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A NOTE ON SPELLING AND FORMATTING

This thesis has been written in British spelling all throughout the main text, but I have
maintained the original spelling in quotations. Similarly, I use the form Romania (the variant
most generally accepted nowadays) rather than Rumania (as used in Olivia Manning’s
novels). Minor discrepancies in spelling between the main body of the text and the quoted
material are unavoidable in such cases.

I have written this thesis in general accordance with the guidelines established by the
MLA Handbook (8th edition). For this reason, Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy is shortened to
BT and The Levant Trilogy to LT in in-text citations. Likewise, Phyllis Lassner’s British
Women Writers of World War I1: Battlegrounds of their Own is shortened to British Women
Writers and her Colonial Strangers: Women Writing the End of the British Empire to
Colonial Strangers. And correspondingly, Paul Fussell’s Abroad: British Literary Travelling
Between the Wars appears as Abroad in in-text citations, his The Great War and Modern
Memory as Great War and his Wartime: Understanding and Behaviour in the Second World

War as Wartime.






CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1. WHO IS OLIVIA MANNING?

Olivia Manning was born in Portsmouth, England, in 1908. She was the daughter of
Olivia Morrow and Oliver Manning, and she had a brother, Oliver. Her father having served
in the Royal Navy since his youth and her brother having died on active service in 1941, she
was in close contact with the military world ever since her earliest childhood.

Manning always had an interest in the arts and in literature: she learnt to read when
she was only four years old and she frequently visited the local library in Portsmouth, and
then, when she was sixteen, she became a student at the Portsmouth School of Art. Some
years later she moved to London, where she could approach the literary business. She spent
all her life surrounded by people who enjoyed art and literature. For one thing, her father was
very imaginative and would always make up stories for her and her brother. Besides he was
very fond of theatre. For another thing, her mother would read books aloud to her when she
was a child, and despite the fact that when Manning grew up her mother became strict
towards her, she was very proud of her writing and would always praise her. Furthermore, not
only did she have the support of her family, but also that of her friends, her lovers and her
husband, Reggie Smith. Most of Manning’s acquaintances and friends were writers,
publishers, editors or intellectuals. Her first love was Hamish Miles, who was her first
publisher at Jonathan Cape and who convinced her to write under the name of Olivia
Manningl. Amongst her close friends were Stevie Smith, William Gehardie and Francis King,
all of them successful writers. As for Reggie Smith, he was an admirer of Manning’s writing

even before they actually met for the first time.

! Before this, Olivia Manning had used male pseudonyms: she had first published under the



Reggie Smith had been a paid-up member of the Communist Party, and in 1938 he
started working for the British Council. He met Manning in July 1939, when he was on leave
from his first British Council post in Romania. Less than a month later, on August 18, 1939,
they got married and nine days afterwards he was ordered to return to Bucharest immediately,
so the newly married couple left London as the Second World War was becoming more and
more likely to start. During the war, they lived in Romania, Greece, Egypt and Palestine. In
1945, when the war was over, she returned to England ahead of him, and when he joined her
later that summer, they established themselves in London.

During her lifetime, Manning wrote novels, short stories, sketches, screenplays, radio
plays, and also non-fiction books, essays and reviews. Her first published novel was The Wind
Changes (1937), which was followed by Artist Among the Missing (1949), School of Love
(1951), 4 Different Face (1953) and The Doves of Venus (1955). In 1960 she published what
would become the first novel of The Balkan Trilogy, The Great Fortune. In 1962 she
published the second volume, The Spoilt City, and in 1965 she published Friends and Heroes,
which completed the trilogy. The Play Room (1969) and The Rain Forest (1974) were
published before the first volume of The Levant Trilogy, The Danger Tree, came to light in
1977. 1t was followed by The Battle Lost and Won (1978), and in 1980 the last volume of the
trilogy, The Sum of Things, was published. Three collections of some of her short stories and
sketches were also published: Growing Up (1948), My Husband Cartwright (1956) and 4
Romantic Hero and Other Stories (1967). Amongst her non-fiction works are The
Remarkable Expedition (1947), The Dreaming Shore (1950), which is a travel book about

Ireland, and Extraordinary Cats (1967).



1.2. CRITICAL RECEPTION

Manning was often highly praised by important figures in the literary world: Anthony
Burgess once said to Manning “[y]ou are the most considerable of our women novelists”,
Reggie Smith thought The Wind Changes showed “signs of a genius”, and Julian Mitchell
said that Manning was like a “real bird, and she flew higher than most” (qtd. in Braybrooke 3,
58 and 270 respectively). In spite of this, she never got as much recognition as some other
writers at the time, a fact which always upset her. She would be very disappointed on not
being accorded solo reviews in the Sunday papers and she took any sort of criticism very
badly. In fact, she never had the success she would have liked to have and would often
complain: “I don’t want fame when I am dead. I want it now” (Braybrooke 4).

In 1969 Ruth Inglis wrote in a profile for the Observer that a common reaction when
people were asked if they knew Manning was: “The name rings a bell, but I haven’t read her”
(24). It 1s no wonder her name rang a bell: she was a most unusual woman who led an
interesting and extraordinary life and who was determined to be a part of the literary scene of
London ever since she moved from Portsmouth in 1934. People were often struck by her
intelligence, and her wit and sharp tongue aroused curiosity about her. This interest in
Manning as a woman and in her life continued to 2004, when Neville and June Braybrooke
published her first biography: Olivia Manning: A Life. June Braybrooke, who wrote under the
name of Isobel English, and her husband Neville were close friends of Manning during the
last twenty-four years of her life, and their biography offers a beautiful and thorough account
of who Manning was and of what she was like.

Despite her great literary output, Manning was never a best-selling author.
Furthermore, the fact that the reviews she got only offered lukewarm praise did not help to
enhance her success. John Coleman, for example, wrote about The Great Fortune in the

Spectator that “A sense of direction — the why of a novel — is conspicuously, fatally absent”



(qtd. in Braybrooke 188), and David Craig said in the New Statesman that “the rendering of
the characters’ inner emotions [of Friends and Heroes] is dry and schematic. The
characterisation is done from the outside” (qtd. in Braybrooke 188). Following Craig’s idea,
Randall Stevenson refers to The Balkan Trilogy’s “limitations in point of view and sense of
individual human depth” (Stevenson 164). Admittedly, other contemporary reviewers highly
praised Manning’s writing. For example, the idea that Manning’s characterisation lacks depth
contrasts sharply with Jameson’s review of The Wind Changes in the Sunday Times in April
1937: “She can create living men and women and allow them to develop by the logic of their
own natures, which is the gift of a real writer” (Jameson qtd. in David 53). Similarly, an
anonymous review of The Great Fortune in the Times Literary Supplement on January 29,
1960 admired Manning’s “objective, analytical approach which displays the futility of so
much conversation ... Her direct and ironic sense of style, never “literary,” but professional as
a Mozart quartet, is what one expects from so unsentimental a writer” (qtd. in David 87).
Neither was Manning more popular in the academic world during her lifetime and the
first years after her death. Scholars very rarely paid attention to her works and it is only in the
last years that she has received critical consideration. One of the reasons for her not having
been successful until recently is the formal distinction between experimental and realist
fiction, which prevented a wide range of authors, such as Manning, from receiving the
attention they deserved. In relation to this, Gyde C. Martin explains that
Manning’s talent, like that of other novelists of her generation, was eclipsed by
the Angry Young Men who dominated the literary scene during the first half of
the 1950s ... Book length studies of the post-war era seldom devote more than a
page to [Manning], if they mention her at all. One reason for this omission may
be the fact that any discussion of the contemporary scene tends to focus on

what is new rather than on what has survived. To scholars, Manning was



consequently of less interest than the Angry Young Men of the fifties or the
new experimental novelists of the sixties (160).
In the past, Manning’s writing and that of other mid-century writers was neglected for not
following the premises of either modernism or realism. These writers left outside the
academic world were often labelled under the name of Middlebrow writers.

Originally, the term ‘middlebrow writer’ had negative connotations: it was used to
refer to writers who were thought not to have high literary ambitions or capacity. The novels
they produced were underestimated and qualified as simple, sentimental and of little
intellectual and cultural value.’ Among these middlebrow authors are, to name a few, Michael
Arlen, James Hilton, Oliver Onions, Elizabeth von Arnim, Warwick Deeping, Winifred
Holtby and Stella Gibbons, and Manning has often also been considered to belong to this
group. Amongst the common features of their novels there is the portrayal of middle-class
domestic life, the description of a romance and a humorous, satirical tone at some points. The
middlebrow novel has been defined as “one that straddles the divide between the trashy
romance or thriller on the one hand, and the philosophically or formally challenging novel on
the other: offering narrative excitement without guilt, and intellectual stimulation without
undue effort” (Humble 11 — 12).

