yet considered surburban sites.  Nonetheless, the suburbs were 

close by as evidenced by one of the first Garden City sites, Letchworth, just north of its 

location.17  Howards End inhabits, as already noted, a remarkably liminal position, between the 

suburbs and the country, between the city and the suburbs, and even between the fictional and 

the real.18  It may be located in an area consistently read as the country but ultimately this 

perspective can invest the country with urban and critical nostalgia, thereby leading to a 

misreading: that Howards End is an edenic or utopic hold-out in the country, a haven from the 

city.   

Since Howards End is positioned between all these spaces rife with fictional, empirical, 

historical, political, and social friction, it simply cannot be an undisturbed, historically 

continuous, idealized site.  Consequently, as my analysis implies, any location identified as 

“between” is always marked by a sense of disruption.  Werner Hamacher writes the following 

remarks on the concept “between”:  “[between] names a field, definitely, that spans ‘between’ 

the one and the other (field, element, mark, entity, and so on); but it labels it in such a way that 

this area can extend further than its manifest determination reaches, and so this area can also 

slide itself inside elements, marks, entities, undefining its definition and implanting itself in each 

demarcation” (167).  It would be more fruitful to say that Howards End, because it is situated 

“between,” clearly overflows any boundaries imposed on it so that it “extends” far beyond 

Hertfordshire into London, going so far as to “slide” itself into the consciousness of the 
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Schlegels and the Wilcoxes and into the space of London.  In short, as the house is situated 

between, it inhabits a shadowy third area, not framed or delimited.  Following on from 

Hamacher’s remarks, since the space “between” always threatens to “undefine its definitions” 

Howards End clearly loosens the definition of a “country house” to its very foundations.   

With these observations in mind then, I would like to turn to London in the next section.  

Such an examination will draw upon to the second part of Ebbatson’s quotation to show how if 

Howards End is not a country house located in an entirely rural site, then London is not its binary 

opposite. 

Ode to London 

Jefferson Hunter, amongst other critics, claims that Forster’s London is a nefarious site 

contrasting the idyllic location of Howards End.  His reading is exemplary of a fixation with the 

imagined rural.  In this perspective, the city is immediately shuffled away, categorized with the 

other representations of a bleak London resurfacing throughout Edwardian fiction.19 

Nevertheless, Hunter focuses on one particular passage to support his claims:  

One visualizes it [London] as a tract of quivering grey, intelligent without purpose, and 
excitable without love; as a spirit that has altered before it can be chronicled; as a heart that 
certainly beats, but with no pulsation of humanity.  It lies beyond everything.  Nature, with 
all her cruelty, comes nearer to us than do these crowds of men.  A friend explains himself: 
the earth is explicable—from her we came, and we must return to her.  But who can 
explain Westminster Bridge Road or Liverpool Street in the morning—the city inhaling; or 
the same thoroughfares in the evening—the city exhaling her exhausted air?  (101–02)   

(The answer, of course, is that no one can).  There is certainly ample evidence in this selection 

that the earth and nature engender intimate relationships with people that are unfathomable in the 

city due to the sweltering, faceless crowds.  Moreover, one can certainly read “the earth” and 

“nature” in this passage as sites of renewal and rebirth, if one draws upon the implications of the 

phrase “from her we came, and we must return to her.”  Furthermore, it is undeniable that the 

“the earth” and “nature” are “explicable” according to this passage.20   
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Since all these readings have been underscored in an attempt to read Howards End as a 

dichotomous contrast to London, though, it might be wise instead to read the unread.  There is a 

crisis of representation staged and even explicitly commented on by the narrator in this passage.  

The following phrases in particular intimate the predicament of London: “as a spirit that has 

altered before it can be chronicled,” “it lies beyond everything,” “But who can explain 

Westminster Bridge Road or Liverpool street in the morning?”  Each example posits London as 

an inexplicable, undefinable, and “illimitable” city (Ford 15).  It is also unwritable and unseeable 

when described as “a tract of quivering grey.”  “The earth” and “nature,” both nebulous terms, 

are somehow more knowable than London (“quivering tract of grey” that it is).  By contrasting 

the earth and nature to the city, Forster’s success is failure.  By failing to represent London 

through negation, flux, and “illimitability” he succeeds in expressing the most crucial point: 

London is unrepresentable.  This point resonates with Ford Madox Ford’s quintessential 

observations from The Soul of London (1905), published just five years before Howards End: 

“One may sail easily round England, or circumnavigate the globe.  But not the most enthusiastic 

geographer—one must of course qualify these generalizations with an ‘as a rule’—ever 

memorized a map of London.  Certainly no one ever walks round it.  For England is a small 

island, the world is infinitesimal amongst the planets.  But London is illimitable” (15). 

Indeed, to take Ford and Forster at their word, while London was already a monstrously 

expansive city, it became, as Arthur Sherwell put it, a “fungus-like growth” in the late-Victorian 

and Edwardian periods (quoted in Porter 306).  Peter Ackroyd intimates this occurrence when he 

describes Edwardian London: “In the early decades of the twentieth century new office blocks 

became a familiar presence; new banks, company headquarters, insurance offices were built 

upon a massive scale, with intense and dramatic architectural effects” (703).  In this city, the new 
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visual signs of capital and empire exist alongside the past.  Not only is London a city of “clerks” 

and “new professionals,” but London is also still a home for the marginalized and the spaces and 

places they inhabit, (even if they are slightly less visible).  As Ackroyd pithily asserts, “the old 

city never went away;” London is therefore haunted, a ghost city, if you will (704).  To make a 

pointed remark, Forster cannot represent all of London in his novel.  As one might well imagine, 

this situation not only impels a crisis of representation for the novelist, but a crisis in vision for 

the city dweller, especially Margaret Schlegel.   

This problem is staged in Howards End during her motor ride to Ducie street: 

She could not concentrate on details.  Parliament, the Thames, the irresponsible chauffeur, 
would flash into the field of house-hunting, and all demand some comment or response.  It 
is impossible to see modern life steadily and see it whole, and she had chosen to see it 
whole.  Mr. Wilcox saw steadily.  He never bothered over the mysterious or the private.  
(150) 

London distracts in this passage through what it offers to the eye of the motoring passenger.  

Although the motor-car promotes fragmented vision as it relies upon speed and distance from 

space, this vehicle merely exacerbates what London already makes manifest; Margaret’s crisis, 

in short, is due to far more than her mode of transportation.21  Passing by her line of sight and 

infringing upon the search for a house are three features of the city: a building which symbolizes 

the governance of an entire country; a river which is a significant means of economic gain and 

imperial enterprise; and a member of the lower classes operating her modern vehicle of 

transportation.  Margaret may not be able to “concentrate on details.”  Moreover, she may not be 

able to register the significance or symbolism of what passes by, but what she does see briefly 

before the next detail appears, is not only quite a bit, but I would venture to say, a great deal of 

London.  In addition, her attempt to see whole and see “all of modern life” is bound up with the 

city; there is more than the implication that to see the city is to see “modern life.”  Indeed, if one 

considers that even in passing Margaret sees several signs of modern life, (flux, transport, 
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imperialism, capitalism, class differences, politics), one never will see it all if one looks at the 

city.  Forster’s epigraph “only connect” becomes impossible in London.22   

It is no surprise, then, that London is even blamed in the passage for Margaret’s failure in 

finding a new house to call a home.  This dilemma, while certainly related to the city, begs more 

commentary as it is connected Margaret’s dwelling at Wickham Place.  The Wickham Place 

house joins several other architectural structures in the novel as significant and symbolic sites in 

London.  Forster’s privileging of buildings does not obscure London since, as we have already 

seen, he is more than aware of the problems the city invites.  Instead, focusing on a smaller place 

(site, building) provides a means of illustrating the city.  To quote Jacques Derrida, he 

“economizes on the abyss” (37).  For example, in Howards End, the following buildings appear: 

Queen’s Hall, where a musical concert provokes a meeting between the Schlegels and Leonard 

Bast; King’s Cross Station, which becomes a portal to the rest of England and at the time to 

Howards End; and Simpson’s, a mock Old English restaurant in which the businessmen of the 

city discuss their imperialist enterprises.23  Each of these examples demonstrates that while a 

small amount of London may gather within a specific building, larger amounts of London are 

still revealed therein.  Nonetheless, what these public spaces engender can not be translated to a 

private space.  Thus, when Margaret attempts to see London through her house, she cannot fully 

channel the city.  In a failed attempt to always whole, she is blind-sided by the knowledge that 

her house could be a home, perhaps even in similar way as she is blind-sided to the point that to 

see Parliament or the Thames (or even the chauffeur) is to see London.   

Their house in Wickham Place is one of the few older houses in their area of London.  

Across the way, the narrator tells us, “The flats, their only outlook, hung like ornate curtains 

between Margaret and the welter of London” (107).  The flats gesture towards new building in 

125 



 

the city, impending nomadism, and the loss of the permanence of the house.  As the quotation 

further suggests, Wickham Place has the rather remarkable attraction of being situated in a 

seemingly secluded location.  Despite this position, the house is a wholly social site.  The 

narrator reveals that the domestic site has been social from Tibby’s, Helen’s, and Margaret’s 

childhood because their father would frequently open up the house to his German and English 

friends to converse and debate over political, national, and artistic subjects.  This tradition is 

carried on after his death so that “German cousins,” “unshaven musicians,” “acquaintances 

picked up at Continental hotels,” Leonard Bast and Mrs. Wilcox are all welcomed into the 

drawing-room for tea, parties, and discussion (14).  The social and cultural aspects of London 

Margaret and Helen seek out through discussion clubs, dinners, and symphonies, are brought into 

the house through the ever changing tide of people entering the drawing-room.  Put another way, 

they attempt to reach the wholly unreachable disparate community, (that faceless crowd), on the 

streets of London through the domestic site.  The house, then, is not a home.  Although an 

Edwardian house need no longer be an excessively private, insular Forsytian site, it cannot 

simultaneously attain the openness of a public building.   

The house is unhomely for additional reasons.  Forster does not revel in the same realist 

techniques of Galsworthy and so we are left with little more than an empty shell.24  In this 

respect, the Wickham Place house is as disquieting a site as Howards End.  In this city house, the 

drawing-room is the preeminent room, but even the drawing-room merits little commentary other 

than to attest to its importance as a social space within the private realm only to become 

anachronistic by the time we reach Elizabeth Bowen’s To the North.  One would expect a sense 

of history and permanence at the domestic site because it was passed on from the father to the 

children; it is a large, structural inheritance.  Nonetheless, we hear of little more than the Ricketts 
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paintings, the chiffionier, the books, the sword, the Apostle spoons, the wild strawberry tea cups, 

and the Majolica plate.  A scattering of valuable possessions are made visible and these 

possessions, in turn, are the signs of a (filial) legacy.  Despite the emphasis on “things,” the 

house does not seem crowded with man-made mass produced objects; instead it is haunted by 

mostly unseen, unremarked rooms and the occasional mention of furniture.  Their domestic site 

is strikingly spectral.   

However, a change occurs when the house’s demolition becomes so pending that Margaret 

can no longer relegate this event to the back of her mind:  

The Londoner seldom understands the city until it sweeps him too, away, from his 
moorings, and Margaret’s eyes were not opened until the lease of Wickham Place expired . 
. . . Then the house was suddenly ringed with pathos.  It had seen so much happiness.  Why 
had it to be swept away?  In the streets of the city she noted for the first time the 
architecture of hurry, and heard the language of hurry on the mouths of its inhabitants . . .  
(102)   

Margaret finally sees the city, not as a series of social distractions, but as a space in flux, whose 

inhabitants are alienated from each other and whose architecture alters as quickly as its residents.  

What she registers outside, though, is not as forcefully felt within.  She does see a little more of 

the city within her house, for example, when Leonard Bast’s wife intrudes in the domestic space; 

Margaret senses the edge of the abyss touching her and almost disrupting Wickham Place.25  

Leonard’s own two returns show her the impossibility of befriending the lower classes as the 

distance between them is too great.  Mind you, these are not full realizations on Margaret’s part, 

but rather Forster posits the ghost of an implication.  At this same time the Wickham Place 

house, once its impending demolition becomes a reality, fully makes manifest the (im) 

possibility of home.  Margaret realizes the domestic site could have been a home, but it is about 

to be obliterated.  Thus, her homely feeling for the house arrives too late and must be displaced 

to a not yet existent site.26  For her, Howards End will become that site.   
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Ultimately, the Schlegel house will be demolished in order to build a new row of flats.  

The intensified building and expanding of London encourages a new sense of homelessness 

within the city.  The Schlegel house will fall victim to the same pattern of demolition and 

reconstruction as other, nameless houses throughout the novel.  Simultaneously, though, the city 

becomes more of home as it will usher numerous inhabitants into those flats.  London is not a 

mortifying inimical and antithetical force opposing the country and merely casting its inhabitants 

out.  London is a complete contradiction.  The city, like Howards End, simultaneously channels 

the forces of demolition and destruction as well as rebirth, resurrection, and renewal.  

Nevertheless, the loss of the house, which could have become a home, impels Margaret to search 

for new dwelling for the Schlegels.  She will not find it in London.     

Returning to Howards End 

During Margaret’s car ride to the Ducie street house London distracts her.  She is further 

diverted at the house when Henry Wilcox proposes to her.  The engagement, though, does not 

yet yield a house or a home.  Indeed, it is difficult to eradicate the sense of homelessness 

amplified in London by the impending loss of her house; her engagement to Henry augments and 

perhaps even intensifies this state.  Henry, as Helen declares, is a collector of houses.  

Nonetheless, his perpetual dissatisfaction with his dwellings—Ducie Street has mews, Oniton is 

too far from London, Howards End has been let and too close to Charles—yields a homelessness 

different from Margaret’s.  His results from his position as an imperialist entrepreneur expanding 

the boundaries and wealth of his country.  Henry’s imperialist ventures provoke a double effect.  

At the same time he expands the boundaries of his larger house (England), he reverts to a kind of 

rentier, divesting himself of his houses to let others reside therein.  He seemingly renounces the 

permanence of house and within it, a home.   
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Howards End becomes one such victim of his inability to permanently dwell by letting 

property.  Although he has invested heavily in the house to improve, he will not/cannot live 

there.27  Margaret, Helen, and the reader, then, finally returned to the house.  Due to Mr. Bryce’s 

(the tenant) rapid departure, Margaret gains physical access to the house.  Significantly, she 

already has spiritual access to Howards End as a note from Mrs. Wilcox, sent by a nurse after her 

death, passes the house on to her.  The note is not legally binding as the Wilcoxes assert, but both 

spiritually and I would venture to say spectrally binding, ratified later by a written legal 

document.  Consequently, this first of several journeys begs a few questions.  Is Margaret 

returning to the house or is Margaret visiting the house for the first time?  Can she return to 

space she has never physically seen, but has been haunted by through writing and memory?  

Margaret’s first expedition is already uncanny.  Whether or not she has physically visited 

Howards End graphically and psychically, she has already been there.   

Although her experience in the garden deserves extensive commentary, I am particularly 

concerned with her confrontation with the domestic interior.28  Margaret’s entry into Howards 

End reveals several striking differences from Helen’s letter:    

Desolation greeted her.  Dirty finger-prints were on the hall-windows, flue and rubbish on 
its unwashed boards.  The civilization of luggage had been there for a month, and then 
decamped.  Dining-room and drawing-room—right and left—were guessed only by their 
wall-papers.  They were just rooms where one could shelter from the rain.  Across the 
ceiling of each ran a great beam.  The dining-room and hall revealed theirs openly, but the 
drawing-room’s was match-boarded—because the facts of life must be concealed from 
ladies?  Drawing-room, dining-room, and hall—how petty the names sounded!  Here were 
simply three rooms where children could play and friends shelter from the rain.  Yes, and 
they were beautiful. 
     