It is precisely upon the realisation that Middlebrow artists had been unjustly left
outside the academic world that there has been a growing interest in the last years in studying
their works. Several research groups, university departments and networks have already been
created in order to analyse them and reassess them. The Middlebrow Research Network is

possibly one of the most active ones at the moment, which is interdisciplinary in its research

? One just needs to consult a dictionary to realise how negatively charged the term is. For
example, the Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘middlebrow’ when applied to an artistic
work as “of limited intellectual or cultural value; demanding or involving only a moderate
degree of intellectual application, typically as a result of not deviating from convention”
(“Defining the Middlebrow”).



and interests.’ It aims at re-evaluating the term ‘middlebrow’ and at promoting research on
middlebrow cultural production. Leading scholars of the field as for example Nicola Humble,
author of The Feminine Middlebrow Novel 1920s to 1950s: Class, Domesticity and
Bohemianism (2001), and Erica Brown, editor of Investigating the Middlebrow (2008), are
members of the network.*

In relation to this mid-twentieth-century literary criticism that undervalued women’s
writing, Jenny Hartley argues in her Millions Like Us (1997) that it was specifically hostile
“to women writers in the manly zones of war” (8). The scholar explains how “[w]ar [was]
seen as men’s stuff, in the field and on the page. [...] When women writers did achieve
literary recognition it was because they conformed to criteria established by a male elite” (8).
Hartley’s statement explains, at least partially, that Manning did not receive much critical
consideration. As a matter of fact, it is only recently that Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy and
The Levant Trilogy have been unanimously read as World War II fiction. In the past,
reviewers and scholars had understood the trilogies differently. For example, after the
publication of The Great Fortune, the writer Ivy Compton-Burnett complained to Barbara
Pym that “[a] great many novels nowadays are just travel books ... Olivia has just published
one about Bulgaria” (Braybrooke 145). For Compton-Burnett, “abroad was abroad”, and she
did not notice that the setting of Manning’s book was in fact Romania, not Bulgaria (145). In
a more praising tone, Vesna Goldsworthy also highlighted that The Balkan Trilogy is
“perhaps the most memorable description of Romanian life in Western literature” (13). Other
critics read the trilogies as a series of romance novels dealing with the marital life of a young
British couple in exotic countries. Inglis, for example, argued that The Balkan Trilogy is “a

finely-drawn study of the marriage of a young British left-wing intellectual couple against the

3 Access http://research.shu.ac.uk/middlebrow-network/index.php to consult it.
* Some others are Faye Hammill, leader of the Middlebrow Network project, Ann Ardis,
Sophie Blanch, Kristin Bluemel, Mary Grover, etc.



backdrop of the disintegrating wartime Balkans”, placing the focus on the marriage plot rather
than on the war (24). Admittedly, there have also been critics who have emphasised the war
plot as essential to the novels, and this is, as suggested above, the most accepted reading of
the trilogies nowadays. Burgess, for example, argued that The Balkan Trilogy is “one of the
finest records we have of the impact of [the] war on Europe” (95). Roy Foster stated in a 1981
BBC radio programme on Manning that “[i]ronic, astringent and detached, her Balkan and
Levant trilogies have the strength to remain — among a great deal else — arguably the best
evocation of the Second World War in English” (“Never a Day without a Line”). Likewise,
Harry J. Mooney stated in 1982 that “[n]ot only are [Manning’s novels] centrally about
politics and its consequences, they also appear to explore the topic from as many angles as
possible” (50), and he added that Manning’s work “should earn her a permanent place among
the authors of that very considerable literature arising out of the Second World War” (59).
Along the same lines, historian Anthony Beevor ranked Manning’s trilogies as number four in
his list of the ‘Five Best’” works of World War II fiction (Beevor, wsj.com). Other
contemporary critics have also noted that Manning’s works have great literary merit and in
fact some of these scholars have been very critical with their colleagues who have not
acknowledged these works’ value. This is the case, for example, of Karen Schneider.
Although her Loving Arms. British Women Writing the Second World War is considered to be
good in its analysis of a group of works, most of the reviews she has received highlight as a
failure the fact that she did not include Manning’s war trilogies.’

In fact, one only needs to pay attention to some of the covers that different publishing
houses have chosen for the trilogies to see that they have been understood, read, and

promoted very differently: figure 1 shows a book cover of The Balkan Trilogy that suggests

> Richard Smyer, for example, writes that “readers may wish that some attention had been
paid to Olivia Manning’s war trilogies” (368 — 369), and Anne Zahlan states that “particularly
perplexing is Schneider’s (unexplained) failure to consider Olivia Manning’s The Balkan
Trilogy (1960-65) and The Levant Trilogy (1977-80)” Zahlan 170-173).



the plot of the novels is the amorous relationship between a young, glamorous couple, and the
book covers in figures 2 and 3 suggest that The Levant Trilogy deals with the exploration of
the pyramids and the luxurious, relaxing life of wealthy people in Egypt. On the other hand,
figures 4 and 5 show two different book covers of The Balkan Trilogy that emphasise the
presence of the Second World War in a city landscape, and finally, the book cover of The
Levant Trilogy in figure 6 puts the focus on the destruction brought about by the war as

witnessed by a young man.
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The Balkan Trilogy

THE GREAT FORTUNE « THE SPOILT CITY « FRIENDS AND HEROES

Fig. 1. (left) Book cover of the Arrow Books edition of The Balkan Trilogy printed in
2004.

Fig. 2. (right) Book cover of the Phoenix edition of The Levant Trilogy printed in 2003.
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Fig. 3. (top, left) Book cover of the
Penguin books edition of The Levant
Trilogy printed in 2001.

Fig. 4. (top, right) Book cover of the
Penguin edition of The Balkan Trilogy
printed in 1985.

Fig. 5. (bottom, left) Book cover of the
New York Review of Books of The Balkan
Trilogy printed in 2010.
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THE LEVANT
TRILOGY

ANTHONY SATTIN

Fig. 6. Book cover of the New York
Review of Books of The Levant Trilogy
printed in 2014.

1.3. AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL WRITING

Most of Manning’s fictional writing is to a greater or lesser extent autobiographical.
She very often based her characters on people she had actually met and she sometimes
reproduced actual conversations and situations in her works. The sketches of My Husband
Cartwright, for instance, are clearly about Reggie Smith, and The Balkan Trilogy has been
said to be “three-quarters autobiographical” (Braybrooke 71). Manning herself frequently said
that she wanted the two war trilogies to be both history and autobiography (David 4). In
relation to this, she once wrote in a note: “My subject is simply life as I have experienced it
and I am happiest when writing of things I have known” (Braybrooke 71). She proudly

insisted that there was a strong connection between her life and her fiction, and she once even
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claimed that this was so because she had no imagination. It is difficult to know whether she
stated this out of false modesty or to emphasise the validity of her account of World War II,
but it is clear in all her works that she did not lack imagination or literary talent.® In fact, it
seems quite natural in writers to base their fiction on personal experiences. As poet William
Butler Yeats stated in his essay ‘A General Introduction for my Work’,
A poet writes always of his personal life, in his finest work out of its tragedy,
whatever it be, remorse, lost love, or mere loneliness; he never speaks directly
as to someone at the breakfast table, there is always a phantasmagoria ...
[E]Jven when the poet seems most himself, ... he is never the bundle of
accident and incoherence that sits down to breakfast; he has been reborn as an
idea, something intended, complete. (Yeats 509)
What writers offer, therefore, is always an elaborate piece of fiction based on a personal
experience, and this should never be understood as a lack of imagination.

The autobiographical connection between Manning’s life and her fiction has been the
basis of most critical and scholar criticism on her and it has provoked two opposed reactions.
Some, like Irvine Wardle, believe the fact that she wrote out of experience affects the novels
negatively. In his review of Friends and Heroes for the Observer, he wrote that Harriet
Pringle (the female protagonist of The Balkan Trilogy) is “a dubious witness. Even the
characterisation becomes suspect ... The undisclosed degree of alliance between Harriet and

her creator makes one wary of the novel’s larger purpose” (qtd. in Braybrooke 188). This

% Derek Mahon talked about this in a radio programme about Manning entitled ‘Never a Day
without a Line’ that was broadcast on Radio 3 by the BBC in 1981. Mahon states that, for
example, one could think that one of Manning’s later novels, The Rainforest, is set on an real
island in the Indian Ocean, but in fact it is not, Manning completely invented all the setting.
He also mentions the scenes of the war in the desert described in The Levant Trilogy. He
believes Manning’s depiction of it is “extremely convincing”, but of course she had no
experience on that. Equally, David claims that Manning’s “self-deprecating denial of a feel
for fantasy is contradicted by her earliest publications — the thrilling adventure serials that
appeared in her local newspaper when she was in her early twenties.” (David 5)

13



mistrust and rejection of the autobiographical element in Friends and Heroes may seem
unreasonable. In the essay “Epic and Novel: Toward a Methodology for the Study of the
Novel” (1941), Bakhtin traces the origins of the novel as a genre in the Socratic Dialogues
(fourth century BC) and other serio-comical genres of the time, and he explains that
the “serio-comical” 1is characterized by a deliberate and explicit
autobiographical and memoirist approach. The shift of the temporal centre of
artistic orientation, which placed on the same temporally valorised plane the
author and his readers (on the one hand) and the world and heroes described by
him (on the other), making them contemporaries, possible acquaintances,
friends, familiarising their relations (we again recall the novelistic opening of
Onegin), permits the author, in all his various masks and faces, to move freely
onto the field of his represented world, a field that in the epic had been
absolutely inaccessible and closed. (27)
Bakhtin also claims that the novel materialised when epic distance was abandoned, when
writers started dealing with unfinished events in the on-going present, and he adds that “at its
core lay personal experience and free creative imagination” (39). Writing with an
autobiographical and memoirist approach was already a feature of the genres from which the
novel evolved, and it is a feature of the novel in itself. Hence, Wardle’s suspicion of the
autobiographical element in Manning’s novel may seem unjustified.

In fact, many other scholars have embraced these links between the author’s personal
life and her work. Basing their readings on the autobiographical element, Hartley (1997) and
Theodore Steinberg (2005) examined Manning as a war novelist, and Phyllis Lassner (2004)
read her as an anti-imperialist writer. The well-known novelist Rachel Cusk has also
emphasised the idea that “Guy and Harriet are Olivia and Reggie’s undisguised alter egos”

(viii). But undoubtedly, one of the most outstanding of these scholars is Deirdre David, who

14



in 2013 published Olivia Manning: A Woman at War, a literary biography of the author. Just
as the Braybrookes had done, David narrates the life of Manning, but she goes a step further
by tracing all the parallels between the author’s life and her work (both fictional and non-
fictional). She presents Manning as a woman and writer who was at war on different fronts
(mostly figuratively, but also literally during World War II) from her early childhood to the
moment she died. David writes about Manning’s hostile relationship with her unloving
mother, about the constant arguments her parents had because of her father’s infidelities,
about her jealousy of her brother, and about Manning’s loathing of Portsmouth and its
provincialism, and explains how these unhappy memories of her early life are reflected in
most of the writer’s work. We also read about Manning’s economic difficulties once in
London and about her everlasting struggle to become a successful writer in a world mostly
ruled by men. This, David argues, explains why Manning’s protagonists are often strong,
intelligent women who, one could say, try to achieve public recognition and a certain degree
of independence from men. David recounts Manning’s tumultuous sentimental life too: her
first known partner, Hamish Miles, whom she loved deeply, was a married man, and he died
after three years of relationship; her marriage to Reggie Smith was hurried, and even though it
lasted until Manning’s death, it was certainly not always what she had expected, and they
both had numerous extramarital affairs. Again, David points out how all this shaped
Manning’s representations of amorous and marital relationships. And undoubtedly, the
author’s first-hand experience of the Second World War in the Balkan and Levant countries is
most evident in Manning’s work, especially in the two trilogies: “her life as a woman at war
is scrambled and disjunctive, punctuated by the violence of public history and of private
trauma” (David 14-15). With her literary biography, David accomplishes what seem to be her

two main goals: she presents Manning as a survivor of the numerous war fronts in her life,
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from her early days in Portsmouth to her last days in London, and she vindicates the need to
re-examine and revalue Manning’s much obliterated work.

Two years before David, scholar Eve Patten published the first full-length study of
Manning’s writing: Imperial Refugee: Olivia Manning’s Fictions of War (2011). Patten
connects Manning’s war writing to several literary genres and styles — such as the
autobiography and the Gothic, and she suggests several interesting literary affiliations — to
name a few, Elizabeth Taylor, Elizabeth Bowen, Storm Jameson, and even Graham Greene,
Evelyn Waugh and Paul Scott among many others. Patten also examines issues of identity,
the theme of displacement — recurrent in Manning’s novels, and the figure of the wartime
refugee. She does this by offering a historical and spatial reading of Manning’s novels
focusing on her representation of Romania, Greece, Egypt and Palestine during World War II.
Catherine Smith notes that Eve Patten’s monograph on Manning “rejects a simplistic
biographical reading as one which adds little to an understanding of Manning’s work™ (118),
and she praises Patten’s attempts to explore Manning’s “aesthetic of deracination” to assess
the 1deology of [the trilogies ...] and to place the novels in the context of a woman’s wartime
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writing that resists a patriarchal ‘norm’” (118). However, it must still be acknowledged that
Patten’s book is, in her own words, “a literary biography, shaped by the parameters of the
Second World War” (9), and therefore Manning’s life and experiences are essential to
Patten’s reading of the novels.

The publication of Patten’s and David’s literary biographies put an end to the lack of
critical interest on Manning, and undoubtedly, they represent the most important critical
works of her fiction up to date. That a great part of Manning’s life is present in her work is
undeniable, and, as David claims, “to ignore the resemblance between a tracing of the life and

a reading of her work would be to evade exploration of the enticing interstices between what

actually happened and how what actually happened gets shaped into compelling stories” (9).
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However, it seems to me that these autobiographical readings of Manning’s work fail to
provide a successful and complete account of all her writing. Marc McLaughlin’s review of
David’s book pinpoints at this problem: David’s “campaign to prove that Manning’s life is
accurately rendered in her trilogies is deflated by various factors, including admissions that
Manning was often economical with the truth” (343). McLaughlin concludes that David’s
work “falls short of offering a sustainable, standalone case for a renegotiation of Manning’s
current, peripheral position in the canon as a ‘talented observer’ of wartime” (344).

Indeed, autobiographical readings are circular and eventually restrictive, and they can
hardly lead to new readings of Manning’s novels now that all the autobiographical
connections have been established. In addition, they do not explain what could be initially
understood as contradictions or inconsistencies in Manning’s works. For example, it is
undeniable now that Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy are war writings,
yet, as I will examine in chapter four, their protagonist does not seem follow the accepted
forms of behaviour of women in times of war as described by Sandra Gilbert (1983) or
Kenneth Howard (1945) amongst others. Likewise, Manning has also been read as an anti-
imperialist writer, yet as I will argue in chapter three, she usually describes the settings and
events in her novels from the point of view of a British character and as an outsider, and

native ‘colonised’ characters are rarely involved.

1.4. OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION

Taking the idea that a literary reading of Manning’s work based on her great novelistic
skill rather than on her life is possible as a starting point, and in the belief that Manning’s
work i1s much aware of the great debates of the twentieth century, in this dissertation I intend

to analyse Manning’s narration of World War II focusing on the figure of the war narrator, on
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the representation of place and space, and on the portrayal of sexuality and gender from a
literary rather than autobiographical point of view.

I will now outline the structure and content of my thesis:

Chapter two, entitled “Narration of War: the Figure of the Witness”, studies the
narration of war and explores the role of the fictional hero as a witness of war. Taking Mark
Rawlinson’s British Writing of the Second World War (2000) and Kate McLoughlin’s
Authoring War: The Literary Representation of War from the lliad to Iraqg (2011) as a
theoretical framework, this chapter analyses Manning as a Second World War writer and
examines the different strategies she used to convey war. The different fictional witnesses of
war in The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy, both male and female, combatant and non-
combatant, are analysed in order to see who portrays war more comprehensively.