     Then she opened one of the doors opposite—there were two—and exchanged wall-
papers for whitewash.  It was the servants’ part, though she scarcely realized that: just 
rooms again, where friends might shelter.  (187) 
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“Desolation” and “dirty” are amplified by the repetition of the letter “d,” which invades the only 

rooms that Margaret is privy to see.  The “flue and rubbish” on the “unwashed boards” enhance 

the filthy barrenness Margaret encounters, while the use of the word “decamped” refers to the 

furtive departure of the absent tenant.  Both “flue and rubbish” as well as the phrase “the 

civilization of luggage had been there” make visible the remains of the absent tenant.  Moreover, 

there is the indecipherability of the rooms to consider; the house has been so morbidly 

transformed since Helen’s letter, Margaret’s only other measure of interior space, that she is 

reduced to reading the surface of the structure.  The house is emptied of all furniture that would 

code the function, use, or even the names of the rooms.  As Margaret ruminates, these are only 

“names” and while there is power in the name of the room, the house has already dissolved 

domestic interior spatial divisions.  In noting the beauty of this stripped-down interior, Margaret 

is at her most insightful.  She sees the potential of emptied space, converting it in her own mind 

to the barest essentials, such as a haven from the elements and space where children can frolic.29  

Meanwhile, the strikingly visible addition to the house, the “match-boarding,” yields an 

uncanny effect.  In the immediate context of the passage, “match-boarding” refers to the 

carpentry process of “boards fitted together with tongue and groove.”  This method, in turn, 

hides/disguises the visible beam in the dining-room and hall.30  Here, the uncanny manifests 

itself in an obviously man-made addition to the house, concealing what is revealed in other 

rooms.  As Margaret remarks, the drawing-room, the traditional female coded social sphere 

within privatized domestic space is increasingly isolated from the gender neutral spaces already 

named.  Match-boarding ironically ensures the opposite function the process implies: it may 

connect separate parts but obstructs whole.  Her observations pertaining to the drawing-room are 

prophetic and haunted because it is the most visible social space in the soon to be demolished 
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London house.  When Helen visits Howards End later, she will reiterate Margaret’s thoughts.  

While the drawing-room still fulfills its social function in the city house, it is rejected at Howards 

End due to an architectural alteration making visible a gender separation.   

This seemingly empty interior stages additionally disruptive effects.  As I already stated, 

there is no furniture and the only decoration explicitly noted is the wall paper; indeed, the 

kitchen has been whitewashed.  Hence, a striking situation is at work that Mark Wigley 

addresses in White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture: “To look 

at decoration is to be absorbed by it.  Vision itself is swallowed by the sensuous surface.  The 

white surface liberates the eye by reconstituting the idea of a body hidden behind it, recovering a 

sense of space that has been lost” (7).  The white surface is absent, but the unadorned, stripped 

down surfaces are present.  Moreover, there is whitewashing, a process aligned with modernity 

by Le Corbusier and other architects, as it provokes the effect of “purifying the eye rather than 

the building” (Wigley 5).  Due to the absence of furniture and decoration, Howards End attains a 

sense of modernity on the interior architecturally associated with white walls, white-washing, 

and stripped-down disciplined surfaces.  At the same time the domestic interior makes visible the 

trace.  The trace, that absent presence, is perceived through the “Dirty finger-prints” left on the 

windows.  Here, the trace attests to the recent absence of the tenant, a prophetic absence because 

Mr. Bryce will die abroad, and Mr. Wilcox will take re-possession of the house.  This collision 

posits the impossibility of returning to rentier culture at the same time that it posits the possibility 

of attaining modernity within a converted, improved farmhouse.  Margaret begins to perceive, 

but does not fully register the ramifications of such a collision; however, the house clearly does. 

What Margaret does register, though, is spatial.  At Howards End she is able to  

recapture the sense of space which the motor had tried to rob from her.  She remembered 
again that ten square miles are not ten times as wonderful as one square mile, and that a 
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thousand square miles are not practically the same as heaven.  The phantom of bigness, 
which London encourages, was laid for ever when she paced from the hall at Howards End 
to its kitchen and heard the rains run this way and that where the watershed of the roof 
divided them.  (187)   

Repeatedly impacted by the claustrophobic space of the car, a vehicle which in Edwardian 

England was looked upon with great apprehension, Howards End provides Margaret with the 

ability to “recapture the sense of space” within the stripped down interior.31  The spatial 

formulation she recalls is from her father.  In this passage Howards End enables the return of a 

memory even if the passage does not explicitly attribute the remark to him.  Earlier in the novel, 

Margaret’s father issued similar spatial remarks in the context of English imperialism.  The 

formulation is tricky to say the least and somewhat decontextualized.   

On the one hand, this remark is an invitation to revel in the space of the house as a 

smaller domain/country, a complement to imperialist expansion.  In a sense, one can see 

Margaret’s father attempting this action by inviting so many people into his city house; drawing 

upon Ford’s comments, England is a smaller space than London will ever be.  On the other hand, 

Margaret translates this spatial remark over to Howards End which means that one should regard 

this statement with a bit of healthy skepticism.  A stripped down interior might usher in 

modernity and allow her to “recover a sense of space that has been lost” in the city, but to fully 

believe this viewpoint, she must disregard London’s insidious expansion, which Margaret clearly 

believes is put to rest once she enters the house.  At the same time London expands through it 

suburbs, it contracts the distance between itself and other spaces.  Although the interior may, for 

a moment, provide Margaret with reprieve, it is only temporary, especially in such a disturbed 

site as Howards End.   
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On the Subject of Furniture 

Once the lease expires at Wickham Place, the Schlegels are forced to remove their 

furniture from their house.  Henry considerately offers Howards End as a storage facility to the 

family:  

The furniture, with a few exceptions, went down into Hertfordshire, Mr. Wilcox having 
most kindly offered Howards End as a warehouse . . . . Until he relet the house, the 
Schlegels were welcome to stack their furniture in the garage and lower rooms.  Margaret 
demurred, but Tibby accepted the offer gladly; it saved him from coming to any decision 
about the future.  The plate and the more valuable pictures found a safer home in London, 
but the bulk of the things went country-ways, and were entrusted to the guardianship of 
Miss Avery.  (239)   

Two anxieties in particular underlie this passage.  There is Tibby’s concern with the future which 

echoes the other projections and prophecies articulated throughout the novel.  Crucially, his 

apprehension is linked to the storage of moveable objects; so long as they can be immobilized, 

Tibby is free to live in the present at his temporary home at Oxford.  Storage is an attempt to shut 

away the remains of the past so as to live in the present, but this impulse is clearly undermined in 

the novel.  Although it may seem remarkable that the Schlegels still have “movables . . . in an 

age of standardized mass production,” the family must still commit themselves to recognizing 

the coexistence of past, present, and future (Arcades Project, Benjamin 210).  As we have seen 

in other chapters in this study, furniture cannot be separated from its spatial and temporal 

impact/effects, especially within an already disturbed domestic site.  The attempt to render 

Howards End a domestic museum cannot be fulfilled, nor can Tibby’s life be arrested in a 

continuous present.32   

The curator of this would be domestic museum is implicated in another anxiety expressed 

in this passage.  The extraordinary valuables, (pictures and plates), remain in London whereas 

the nebulous “bulk of things” are “entrusted” to an agricultural remnant Miss Avery.  Through 

this separation of possessions, the space Howards End inhabits is still coded even in the early 
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twentieth century as culturally and artistically dislocated from urban culture.  A class and 

cultural anxiety is implied in this passage that will be played out shortly.  What this nebulous 

“bulk of things” includes is never entirely revealed.  Hence, these transported possessions 

resonate with the unseen, with the spectral, thereby illuminating the implications of the word 

furniture.  The signifier always implies a multiplicity of objects that it concurrently obscures 

through its very vagueness.  One might say then that a specter is placed in charge of the spectral; 

Miss Avery must maintain the concealment of furniture and objects in Howards End.   

Nonetheless, these possessions are displayed.  Moreover, it is Margaret who is first to 

witness this spectacle.  Notified by her sister-in-law Dolly that Miss Avery has unpacked the 

furniture, Margaret travels to Howards End alone in an effort to arrest her progress.  But 

Margaret is unprepared for the sight that greets her from the exterior of the house: curtains cover 

the windows of the drawing-room, hall, and dining-room.  Even the kitchen, scullery, and 

parlour are impenetrable, the latter two due to the wood in the window “which looked ominously 

like the lids of packing-cases” (251).  In contrast to her previous visit when the house was merely 

an emptied shell penetrable by her powers of sight, here, her sight is impeded.  For Margaret, 

“The appearance of these curtains was familiar, yet she did not remember them being there on 

her other visit” (250).   

The uncanny is already present because this is another return to the house.  But, there is 

something new.  The uncanny is translated from the structure itself to the decorative/functional 

possessions hindering sight: the curtains.  Yet, the uncanny is never a one way movement.  Not 

only is the house rendered uncanny by the curtains, but the curtains are as well due to their 

displacement into a new domestic site.  This exchange becomes more apparent once Margaret 

enters the house and sees what Miss Avery has affected upon the interior:   
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Margaret uttered a cry of despair.  For an appalling thing had happened.  The hall was 
fitted up with the contents of the library from Wickham Place.  The carpet had been laid, 
the big work-table drawn up near the window; the bookcases filled the wall opposite the 
fireplace, and her father’s sword—this is what bewildered her particularly—had been 
drawn from its scabbard and hung naked amongst the sober volumes.  (252) 

The cavernous hall, which Helen remarked at the beginning of the novel “is practically a room,” 

prophetically becomes a library.  The books, those unused remnants of the paternal legacy, 

symbolic of learning and culture, are now unsettled, unpacked, placed on shelves while both 

carpet and “big work-table” provide the finishing touches.  On a smaller scale, even the phallic 

relic of her father’s (imperial) past, at one time a deadly weapon, becomes an uncanny object: it 

is stripped of its sheath to become a decoration.  As Miss Avery takes Margaret on a tour of the 

various rooms, she pulls back curtains, which not only mark boundaries between space, but 

conceal and then reveal rooms.  Margaret encounters her drawing-room furniture in the drawing-

room, her dining-room furniture in the dining-room.  Notably, the vagueness of the furniture is 

only partially undermined by the acknowledgement of her mother’s chiffonier in the dining-room 

and Tibby’s bassinet in the central room.  The former, often seen in Victorian parlours, presents 

the problem of mediating three possible forms.33  We never entirely know which definition is 

applicable to this piece of furniture and are only left with the knowledge that it has its origins in 

the eighteenth century and functions as both a decorative piece of furniture and a functional one 

by concealing and revealing objects.  This said, the house as a whole is rendered entirely 

uncanny due to the unpacking and the subsequent placement of furniture and possessions in 

space.          

There is ample evidence that Margaret’s anxiety over this interior (re) decoration is rooted 

in an additional source.  After her first visit to Howards End, the following scene occurs in flash-

back: “Henry, after allaying her agitation, had taken her over his property, and had explained to 

her the use and dimensions of the various rooms” (192).  This sentence, so seemingly innocuous 
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in its brevity, implies a great deal of disturbance.  For Henry, surely there can be no use for the 

rooms other than what he has come to assure himself of and what he articulates to Margaret.  By 

this remark, he seemingly upholds the already dissolving Victorian interior spatial divisions.  

Furthermore, there is the impression of a landscape scene translated into the interior, with a 

difference.  Instead of directing Margaret’s sight over England, he directs it over a smaller 

domain, his house.  In addition he “sketch[es] the history of the little estate,” a history that 

entirely entails the improvements he has made.  Not only is there an uncanny exchange between 

furniture and house, but additionally the house as Henry’s property has been unsettled from its 

foundations.  When Miss Avery unpacks the furniture, she continues the movements of 

conversion already inscribed in the house: storage space becomes a house that could be lived in.  

It is no longer just a piece of property to be let.  Margaret’s anxiety alludes to the fact that her 

unpacked furniture will dismantle Henry’s view of Howards End.     

But if she is already fearful of this situation, then there is another anxiety to comment on as 

it was alluded to earlier: the cultural collision within the domestic space between the city dweller 

and the rural remnant.  Miss Avery explicitly remarks that the Wilcoxs’ possession of Howards 

End unsettles a space which does not belong to them; unpacking the furniture is Miss Avery’s 

superstitious means of channeling her dead mistress through the house, in her mind, the rightful 

owner of Howards End.  Miss Avery states, “The house is Mrs. Wilcox’s, and she would not 

desire it to stand empty any longer” (253).  The present tense “is” makes plain that although Ruth 

is dead, the house is still in her spiritual possession.  Miss Avery insists with the use of the 

present tense in a reversal of the legacy of property.  For her, this house belongs to the realm of 

the feminine and the rural, both of which are spectralized through the disembodied form of Mrs. 

Wilcox, or rather, through her name, which remains mostly unsaid by the Wilcox family after her 



 

death.  The conditional tense “would not” creates the effect of a merely absent mistress for 

whom the servant is carrying out orders.     

Miss Avery’s remark, then, conjures the dead Mrs. Wilcox, who seems to continually 

haunt Howards End, if not through a ghostly nineteenth-century manifestation, then through the 

equally haunting return of memory to space attributed to the twentieth century.  Miss Avery 

prophesizes that Margaret will make Howards End her home, going so far as to say several 

times, “You think that you won’t come back to live here, Mrs. Wilcox, but you will” (253).  

Margaret indulges her with the cryptic remark “That remains to be seen” as she is too fixated on 

Henry as well as the house they plan to build and then inhabit in Sussex.  But these plans will 

never be enacted.34  The plans in Forster’s novel are another indication of the (im) possibility of 

home: they are projected but never realized in Sussex; although Margaret set her sights on 

Oniton, as well, she will never live there either.    

As the confrontation with Miss Avery intimates, unpacking the Wickham Place furniture in 

Howards End clearly has spatial implications that extend beyond the boundaries of house and 

garden.  Hence, it might be useful to turn to Walter Benjamin and a particular passage in the 

Arcades Project directed at “a medieval armoire.” Benjamin writes, “Apropos of a medieval 

armoire, this interesting remark from [Adolf] Behne: ‘Movables <furniture> quite clearly 

developed out of immovables <real estate>’” (212).  Benjamin continues to quote Behne: “‘The 

armoire is compared to a ‘medieval fortress.  Just as, in the latter, a tiny dwelling space is 

surrounded in ever-widening rings by walls, ramparts, and moats, forming a gigantic outwork, so 

the contents of the drawers and shelves in the armoire are overwhelmed by a mighty outwork.’”   

Not only does furniture subsume space by inhabiting it, but furniture, (especially older furniture), 

has the potential through “the contents of drawers and shelves” to encompass even more space.  
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Put differently, furniture not only subsumes immediate space, but projects into unseen space 

from the “outwork” it implies.   

One might, in turn, consider what occurs at Howards End once this furniture is unpacked.  

The stripped down interior Margaret encountered earlier has been filled, but it is not filled to its 

capacity with all the decorative objects of the house in the city as we are told that those were left 

behind.  Some objects, like the chiffioner, subsume both seen and unseen space whereas the 

removal of plates and valuable pictures posits a house that begins to turn towards the disciplining 

of surfaces.  For, to become modern in the interior is not to lose every vestige of furniture and 

decoration, but rather to employ moderation thereof.35  By this token, Howards End (again) 

becomes implicated in modernity at the same time that it is resonant with the traces of the past in 

the visible improvements and the memory of Mrs. Wilcox therein, (a sort of monument if you 

will, through Miss Avery).  The house can accommodate the material and the immaterial, but not 

without further amplifying its disturbances to ensure it can only ever become an unhomely 

house.  This unhomeliness is only further magnified by the unseen spatial connection the 

furniture makes evident.  A connection is enabled within the domestic space between the city and 

this liminal site through furniture.  The one finds itself within the space of the other, supporting 

that premonition that seems to haunt the novel: that the location of Howards End in Hilton, in 

Hertfordshire country is still destined to fall victim to the tentacles of the city.   

Nevertheless, Howards End is not just unsettled by the furniture.  The house has yet more 

disturbances to endure when Henry and Margaret project the house as a figure of entrapment to 

discover Helen’s secret.  When Helen encounters her sister on the porch “framed in the vine, and 

one of her hands played with the buds,” she realizes upon seeing “her rise with an unfamiliar 

movement . . . [that] her sister was with child!” (268).  Violently, Margaret shoves Helen into the 

138 



 

house.  The narrator remarks, “A new feeling came over her; she was fighting for women against 

men.  She did not care about rights, but if men came into Howards End, it should be over her 

body” (269).  House is reconfigured at this moment as a haven: the only space that could 

hide/protect Helen from the scandal which would ensue on the outside (society); the only space 

that could protect Helen from men (the doctor, Henry).  For, even if some Edwardians were 

beginning to rally to the cries of the suffragists, still, Edwardian society could not support a 

woman, illegitimately pregnant, especially a woman of Helen’s class-standing.   

Helen and Margaret’s presence in the house has the advantage of further illuminating the 

impact of furniture in the interior.  As the women tour the rooms to gauge the fit of their 

possessions, there is a sense of ambulatory mapping that takes place in this space.  Since 

mapping can be considered an offshoot of an imperial enterprise to make space knowable, to 

mark boundaries, and thus to aid in the identity of subjects, a similar instance is at work here.36  

Although this claim may seem tenuous because it still works within the realm of domestic space, 

it is still worth considering because house decorating suggests one significant means toward 

female agency in the house.  This remark should not be seen as a step back, but rather, given that 

this redecoration occurs in what was a masculine house, a step towards the future.  Helen and 

Margaret disagree on the placement of the carpet.  The latter remarks that it covers the beautiful 

floor, the former criticizes her for underfurnishing.37  More important, though, is the return of 

memory through the trace on the furniture.  As in The Woodlanders, a spot on an article of 

furniture enables the return of memory to both of them.  Simultaneously, Helen remembers her 

earlier visit to the house.   