Chapter three is entitled “*A Global War. A War of Globe-Trotters. A Traveler’s
War’: The Balkan and Levant Countries in Olivia Manning’s Fortunes of War”. Taking Paul
Fussell’s Abroad (1979) and McLoughlin’s chapter ‘Zones’ as a starting point, this chapter
offers an analysis of the portrayal of place and travelling in wartime, and compares different
characters’ responses to their surroundings in The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy.
Furthermore, this chapter analyses Manning’s representation of Romania, Greece and Egypt
and of its native people, taking into account that these countries were (or had been) territories
under the influence of the former British Empire.

Chapter four is entitled “War and Gender in Manning’s Trilogies”, and it explores the
different ways in which war alters gender roles in Manning’s war fiction. With the starting
hypothesis that Manning’s heroine fails to follow the pattern of female sexual behaviour in
wartime as described by Gilbert (1983) and Howard (1945), this chapter studies the different

ways in which the public and domestic sphere interact in Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy and
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The Levant Trilogy. To do this, | examine Manning’s portrayal of sexuality, marriage, home
and motherhood to analyse the different ways in which they are altered by the war.

Finally, the conclusions chapter presents the main ideas that emerge from my findings
in chapters two, three and four. These general conclusions are followed by a suggestion for

possible lines of future research.
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CHAPTER 2: NARRATION OF WAR: THE FIGURE OF THE

WITNESS

It is widely accepted now that Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy
are war books, and in fact scholars such as Hartley have stated that “[a] study of women’s

Second World War fiction would be incomplete without Manning’s two great trilogies, The
Balkan Trilogy (1960 — 1965) and The Levant Trilogy (1977 — 1980). In her six-volume epic
of a woman in the zones of war, Manning has succeeded in her complex project of getting
history into fiction” (179). Similarly, Patten believes The Levant Trilogy is “among the most
vivid fictional representations of wartime experience to exist in modern literature in English”
(111). Most of the arguments scholars have given to support this idea are based on the fact
that Manning herself experienced World War II, but very few go past the autobiographical
connections between Manning and her work. The aim of this chapter is therefore to analyse
Manning’s skills as a war writer and to explore the different techniques she used to convey
war and history in her fiction. To do this, I will consider inarticulate war narrators in
Manning’s trilogies (war as a war reporter) and also articulate war narrators, paying special
attention to the comic tradition in war writing, issues like authoritativeness and credibility,
and the figure of the fictional witness.

When trying to examine any literary narration of World War II one needs to take
Rawlinson’s British Writing of the Second World War and McLoughlin’s Authoring War: The
Literary Representation of War from the Iliad to Iraq as a starting point, for they are possibly
the most complete recent accounts of the representation of war in literature. Rawlinson
focuses exclusively on the narratives of the Second World War, often comparing or
juxtaposing them to the Great War ones, while McLoughlin aims at being as comprehensive

as possible and offers a historical study of the literary representation across all genres of
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different wars in different geographical and cultural contexts, from the representation of the
Trojan war in The Illiad until literary representations of World War II, the Vietnam War and
even the Iraq war.

Even though Rawlinson and McLoughlin analyse different texts, they identify certain
challenges that war writers often seem to encounter and they describe the strategies that have
been most used to face them. This chapter focuses on the different strategies related to the war

narrator, and explores whether and how Manning applied them in her two war trilogies.

2.1. WAR’S RESISTANCE TO LITERARY REPRESENTATION

Both Rawlinson and McLoughlin acknowledge the difficulties of representing war
and violence. War resists literary representation because, McLoughlin argues, there is “a
complex set of problematics relating now to authorial powers, now to the nature of the subject
matter, now to the medium of representation, now to the reader's response — and now to other
intangible variables” (7). The bellicose rhetoric traditionally used in epic writings seems to
fail in recounting modern warfare, and modern writers struggle to find ways of narrating war.
Leo Tolstoy, as McLoughlin notes, was already aware of these difficulties, and when his
Nicolai Rostov, a character in War and Peace (1869), has to describe a war scene in which he
has participated, he does so using the language he knows is expected of him:
He described the Schon Graben affair exactly as men who have taken part in
battles always do describe them — that is, as they would like them to have been,
as they have heard them described by others, and as sounds well, but not in the
least as they really had been. (qtd. in McLoughlin 1)

This excerpt exposes the break between combatant and officialdom: Rostov did not describe

war as he had actually witnessed it because his narration would not have conformed to the
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(traditional) official discourses, and consequently, it would not have been accepted as true and
valid. ’

This idea that there is a specific language used to describe war which writers cannot
seem to escape is supported by Julia Kristeva’s and Roland Barthes’ ideas of intertextuality.
In “Word, Dialogue and Novel’ (1966) Kristeva recalls Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory and argues
that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and
transformation of another” (qtd. in McLoughlin 6) and similarly, in Image, Music, Text (1977)
Barthes argues that “a text is ... a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none
of them original, blend and clash” (qtd. in McLoughlin 6). The °‘absorption’ and
‘transformation’ of previous narrations of war is therefore a common way for writers of
eluding war’s resistance to representation, but, ironically enough, this in turn perpetuates the
“official” or traditional bellicose rhetoric which does not seem to recount modern warfare
successfully.

When writing her two Second World War trilogies, Manning must have confronted the
limitations of language to describe war, and therefore she had to rely on the rhetoric used in
previous narrations to build her own. Manning had read a great amount of epic narratives
conscientiously, and she was consequently familiar with the bellicose rhetoric used in
literature. In a BBC radio programme broadcast in 1981, Neville Braybrooke revealed that
she had studied Tolstoy’s battle scenes thoroughly. Jeremy Treglown also comments on this
and adds that:

Manning herself hadn’t, of course, seen front-line military action, but she knew

people who had, and came closer to it than a lot of men who actually ‘served’.

"In Wartime (1989), Fussell explains that this happened too in the making of the
documentary Desert Victory (1943). One of the cameramen admitted in a TV programme in
1981 that some scenes had been filmed at the infantry base depot, and that the film-makers
were trying to “fix up ‘an ideal situation from a picture point of view, ... trying to recreate
war as we were all taught in history books.”” Fussell adds that “the action must be rendered in
the received clichés: otherwise it will look inauthentic to the audience” (190).
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Besides, war is as much a subject for the imagination as anything else, and ever

more so as the events themselves recede into the past. (Treglown 153)
Following this same idea, McLoughlin claims that “war, as a subject, is the greatest test of a
writer’s skills of evocation” (9). Hence, what Manning did was, to use McLoughlin’s terms,
absorb a variety of accounts of war, both from the literary and military worlds, and then
transform these into her own in her trilogies.

McLoughlin also makes reference to Fussell’s idea in The Great War and Modern
Memory (1975) that “literature leaks in” (qtd. in McLoughlin 13), and she explains that
“perceptions (as well as representations) of warfare are shaped by previous representations”
(13). It must be noted, though, that in the case of twentieth century war writing, these
previous representations that work as reference point are not all war narrations but First
World War narrations in particular. In his introduction to 7The Penguin Book of First World
War Poetry (2006), George Walter explains that “the First World War was, in a very real
sense, the first total war: total in that no-one who lived through it could remain untouched by
it” (x1). Possibly because of this, there was a shift in the attitude towards war at the
beginnings of the twentieth century and this was represented in literature: First World War
poetry did not portray war as ennobling; instead, poets tried to use realism to represent “a
demystified truth about war” (Rawlinson 9), and this was a turning point in twentieth century
war literature. In relation to this, Rawlinson states that

it is a commonplace that a cadre of English Great War poets and memoirists
helped redefine attitudes to war by altering the way it was described in
literature. Viewing the poetry of disenchantment as a cultural watershed in the
representation of war thus superposes emergent moral and rhetorical
distinctions. [...] The prominence of this writing has tended to polarize

violence and discourse. (9)
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Violence and literature were posited as opposite and therefore narrations of war did not
justify or glorify it anymore. I shall refer to this again further on in this chapter in the
subsection ‘Authoritativeness and Credibility’ of this chapter.

Fussell makes similar points in Wartime: Understanding and Behaviour in the
Second World War (1989). He discusses the Second World War by making constant
allusions to the Great War, whether to pinpoint similarities or differences. Of course,
many people who lived through World War II had already lived through the First World
Warg, or had a close relative who had, and therefore their expectations and their whole
experience of the new war was shaped by it.” Fussell stresses this idea especially in
chapter ‘The Ideological Vacuum’. Here, the scholar explains that those who fought the
Second World War “had access to a lot of profoundly unbellicose literature not
available to Rupert Brooke and his enthusiastic fellows. If the troops of the Second
World War had not read, they’d at least heard of the general point made by Remarque”,
and also, Fussell adds, by Henri Barbusse, Robert Graves, Siegfried Sassoon, Ernest
Hemingway and Frederic Manning (130). The outcome of this familiarity with the
literature of the Great War was that there was general disillusionment about the Second

World War even before it started.

® In chapter ‘Unread Books on a Shelf’, Fussell talks about the great amount of time spent
waiting and the feeling of boredom during wartime, and he gives the example of Leonard
Woolf: “People his age, he says, already know the feeling from their experience of the Great
War, and this is one thing that makes living through the Second one so appalling” (76).

? Even some of the language used by Great War soldiers was adopted by Second World War
soldiers. The adjective fucking, for example, had been often used in the Great War and it
featured often too during the Second World War, especially amongst British troops, so much
so that, Fussell explains, “it was noticed in an official War Office pamphlet of October, 1941,
issued not to reprehend the usage but simply to warn against careless identification of
strangers” (94).
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2.2. WAR AS A WAR REPORTER

Once the limitations of language to convey such an abstract and complex subject as
war have been acknowledged, an exploration of how writers have reported it becomes
necessary. In her study of the figure of the war reporter, McLoughlin states that “the first
reporter of war is war itself” (23). The scholar explains that war has its own way of voicing
itself through noise and commotion. In addition, surviving bodies, physical wounds and any
other bodily symptoms communicate war too. All these are signs and proof that conflict and
battle have taken place. “The reporting of war”, McLoughlin explains, “need not be
articulate” (24).
War reports itself in Manning’s trilogies too. Describing the noise caused by war and
acknowledging surviving bodies and physical wounds in her novels did not only allow
Manning to express war and its effects but also to convey the feel of it to its readers. In one
scene of Friends and Heroes, the last volume of The Balkan Trilogy, the air-raid sirens wail
when Harriet is returning from the Acropolis in Athens with Charles Warden, an English
soldier. They find shelter in the basement of an unfinished office block:
Though they could see nothing, they could feel the breathing presence of
people and, uncertain what was ahead, came to a stop just inside the door. As a
precaution against panic, it was forbidden to speak during a raid, but the whole
shelter was alive with small noises, as though the floor ran with mice. The
traffic had been stopped and the city was still. The noise, when it came, was
shocking. One explosion followed another, each uproarious so it seemed that
the bombs were bursting overhead. The concrete shuddered and a moan of
terror passed over the crowded basement. (832)

In this fragment, Manning does not offer an objective, detailed description of bombs

exploding and of the damage they cause in the city but rather the air raid reports itself through
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the noises it creates (the shelter was ‘alive with small noises’, ‘the city was still’, and ‘one
explosion followed another, each uproarious so it seemed that the bombs were bursting
overhead’) and the effects these have on the listeners (‘the noise ... was shocking’ and ‘a
moan of terror passed over the crowded basement’), and this brings readers closer to the
experience of it as lived by the characters.

Similarly, there are descriptions of surviving bodies in the trilogies, and their mere
presence reports that the war has taken and is taking place. An example of this can be found
again in Friends and Heroes, when the German army have taken over much of Greece and the
British party know they will have to leave soon. Harriet is out waiting for Guy when she sees
Greek soldiers walking along the side of the road:

Like the British soldiers she had seen on the first lorries to Athens, these men,
[...] gave an impression of weightlessness. Their flesh had shrunk from want
of food, but that had happened to everyone in Greece. With these men, it was
as though their bones had become hollow like the bones of birds. Their
uniforms, that shredded like worn-out paper, were dented by their gaunt, bone-
sharp shoulders and arms. (1015)
The portrayal of these returning soldiers as skinny and ‘gaunt’ does not match the heroic
images of strong, proud soldiers in war propaganda posters but rather unveils the merciless
reality of poverty and devastation brought about by the war. The poster in figure 7
exemplifies this (see fig. 7): it shows British RAF soldiers who look healthy and happy, an
image which contrasts sharply with Manning’s depiction of extremely weak soldiers, which

allows readers to see the horrors and consequences of the war on those who fought it and
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"NEVER WAS SO MUCH
OWED BY SO MANY

Fig. 7. Never Was So
Much Owed by So Few.
© IW(Art.IWM PST 8774)

survived.'” As McLoughlin explains, “those who have experienced war carry its news despite
themselves, inescapably and for life: de facto war reporters, living bulletins” (24).
Another example of the presence of surviving bodies that work as living proof that

battle is taking place in the trilogies is Simon’s. In The Sum of Things (1980), the last volume

' Rawlinson suggests that airmen were the great heroes of the Second World War. Certainly,
at the time Britain had the machines and technology (i.e. the airplanes) but there were not
many pilots — hence the ‘so few’ in the poster, and in a way the country was dependent on
these men. In chapter ‘The Figure of the Airman’, Rawlinson explains that “heroic
individualism was at once defined against, and dependent upon, industrial technology and
national administration” (39). The scholar adds that these “contradictory figures of the airman
as both individualist and disciplinary subject of technology [...] are the heroes of seemingly
opposed narratives of the Second World War” (44-45). Rawlinson exemplifies this with an
analysis of different literary representations of airmen.
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of The Levant Trilogy, he and his driver Crosby are driving their jeep towards a palm tree to
eat their lunch when a booby-trap blows up. Crosby dies, but Simon survives. He is taken to
the hospital at Helwan, and then to Burg el Arab. During his stay in both hospitals, Simon
does not only see surviving men, “men in wheel-chairs propelling themselves up and down
the aisle” (382), but he is a survivor himself. He cannot feel his legs below the knees, so his
descriptions of his own body, of the treatment he receives and of his slow recovery function
in the novel as reminders that a war is being fought. I talk about physical wounds working as
signs of the war and of its effects on those affected by it in the next paragraphs too.
Finally, the description not only of surviving bodies but more specifically of physical
wounds caused by the war is a visual sign that a war is being fought which leaves an imprint
on those near it. The most striking example of mutilation in Manning’s two trilogies can be
found in the opening chapter of The Danger Tree (1977), the first volume of The Levant
Trilogy. Simon Boulderstone has just arrived in Cairo and he has joined a group of British
people in a visit to the pyramids. Harriet is there too. After some sightseeing, the British party
decide to pay a visit to Sir Desmond Hooper, who they think will be able to give them some
information on the present military and political situation. When they are all in the Hoopers’
house, Angela Hooper arrives with two safragis who carry the Hoopers’ son:
He lay prone and motionless, a thin, small boy of eight or nine with the same
delicate features as his mother: only something had happened to them. One eye
was missing. There was a hole in the left cheek that extended into the torn
wound which had been his mouth. Blood had poured down his chin and was
caked on the collar of his open-necked shirt. The other eye, which was open,
was lacklustre and blind like the eye of a dead rabbit. (34-35)

They boy has lost one eye and he has an open wound in his cheek from which blood has been

pouring. He and his mother had been in the desert when he picked up a bomb which exploded
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in his hand. This crude and explicit description of the wounds in the boy’s face caused by the
explosion of the bomb is not only a clear trace that a war is taking place and that it leaves
imprints on bodies, but a very powerful one, since this war is not only leaving marks on the
soldiers fighting in it, but also on the civilians who try to live through it: the horror of the war
is brought into the home. The fact that the deadly wounds described are those of a child
intensifies this effect that World War II is really present in the novel and that it even affects
innocent creatures who are completely unrelated to the military or political scene. 1 shall
return to this scene in chapter ‘War and Gender in Manning’s Trilogies’.

Noise, surviving bodies and wounds, as McLoughlin states, tell a story and register

presence, and so they do in Manning’s trilogies too: they are inarticulate narrators of war.

2.3. ARTICULATE WAR NARRATOR

2.3.1. THE COMIC TRADITION

In their struggle to overcome war’s resistance to literary representation, writers do not only
rely on war’s own means of self-reporting but also on the figure of an articulate war narrator.
This reporting figure, McLoughlin explains, should have certain qualities such as
“noticeability, authoritativeness, accountability and credibility” (26). The scholar states that
one possible strategy to show singularity and achieve noticeability is to portray war or the war
narrator in a comic way (34), and adds that “the satirising of the war reporter figure may
reflect weakening public confidence in the possibility of conveying significant information
about conflict,” and that “one technique of successfully delivering data about war might
therefore be to downplay the skills of the reporter. While incompetence potentially attracts as
much attention as mastery, it has the happy side-effect of lowering expectations to a more

realistic level” (35). The scholar exemplifies this with W. H. Auden and Isherwood’s Journey
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to a War (1939), in which the writers accidentally adopted the role of war reporters: she
explains that “in parodying the professional correspondents they encounter, they are exposing
the limitations of the uniformed, temporary observer [...] But this raises the awkward
question of what the ‘real journalists’ might be able to achieve” (36).