In turn, the furniture and memories therein conjured enable Helen and Margaret to make 

several pointed remarks about the house seeming like it is theirs.  Here then, the (im) possibility 
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of home at Howards End is almost fully realized.  Helen avers, “We know that there’s poetry.  

We know that there’s death.  They can only take them on hearsay.  We know this is our house, 

because it feels like ours.  Oh, they may take the title-deeds and the doorkeys, but for this one 

night we are at home” (280).  Furniture is not legally binding, as Helen states explicitly by 

referring to “title-deeds and doorkeys,” but instead enables spiritual and spectral ownership of 

the house.  At the same time Helen’s comments leading up to this remarkable assertion posit it as 

home, it is a temporary one.  For “one night” they have found a home that exists amongst their 

furniture and another’s ownership.  Home then, as the phrasing of Helen’s remark suggests, may 

not exist beyond one night.  Indeed, as the remarks when the two sisters defy the legal and social 

ramifications for their desire to be alone and together make explicit, home is only a temporary 

and fleeting phenomena.  Helen observes, “‘This is not quite our house yet . . . When Miss Avery 

called, I felt we are only a couple of tourists’” (292).  Margaret responds, “‘We shall be that 

everywhere, and for ever;’” she then concludes, “‘But tourists who pretend each hotel is their 

home.’”  If Benjamin already saw that domestic sites in the twentieth century, loosened or 

relieved from their earlier significations, were places of passing through, then perhaps what goes 

unsaid in his remarks is made explicit in Forster’s novel.  Howards End is too disturbed to be 

more than an unhomely house, but within this domestic site there are still temporary moments 

approximating a fleeting feeling of home.  

Stopping by a House Called Howards End 

At the end of Howards End, the (im) possibility of home is realized at a house called 

Howards End.  With the murder of Leonard Bast, which takes place in the house, and the 

subsequent incarceration of Charles Wilcox, Henry is broken, and it is Margaret’s duty to protect 

both her husband and her sister.  Howards End becomes a house that is disturbed not only by its 

spatial improvements and its furniture, but additionally by its occupants.  It houses two social ills 

140 



 

of the twentieth century: a New Woman who does not regret her illegitimate son and a broken 

vestige of England’s marriage between empire and capital.  The house is not merely, as some 

critics have suggested, a place of healing for at the same time this act may take place, the house 

also isolates and conceals its occupants from society.  In short, it is still remarkably uncanny.  

Furthermore, because the remainder of the families, Tibby, Evie, Daisy, Paul, choose to inhabit 

other spaces, the family housed at Howards End is marked by absences.  The novel ends with 

Henry’s official revision of the Will, passing the house on to his wife; in the future, Helen’s son 

will inherit the house.  Certainly, the ending posits a future for women and potentially for other 

social classes.  Yet, what the future will be seems directed towards the horizon.  The future for 

house and home will be more fully realized in the next chapter where both are dismantled to the 

point of irreparability in Elizabeth Bowen’s To the North.     
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Notes 
                                                 
1 Every dialectic in the novel also resonates with the significant year Howards End was 
published: 1910.  Jane Goldman writes in her study Modernism, 1910–1945: Image to 
Apocalypse “1910 is not merely another date on the calendar, an arbitrary historical marker, it is 
a site of potent cultural myth, the myth of sudden historical and cultural change itself” (33).  
Virginia Woolf marked the year in her essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” as the date when 
“human character changed,” a point which Goldman remarks was the result of privileging a date 
around which a number of political, social, historical, and artistic events converged.  
 
2 See, for example, the following essays: Elizabeth Outka, “Buying Time: Howard’s End and 
Commodified Nostalgia [sic]” (Novel: A Forum on Fiction, 2003 Summer; 36 (3): 330–50); 
Mary Katherine Hall, “The Reification of High Culture in Merchant-Ivory’s Howards End” 
(Literature Film Quarterly, 2003; 31 (3): 221–26); Nicholas Poburko, “Transitional Passages: 
The Metaphysical Art of E.M. Forster” (Renascence: Essays on Values in Literature, 2001 Fall; 
54 (1): 23–45); Henry S. Turner, “Empires of Objects: Accumulation and Entropy in E.M. 
Forster’s Howards End” (Twentieth Century Literature: A Scholarly and Critical Journal, 2000 
Fall; 46 (3): 328–45); Kenneth Womack, “‘Only Connecting’ with the Family: Class, Culture, 
and Narrative Therapy in E.M. Forster’s Howards End” (Style, 1997 Summer; 31 (2): 255–69); 
Masanori Ito, “Imperialism and the Restoration of Landownership in Howards End” (Shiron, 
1997 June; 36: 49–65); Jon Hegglund, “Defending the Realm: Domestic Space and Mass 
Cultural Contamination in Howards End and An Englishman’s Home” (English Literature in 
Transition (1880–1920), 1997; 40 (4): 398–423); Paul Delany, “‘Islands of Money’: Rentier 
Culture in Howards End” (ed. Jeremy Tambling, E. M. Forster, New York, 1995); Elizabeth 
Langland, “Gesturing Towards an Open Space: Gender, Form and Language in Howards End” 
(ed. Jeremy Tambling, E.M. Forster, New York, 1995); Daniel Born, “Private Gardens, Public 
Swamps: Howards End and the Revaluation of Liberal Guilt” (Novel: A Forum on Fiction, 1992 
Winter; 25 (2): 141–59); Pat Hoy, “The Narrow, Rich Staircase in Forster’s Howards End” 
(Twentieth Century Literature: A Scholarly and Critical Journal, 1985 Summer-Fall; 31 (2–3): 
221–35); Andrea Weatherhead, “Howards End: Beethoven’s Fifth” (Twentieth Century 
Literature: A Scholarly and Critical Journal, 1985 Summer-Fall; 31 (2–3): 247–64); and Peter 
Firchow, “Germany and Germanic Mythology in Howards End” (Comparative Literature, 1981 
Winter; 33 (1): 50–68).  There are also essays and Forster studies which address gender and 
sexuality as they relate to Howards End; in particular, a number of critics have turned their 
attention to Forster’s homosexuality in recent years.  Jane Eldrige Miller, for example, 
unfortunately focuses some of her commentary on the author’s homosexuality in her study Rebel 
Women: Feminism, Modernism, and the Edwardian Novel.  I say unfortunately because what is 
otherwise a rather elucidating study and an important one especially for the Edwardian novel 
loses some of its strength through this analysis.  In addition, it should be noted that the 1997 
Bedford edition of Howards End: The Complete Text, edited by Alistair Duckworth (Boston, 
1997), contains a number of crucial essays on the novel concerning such subjects as a critical 
history of the novel, psychoanalytic criticism and the novel, psychobiology and the novel, 
cultural criticism and the novel, feminist and gender criticism and the novel, deconstruction and 
the novel, and Marxist criticism and the novel.  Finally, it is worth mentioning that while Edward 
Said does not include a sustained discussion of Howards End in Culture and Imperialism 
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(London, 1993), he nonetheless makes a few pointed and very useful remarks that undoubtedly 
have influenced several readers to attempt a contrapuntal reading of the novel.   
 
3 Among these I would include John Gill’s chapter “Disputed Heritage: The Edwardians and the 
Country House” in Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House and the Literary Imagination, 
Jefferson Hunter’s comments through his study Edwardian Fiction, John Batechlor’s chapter on 
Forster in Edwardian Novelists, and to a lesser extent John Lucas in his essay “Sunlight in the 
Garden” in the study Seeing Double: Revisioning Edwardian and Modernist Literature.  In 
addition, Gill mentions a number of other critics in his chapter who see to have written variations 
of these readings.  Roy Hattersley’s reading of the novel in his study The Edwardians primarily 
shows how the novel functions in the context of Edwardian England.  David Trotter’s remarks in 
The English Novel in History 1895–1920 have not been scrutinized for this project.   
 
4 For this reason alone it is relatively easy to see why Virginia Woolf chose not to lambaste 
Forster in her infamous essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.”  
 
5 The discussion of proportion, symmetry, and harmony as these relate to architecture results 
from a rather hasty (and perhaps misguided) reading of Pollio Vitruvius’s text The Ten Books on 
Architecture (transl. Morris Hicky Morgan, Cambridge, Mass 1914, 1926).  Andrea Palladio’s 
text The Four Books on Architecture (transl. Robert Tavernor and Richard Schofield, 
Cambridge, Mass, 1997) discusses the relationships amongst these although it was not utilized to 
reach these perhaps faulty conclusions.  On a less faulty note, I would like to thank Julian for 
pointing out that the numerology might have some bearing on pagan proportion and 
numerological mysticism. 
 
6 See John Lucas’s essay “The Sunlight on the Garden” as well as Mark Girouard’s still 
indispensable study Life in the English Country House.   
 
7 In the introduction to The English House Herman Muthesius addresses this issue; he is 
absolutely charmed by the Englishman’s affinity for naming his house.    
 
8  He will maintain this stance throughout.  Undoubtedly, this is one of many reasons why critics 
continually place Forster in both Edwardian and Modernist literary circles.   
 
9 William Greenslade’s excellent essay “‘Pan’ and the Open Road: Critical Paganism in R.L. 
Stevenson, K. Grahame, E. Thomas, and E.M. Forster” in Outside Modernism: In Pursuit of the 
English Novel, 1900–1930 discusses two such images associated with this fashioning of an 
imagined rural.  Greenslade posits at the start of his essay that “The mythologizing of nature in 
British writing at the end of the long-nineteenth century has widely been regarded as nostalgic, 
escapist, evasive . . . . Yet British writers of the late-Victorian and Edwardian period found in the 
cult of nature imaginative resources for resisting the modernizing of Britain, through a particular 
symbolic geography which was far from nostalgic; it was sometimes furtively, sometimes openly 
and contemptuously, disruptive” (145).   
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10 These authors include George Meredith, Robert Louis Stevenson, E.V. Lucas, and George 
Henry Borrow.  See endnotes in Barnes and Noble edition of Howards End, p. 323. 
 
11 I write (re) turn here because of the rural scenes and landscapes that Elizabeth Helsinger 
discusses in her excellent study Rural Scenes and National Representation: 1815–1850 
(Princeton, 1997), which focuses on the changes in rural representations in painting, poetry, and 
literature that occurred from the end of the Napoleonic Wars to 1850.    
 
12 Hunter explains “Edwardians made the country house a locus of Englishness when they took a 
deliberately wide view of its rituals, proportions, and control of space and time; they made it 
symbolic; they looked out into England from the aesthetic and psychological vantage point it 
offered, which meant they received from the country house the gift of security” (180). 
Furthermore, he writes “The country house was a definition of England itself.  Country houses 
were microcosms, islands within the island of England.”  To see the inside of the country house 
in a different light might be a means of showing that English identity (or Englishness if you 
prefer) is never fixed or stable, especially if interrogated within a highly versatile figure.  See 
next endnote. 
 
13 The epigraph from Mansfield Park alludes to this situation.  The reader will pardon my 
insistence on the comments that follow. Certainly the disorder that permeates Mansfield Park 
once the patriarchal figure departs creates a number of disturbances in the house; certainly, 
although Sir Thomas returns, social order is not entirely reestablished and the house becomes, 
even in the most marginal sense, a different and no longer entirely serene site as the family, 
serving as a symbolic extension of the house, falls apart.  I ask for pardoning as I do not know 
how many people share this view of Austen’s novel. 
 
1 4  One might suggest then, that Howards End has far more investment in the “real” than it is 
often given credit for.  Due to the focus and limitations of this chapter, however, I prefer to leave 
the comparison of Rook’s Nest to Howards End to the next author, even if there is temptation to 
do so because Hattersely erroneously remarks that Rook’s Nest and Howards End are practically 
identical.     
 
15 Although Gill attempts to take into consideration the highly different historical periods in 
making his comparison to Austen, Scott, and other writers who dwell on improvements to 
country houses, he does not entirely succeed in making Forster’s novel sound like as much of a 
departure as it needs to be. 
 
16 All of this information was culled from the Walkern website: http://www.walkern.net/
In addition, “John Gorsuch, was smothered in a haystack by two of Cromwell’s supporters” and 
“in 1728, when returning from the market at Hertford, Thomas Adams was violently murdered in 
the High Street.”   
 
17 Amusingly, another garden city was created in the 1920s and thus, in reality, Stevenage is 
framed by both.   
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18 Richard Gill writes in Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House and the Literary 
Imagination that Howards End is between country and city.  However, he does not go as far as I 
do insofar as claiming that it is between suburbs and city, fictional and real, nor does he 
investigate the importance of the concept “between” as I do later in this paragraph.   
 
19 Hunter addresses the fact that Edwardian London had become much too large and that authors 
gravitating towards a range of techniques in writing the city.  Unfortunately, while he recognizes 
this difficulty, he still seems to disparage Conrad and a few other authors for only fixating on one 
means or figure to represent the city.  
 
20 My phrasing here might be a bit heavy-handed, but it is only to imply that although “earth” 
and “nature” are cast in passage as knowable, this does not always hold true in other parts of the 
novel.  In addition, Hardy certainly goes to great lengths to make both “earth” and “nature” 
completely unknowable. 
 
21 I address the car and visibility in more detail in the next chapter.   
 
22 Yet, this is precisely the point of the passage as seeing steadily and whole derives from 
Matthew Arnold’s “On the Modern Element in Literature” (1869).  This text communicates the 
desire on the part of the mid-Victorian to critic “to see the world, in other words, in ways that 
emphasize clarity, patterning, and the possibility of making verbal sense of what you see” 
(Robbins 7).  This mid-Victorian aspiration towards clear vision while commendable was clearly 
also spurious as Robbins asserts.  By employing Arnold’s formula in London Forster deftly 
demonstrates that the past lives on in the space of the present and future as well as showing that 
one can no longer see the city this way.  As Robbins claims, by again juxtaposing the Schlegel 
and Wilcox view, we see a “certain tolerance of confusion” is clearly valued over steady, but 
ultimately blind-sighted vision (25). 
 
23 This is not to say that he does not have other means as well such as the statement “The city 
seemed Satanic” which both suggests and undermines the notion that the city can reflect the 
moods of its inhabitants (80).   
 
24 Nor does he engage in the ultra-modernist collagist techniques of Woolf.  One might conclude 
then that he is more modern than either Woolf or Galsworthy by instead employing a sort of 
hybrid writing. 
 
25 “The abyss” is a concept that recurs throughout Edwardian literature as John Batchelor notes 
in his Edwardian study.    For the most part, Forster’s abyss is poverty and thus when the phrase 
“the abyss” is conjured it always occurs in the context of the class and cultural differences made 
apparent in the meetings between the Schlegels and the Basts. 
 
26  This situation is a bit tricky.  Other critics have attributed her fixation on Howards End to 
Mrs. Wilcox and thus her renunciation of London as well.  However, I don’t think that Forster 
ever makes it clear where her renunciation of London and her fixation with Howards End comes 
from aside from an impending sense of homelessness as a result of losing her house.   
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27 In addition to his perpetual dissatisfaction with the state of his houses, the narrator notes that 
the Wilcoxes are all too invested in the colonial spirit to ever live near each other.  Since his son 
Charles and Charles’s wife Dolly live in Hilton, Howards End would be too close for him. 
 
28  A reading of the garden could be included at a later date. 
 
29 The latter reference is intriguing in the context of the fertility of the garden, thereby 
foreshadowing what will occur with her sister.    
 
30 Definition filched from Oxford English Dictionary. 
 
31 See Hattersely’s discussion of cars in The Edwardians.  It is worth noting that E.M. Forster 
was especially apprehensive about the motor-car.  Also, consider the example of his short-story 
“The Machine Stops” (1909) an explicit precursor to Margaret’s remarks.  In the story, Kuno 
repeatedly states “we have lost the sense of space” (125).  Kuno has good reason to make this 
remark as he and all the other inhabitants of earth have been confined to a sealed, underground 
environment and conditioned to believe there is no civilization left outside this fabricated 
home/prison.  Kuno attempts to recover the lost sense of space by “recapturing the meaning of 
‘Near’ and ‘Far’” an effort which eventually leads him from the sealed underground back onto 
the aboveground where he discovers trees, remnants of civilization, and breathable air (125).  
There is obviously timely commentary made here by Forster regarding the machine age and its 
potentially claustrophobic and destructive impact on humanity.  Equally, there is a reversal of 
what occurs at Howards End: the house and surrounding area enables Margaret to recapture a 
sense of space whereas for Kuno the outside (minus any house) enables him to recapture his 
sense of space.  The homelessness that Kuno is threatened with takes on terrifying dimensions: 
“Homelessness means death.  The victim is exposed to the air, which kills him” (123).  
Ironically, though, Kuno discovers this is not true and thus homelessness becomes in his mind 
and in the mind of a few liberated others aligned with all the freedom they cannot attain in the 
enclosed city.  This privileging of the outside as opposed to the inside is also clearly at work in 
Forster’s novel The Longest Journey (1907) because outside rather than the house is home for 
Stephen.   
 