Manning incorporates this comic tradition in her war trilogies mainly through the
character of Yakimov, and she does so at three different levels. On the one hand, in The Great
Fortune Yakimov becomes a war reporter for a while to substitute McCann, a professional
journalist who has been hurt while covering a shooting, and not only are Yakimov’s skills as a
reporter downplayed, to use McLoughlin’s term, but they are also questioned. All Yakimov
needs to do is follow McCann’s orders and in exchange he is given a room in a hotel in
Bucharest where he is given unlimited credit to eat and drink. Of course Yakimov is not a
journalist himself, so he sees this opportunity as an entertaining adventure, and he explains
this to his British acquaintances as such:

He told the whole story of his meeting with McCann, of the plight of the Poles
outside the hotel, of the sleeping girl, the scarf that had been buried with the
dead. [...] The others, though entertained, were disconcerted that such a story
should be told like a funny anecdote, but when he opened his arms and said:
‘Think of it! Think of your poor old Yaki become an accredited war
correspondent,” his face expressed such comic humility at so unlikely a
happening that they were suddenly won to him. (43)
Manning depicts Yakimov as a war reporter comically, and in turn, he perceives and portrays
the job to his friends in a comic way too. Even though Yakimov is initially rather amused by
his temporary assignment, he does not take it seriously, and he proves to be a terrible war
correspondent. And here again, just as it is the case in Auden and Isherwood’s Journey to a

War, Yakimov’s ineptitude to report World War II in Bucharest raises the question of how
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credible or reliable the information about the war in the media was. In Manning’s The Great
Fortune, Romania’s Prime Minister Calinescu has been shot, but Yakimov is completely
oblivious about this because when everything happened the previous night and the news
spread out, he was at a party drinking heavily, and he only finds out about it the following day
when he meets Galpin, another British journalist. Galpin is astonished: “You hadn’t heard of
the assassination? You didn’t know the frontier’s closed, the international line is dead, they
won’t let us send cables, and no one’s allowed to leave Bucharest? You don’t know, my good
chappie, that you’re in mortal danger?”” (74). Even though he is supposed to be working as a
war reporter, Yakimov is completely unaware of the reality around him. Another journalist
remarks: “‘Fortune favours fools,” he said. “We were forced to tarry while he slumbered’”
(75). It is noteworthy that Yakimov is referred to as a fool here, but what happens next is even
more thought-provoking: Galpin starts to tell Yakimov about the assassination and he does so
with so much detail that Yakimov thinks Galpin saw it himself:

‘Filled him full of lead,” Galpin broke in. ‘He clung to the car door — little pink

hands, striped trousers, little new patent-leather shoes. Then he slid down.

Patches of dust on the side of his shoes...’

‘You saw it?” Yakimov opened his eyes in admiration, but Galpin remained

disapproving.

‘It was seen,” he added: ‘What the heck were you up to? Were you drunk?’

(74-75)
Galpin is reporting Calinescu’s assassination in great detail, but he has not seen it himself,
and therefore he does not know if this is actually true. Stating “it was seen” does not imply
the information is reliable, and it can be argued that, as McLoughlin states often happens, here
Manning is questioning what ‘real journalists’ were able to achieve. This is reminiscent of

Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop (1938), which clearly exposes the inefficiency and inaccuracy of war
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reporters at the time. In Scoop, William Boot, a country-dweller who writes a column about
nature in The Beast, is mistaken for John Boot, a well-known novelist and history and travel
writer, and is sent to cover and report a war in Ishmaelia. On his way there he meets another
Englishman called Corker who works as a journalist for a news agency. Neither Corker nor
William know who is fighting the war in Ishmaelia or why, but Corker, who is more
experienced in the job, is not worried about this. He explains William how journalism works:
Corker recounted the heroic legends of Fleet Street; he told of the classic
scoops and hoaxes; of the confessions wrung from hysterical suspects; of the
innuendo and intricate misrepresentations, the luscious, detailed inventions that
composed contemporary history; of the positive, daring lies that got a chap a
rise of screw; how Wenlock Jakes, highest paid journalist of the United States,
scooped the world with an eye-witness story of the sinking of Lusitania four
hours before she was hit; how Hitchcock, the English Jakes, straddling over his
desk in London, had chronicled day by day the horrors of the Messina
earthquake. (Waugh 66)
Readers are told about ‘hoaxes’, ‘misrepresentations’, ‘inventions’, ‘lies’ and ‘eye-witness’
stories which have not been eye-witnessed at all. And, according to Waugh’s character
Corker, not only do journalists lie about reality and invent news, but they can even change the
course of a country at their convenience:
‘Why, once Jakes went out to cover a revolution in one of the Balkan capitals.
He overslept in his carriage, woke up at the wrong station, didn’t know any
different, got out, went straight to an hotel, and cabled off a thousand-word
story about barricades in the street, flaming churches, machine-guns answering
the rattle of his type-writer as he wrote, a dead child, like a broken doll,

spreadeagled in the deserted roadway below his window — you know.’
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‘Well, they were pretty surprised at his office, getting a story like that from the
wrong country, but they trusted Jakes and splashed it in six national
newspapers. That day every special in Europe got orders to rush to the new
revolution. They arrived in shoals. Everything seemed quiet enough, but it was
as much as their jobs were worth to say so, with Jakes filing a thousand words
of blood and thunder a day. So they chimed in too. Government stocks
dropped, financial panic, state of emergency declared, army mobilised, famine,
mutiny and in less than a week there was an honest to God revolution under
way, just as Jakes had said. There’s the power of the press for you.” (67)
On the one hand, this fragment exposes the general lack of knowledge about the Balkans.
Jakes, the journalist, is in the wrong country, but he does not seem to realise or care about
that. He invents and describes a revolution in the wrong Balkan country, yet the press in
London decide to publish it anyway, probably assuming their audience will not be able to
distinguish one Balkan country from the next. I shall talk about the representation of Balkan
countries in British literature again in chapter three. On the other hand, the fragment above
discloses how careless and inefficient some journalists could be at the time, falling asleep on
the train and waking up at the wrong country, and also how unscrupulous they could be,
inventing a whole revolution in a peaceful place just to keep newspapers’ sales high in
Britain. The phrase “machine-guns answering the rattle of his type-writer” suggests a parallel
between the industrial way of producing and firing arms and an industrial way of producing
and printing news. Jakes’s type-writer makes a rattling noise when he types a thousand words
just as machine guns do when they fire a thousand bullets. The excerpt above also emphasises
the great power of journalism, even over the course of a country: Jakes has to produce news
about war, and since there is no war or revolution around him, he invents one, with the result

that the economy of the country drops, an “state of emergency [is] declared”, and in a few
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days there is an actual revolution going on. Waugh ridicules the blind faith newspapers had in
journalists and reporters, he exposes how far the press can go in order to make money and
keep the business running, and he uses humour to denounce the extreme power of journalism.
Similarly, in Manning’s The Balkan Trilogy, news about the war was being sent to England,
but the trustworthiness of this news seems to be dubious: her reporters write about things they
have not seen themselves, and they often go around on the track of news, passing information
on to one another.

On the other hand, Yakimov is also portrayed comically as a character and secondary
indirect narrating voice in The Balkan Trilogy. He seems to fulfil the role of the Fool
traditionally found in theatre plays rather than in novels. So what is a Fool exactly?
According to Enid Welsford, who is possibly the most renowned expert in the field, a Fool is
“a man who falls below the average of human standard, but whose defects have been
transformed into a source of delight, a mainspring of comedy, which has always been one of
the great recreations of mankind and particularly of civilized mankind” (xi). In her The Fool:
His Social and Literary History (1968), Welsford distinguishes between three types of fool:
the Parasite or Buffoon, the Court-Fool, and the Stage-Clown. Parasites or Buffoons are the
type of fool who resemble more the normal man, they have a special ability for eluding
problems, they entertain the people around them, and, as Welsford explains, “if they have
little conscience and no shame they often manage to make a handsome profit out of their
supposed irresponsibility” (3). They are different from the Court-Fool because the latter one

causes amusement not merely by absurd gluttony, merry gossip, or knavish
tricks, but by mental deficiencies or physical deformities which deprive him
both of rights and responsibilities and put him in the paradoxical position of
virtual outlawry combined with utter dependence on the support of the social

group to which he belongs. (55)
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Finally, Welsford refers to the Stage-Clown and explains that he “is differentiated from the
buffoon only by the fact that his comic personality belongs wholly to the fantastic world
behind the footlights” (273).

Manning’s character Yakimov seems to fall into the category of the Parasite or
Buffoon as described by Welsford perfectly. Buffoons are not really stupid or mentally
deranged, they simply take advantage of their own weaknesses instead of being abused by
others. Still, they are similar to other comic fools because they earn their living “by openly
acknowledged failure to attain to the normal standard of human dignity” (3). Towards the end
of Manning’s The Great Fortune readers are shown that Yakimov, like the Parasites or
Buffoons Welsford describes, does not suffer from any psychological limitation, but he
simply dislikes effort:

He had always nursed the belief that if he ever tried to exert himself the result
would be remarkable. At school, where he had been the droll of the class, one
of the masters had said: ‘Yakimov is such a fool, he must be a genius.” And
Dollie had often said: ‘There’s more to Yaki than you think.” (275)
Neither does Yakimov suffer from any physical deformity. He does, however, achieve
singularity because of his appearance. He is tall and very thin, and he always wears a long
sable-lined greatcoat, which, he often explains, was given to him by the Czar. On one
occasion he attends a party wearing odd shoes (one black and one brown) with the intention
of entertaining people: “At the party someone would be sure to mention the fact that he was
wearing odd shoes” (50), and he hopes this costume will give him the chance of making a
joke out of it. And even his voice marks him out as a Fool figure: “Yakimov’s normal voice
was thin, sad and unvarying, the voice of a cultured Punchinello” (43).
Buffoons already proliferated in Ancient Greece, and they were still highly popular in

the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth century. They wandered about freely, their wit was
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appreciated and they had a talent for explaining good stories about themselves. This is
precisely what Yakimov does for a living in Manning’s trilogies: he frequents bars and
restaurants looking for acquaintances who will pay for his food and drink while he entertains
them, and as a matter of fact he is precisely known because of this: he is once even introduced

(153

to other characters as “‘[s]Jomething of a raconteur and joker’” (Manning, BT 40).

If buffoons ran out of stories, Welsford explains, “to increase their repertoire they
would play comic and sometimes very dishonest tricks on the various people they met on
their journeys, and they would then hasten to the nearest court to tell the story and get a
handsome tip as a reward for their roguery” (13). Again, this is reminiscent of Yakimov:
when he can no longer afford to live in the Athenee Palace, a hotel in Bucharest, or to pay for
a flat or room in a guesthouse, he has nowhere to go and no money, so Guy and Harriet take
him in temporarily. During this time, Guy and some of his friends join the “Sheepy’s Fighting
Force”, which is an unofficial secret private army that for a short period of time plans to blow
up the German oil wells near the Danube. Yakimov finds out about this, and when he goes to
visit his German friend Count Freddi von Fliigel, he tells on Guy. Yakimov does not betray
Guy with the intention of causing him trouble, but simply because he wants to win his
German friend’s sympathy and he needs new stories to keep him entertained.

The buffoon, Welford states, “is a comic character who uses his immediate
surroundings as both stage and auditorium, and is often a raconteur and extempore poet” (26-
27). In this respect, Manning’s Yakimov is reminiscent of Shakespeare’s Falstaff, who,
according to Welsford, “is the typical buffoon, seen, understood and interpreted by
Shakespeare” (52). Both characters live mainly from borrowed money, Falstaff leads Prince
Hal into trouble just as Yakimov leads Guy and the other members of the “Sheepy’s Fighting

Force” into trouble, and they both manage to evade the negative consequences of their

misdoings on most occasions. In spite of the obvious differences between one and the other,
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even their ends are comparably sad and tragic, as they are both abandoned when they are no
longer useful or needed: Falstaff is ultimately repudiated when Prince Hal is crowned King,
and Yakimov’s dead body is left unmourned on the toilet floor of a hotel. I shall analyse
Yakimov’s death in more depth later.

Finally, not only does Manning incorporate the comic tradition in her trilogies through
Yakimov by having him fulfil the role of the terrible war reporter and of the Buffoon, but also
by having him fulfil the role of a comedian or amateur actor who entertains audiences in the
theatre. In the first volume of The Balkan Trilogy he performs the role of Pandarus in a
production of Troilus and Cressida that Guy organises for the students of the British legation
and for the British and Romanian elite in Bucharest, and in Friends and Heroes, the last
volume of The Balkan Trilogy, he also plays the role of Maria Marten for another
performance that Guy organises for the RAF in Greece. It is no coincidence that Yakimov
plays the part of Pandarus in the performance of Troilus and Cressida. Shakespeare’s play
displays a world with few scruples, in which Pandarus is able to negotiate with both sides at
his convenience. Pandarus, like Manning’s Yakimov, is a rogue, and they are both funny.
Yakimov’s performance in the play is a great success: “When the final curtain fell, the actors
who received more applause were those who had been most themselves. For Yakimov there
was an almost hysterical acclaim” (308). Again, his performance of Maria Marten for the
RAF in Greece is outstanding and his success is enhanced by the fact that he plays a female
character and he is cross-dressed:

Maria, played by Yakimov, was met with unbelieving silence. Wearing false
eyelashes, a blond wig, a print dress and sun-bonnet, he looked like a wolf
disguised as Red Riding Hood’s grandmother, but a wolf imitating outrageous,
salacious girlhood. When he tripped to the footlights, put forefinger to chin and

curtsied, a howl rose from the back of the hangar. The men, who had
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respectfully applauded the real women, were released into a furore of bawdry
by the travesty of femininity. Yakimov acknowledged the shouts and whistles
by fluttering his eyelashes. The howls were renewed. A full three minutes
passed before anyone could speak. [...] While Yakimov held the stage, there
was a cross-talk of ribaldry between actors and audience. Maria’s violent death
brought a sense of loss to both. (859-860)
Maria Marten deals with the assassination of a young woman, shot dead by her lover and then
buried in a barn. Even though the plot is dramatic, Yakimov’s appearance and his interaction
with the public provoke entertainment and laughter. The fact that the representation of the
violent murder of Maria Marten provokes hilarity may be startling: McLoughlin states that
“prima facie, war is agelastic [mirthless]” (165), and in this respect, murder is arguably
comparable to war.

Another startling example of laughter in response to a dramatic situation in the
trilogies is found in The Sum of Things, the third volume of The Levant Trilogy, when Simon
is in hospital and he cannot feel his legs. After the doctor examines him, Simon asks:

‘It’ll mend, won’t it, doc?’
‘It’s a question of time,” the doctor said and Simon, taking that to mean his
paralysis was temporary, burst out laughing. When the doctor raised his brows,
Simon said, ‘I was thinking of my driver, Crosbie. He looked so funny going
up into the air.’
At Helwan, he was still laughing. Everything about his condition made him
laugh. (382 -383)
It 1s initially shocking that Simon laughs at Crosbie’s death and at his own paralysis, for there
is nothing funny about either. However, McLoughlin explains that “laughter is not necessarily

incompatible with high seriousness”, and adds that it can be the result of “an appreciation of
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the funny”, but it can also express “superiority, relief, a recognition of incongruity, hostility
and aggression, embarrassment, pleasure, anxiety, murderous violence [...], subversion,
camaraderie, sympathy, moral seriousness, sentimentality, absent-mindedness or radical
criticism” (166). Therefore, the laughter of Manning’s RAF soldiers watching Maria Marten’s
violent death and of Simon is used as a way of expressing feelings of anxiety and violence.
According to McLoughlin, the laughter shown and aroused by war writing is “the risposte to
the impression that war makes no sense” (167). This impression “is primarily a result of the
vast disparity between the military endeavour and the individual caught up in it” (167). To
this, she adds that the “God” of the war zone “is the war machine — the regimen of rules and
requirements that runs apparently regardless of human needs and very often counter them.
The war machine ensures not only that the war zone makes no sense, but that it makes more
no sense than does nonsense outside the zone. Accordingly, the laughter it finally evokes is
[...] mirthless and nihilistic” (168). Of course, the most basic human need and instinct is
survival, and being involved in a war poses this at high risk. Being in the war zone opposes
this human need, and therefore it makes ‘no sense’, to use McLoughlin’s words. In addition,
there are radical differences between the war machine’s aspirations and what actually
happens, which can create a comic effect. Interestingly enough, Manning refers to this in
Friends and Heroes:
The war was, in its way, comic, but no one imagined it would remain comic for
long. The Italians had behind them the weight of Axis armour. Beneath all the
humour was the fear that the Greek line would break suddenly and the enemy
arrive overnight. (721)
The main features of the war zone will be explained in greater depth in chapter three.
As stated, Yakimov offers entertainment and provokes laughter, but he is not only a