32 Two essays, “Buying Time: Howard’s End and Commodified Nostalgia [sic]” by Elizabeth 
Outka and “Empires of Objects: Accumulation and Entropy in E.M. Forster’s Howards End” by 
Henry S. Turner, imply from their titles that nostalgic readings of the furniture and possessions 
have been attempted.  While I can see why, I am of the belief that nostalgia does not entirely do 
justice to relationship between the Schlegels and their furniture. 
 
33 This article of furniture presents the problem of mediating three possible forms: “a high chest 
of drawers or bureau, often having a mirror on top; a low bookcase of the English Regency, with 
grille doors or doorless; a shallow, tall, open piece of furniture, of the 18th century, having 
shelves for the display of china.”  The chiffioner illustrates the complexities always at work in 
the word furniture.  Definition of chiffioner pilfered from Oxford English Dictionary. 
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34 The plans resonate with the plans that are fulfilled in The Man of Property, only in 
Galsworthy’s novel the house is built, even if it is not inhabited until “An Indian Summer.”  The 
plans in Forster’s novel are another indication of the (im) possibility of home: plans are projected 
but never realized in Sussex and although Margaret set her sights on Oniton, it too was never 
realized.  Ironically, Sussex would have provided Margaret and Henry with a home in South 
England whereas Oniton it seems cannot become a home in part because the site is too bound up 
in historical strife as a borderland between England and Wales.   
 
35  See Mark Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture. 
 

36 This remark was inspired by David Ebbatson’s discussion in An Imaginary England: Nation, 
Landscape and Literature, 1840–1920. 
 
37 This would align Helen with the modern, as according to Mark Wigley’s discussion in White 
Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture. 
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CHAPTER 5 
ACCIDENTAL TOURISM AND WANTON RETURNS IN ELIZABETH BOWEN’S TO THE 

NORTH 

Notions of progress in the twentieth century have increasingly centered on paradigms of speed 
and acceleration.  In earlier times, progress may more often have been associated with movement 
across expanses of space, but in terms of our contemporary emphases on transport, technology, 
communication and processing, the dominant model for contemporary progress is one of speed. 
 
                                 —John Brannigan, Orwell to the Present: Literature in England, 1945–2000 

 
For her part, her fancy, already leaving these walls, was a little homeless: she thought of their 
unknown house and the marriage they must achieve there between his serious pictures, her 
Dresden clock. 
 
                                                                                                      —Elizabeth Bowen, To the North 
 
If houses were no longer haunted by the weight of tradition and the imbrications of generations 
of family drama, if no cranny was left for the storage of the bric-a-brac once deposited in damp 
cellars and musty attics, then memory would be released from its unhealthy preoccupations to 
live in the present. 
 
                                                                                 —Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny 
 

Introduction 

Elizabeth Bowen is an exceptional writer of houses.  While critics have lauded her literary 

depictions of Anglo-Irish Big houses, Bowen’s sensibility and sensitivity to domestic structures 

extends to the English house as well.1  Her Anglo-Irish identity allows her the privileged 

position of exploring domestic space in both literary traditions; however, this remark should be 

issued with a caveat.  Maud Ellmann asserts in her study, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across 

the Page, “What is unusual about Bowen’s fiction is not so much its richness of association as its 

frictional disjunctions between modes of writing.  Instead of trying to homogenize literary 

echoes into a seamless whole, Bowen shakes them up like a kaleidoscope” (4).  Taking this 

statement into consideration is imperative for any discussion centering on Bowen’s ubiquitous 

houses that haunt her novels, short stories, and essays.  Although each Bowen house may 

resonate with historical and social anxieties, each is distinctively, singularly uncanny due to all 
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the “literary echoes” which inevitably “collide” in her writings (Ellmann 4).  In this chapter, I 

focus on her novel, To the North (1932), nebulously set in the 1920s.2  Bowen constructs 

numerous domestic sites in this text: an English country house, a house in St. John’s Wood, an 

English country cottage, a villa, and two bachelor flats in London.  Yet, the existent To the North 

criticism is almost completely focused on the excessive post-war mobility the novel stages by 

propelling its characters into known and unknown destinations on trains, buses, cars, and 

airplanes.3  Nonetheless, Bowen’s novel as I will argue, is equally concerned with the 

displacement of home from the figure of the house.  The significance of this displacement can be 

attributed not only to increasing interwar mobility, but also to the theoretical, social, and 

historical transformations in English housing invisibly framing the novel.  To this end, it might 

be fruitful to briefly summarize the state of English housing in the 1920s. 

The interwar English house underwent shifts in signification for a number of reasons.  The 

Addison Act (1919) ushered in a wave of post-War LLC (London County Council) funded 

housing developments.  The impetus for this act, as Lloyd George announced, was “To make 

Britain a fit country for heroes to live in” (quoted in Porter 309).  Although Addison Act building 

stagnated in 1921 due to funding cuts, public housing still flourished in several districts.  At the 

same time, private house building was on the rise in London’s outer suburbs.  It should be noted, 

then, that something distinctively English is still at work after World War I.  Although the 

abundance of new dwellings clearly poses a threat to the loss of old structures, these middle- and 

working-class developments focus on the figure of the house; it was not until the 1930s that the 

LLC began to concern itself with flats.  Yet, it was not just the English who were concerned with 

the house.  A number of modernist movements in architecture, converging in the so-called 

International Style, focused on the house and housing in general, although these movements did 
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not begin to influence English housing extensively until after WWII.4  The perils of these 

modernist manifestos are encapsulated in Le Corbusier’s Towards a New Architecture in which 

the European house was reconceptualized as a new, light, airy, mass-produced space.  This house 

may have responded to spatial and cultural changes, but it nonetheless posed a serious problem: 

the effacement of individuality, history, and memory from the house.5  

My third epigraph, from Anthony Vidler’s study, The Architectural Uncanny, responds to 

such modernist architectural theories after World War I.  Vidler maintains that if the house is 

cleaned out then the inhabitants have no past to live in; there is only the present.6  In To the 

North, Bowen clearly opposes the new house and new housing designs by privileging older 

English houses as social and psychic spaces.  If English suburban developments for the working-

class and middle-class and modernist architectural experiments are decidedly absent from the 

novel, it is because neither the novel nor the novelist reinforces the modernist imperative to 

“make it new” in terms of housing (or language), an imperative that always threatens to 

disengage the past and look only at the present and the future.7  Houses still have a preeminent 

role in To the North so that the vestiges of the past collide with the present and future.  Yet, they 

are alternatively loosened from their earlier significations to become potently liminal sites where 

family, gender, and space are spectralized and where a distinctive feeling of homelessness 

abounds. 

Housing the Family in St. John’s Wood  

Cecilia and Emmeline, sisters-in-law, live together in a house in St. John’s Wood.  

Originally one of London’s first upper-class suburbs, St. John’s Wood was absorbed into the 

city’s mobile borders in the nineteenth century to become a district.8  Eventually this 

“neighbourhood” came to house to a variety of social classes.  In the 1920s, the district was 

Bohemian, a home to several eclectic artists; thus, Cecilia and Emmeline’s upper-middle class 
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standing is unremarkable.  Bowen’s description of this district registers the ghostly resonances of 

the past, undermining Emmeline’s desire for distance from the center of London:  

They had gone to live in St. John’s Wood, that airy uphill neighbourhood where the white 
and buff-coloured houses, pilastered or gothic, seem to have been built in a grove.  A 
fragrant, faint impropriety, orris-dust of a century, still hangs over parts of this 
neighbourhood; glass passages lead in from high green gates, garden walls are mysterious, 
laburnums falling between the windows and walls have their own secrets.  Acacias whisper 
at nights round airy, ornate little houses in which pretty women lived singly but were not 
always alone.  In the unreal late moonlight you might hear a ghostly hansom click up the 
empty road, or see on a pale wall the shadow of an opera cloak . . . . Nowadays things are 
much tamer: Lady Waters could put up no reasoned objection to St. John’s Wood [ellipses 
are Bowen’s].  (12) 

Initially in this description, St. John’s Wood’s is rendered a quasi-heavenly place through 

the phrase “airy uphill neighbourhood;” this impression is reinforced by the “white and buff-

coloured houses.”  Nonetheless, the serene atmosphere is challenged by the details “pilastered or 

gothic.”  Both the feature and style are associated with Victorian and obviously pre-Victorian 

architecture.  Although they are anachronistic in terms of 1920s house building, they contribute 

to the anachrony Bowen stages in St. John’s Wood.  At the end of the sentence, the 

neighborhood is again intimated as a tranquil district outside the direct thrills of the city, this 

time by the phrase “seem[s] to have been built in a grove.”  Indeed, mention of the grove 

discloses the architectural singularity of St. John’s Wood: “It was one of the first London 

suburbs to be developed with a large amount of low density "villa" housing, as opposed to the 

terraced housing which was the norm in London up to the 19th century.”9  Consequently, St. 

John’s Wood distinguished itself from other areas of London by capturing the individuality so 

sought after in earlier upper-middle class housing.  However, in the 1920s, these houses are not 

singular and the bucolic or countrified implications of “a grove” are questionable.  The phrase 

“seem to” expresses doubt; it is as if Bowen is asking her reader to consider how natural such a 

site within the city can ever be.  The oscillations in this single sentence between serenity and 
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anachrony, country-like and city, are disquieting.  The sentence performatively undermines any 

sense of stability one might associate with St. John’s Wood, thereby drawing our attention to the 

presence of the uncanny. 

To prolong these disturbances, in the following sentence, the lingering past is expressed by 

the “fragrant, faint impropriety, orris-dust of a century.”  One initially conjures the image, 

especially through mention of “impropriety,” of late Victorian London; “orris-dust” is doubly 

significant in its relationship to both the impropriety (perfume) and the flowers that will emerge 

later in this passage.  Next, Bowen creates an uncanny effect with boundary markers and plants 

in this “neighbourhood.”  “Garden walls,” “glass passages,” and “laburnums,” all seemingly 

innocuous at first glance are menacing.  The glass passages undermine any attempt at 

surreptitious transport; glass exposes the inhabitants, while a passage suggests a hidden space.  

Walls separate and insulate; “mysterious” is an adjective which in its very vagueness only 

insinuates further obscurity.  Both structures, though, appear canny in comparison to the 

anthropomorphized laburnums and acacias; the former eerily harbor their own secrets while the 

latter seemingly spook the inhabitants.  These flowers and plants in St. John’s Wood are clearly 

not bucolic or soothing images.  Instead, they appear inimical because they take on human 

attributes and because they are juxtaposed against the sinister intrigues in this setting.  “Pretty 

women lived singly but were not always alone” and “you might hear a ghostly hansom click up 

the empty road, or see on a pale wall the shadow of an opera cloak” both refer to a mid- and late-

Victorian occurrence; wealthy country-house owners often sequestered their mistresses in St. 

John’s Wood.10  The reader is informed at the end of this paragraph that the malign social 

resonances have been mostly vanquished from this district.  Still “[i]n the unreal moonlight,” 

these visions might return to haunt the inhabitant or passer-by; the plants and flowers that bore 
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witness to this past, still remain between the cracks and crevices.  What is uncanny then, is not 

only the familiar within an unfamiliar space, the oscillation between invisible and visible, but 

additionally the past within the space of the present.   

Ensconced in St. John’s Wood they are, as Cecilia asserts, “a long way from everybody we 

know” (12).  Before their house and its interior are even disclosed there is the sense that Cecilia 

and Emmeline have chosen an isolated setting in the city.  A house in St. John’s Wood already 

gives this impression since they are distanced from the impact of public and private housing 

developments referenced at the beginning of this chapter.  But what also makes their attempted 

isolation evident is Oudenarde Road.  Although Oudenarde Road in the novel “quietly runs down 

into Abbey Road,” an extensive search reveals that it is fictional.  Maud Ellmann has suggested 

that due to “the anagrammatic similarity between the names, the likely prototype for Oudenarde 

Road is Boundary Road, NW8” (99).  Be that as it may, I suggest that Bowen may also be 

conjuring the Battle of Oudenaarde (1708) in the War of the Spanish Succession.  The English 

General Marlborough realized that if the French gained control of the last English fortress, 

Oudenaarde, his “army would be cut off from the coast, causing them to lose communications 

with England.”11  Marlborough detected and undermined the French military strategy and 

eventually won this harrowing battle.  The appellation Oudenarde conjures an isolated site 

potentially cut-off from England as well as a site where the Protestants overtook the Catholics 

through a decisive victory.  Consequently, it further reinforces the work of anachrony.  

Emmeline’s desire to live in this district suggests a fall back on the Victorian ideal of the house 

as a safe, private, isolated haven.  Bowen’s passage demonstrates that the place is already 

haunted by the history of the previous century while the disparate architecture and the 
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nomination Ouenarde further reinforces this point, undermining Cecilia’s and Emmeline’s 

attempts at historical isolation.   

Clearly, the house and home will need to attain a different or new signification in the 

interwar years.  The beginning of this domestic make-over is already visible in the exterior 

description of Cecilia and Emmeline’s house: “big windows, arched stairs and wrought-iron 

steps at the back leading down to a small green garden” (12).  Only a few vague exterior features 

are offered.  These features cast the domestic site as little more than one of the “airy ornate little 

houses” in St. John’s Wood, utterly indistinguishable from any other in the district.  Furthermore, 

this description already alludes to the pervasive transparency in the domestic interior.  

Downplaying exterior description, then, shifts the focus to the interior not only to underscore 

space but also the anomalous family housed within.  Here, the house no longer houses the 

traditional family.  Cecilia and Emmeline, related by marriage, live together to supplement the 

loss (death) of Henry, Cecilia’s husband and Emmeline’s brother.  Henry is the “shadowy third” 

who haunts their dwelling and their relationship thereby marking a disquieting shift in the 

literary tradition of haunted houses: instead of haunting the place he lived in, Henry haunts a 

place he has never lived in.12   

Emmeline and Cecilia redefine family in striking insular terms: no outsider marries in, and 

they are haunted by the absent presence of a husband and brother, as well as the absence of 

children.  In effect, Emmeline and Cecilia stand outside interwar social expectations.  Despite 

women’s enfranchisement in 1920, marriage and procreation were still considered central female 

occupations.13  Although Ellman claims, “Eden . . . is the loving home that Emmeline shares 

with her widowed sister-in-law, Cecilia Summers,” Bowen does not write this house as an ideal 

haven, an island unto itself where the family blithely exists in its own microcosmic world (99).  
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Instead, the house is a haunted site where a ghostly presence negates the idea of a happy home 

and where two socially displaced women unsuccessfully attempt to co-habit a transparent house 

in an uncanny neighbourhood. 

Of Drawing-Rooms and Mantelpieces 

 The drawing-room is the most significant space in the St. John’s Wood house.  

Historically an extension of the bedroom in large country houses, the drawing-room eventually 

became the preeminent social space in both country and city houses in the nineteenth century.  

Although Victorian drawing-rooms were located on the main floor, and marked by excessive 

decoration so as to reflect the social status of the owners, the room was also a private family 

retreat in the evenings.  Due to its architectural origins and excessive ornamentation, the room 

was gender coded as feminine.  In large Victorian houses the lady of the house could meet her 

morning callers as well as take afternoon tea in the drawing-room; in the evening, women 

departed to this room after dinner.  Whether in large or small domestic sites the drawing-room 

has always had the distinction of being a social space within the private realm.  Thad Logan 

remarks in The Victorian Parlour that although parlour and drawing-room were relatively 

interchangeable terms in the nineteenth century, there was still an upper-class association with 

the latter (12).  Crucially, the drawing-room lends itself to an entire tradition in English 

literature; the drawing-room comedy or drama is the favored site of social interactions including 

the so-called “battle of the sexes.”14  

 In the house in St. John’s Wood, no single room ever receives as much description as the 

drawing-room.  Significantly, such a space in a house in 1920s London seems displaced, or 

rather, anachronistic.  Primarily, this is because the house is no longer a microcosm of the world; 

the world extends outside the house, as Bowen demonstrates by sending Cecilia and Emmeline 

off to parties, lunches, work, and vacations.  The inclusion of this room also marks the two 
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women as upper-middle class, and initially suggests that they will embody the gendered and 

social tendencies of the previous generation.  Nevertheless, Bowen undermines these 

assumptions by dismantling the decorations and social interactions in this space.  This point is 

imperative as the drawing-room serves as synecdoche for the entire house.  The drawing-room is 

described in brilliant detail when Cecilia returns home from abroad:  

Cecilia, her senses still running ahead from the speed of the journey, looked round.  The 
drawing-room, still clearly seen as though strange, but already misting across with the 
sense of her life here, was exceedingly dear to her: two or three things, she noticed, were in 
the wrong place.  Life here, still not quite her own, kept for these few more moments 
unknown tranquility.  She had forgotten the heavy smoothness with which armchairs ran 
over the parquet, the sudden muting of steps as one crossed a rug.  The mirrors were bright 
with reflections of grey-green gardens; in one was a cherry-bough.  Firelight fingered the 
cups on the tray between the armchairs; arched deep recesses were dark with books, the 
walls all day-light: the long pale-green curtains hung from their pelmets like pillars, 
placidly fluted.  
   
     The white marble mantelpiece, graced and a little hidden by Emmeline’s leaning figure, 
was of its period, rather ornate and high.  But here Cecilia’s eyes paraded a whole array of 
dear objects, sentimental and brittle.  If elsewhere the room in its studied restraint might 
seem cold or formal—high windows down to the parquet, white cushions, cabinets spaced 
out round the glossy walls—the mantelpiece broke out into a gala of femininity.  Clear as a 
still-life in the limpid afternoon light, the ornaments smiled at each other and might be 
supposed after midnight to dance and tinkle: candlesticks dropping with lustres, tapering 
coloured candles, fans tilted aslant, shell tea-caddies, painted patch-boxes, couples of china 
cats spotted with flowers, ramping dark ivory Chinese dogs, one widowed shepherdess 
with only the clock to smile at, a tall rosy clock made from Dresden (a heart on its 
pendulum, silent under a shade), a small gold clock, ticking.  There were curling-up 
photographs of Benito the kitten and drawings of a steel cathedral cut out by Emmeline but 
not framed.  And, drooping out of a claret-glass, three white roses. . . . (20–1) 

 
One may as well begin this lengthy explication with the mantelpiece.  The significance of 

this domestic appendage is established in this passage in several ways.  Its color and material 

mark it as a collusion of the Edwardian era (light) and Victorian era (marble); its height and 

decoration code it as a product of affluence.  Nevertheless, here and elsewhere in the novel, the 

mantelpiece corporeally supports the inhabitants and visitors.  By leaning against the 

mantelpiece, one gains the impression that the drawing-room is a comfortable space rather than a 
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highly ornate museum dictated by social codes and the desire to maintain a façade of 

respectability.  Although this room, (and by extension the house), is “strange” because Cecilia 

has been abroad, space and objects begin to enforce their power over her, offering her the 

opportunity to reground herself in familiarity.  In contrast to its function as a passing social space 

for visitors that the family only briefly inhabited at the end of the day, the drawing-room in the 

St. John’s Wood house is the homeliest of rooms for Cecilia.  

However, the past resonances of the drawing-room have not been entirely effaced. The 

mantelpiece still serves its Victorian purpose as a stage for making visible a number of “dear 

objects, sentimental and brittle.”  Ironically, all the mass produced objects on display are warmer 

than the remainder of the room.  I state “ironically” because the furnishings Bowen lists as part 

of the drawing-room do not connote coldness or extreme formality, as Cecilia declares; 

moreover, we are not confronted with a healthy, cleaned, modern interior but instead a room that 

stages strikingly unsettling effects.  The plants and garden reflected in the mirror provide the 

illusion of nature within the house; this illusion is reinforced by the light green curtains, the vase 

of tulips Emmeline was arranging, and the white roses on the mantelpiece.  The white cushions, 

“high windows,” and “walls all daylight” contribute to the reflective, light, glittering effects of 

the mirrors.  Even the fire, which seems unnecessary on a spring day, irradiates the objects in the 

room while the cabinets are “spaced” rather than clustered on “glossy walls.”  Although the 

sense of open rather than claustrophobic space begins to emerge, it is little more than an 

unsettling artifice.  Mirrors do not open space but “close off space” thereby “turn[ing] [the room] 

in upon itself;” glass allows the inhabitants to look outside and enables sunlight to enter, but both 

remain trapped in the domestic interior (Baudrillard 21, 42).  The interior is transparent, but it is 

not permeable.  These ultimately enclosed effects are complemented by the resonances with 
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Victorian interior design: the heavy armchairs, thick rug, “arched deep recesses [with] dark 

books,” and the crowded mantelpiece.   

The disparities between the space and light that exist in the room and Cecilia’s comfort in 

inanimate, mass-produced objects are suggestive.  In one sense, Cecilia is clearly not seeing the 

space she decides to ground herself in.  As a figure aligned with mobility and transport, who is 

still reeling from her travels, her view can only be fleeting and partial.  But another issue is also 

at work.  Although Cecilia has just been abroad alone, suggesting that she embodies (or even 

embraces) the mobility and (slightly) loosened gender restrictions of the interwar years, she still 

values the little mass-produced objects that are displaced in this already liminal room.  The 

drawing-room and mantelpiece provoke the perpetuation of an anachronistic relationship on her; 

feminine and decoration are still aligned.   

These objects Cecilia so highly values are worthy of extensive commentary as they 

contribute to the disquieting effects of this room.  The reader is confronted with the long, list 

sentence conveying a miniaturized but ultimately frightening domestic museum.  The 

conventional realist cataloguing of objects is undermined in Bowen’s passage not only by the 

animation of the inanimate—the shepherdess who smiles, the ramping ivory dogs—but also 

because of the odd angles and movements which the candles, fans, and other objects pose in.15  

The unsettling effects of these objects can also be attributed to doubling and multiplying.  With 

the exception of the solitary shepherdess every item is plural, giving the impression of nebulous 

excess and crowding, nebulous because we never know how many “photographs,” 

“candlesticks,” and “fans” are on display; nor do we know which few objects are out of place.  

The list threatens nightmarish proportions through the embedded doubling.  Not only are there 
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“couples of Chinese cats” but there are candles and candlesticks, china and Chinese all 

inhabiting the same textual space.   

As if the drawing-room and mantelpiece could not become more disquieting, Bowen 

further intensifies this sensation.  What is perhaps most unsettling about this mantelpiece display 

is the inclusion of many Victorian drawing-room decorations; their significations have become 

obsolete.  Animal figures which once conveyed an appreciation for the natural world in the 

interior seem unnecessary with Benito the cat’s presence in the house and the adjacent garden.  

The solitary shepherdess signified nostalgia for rural living and yet, due to readily available 

transportation, both Cecilia and Emmeline visit the country later in the novel.  The “dark, ivory 

Chinese dog” and fans which brought the Far East into the domestic space seem redundant due to 

increased interwar travel options.  Candlesticks and candles are ornaments that have lost their 

use value to lamps and natural light.  Tea-caddies and patch-boxes stand as testaments to a 

distant past; they are museum pieces.16  Amidst all of these objects, two clocks pose on the 

mantelpiece: the larger, more ornamental one arrested in time, while the smaller sleeker one 

registers the passing of modern time in the interior.  These disorienting temporal effects are 

reinforced by the photographs, the only sign of neglect amongst this collection of objects; they 

are associated with a technological haunting from the past and, as Roland Barthes remarks, “the 

return of the dead” (9).  Finally, the unframed pictures elide the boundaries between spaces, 

thereby figuratively extending the interior into another, older, structure.   

Cecilia and Emmeline’s interaction in this room is little more than an effort in sustained 

superficiality: a few remarks concerning Markie, (the man Cecilia met on the train), reference to 

Cecilia’s finances, an inquiry into Lady Waters’s recent departure.  They only return to this room 

alone together for a harrowing discussion near the end of the novel when Cecilia reveals her 
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marriage plans.  Consequently, the drawing-room is no longer an intimate familial site.  In 

contrast to Lady Waters’s houses their drawing-room is not a site of matriarchal social 

interrogation; nor is it, like Gerda’s, the site of a disastrous party.  While the drawing-room still 

retains its function as a social space, all but one of these larger gatherings in the St. John’s Wood 

house is absent; even the party Cecilia holds is never described in the novel.  Instead, one might 

say that this domestic space is haunted by departures and absences which linger in the air 

through cigarette smoke or a displaced book.  In effect, realist conventions of description are 

taken up, inverted, and ruptured throughout this lengthy passage.  Any attempt to situate 

ourselves in this fictional world or characters is unsettled in this uncanny setting.17           

Nonetheless, the significance of the temporal collisions between the room and its past 

purpose, interior design and modern decoration, can be comparatively viewed in light of 

concerns specific to domestic space in the interwar years.  As Anthea Trodd explains in her 

study, Women’s Writing in English: Britain 1900–1945, the launching of such postwar 

magazines as Homes and Gardens and Good Housekeeping made visible and accessible the 

image of the new middle-class home, subjugated by appliances (to replace the lack of servants) 

and by proscribed interior decoration.  Trodd asserts, “This concept of the home as a controlled 

and beautified space, which dominates the magazines and advertising of this period, is implicitly 

opposed to the notion of the Victorian home as family mausoleum, in which the housewife’s 

creativity in trammeled by the clutter of past ages” (15).  This image of the “home beautiful” is 

lacking in St. John’s Wood.  Cecilia and Emmeline have no need to reap the rewards of new 

domestic technology and the affordability of appliances.  Their class-standing enables them to 

have servants at a time when this profession was declining.  While their house may be beautiful 

it is not a controlled space, but rather, an unhomely one in which “the clutter of the past ages” 
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has not been entirely vanquished.  There are concessions to modernity: light enters the interior 

even if it remains trapped within; the mantelpiece is the last hold-out of dense Victorian clutter; 

there are white walls; and the most thrilling technological invention, the telephone, sits “as a 

sentinel” at Cecilia’s bedside (129).  Although the phone connects Cecilia to the outside world, 

spectrally networking her presence beyond the domestic walls and reciprocally projecting 

presences to her, the house is in a liminal position.  It is neither a complete haven from the rise of 

technology and modern theories of interior design nor an insular space severed from these forces 

either.  This is the house spectral rather than the house beautiful.  This cleaning of the past Trodd 

refers to works in tangent with Vidler’s epigraph.  Even a half-haven from technology and 

modern interior design might be construed in a constructive sense, for, to clean out the house, as 

Trodd implies and Vidler makes explicit, is to primarily (if not entirely) live in the present.   A 

kind of living, which, as I show in the next section, can be perilous.  

Trains and Automobiles: Ruminations on Homelessness 

Despite the comfort Cecilia initially finds in the drawing-room, there is a sense of 

homelessness that pervades the house and marks the inhabitants at St. John’s Wood.  As we have 

seen in the previous section, the domestic interior already elicits a feeling of unhomeliness; this 

sensation is only exasperated by the excessive mobility staged in the novel.  At the beginning of 

To the North, Cecilia boards a train in Milan that will take her to Boulogne.  There is, already, 

the identification of the English with “thoughts of home,” thereby establishing a crucial 

connection between the islanders and that venerated image of safety and stability when traveling 

abroad (1).  Upon her arrival to the dining car, “The train flung itself sideways; the bottles, 

clashing together, reeled . . . ” (3).  As the sentence structure makes evident, it is not the 

conductor who controls the train; the locomotive is cast as a self-sufficient force, directing the 

inanimate (bottles) and by extension, the animate (human).  In this respect, the statement tacitly 
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conveys the prevalence and perils of transportation in post-World War I Europe.  In addition to 

this violent movement, though, the train is perilous for reasons that are disclosed.  In an attempt 

to catch the bottles, “Cecilia’s and his [Mark’s] hands flew out . . . Their fingers collided; they 

had to smile.”  What is suggested then is that transportation can bring people or at least their 

body parts together rather than isolate them.  Yet, if it is merely their body parts, then 

transportation yields a paradox: it never entirely isolates, but it never entirely enables a sense of 

connection.  In this sense, Bowen establishes early in the novel, and will continue throughout the 

text, the movement of Margaret’s sermon in Howards End.  Here, though, Bowen has eliminated 

the spiritual resonances of “Only connect” emphasizing instead the spatial, technological, and the 

emotional (Forster 175).          

From this train trip which opens the novel Cecilia is marked by transience.  The St. John’s 

Wood house is little more than a terminus to regain her grounding before she wanders off to 

another evening party, day trip to the country, lunch at Lady Waters’s, or shopping expedition.  

On her rare occasions at the house, Cecilia waits for the sound of the vehicle that enables social 

connection and projects her presence outside the domestic space: the telephone.  Cecilia’s 

penchant for the telephone and transportation underscores her desire to live in an endless present; 

only occasionally does she consider an uncertain future.  However, her attempt to merely render 

the house as a space of passing and ignore the past is undermined; at the domestic site the 

memory of her dead husband returns to her at random.  Cecilia’s relationship to the house places 

her in a precarious position.  Since she is a widow, she has no place in society; she is homeless 

outside the house but the house is an unhomely home.18  At the end of the novel, she finally 

concedes to Julian’s marriage proposal, her first and only commitment to a concrete and certain 

future in the time of the novel.  In falling back on a still timely occupation, her acceptance 
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affirms the significance of the house and home for the family.  If the house that Cecilia and 

Emmeline inhabit is “sick” because it is haunted by Henry and the lack of a traditional family, 

there is the tentative promise that in the future, Cecilia’s new house will be somewhat homelier.  

Emmeline also holds a tenuous position in society.  As a partner in a travel agency her 

occupation inscribes her “self” with movement and transport, even if she remains in England for 

most of the novel.  Holding this intriguing career in the interwar years is historically resonant.  

As Ellmann states, “Retail travel agencies emerged in force only after WWI, when the increase 

of air traffic required the establishment of local retail outlets” (102).  Her travel agency’s slogan 

“’Move dangerously”—a variant of “Live dangerously’”—gestures to post-World War I 

isolationism (25).  Tourism was not only an effort to send the English back out to the continent, 

but also “As tension in Europe increased, tourism was encouraged as a means of preserving 

international peace” (Ellmann 102).  In addition, the phrase “Move dangerously” is historically 

fitting with the rise of English car production after the war, air travel, as well as the increasing 

railroad and tram lines built to allow the inhabitants of new suburban developments access to 

London.19   Emmeline’s mobile job is problematic for her relationship to domestic space.  Work 

separates Emmeline from the sphere of the house; work involving travel figuratively intensifies 

this severed connection, ultimately propelling her to live in a more dangerously suspended 

present than Cecilia.  Compounding this situation, Cecilia, Markie, Julian, and Lady Waters 

scorn her decision to become modern by entering the work force.   

In effect, Emmeline is haunted by a sense of homelessness to a much greater extent than 

Cecilia.  She articulates these thoughts in an intimate conversation with Julian: “This house is 

Cecilia: when I come in I see her, simply, whether she’s in or out.  Nothing feels part of me, yet I 

live here too.  I feel I leave nothing but steam in the bath” (238).  The statement expresses 
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Emmeline’s displacement from the house, but there is something unnerving about the 

declaration.  Her disclosure aligns the house with the person and not the inverse; the concept of 

home is displaced in the sentence structure, implied but ultimately unarticulated.  This inversion 

intimates that space should be complementary if not tantamount to a person.  It is only by being 

in this house that Emmeline feels she can connect with Cecilia.  Without the space of the house 

they are disconnected.  One might say, though, that even if home is absent, homelessness 

emerges in a new light through this short passage.  Rather than not having a house or another 

domestic site or even a larger place to reside in (city, county, country), homelessness is 

articulated in spectralized terms.  Not only is Henry a ghost, but Cecilia is identified as having 

the capacity if not to inhabit space then at least to haunt the house; to see a person whether or not 

they are there is to concede that that figure is a ghost.  But Cecilia and Henry are not the only 

spectres in the passage.  Emmeline is as well when she describes herself as “steam”—a 

transparent presence that vanishes.  For Emmeline, to be homeless is not only to be without 

Cecilia.  Her job and her mobility contribute her to homelessness.  What she registers when she 

returns to the house is an unhomely feeling that might called the homelessness of being from the 

house, a feeling in Bowen’s novel can only be paradoxically experienced within the house.  In 

other words, it is only by continually returning to the domestic site, which both Cecilia and 

Emmeline consistently do, that homelessness is most forcefully felt.    

Emmeline’s dilemma is not reparable.  She longs for a home, (“All the same, I should like 

to live somewhere; it would feel more natural [italics are Bowen’s]” (239)), and yet as she 

articulates to Julian, she has no place.  She concludes that marriage can provide a place for the 

displaced:  

If you were to marry, Julian, your wife would locate you: somewhere would become 
special, you’d know where you were.  But no one could do that for me, and no one seems 
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to expect me to do it for them.  When I put cups and saucers away in the office cupboard, it 
feels as though they had flown there . . . When I plug the kettle in, then see it boil, I know 
there is something I’m missing . . .  (239)    

Emmeline blindly invests in the idea that marriage provides a home because it enables an 

intimate, emotional, legally binding connection.  Since she is not married, she derives no 

pleasure from engaging in the smallest domestic tasks.  Although Emmeline feels that there “is 

something . . . missing” at the St. John’s Wood house, in fact, she is displaced everywhere in the 

novel: dinners at Markie’s house, a weekend trip to a cottage in the country, a brief excursion to 

Lady Waters’s country house, and a weekend in Paris.  Her attempts to flee the homelessness she 

most potently feels at the St. John’s Wood house may allow her to inhabit a seemingly 

suspended present, but these excursions only intensify her feelings of displacement.20

In particular, her desire to inhabit an endless present is played out through her affinity to a 

particular mode of transportation: the car.  Emmeline’s car both heightens her sense of 

homelessness and simultaneously provides her a facsimile of homely space.  In his study, The 

System of Objects, Jean Baudrillard refers to the motorcar as an “external item” which extends 

“beyond the domestic interior” but still “constitutes an entire dimension of it” (69).  Furthermore, 

he claims, “It is not simply that the car rivals the house as an alternative zone of everyday life: 

the car, too, is an abode, but an exceptional one; it is a closed realm of intimacy, but one released 

from the constraints that usually apply to the intimacy of home . . .” (71).  Although the social 

and cultural context Baudrillard writes from is different from Bowen’s—post-World War II 

France, a period in which the prevalence and affordability of cars extended to the middle-class 

household—it is not a deterrent from employing his ideas.21  The motor car did not become the 

most important vehicle of transportation in Britain until after World War II.  However, in the late 

1920s and early 1930s, there was an “enormous increase in the production of family cars and the 

related drop in purchase price” (Morris 237).  Thus, one could conceivably call Emmeline’s car 
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an external item associated with the domestic site.  My use of the term facsimile suggests that 

rather than another home, the car is always an image of this image.  I am hesitant to agree with 

Baudrillard’s assertion that “The car achieves an extraordinary compromise, for it makes it 

possible to be simultaneously at home and further away from home” because even by his own 

admission, this vehicle provides an experience that is not just different but distanced from the 

domestic site (71).   

In To the North, the car provides Emmeline with a different sort of intimacy and pleasure 

than what she experiences at home with Cecilia: “Effortless mobility entails a kind of pleasure 

that is unrealistic, a kind of suspension of existence, a kind of absence of responsibility” 

(Baudrillard 72).  Driving at slow speeds through London and particularly in St. John’s Wood, 

spinning through Paris in a cab, driving at high speed at the end of the novel out of London to the 

North, Emmeline is suspended, liminal, and recklessly free from responsibility and time in the 

car.  Moreover, owning her own car allows Emmeline recourse to travel when she wishes; she 

may have difficulty defending her decision to work, but she has agency to movement.  

Unfortunately, this vehicle also has its drawbacks as it impedes the modern subject from coming 

into direct contact with the city.  The car poses the problem of “reduc[ing] the world to two-

dimensionality, to an image, stripping away its relief and its historicity” (Baudrillard 70).  The 

car may be a haven from the house and work-place for Emmeline, but traveling through space 

presents a true conundrum; it impedes her from engaging in history.  Ultimately, this is why 

living in the house is still integral.  Furniture, decorations, objects, space, and memory may 

collide, but this disquieting occurrence is what allows Cecilia and Emmeline to experience the 

past, present, and perhaps even the future, if they are always unsettled by this experience.22   
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Country House: Or, Haunted by the Victorians 

In his study, Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House and the Literary Imagination, 

Richard Gill eloquently asserts the following: “Of all the available symbols of community, the 

outstanding one for the English novelist is obviously the country house.  As an institution 

representing the structure and tradition of English society, it is a microcosm which has the 

advantage of being public and familiar, yet malleable enough to serve the protean interests of 

individual novelists” (14).  Gill’s remark expresses a strain of exaggeration.  Although the 

country house may be a “symbol of community,” in literature, rarely is that community as 

peaceful as his statement initially proposes.  Fortunately, Gill also observes in his introduction 

that the communities depicted in the novels he examines may be “in a state of decay, 

transformation, or renewal” (14).  “In a state of decay” may particularly be extended to Elizabeth 

Bowen’s writing of the country house in To the North.  Clearly, the decision to focus on the 

English country house as opposed to the Anglo-Irish Big House in To the North is suggestive; 

Bowen, much like Hardy, knew her audience would be attuned to the “structure and tradition” 

this domestic site embodied in and out of literature.  Furthermore, there is both a return in 

interwar literature to the English countryside and to the English country house that Bowen 

responds to and undermines.23  If, in the late Victorian period the country house underwent a 

shift from a site of power to a site of urban nostalgia for the newly prosperous, then to bring back 

the country house in the interwar years is only to enhance these sentiments and to raise the 

following questions: what is the place of the English country house?  Is it a site of exaggerated 

nostalgia, especially impacted by transportation, movement, and technology?  

In To the North, there are two excursions to Lady Waters’s country house which further 

illuminate Bowen’s commentary concerning the English house in the interwar years.  Emmeline 

and Cecilia visit the country house on separate occasions in the novel thus there is a kind of 
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uncanny doubling for the reader.  Within the frame of the novel we visit the country house twice, 

and there are a number of similarities between these visits.  This uncanniness is only amplified 

by the return of the country house in English literature.  Both expeditions, though, are little more 

than the fulfillment of a social obligation: Lady Waters invites the women to “Farraways, a small 

country house in Gloucestershire” (51).  Bearing the traditional mark of the English house—a 

name—its exact location remains unremarked.  Nonetheless, Gloucestershire, a county in south-

western England in the lower Severn valley, bore the unexceptional literary and geographical 

connotations of the English countryside at Bowen’s time of writing.  Significantly, neither 

Emmeline nor Cecilia expresses any desire to leave the city for a weekend getaway in the 

country.  Instead of showing the city dweller anxiously longing to reconnect to the countryside 

because she is so exhausted by modernization, Emmeline is relatively apathetic and Cecilia only 

ventures to the country because no other social opportunities are offered to her.  In an attempt to 

unsuccessfully live in the present (and occasionally the immediate future), Bowen suggests by 

their lack of enthusiasm that the interwar years are haunted by an inability to let go of the 

countryside and country house to fully inhabit the city; an inability, that is, to embrace 

modernity, and establish a healthy, less nostalgic relationship to the past. 

Such a healthy relationship does not occur at Farraways.  Bowen utilizes the imprecise 

location of Farraways and the inane exterior description of the domestic site to unsettle these 

weekend excursions.  Farraways might be viewed as the symbol par excellence of the English 

country house; it is representative of every English country house, and it is inimitable enough to 

be like no English country house.  In addition to the innocuous phrase “a small country house,” 

Farraways is described as “a dull-faced, pleasant Victorian house with big bow windows, low 

window-sills and a long view down a slope of the Cotswolds” (51).  This sentence is followed by 
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a description of the guests.  The exterior of the house is granted little detail; only the most 

prominent features are remarked upon and are remarkable in turn because they all underscore 

sight, light, and transparency.  If anything is disquieting about this description aside from its 

brevity, it is its similarity to the St. John’s Wood house.  Farraways also provides its inhabitants 

with the ability to look out, but will merely reflect the outside back in to the crumbling 

community.  There is no sense of redemption or regeneration at Farraways.  The singular artwork 

hanging in Emmeline’s bedroom, “a blinded print of calm ruins hanging over the mantelpiece,” 

is illustrative of the house.  Furthermore, the guests are in a state of “ruins” but they are clearly 

not calm (56).   

On this first excursion, Lady Waters’s guests include Gerald and Gerda, caught in an 

unhappy marriage; the couple figuratively represents the breakdown or deterioration of the house 

(family), as does Lady Waters’s other guest Tim, who has just called off his marriage on the 

matriarch’s advice.  If the modern guests are at odds with the house, the inverse might be said of 

Lady Waters; her domineering presence in the lives of Gerda, Gerald, Tim, and even Emmeline 

and Cecilia is as anachronistic as the drawing-room is in a state of becoming.  The adjective 

“Victorian” not only labels the house but brands its mistress.  During this weekend holiday, the 

guests may collide, but they do not connect in the domestic interior.  There is little sense of a 

happy community as these guests often part company, storm out of rooms, and seek solitude.  

Bowen describes only a few objects, decorations, and furnishings in the domestic interior and 

stages the social interactions primarily in the drawing-room and garden.  Yet, extensive 

descriptions of furniture and space are not important, as what is being staged is an internal 

dismantling.  The house comes to house the crumbling social institution of marriage and the 
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resulting displacement of such individuals.  Marriage, in Bowen’s novel, cannot function outside 

the one Victorian couple who can pleasantly ignore each other’s existence.   

Nonetheless, the visitors attempt to carry on the façade of a happy English country house 

visit.  For instance, Lady Waters, Gerald, Gerda, and Tim set out on a Sunday to see a Roman 

villa; Cecilia and Sir Waters stay behind at Farraways to play tennis.  The villa excursion takes 

on strikingly ghostly resonances as Elizabeth Helsinger’s remarks illuminate: “By the late 

eighteenth century, tours of Britain by the British were well established among the upper and, 

increasingly, the middle classes.  The sights to which these tourists traveled belonged to private 

estates; they included ruins and natural wonders as well as contemporary houses, parks, and 

industries” (104–05).  There is little point in the interwar years in touring a large estate when 

they are already visiting a country house severed from working land.  In a sense, the weekend 

visit to the country house is a modified form of a tourist venture.24  This visit to the villa, a 

“ruin,” is a tourist stop outside of the house, illustrative of the attempt to experience the past that 

tourism engenders.  Nonetheless, this attempt is undermined.  Tim, Gerald, Gerda, and Lady 

Waters are literally and figuratively denied access to this “calm ruin” because it is closed on 

Sunday.  What they “see through ground glass and wire-netting [is] nothing but their own 

shadows on what looked like cement” (71).   

Nevertheless, they carry on their venture undeterred by this inability to enter the past.  

Lady Waters remarks, “I like the idea of bringing back life to this old place.  Perhaps we are in 

the atrium” (74).  The desire to envision her party within a past space is comical to say the least 

especially when she explains to Gerda that the atrium is “A kind of lounge;” Gerda conjures the 

image of “ashtrays and wicker chairs” (74).  Humorous as the exchange is, one cannot help but 

note that there is little life to be brought to this site given the visitants: Gerda and Gerald carry on 
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their matrimonial disputes while Lady Waters, rather than the villa, is described as “looking 

monumental” (75).  The attempt to bring life to the ruins demonstrates that no one is there to see 

the past.  Everyone is there to while away the afternoon in a myopic, unpleasant present.  

What marks this trip as especially comedic is that any inclination to see, touch, or even 

inhabit the past might best be fulfilled at Farraways.  To this end, the domestic site takes on an 

intriguingly different face in the matriarch’s absence, suggesting that although the country house 

is in decline, a fresh pair of eyes provides momentary revival:     

Looking back at the house she [Emmeline] saw through the open windows rooms 
undiscovered in shadow, empty and kind.  The departure of Lady Waters with her plaintive 
interesting party had reassured house and  garden, in which a native conventional spirit 
crept out to inhabit the rooms and alleys, shaking away the decades with their mounting 
petulance like creases out of a full silk skirt.  Lilac embowered the arbours where love had 
once sought seclusion or grief privacy.  (76)  

The phrase “looking back” is loaded with significance.  At once a glance back at the house is 

extended into a longer, fuller look back to the domestic site’s unachieved potential.  The open 

windows provide Emmeline with an obscured view of the inside, shrouded in mystery, bereft of 

description.  This mystery is less inimical than it is paradoxically hopeful.  The idea of “rooms 

undiscovered in shadow, empty and kind” suggests space yet to be explored, as if the house has 

not yet been fully lived in.  The adjectives “empty and kind” are optimistic; what is empty and 

kind always has the capacity to be filled, even if it has not been in the past.  Nonetheless, a more 

sustained analysis of this first sentence, at this point, is unnecessary as the full weight of the 

passage is articulated in the second sentence.  Here, both house and garden become much more 

than empty space; both are personified by way of “a native conventional spirit.”  In the absence 

of these guests, the house loses time, becoming younger and more vibrant.  Even the flowers 

revive.  The country house, it seems, does not live in a symbiotic relationship with its 
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inhabitants, but rather in To the North, still possesses a breath of its own life that can only be 

apprehended by standing outside of it.25   

Bowen has much to offer the reader about the English country house through these 

juxtaposed afternoon episodes.  In both passages, the presence of shadows underscores the 

spectral; in the former, the shadows of the visitors reflected on the glass render them 

insubstantial, merely passing ghosts who have no ability to enter the old villa.  In the latter 

passage, the shadows register the ghostly remains of domestic space itself—not yet fully lived in, 

and never to be fully lived in.  In both passages, the interwar subject seems remarkably attuned 

to the present and sees the past as little more than a passing tourist stop.  What has been lost is 

the ability to inhabit a house, seen figuratively through the visitors’ inability to enter the villa, 

and Emmeline’s ability to only see the house when she stands outside of it looking back.  Gerda, 

Tim, Lady Waters, and Gerald learn nothing, see nothing, and return to Farraways.  For 

Emmeline, understanding is only momentary and then obscured.  No sooner has she sensed the 

house’s potential then she decides she might wish to live there and then “a vague expectation of 

Monday and Tuesday” infringes on her so that the house becomes “unaccountably dear but 

remote” (77).  The infringement of the modern, her career, her life in London, renders 

Emmeline’s view, in the end, little more than a weak strain of urban nostalgia.  There may be 

promise in the house, but Emmeline will already be leaving the following morning to resume her 

other life.  Any anxiety about domestic sites can only be expressed in both episodes by mis-

reading and ultimately leaving the incomprehensible behind.         

In marked distinction to Emmeline, when Cecilia travels to Farraways she is not inclined to 

momentarily project a positive picture of her own spatial fantasies on the house.  Cecilia insists 

twice over to Julian that the place “is a morgue” (194).  Her insistence on this metaphor is 
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striking in its validity.  On this excursion, the drawing-room is fittingly described as a crypt: 

“large and over-cold . . . which out of weeks of oblivion and shut-up silence had crystallized 

round its objects . . .” (207).  This space is less than inviting for Cecilia and Julian, who retreat 

there one morning to discuss Emmeline’s affairs.  The house is also rendered morgue-like due to 

the people visiting.  We are told that Lady Waters’s “visitors, having assimilated each other 

imperfectly, still had the odd air of objects picked up at random” (193).  In Bowenesque fashion, 

people are objectified and objects and space are personified, thereby befuddling if not displacing 

the reader’s sympathies; the drawing-room, after all, is “sardonic[ally] indifferent to [Julian and 

Cecilia’s] company,” and we are inclined to be as well (207).  The objectified visitors on this 

excursion include Pauline, Julian’s orphan niece; Marcelle Veness, an alcoholic artist who is 

impervious for the first few days to the healing powers of fresh country air; and the solitary 

ornithologist.  Everyone wanders or converses in a lazy stupor approximating the living dead.  In 

this respect, the full implications of a Victorian house still standing in the interwar years are 

exposed.  No longer is it the Victorian domestic interior that is rendered a museum, but rather, 

the house as a whole becomes a trompe l’oeil.   

The only lively space left is the large garden conjuring a ghostly Victorian past.  As Mike 

Hepworth remarks in “Privacy, Security and Respectability: The Ideal Victorian Home,” there is 

a shift in the signification of the garden in the Victorian period, from “the utilitarian idea . . .as 

the provider of staple fare in a subsistence economy” to an aestheticized site devoted almost 

exclusively to the cultivation of flowers (27).26  In the city, even a small garden aided in 

simulating the impression of natural, countrified surroundings.  Although one can view this 

space as an extension of the house, its spatial significations do not cohere to those of the 

domestic interior.  The garden at Farraways marks a boundary between the house and the 
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remainder of the country, but there is little need to simulate the country at a country house with a 

view of the Cotswolds in the distance.  Nevertheless, the garden does have the advantage of 

representing a space that can be ordered and controlled, thereby reinforcing its literary image as a 

site of secrecy, rumination, and contemplation.  In this space, Cecilia and Lady Waters wander 

after the former’s arrival.  Lady Waters remarks, “‘There is no view this evening . . .’” while 

Cecilia agrees but “had forgotten the view” (198).  Cecilia is marked as an outsider to domestic 

life in the country; she has not only forgotten that there is a view from the garden, but, by 

extension, she is forgetting to view life around her.  The remainder of the passage reinforces 

these ideas: 

Pacing the garden, she never quite listened to what Georgina was saying, but looked at the 
roses battered apart by rain . . . . But glowing in early dusk the dark crimson roses, still 
close and perfect drank in the sweetening rain: on their spined stems and dark leaves the 
crimson were like a painting—that drop so bright, so real on the petal’s lip—but these 
were live roses, living through to the heart.  Hoping that crimson roses might be her 
affinity, Cecilia resolved to go quite soon to America. 
      
     She resolved to go to America, where she saw confusedly many white porticoes in the 
sun.  No more summer ghosts, no belated cuckoo deforming all the remembered sweetness 
of spring in his spoilt cry.  (198–199)   
 
In this scene, Cecilia is not looking at the view or listening to what her aunt is saying; she 

inhabits a liminal time and space.  She is temporarily inhabiting the present by examining the 

roses, wearing temporal marks themselves—“rainy petals,” “early dusk”—while still looking 

towards a future, her resolution to go “quite soon” to America.  Cecilia, in short, is not 

experiencing the garden or the present for longer than a moment, but instead is projecting herself 

towards a potential future.  The garden is still clearly cast as a site of rumination, although the 

ruminator is not sharing her thoughts with the matriarch and contributes to the ghostliness of this 

garden by displacing herself.  But Cecilia is given over to projecting a future here for a similar 

reason she does at the London house.  Farraways too is linked to the past, her husband Henry, 
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whereas America represents a clean slate—an ideal country where there is no past.  It might be 

said, though, that her projections can only take place in the garden, a liminal extension of the 

domestic interior.  Amongst these beautiful living roses, amongst even a simulation of the 

country, this ramble within the garden at least suggests something of real, natural life.  The 

garden (including the roses) is alive while “Indoors, the red rose lost colour,” as if influenced by 

the furniture, decorations, and inhabitants (200).    

Remarkably, though, it is Lady Waters, rather than Cecilia or Emmeline, who culminates 

these already emerging ideas concerning the interwar country house.  In a quasi-recurrent 

moment from the earlier trip, the matriarch remarks on the restlessness of the interwar years: 

“‘All ages are restless . . . . But this age . . . is far more than restless: it is decentralized.  From 

week to week, there is no knowing where anyone is.  Myself, I move very little, but I am 

fortunate, I have my friends about me and human interests are inexhaustible.  The human spirit is 

more than literature” (211–12).  She complements these observations by stating, “‘You are all . . 

. very much anxious to leave England.  Is that our naughty Emmeline’s propaganda?  Myself, I 

am a born islander, for better or worse . . .’” (212).  Lady Waters extends the figurative 

connotations of the house in English literature and society: house is not just symbolic of safety or 

family, but rather of country.  Within it, the matriarch does not need to move with the restless 

generation as the solace she seeks is at the house where she feels that she is in the presence of 

direct experience as opposed to the indirect experience offered through books.  Secure in her 

country house, she is secure in her homeland, England, and sees little reason for leaving this nest 

of comfort, despite political unrest.  Because she is married to this perspective, she continually 

states, during Cecilia’s visit, that her house is a home and that her guests feel at home.  This 

myopic view is nothing more than the previous generation’s inability to see what the present 
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offers.  Even the dog knows that it should not become too invested in the guests because the 

house is a site of imminent departures.  With these final remarks on the subject, the country 

house becomes a fully symbolic site in the novel.  At once conveying a space of passing unrest 

for a younger generation, it still registers the previous generation’s desire for security, a haven 

that can always be figuratively reached within the house.  As representatives of the modern, 

Cecilia’s and Emmeline’s flight from the country house comes to represent an attempt to break 

with (not to mention an unwillingness to inhabit) the past, through the house.   

There is No Happy Home 

Towards the end of the novel, the outlook for both house and home is relatively dismal.  At 

a weekend getaway in a country cottage, Emmeline receives a telegram from Cecilia asking her 

to come home early.  This farcical excursion capitalizing on urban nostalgia, in which Emmeline 

hoped to play out a domestic role with Markie denied to her in London, is forcibly abandoned as 

if to attest to its spuriousness.  Emmeline already knows when the telegram arrives that Cecilia 

has accepted Julian’s marriage proposal.  The result of this acceptance and Emmeline’s uncanny 

knowledge yields one of the most heart-wrenching passages in To the North: “Timber by timber, 

Oudenarde Road fell to bits, as small houses are broke up daily to widen the roar of London.  

She saw the door open on emptiness: blanched walls as though after a fire.  Houses shared with 

women are built on sand.  She thought: ‘My home, my home’” (257).  Throughout the novel, this 

house has been an unhomely site, but for the first time, Emmeline sees what she is about to lose, 

even if it has been impending.  The passage is also unsettling because of its remarkable 

understatements and strikingly disjunctive imagery.  The spectral domestic site is briefly granted 

substance by the reference to “timber,” quickly demolished and subsumed, like the Schlegels’s 

house, into all houses that are decimated in the city.  But the imagery of the inevitable is merged 

with the remarkable: the fire that leaves only an empty husk and the house of sand inhabited by 
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two women.  Compacting all these images into a brief passage, Bowen ultimately casts the figure 

of the house as highly unstable in the future.  For the remainder of the novel, Cecilia and 

Emmeline live under the shadow of this unhomely house’s demise.   

At the end of the novel, Bowen posits two unsettling possibilities for the future.  Emmeline 

drives Markie to the North, (Baldock), after a final dinner with Cecilia and Julian.  Gaining 

excessive speed with each mile they go forward, this drive bears a disquieting resemblance to a 

plane flight, implicating the perils of modern transportation, and the inability of the interwar 

generation to survive without some sort of “connection,” such as marriage, which Markie denies 

Emmeline.27  Clearly, also, this is a flight from the house and home, an inability to plan for a 

future to live elsewhere.  Emmeline crashes the car, killing herself and Markie, thereby 

suggesting one morbid possibility—complete renunciation of life.  At a parallel time, Cecilia and 

Julian await Emmeline’s return.  Having concluded that the house they would like to inhabit has 

not yet been built, Bowen unsettles this already liminal conclusion by the quotation which serves 

as my second epigraph: marriage must find a place in a new house “between his serious pictures, 

her Dresden clock” (305).  What image of the future does Bowen leave us with?  Pictures are 

plural and the transposition of the unmoving Dresden clock to another mantelpiece suggests the 

already ghostly objects of one house will haunt another.  Marriage does not stand alone as a 

significant social force; instead, it is slated between these objects.  But even this can only occur 

if there is a house for Cecilia and Julian to inhabit.  The novel ends here, suspended with 

Cecilia’s plea to Julian: “‘Stay with me till she comes home’” (307).   

Although the novel ends in abeyance, in an earlier passage, Bowen more forcefully 

anticipates the future of the English house.  This passage could serve as a point of departure for a 

post-World War II study of the English house and home in English literature.28  In this 
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exposition, Bowen compares Cecilia’s dispirited emotional state to modern rebuilding in the site 

of “a great house .  . destroyed by fire . . .” (122).  In the house’s place, “Trees that were its 

companions are cut down . . . Villas spring up in red rows . . . . Shops stream light on the 

pavement . . . Bright facades of cinemas reflect on to ingoing faces . . . Life here is livable, 

kindly and sometimes gay; there is not a ghost of space or silence; the great house with its 

dominance and its radiation of avenues is forgotten” (122).  What is renewed at this site is clearly 

life, but it is all without history, temporary, transient, subsisting only to fulfill an extended 

present.  Yet, the house’s spirit still tremors in this site, invisibly hovering, disturbing the one 

inhabitant attuned to space: “When spring is sweet in the air . . . something touches the heart, 

someone, disturbed, pauses, hand on a villa gate.  But not to ask: What was here?” (122).  

Because the house has been forgotten, there is no memory that returns to this site.  There is only 

an inexplicable feeling that remains.  Perhaps we should call this feeling loss.  Ultimately, it is 

loss that enables the English house to be irrevocably and unrelentingly haunted.  
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that consider Anglo-Irish big houses alongside other issues such as history, memory, haunting 
and gender see Heather Jordan Bryant, How Will the Heart Endure: Elizabeth Bowen and the 
Landscape of War (Ann Arbor, 1992); Neil Corcoran, Elizabeth Bowen: The Enforced Return 
(Oxford, 2004); Maud Ellmann, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page; Phyllis Lassner, 
Elizabeth Bowen (Savage, 1990); and Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, Elizabeth Bowen and 
the Dissolution of the Novel: Still Lives.  For less recent, but nonetheless important Elizabeth 
Bowen criticism that touches upon Anglo-Irish concerns, see Hermoine Lee, Elizabeth Bowen: 
An Estimation (London, 1981), and Victoria Glendinning Elizabeth Bowen (New York, 1979).  
Bowen’s affinity for houses can been read in an autobiographical context due to the loss of her 
own Anglo-Irish Big house, Bowen’s Court, as well as her homelessness as a child traveling 
between England and Ireland. Consequently, there are a number of similarities one can posit 
between Bowen’s works and the texts of four other Anglo-Irish novelists: Maria Edgeworth, J.S. 
LeFanu, Edith Sommerville and Martin Ross (composite figure), and John Banville.  Bowen has 
been unfairly compared to Virginia Woolf.  Maud Ellmann astutely responds to this comparison 
in her study. 
 
2 I say nebulous because, to my knowledge, there is nothing I’ve encountered in my readings to 
attribute the novel’s action to any specific year.  Bennett and Royle also say 1920s although 
Ellmann specifically states 1928 in her chapter concerning To the North. 
 
3 There is relatively little criticism I have encountered on this novel.  Ellmann, Royle, Lassner, 
and Lee all examine the novel in their studies in tangent with either Friends and Relations or The 
House in Paris.  Bryant’s study offers a few remarks about the novel in the context of interwar 
years; Glenneding also offers some perceptive but very brief insights concerning the novel; 
Anthea Trodd devotes two sentences to the novel in her brief overview of Bowen in her study. 
Cochran’s text, the most recent Bowen study, barely acknowledges the novel’s existence.  In 
addition, Adam Piette addresses the novel in his essay "Travel Writing and the Imperial Subject 
in 1930s Prose: Waugh, Bowen, Smith, and Orwell," (ed. Kristi Siegel, Issues in Travel Writing: 
Empire, Spectacle, and Displacement, New York, 2002).  Wendy Parkins has written an essay 
addressing the novel: “Moving Dangerously: Mobility and the Modern Woman” (Tulsa Studies 
in Women's Literature, 2001 Spring; 20 (1): 77–92).  Lydia Adriana Panaro employed the novel 
in her dissertation titled Desperate Women: Murderers and Suicides in Nine Modern Novels 
(Dissertation Abstracts International, 42:7 (1982 Jan.)).  Lee published a variation of her To the 
North chapter in an essay titled “The Placing of Loss: Elizabeth Bowen's To the North” (Essays 
in Criticism: A Quarterly Journal of Literary Criticism, 1978; 28: 129–42).  One plausible 
reason for the relative lack of criticism would simply be that The Death of the Heart (1936), The 
House in Paris (1935), The Last September (1929), and The Heat of the Day (1949) are 
considered Bowen’s crowning achievements.  Three of these immediately follow To the North 
overshadowing and obscuring it from criticism; it is, like The Hotel (1927), Friends and 
Relations (1931), The Little Girls (1964), and Eva Trout (1968) potentially considered a lesser 
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work.  In addition, it may be that the novel is befuddling to most Bowen enthusiasts especially 
because there is such an emphasis on transport and movement throughout the novel rather than 
staying or decomposing at the house (such as in The Last September and A World of Love 
(1955)).  Yet another reason for the relative lack of criticism is simply the fact that it was not 
until the 1980s that literary criticism and American universities began to re-examine Bowen’s 
oeuvre and consequently, because work to counter this oversight is still underway it may be that 
To the North receives more attention in the coming years.   
 
4 See Tim Brindley’s essay “The Modern House in England: an Architecture of Exclusion” in 
Ideal Homes: Social Change and Domestic Life.   On the “so-called International Style” see 
Mark Wigley’s study White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture.   
 
5 See in particular Le Corbusier’s chapter in Towards a New Architecture titled “Mass 
Production Houses.”   
 
6 It is imperative to emphasize that while this house cleaning is typically interpreted as a matter 
of eliminating everything but the bare essentials to make the house a merely functional space 
Wigley persistently shows that it was more often a matter of disciplining (if not concealing) 
decoration and ornament both within and outside of the house.   
 
7 See in particular the introduction to Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle’s study Elizabeth 
Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel. 
 
8  British History online, vol. 5, Old and New London (1878) has the following to say about St. 
John’s Wood: “St. John's Wood, to which we now pass, was so called after its former possessors, 
the Priors of St. John of Jerusalem. It is now a thickly-peopled suburban district, which has 
gradually grown up around the western boundaries of the Regent's Park, enclosing the then rural 
and retired cricket-ground which had been formed there by Mr. Thomas Lord in 1780, of which 
we shall have more to say presently.”  
See http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.asp?compid=45234
 
9 Quotation culled from Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St_John's_Wood
 
10 See Mark Girouand, Life in the Victorian Country House. 
 
11 Quotation pilfered from Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Oudenarde
 
12 See Maud Ellmann’s discussion of the “shadowy third” in Elizabeth Bowen’s texts in her 
study Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page.  
 
13 See Anthea Trodd, Women’s Writing in English: Britain 1900–1945.    
 
14 Historical information concerning the drawing-room is culled from Mark Girouand’s studies 
Life in the English Country House and The Victorian Country House as well as Thad Logan’s 
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study The Victorian Parlour.  For more drawing-room information see also Judith Flanders The 
Victorian House (London, 2003), and Hermann Muthesius The English House. 
 
15 Reference here is to cataloguing list as discussed in Didier Maleuvre’s study Museum 
Memories: History, Technology, Art.   
 
16 See Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlour.  
 
17 The animation of the inanimate is especially pertinent to this task: if mass produced objects are 
suddenly granted with livelihood “objectivity, distance and detachment” are rescinded 
(Telepathy and Literature: Essays on Reading the Mind, Royle 114).  The reader is suddenly 
inclined to relate to the objects and space rather than the people housed within.  This rupture 
staged in the drawing-room occurs throughout the house, thereby making it unavoidable to 
boldly claim that realism has finally outdated its moment in history.  I make reference to this 
point not only in the context of its importance throughout this study, but also in terms of 
Elizabeth Bowen and the twentieth-century novel.  The Ellmann quotation at the beginning of 
this chapter already attests to the importance of colliding literary genres in Bowen’s texts.  In 
addition, Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle in Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the 
Novel specifically address the point that criticism has often slated her works as “represent[ing] a 
tradition of the realist novel untouched by the vagaries of modernist or postmodernist 
experimentalism” (xiv).  Their analysis works to counter such claims, but, also has a significant 
emphasis on character and plot.  Here, I am merely extending their argument and emphasizing its 
importance in the context of setting.     
 
18 Concerning widow social status in the interwar years see Anthea Trodd, Women’s Writing in 
English: Britain 1900–1945. 
 
19 See Roy Porter, London: A Social History as well as Literature and Culture in Modern Britain 
Volume: 1900–1929 (ed. Clive Bloom, New York, 1993) and Literature and Culture in Modern 
Britain Volume: 1930–1955. 
 
20 For instance, when Emmline goes to Paris Bowen writes, “Emmeline, looking across the 
channel, suddenly felt a stranger in her own home, a home she had perhaps never fully 
inhabited” (184).  
 
21 See also Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French 
Culture (Cambridge, Mass, 1995). 
 
22 The airplane flight to Paris provides Emmeline with a very similar instance of suspended 
existence, obviously with no relation other than a vague one to a homely shaped object.  I have 
not included the airplane flight in here because while it is beautifully described it is, in essence, a 
similar experience for Emmeline as the car with the difference that vision is even further 
obscured and her distance from everything is intensified.  At the end of the novel, the deathly car 
ride is described several times as a flight, thus these two modes of fleeting transportation 
overlap.  There are also numerous references to flying and birds throughout the novel.  From the 
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very beginning of the novel when Markie and Cecilia’s hands fly out to catch the bottles, flying 
and flight are underscored.  In further aligning Cecilia with the modern age and the post-war 
increase in movement and technology Emmeline makes a rather wry comment: she often 
“wish[es] she [Cecilia] would fly” (Bowen 14).  The remark is illuminating because of its 
ambiguity: Lady Waters, the decaying matriarch and aunt/cousin to whom this remark is 
addressed assumes that she is referring to airplanes, thus demonstrating her inability as a part of 
the older generation to see beyond the realm of the literal into the figurative.  In short, she is 
myopic.  Indeed, Julian’s niece Pauline echoes Emmeline’s earlier statement about Cecilia and 
flight earlier in the novel.  Upon Cecilia’s visit to the country house, an ornithologist is visiting 
although any sight of a bird seems to be remarkably absent.  In addition, it is while Cecilia visits 
Lady Waters that Emmeline is on her plane flight from London to Paris with Markie.  As 
Emmeline takes off, she looks out the window.  Flying renders the ground out of focus; in truth, 
there can be little sense of mastery over space when Emmeline cannot see.  This is perhaps why 
Emmeline is so akinned to flight.  Her short-sightedness blurs everything out of focus, and yet, 
above the ground, she need not fear what she does not see.   
 
23 Anthea Trodd briefly discusses this return in literature in her study.  John Brannigan also 
briefly discusses it in his study.  Stella Gibbons’s novel Cold Comfort Farm (1932) is a hilarious 
parody of the return to the country, exposing and undermining these literary tremors.  John 
Cooper Powys’s novel Wolf Solent (1929) can be seen as responding to this interwar return, yet 
the novel, in my mind, owes less to these renewed concerns in the interwar years and more to 
Thomas Hardy.  Trodd draws attention to Mary Webb’s works, especially Precious Bane (1924) 
as an example of interwar literary returns to the countryside. 
 
24 In Brannigan’s study he briefly addresses the postwar fascination with English country houses, 
preserved as heritage sites; visiting these sites became a tourist venture.  Brannigan states that 
this attempt to (re) visit these houses and thus “rediscover English” already manifests itself in the 
interwar years in the following texts: J.V. Morton In Search of England (1927), A.G. MacDonell 
England Their England (1933), and J.B. Priestley English Journey (1934); all three “compound 
the mythical association of landscape and national identity” (31).  Bowen is not concerned with 
landscape in her novel, but rather the country house; it is not yet a heritage site obviously in the 
novel, but one can say that she anticipates this post-war fascination.  The villa is just a Roman 
ruin, but still a compelling instance in which more remarks about homes and houses can be made 
by way of tourism. 
 
25 Every Bowen house, no matter what state of decay it is in still has a life of its own; Bowen 
characters are more often reliant upon the house than the house is on them.  See for instance 
Mme Fisher in The House in Paris and Mrs. Kelway in The Heat of the Day. 
 
26 For more on gardens in Edwardian literature, see Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden 
(1909).   
 
27 This drive is painstakingly described and thus I did not include it because it could be an entire 
section on its own.  Also Bennett and Royle have discussed the final drive in the context of 
Freud’s death drive in their study Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel: Still Lives.  
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28 See also Bowen’s short story “Attractive Modern Homes” in The Collected Stories of 
Elizabeth Bowen (1980) and the final chapter in Bowen’s Court (1942).  
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CHAPTER 6 
AFTERWORD 

‘I HAVE been here before,’ I said; I had been there before . . . 
 
                                                                                            —Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited 
 
The room lacked one more thing: apprehension of time.  Inside it the senses were cut off from 
hour and season; nothing spoke but the clock.  The day had gone from the moment Stella had 
drawn down the fitted blinds and drawn across them the deadening curtains: now nothing took its 
place.  Every crack was stopped; not a mote of darkness could enter—the room, sealed up in its 
artificial light, remained exaggerated and cerebral. 
 
                                                                                          —Elizabeth Bowen, The Heat of the Day 
 
She felt burdened by Mrs. Lippincote’s possessions.  ‘We shall never make a home of this,’ she 
cried. 
 
                                                                                          —Elizabeth Taylor, At Mrs. Lippincote’s 

 
Looking to the Future of the English House 

Elizabeth Bowen’s novel To the North touches on several key images and concepts 

concerning the English house in interwar literature: homelessness, unhomeliness, excessive 

mobility, and loss.  Thus we might pose a question: what happens to the English house in 

English literature during and after World War II?  Let us turn to a few insightful remarks from 

other scholars.  Alan Sinfield explains in Literature, Politics, and Postwar Britain, “By June 

1941 more than two million houses in Britain had been damaged or destroyed; by the end of the 

war, two out of every seven houses were damaged, one-fifteenth of them beyond repair; in 

central London, only one house in ten escaped damage” (Calder, p. 257) (7).  The massive 

obliteration of the English house impacts both post-war housing and post-war responses to the 

house in literature.  Aside from this destruction, there are clearly other forces at work that John 

Brannigan discusses in his study, Orwell to the Present: Literature in England, 1945–2000.  

Brannigan claims that transformations in post-war English literature can also be attributed to 

“reaction[s] against modernism” (21).  In his opening chapter, he investigates the English house, 
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particularly the English country house, in conjunction with landscape and weather as significant 

images in the representation of Englishness in literature immediately before and during World 

War II.  He cogently argues that post-war representations of Englishness demonstrate an 

“intensification of interest in describing and representing Englishness in isolation;” this isolation 

is already visible in interwar novels.  In addition, he examines the conceptual expansion of the 

word “home” as it emerges during and after the war in literature.  Finally, drawing on his 

analysis of Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (1945) he posits a crucial point of departure for the 

remainder of his study: “The novel appears to announce the beginning of a new mournful time, 

the postwar time of loss, a new England which is, in a sense, post-English” (30).  Although the 

focus of Brannigan’s study is not the English house, he returns to domestic sites and images of 

home to illuminate how they are still prevalent in and relevant to English post-war literature.  In 

particular, he underscores how the examples he has chosen show a significant investment in loss, 

mourning, and memory. 

Anthony Vidler is also attuned to transformations in the figure of the house as a response 

to World War II.  Although his discussion is not focused on the English house in particular, but 

rather European and American housing, his remarks are still relevant.  Turning the remainder of 

his brief discussion to the writings of Gaston Bachelard, Martin Heidegger, and Theodore 

Adorno, he discusses the homelessness and unhomeliness of the post-war era, positing the house 

in literature and society as a site of nostalgia, memory, and dreaming.  Vidler also addresses an 

issue contributing to these potent resonances of the post-war house which Brannigan does not 

address.  Referring to modernist architectural manifestos and theories, Vidler states, “this 

housecleaning operation produced its own ghosts, the nostalgic shadows of all the ‘houses’ now 

condemned to history or the demolition site” (64).  He goes on to write, “Once reduced to its 
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bony skeleton . . . . the house was itself an object of memory, not now of a particular individual 

for a once-inhabited dwelling but of a collective population for a never-experienced space: the 

house had become an instrument, that is, of generalized nostalgia” (64).  I agree with Vidler that 

the modernist housecleaning operation can produce “generalized nostalgia” and that the house, 

moreover, can become “an object of memory” for the reasons he posits.  What I would add to 

Vidler’s claims is that most of these manifestos and theories were never fully actualized other 

than through architectural contests and exhibitions, but certainly variations, concepts, and ideas 

of these agendas emerged in practice and in theory to impact the house.1  I draw attention to this 

point for a reason.  While modernist architectural theories can be taken into consideration in 

post-World War II representations of the house in English literature, they should not overshadow 

or obscure the historical specificities contributing to English nostalgia, loss, mourning, and 

memory.   

The English house never departs from English literature, but there is certainly, as both 

Vidler and Brannigan remark, far more investment in loss, mourning, memory, and nostalgia in 

this figure after the war.  For this reason, Pierre Nora’s work concerning “lieux de mémoire” 

would be particularly compelling for such an examination.  This is not to say that Nora’s work 

may not already resonate with the novels in this study; rather, I would be inclined, due to the 

specificities of the English house, to utilize his work in conjunction with post-World War II 

novels.2  A thorough discussion of Nora, though, is beyond the scope of this study.  Instead, I 

will end this afterword by commenting briefly on a few post-war novels that touch upon 

nostalgia, loss, mourning, and memory.  It should be noted that each of these examples bears 

uncanny connections to the novels I have examined in this study, a crucial point which further 

investigations would have to take into account.  Moreover, each example is highly invested in 
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the social, literary, and historical resonances of the English house.  Thus it can be said that the 

English house always returns in literature and in doing so always returns with a trace of the past.     

Nostalgia for the country house and the loss of a pre-World War II way of life are 

foregrounded in Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day (1988).  Ishiguro’s country house in 

the 1956 present of the novel is little more than a museum piece, owned by a cultural outsider 

(an American), housing a historical and cultural remnant of the past, the butler narrator.  The 

flashbacks to the 1930s show the house in a more lively state with an English owner and 

abundant house parties.  Even in an earlier time, though, the house is a crucial site for staging 

contestations amongst the disturbing political and historical forces reshaping the future.  It is not 

only the loss of the English country house that beautifully unfolds throughout the novel but also 

the butler’s personal and professional loss; thus the domestic site is imperative for interweaving 

social, personal, and historical memories.  Another response to the English house can be seen in 

the works of Penelope Lively, particularly in her first novel, Road to Lichfield (1977).3  Taking 

on the timely architectural debates concerning preservation and conservation, Lively creates a 

dilapidated Victorian cottage threatened by the imminence of new condos; she reinforces this 

clash between the old and new through the protagonist’s house and her father’s house.  In this 

complex suburban matrix, every domestic site becomes an estranging or unhomely place as 

Lively’s protagonist, Anne, attempts to comprehend the dissolution of her marriage, her affair, 

and her dying father’s obscured past.4   

Departing from conservation, preservation, and post-suburban crises are the novels of 

Sarah Waters, particularly Fingersmith (2002).  In this novel, Waters returns to the Victorian 

period to re-write the Gothic (country) house, which conceals enough lascivious secrets to make 

the ghosts of Dickens, Collins, and Mary Elizabeth Braddon supremely jealous.  Waters’s novel 
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is remarkably uncanny not only because she employs such Gothic conventions as mistaken 

identities, insanity, tempestuous weather, and lesbian intrigue, but also because she returns to the 

Victorian period to rewrite the already uncanny Victorian Gothic house.5  Finally, one might 

consider the abundant houses in the novels of Helen Dunmore.  In Your Blue Eyed Boy (1996) 

the house Simone, the protagonist, buys isolates her family from her husband’s recent job loss in 

the city and her own morbid past.  Ultimately, this attempt to find a haven in the domestic site is 

thwarted when Simone’s past comes quite literally walking back to her.  Yet, this situation 

should not be surprising since in all of Dunmore’s novels houses are uncanny sites where women 

attempt to recover from loss, mourning, and the past with unsuccessful results; unsuccessful, of 

course, because the past always returns to the house.6

The previous paragraph, then, is a protracted way of saying that post-World War II English 

novels still place the house as an uncanny site.  Hence, another study would be needed to 

investigate these figures to show the ways in which they resonate with their pre-war 

counterparts, but elaborate these images in complex ways.  Nonetheless, to end this study 

properly, I would like to issue a few comments regarding two novels which respond directly to 

World War II: Elizabeth Taylor’s At Mrs. Lippincote’s (1945) and Elizabeth Bowen’s The Heat 

of the Day (1949).  Any post-war study of English literature and the house, I feel, would have to 

begin with either or both of these novels.  Both are decidedly liminal; both take place during the 

war and consequently stage temporal suspensions at domestic sites.  In Bowen’s novel, the main 

character Stella, shuts up her house at the beginning of the war and goes to live in a flat 

belonging to a stranger.  Rather than fleeing her larger home, London, she stays in the city, 

which Bowen shows to be a decidedly uncanny place during the war.  Stella lives a temporary 

life alone amidst another’s furniture and decorations while carrying on her affair with Robert, a 
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spy; the domestic interior is particularly unsettling because it responds to the temporal 

suspensions staged outside, in the city.  In marked distinction to wartime flats and London, in At 

Mrs. Lippincote’s Julia, Roddy, Oliver, and Eleanor remove from the city to live at the house 

named in the novel’s title.  Mrs. Lippincote’s is haunted by Victorian interior decoration, 

reinforced by multiple references to Victorian novels which play out as well through the son’s 

name, Oliver.  The already dissolving family inhabits a house which attests to a distant past, 

further displacing them from the events of the outside world; they too are suspended.  However, 

this haunting fall back on Victorian unhomely insularity is disrupted by recurrent invasions: not 

only does the Wing Commander make daily appearances at Mrs. Lippincote’s, but members of 

the Lippincote family return with random frequency as if they cannot bear to be parted from their 

house.  There is no home to be found here.  In these two final examples, the war alters the 

domestic sites and the ways that the inhabitants respond to space and to each other.  Both novels 

are frightfully unsettling because they foreground the temporary residences of the houseless and 

homeless.    
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Notes 
                                                 
1 See Mark Wigley White Walls, Designer Dresses: the Fashioning of Modern Architecture for 
more discussion on manifestos that were never empirically actualized beyond exhibitions.  Also, 
one may particularly apprehend the house cleaning in Jean Baudrillard’s study The System of 
Objects.  Baudrillard shows how objects can be experienced in the post-war domestic interior; he 
claims that the entry of space in the house has a liberating function not only for the objects but 
also for the occupants (16–17).   
 
2 I issue these statements concerning Nora’s work with a word of caution.  In a crucial quotation 
in Nora's "Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire," published in Representations 
26 in 1989, Nora writes, "For if we accept that the most fundamental purpose of the lieux de 
mémoire is to stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to 
immortalize death, to materialize the immaterial—just as if gold were the only memory of 
money--all of this in order to capture a maximum of meaning in the fewest of signs, it is also 
clear that lieux de mémoire only exist because of their capacity for metamorphosis, an endless 
recycling of their meaning and an unpredictable proliferation of their ramifications”  (19).  
"Capacity for metamorphosis” and "materialize the immaterial” are powerful phrases that 
illuminate the English house in literature after World War II.  However, “stop time” is extremely 
problematic; as I discuss in the final paragraph in this afterword “suspensions of time” is a more 
precise and less detrimental term to describe the English house as suspension is always 
provisional.  While “stop time” might be fitting insofar as post-war English novels which 
concern heritage sites or conservation and preservation, there are too many other examples, 
including a few that I mention in the penultimate paragraph of this afterword that again 
demonstrate suspension of time.   
 
3  Other Penelope Lively novels that might work especially well for this examination are 
Spiderweb (1996), Heat Wave (1998), and A House Unlocked (2001).  The former two rewrite 
houses in the country and country cottages. The latter in particular would be fascinating to 
explore with Elizabeth Bowen’s Bowen’s Court (1942) as it is also the biography of an author’s 
house. 
    
4 For what is in my mind the best literary example of conservation, preservation, museumizing 
domestic space and heritage centers see Iain Sinclair and Rachel Lichenstein’s Rodinsky’s Room 
(1999).  This text does not concern a house but rather a room which becomes a home.  In 
addition, Sinclair’s novel Randon Daughters (1994) might be intriguing to take on due to its 
intimate connection and extension of William Hope Hodgson’s fabulous House on the 
Borderland (1908).  (Thanks Dad!)   
 
5   While Waters’s novel is clearly indebted to all the Victorian Sensationalists, there are some 
distinctive similarities between Fingersmith and J.S. Le Fanu’s Uncle Silas (1864).  For 
example, Maud is the name of the protagonist in both novels while a reclusive uncle harboring 
evil secrets in an isolated country house is the villain in both novels.  Although Fingersmith 
clearly has more plot twists than Uncle Silas, there is an undeniable sense of eeriness that mounts 
throughout Le Fanu’s novel that I feel Waters taps into.  Yet, there are also crucial differences 
such as the lesbian intrigue which is implied in LeFanu’s novel and explicit in Waters’s as well 
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as the return to London and the madhouse in later’s novel; in addition Le Fanu’s novel is clearly 
Anglo-Irish and thus the historical context is markedly different.  For another fabulous return to 
the Gothic house see also John Harwood’s brilliant debut The Ghost Writer (2004) and Hilary 
Mantel’s Everyday is Mother’s Day (1985).  One might equally say that this return to the Gothic 
house is already underway in Angela Carter’s The Magic Toyshop (1967). 
 
6  Dunmore’s novels are clearly indebted to the Gothic and to women’s domestic fiction in a 
more general way.  Her contemporary rewriting of the house as an unhomely space as 
both a haven and a trap mark her houses as always uncanny.  Dunmore’s novel A Spell of Winter 
(2001) is a Gothic novel that could be analyzed alone or in tangent with Waters’s Fingersmith.  
Dunmore’s novel Talking to the Dead (1998) is also concerned with loss, mourning, and the past 
staged at a particularly unnerving light filled house with an exceptionally large garden.  Her 
novel With Your Crooked Heart (2001) is possibly one of the most devastating novels of loss 
staged at various houses.   
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