source of humour in his role of the Fool: there is also a tragicomic irony around him aroused
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by the contrast between his aspirations in life and reality, between his past and his present. In
the past, Yakimov and his partner Dollie used to enjoy an opulent life and they would often
throw big parties to entertain the high society. He had his Hispano-Suiza, a very luxurious car,
and he was known as Prince Yakimov. But when Dollie died he was left with only a few
possessions and no income, and all he keeps from that glorious past now is his coat. He is
penniless and has to rely on mercy of others to get credit for food and alcohol, he only attends
parties when someone invites him, and for a period of time he cannot even pay for a room so
the Pringles temporarily have to take him in. In exchange, he entertains others with his stories
of the better past. He makes a fool of himself and makes people laugh because it is all he has
to offer:
He sighed repeatedly, like a dog kept too long on trust, and at one point told the
world: ‘Haven’t had a bite today.” Placing his elbows on his knees, he buried
his face in his hands and his thoughts wandered. There had been a time when
he could dress up into an anecdote every incident of his life. Every situation
became a comic situation. He had, he supposed, a gift for it. In those days he
had entertained for the sake of entertaining. It delighted him to be the centre of
attention. When times changed, he had entertained for any reward he could get.
He told himself: ‘Poor old Yaki has to sing for his supper.” Now he had lost
interest in anecdotes. He felt no great inclination to entertain anyone. This
working for food and drink was exhausting him. He only wanted sustenance
and peace. (Manning, BT 80)
The role of the Fool is imposed on him by his sad circumstances: he used to be Prince
Yakimov, now, ironically enough, he is just a buffoon who “has to sing for his supper”. In
fact, even his death marks him as a proper Fool. Towards the end of the last volume of The

Balkan Trilogy, the air-raid sirens sound when Yakimov, the Pringles and other British people
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are having dinner at a hotel, and they all go to the terrace and wait for the All Clear. Tandy,
one of Guy’s acquaintances, decides to exercise himself “marching with a military strut”
while smoking a cigarette. Yakimov “felt bound to imitate his companion” (999-1000). So
Tandy is impersonating a soldier’s march and Yakimov, probably intending to entertain
everyone else with the show, decides to mimic him. However, their voices catch the attention
of the police:
As Yakimov drew on his cigarette, they shouted a command which no one but
Alan Frewen understood. Yakimov drew again and the command was repeated.
Alan raised himself in his chair, saying urgently: ‘They’re telling you to put out
that cigarette,” but he spoke too late. The police were armed. One drew his
revolver and fired. Tandy ducked and Yakimov folded slowly. He said in a
whisper of puzzled protest: ‘Dear boy!” and collapsed to the ground. His face
retained the expression of his words. (1000)
Fools often mimic the way authority behaves, which is exactly what Yakimov is doing by
imitating a soldier marching when the police shoot him dead by accident (the police officer
only wanted to frighten him), and his last words are “Dear boy!”, which is his catch phrase
throughout the three novels. It seems ironic that he was never a soldier and in fact his attitude
was always that of a coward, yet he is killed while imitating a soldier’s march. And just as the
dead bodies of soldiers are left or abandoned on the battlefield, so does his corpse lie
unmourned in a hotel bathroom waiting to be buried:
One of the police handed back Yakimov’s passport and gave a salute and a
little bow. The English would be troubled no further. The victim was free to go
to his grave. The manager agreed to let the body rest for the night in one of the
hotel bathrooms. The four friends followed as it was carried away from the

terrace and placed on a bathroom floor. As the door was locked upon it, the all
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clear sounded. The manager, offering his commiserations, shook hands all
round and the English party left the hotel. (1002)
Even though they die for completely different reasons, here again Yakimov’s death partly
echoes Shakespeare’s Falstaff’s. Falstaff’s corpse is not properly mourned and buried, and
similarly, because the British group have their own agenda (most of them are leaving Athens
the following day), Yakimov’s corpse is left alone on the bathroom floor.

It has been shown that, as McLoughlin states, one possible way to show singularity
and achieve noticeability in war fiction is to present war and the war narrator in a comic way
or following the comic tradition, and, as shocking as it may seem initially, humour and
laughter are often part of this, even when laughter is not a reaction to an appreciation of a
funny situation. Manning introduces this comic tradition too mainly through the character of
Yakimov by presenting him as a Fool-like character in every possible way: he acts as a war
reporter but his skills are downplayed and he fails at this job; he is marked physically by his
singular appearance and his singular voice; he is an entertainer and a raconteur in exchange
for food, alcohol and shelter; he performs in plays on several occasions to entertain the
intellectual elite and the army; and he even dies while mimicking authority to entertain others,

which is what fools often do.

2.3.2. AUTHORITATIVENESS AND CREDIBILITY

It 1s important for writers that the war narration or narrator is noticeable if they want
their account to be considered. But in addition to these, there are other strategies or qualities
which are often present in war writing: authoritativeness and credibility are key too for news
about the war to be believed and accepted. According to McLoughlin, “one source of
authoritativeness is the data itself, in a complex interplay with the manner of its delivery. The
unadorned truth (complex though that is as a concept) delivered frankly and with attention

drawn to the frankness conveys a kind of auto-reliability” (38). And this truthful data is
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directly related to another of the sources of authority and credibility, perhaps the most
obvious and important one, which is first-hand experience: “The eye-witness offers the
epistemological guarantee you can believe it because I saw it happen” (42). Rawlinson also
emphasises the idea that first-hand experience of the conflict seems to be the only way to give
the narration authentication and to tackle these difficulties of representing war in literature.
The scholar claims that “[o]nly experience can reinstate art’s witness when war opens a gap
between the world and the representation of that world” (10). Obviously, and as McLoughlin
explains, the idea that direct experience of war is a requisite to write about it posed additional
difficulties to women writers, who could not know what war was like in the battlefield and
who could only gain access to material working as nurses and other similar jobs. The scholar
notes that women were often not taken seriously as war writers (3), and claims that war
writing should not be identified “as that written by a combatant, produced contemporaneously
or related to events on the battlefield” but rather as that which deals with “the extreme
experiences (dying, killing, injury, pain, loss, displacement, familial and national upheaval,
etc.)” caused by war (10). What is more, McLoughlin states that since war strikes everyone,
“the war reporter is potentially everywhere and everyone” (26), and she reinforces this idea
by explaining that:
battle is a unique order of experience, able to confer a particular authority on
those who have undergone and seek to represent it. (And, it should be said,
experiences such as living as a civilian in a city under bombardment and war-
caused bereavement, loss and displacement are also unique experiences,
conferring similar authority). (43)
War, therefore, should not be understood as actual fighting isolated from politics, language
and society. In relation to this, Rawlinson suggests that one “should recall the plurality of

discourses in which war experience is symbolised and note that official agencies of
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information, no less than creative writers, must wrestle with both the history and the currency
of particular symbols to make their meanings” (21). To this, and referring now to World War
II exclusively, he adds:
[1]f the iconography of the Western Front of 1914-1918 still permits us to
envisage the spatial and demographic demarcations of a battlefield, the global
extent of the Second World War — in which seemingly everyone was both a
target and a belligerent producer — overwhelms the habits of cognitive mapping
based on traditional figures for the contest of arms. (23)
One can recall Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who stated in one of his speeches in August
1940 when talking about World War II: “[t]he whole of the warring nations are engaged, not
only soldiers, but the entire population, men, women and children. The fronts are
everywhere” (qtd. in Rawlinson 31).

This idea of World War II being a global war is aptly summarised on the cover of
Beevor’s The Second World War (2012) with the statement “no human life untouched” (see
fig. 8). The war was global not only geographically speaking, but also in terms of the vast
number of people involved in it in many different ways, who witnessed its development, and
could therefore write about it. As has been stated in the introductory chapter, Manning had
direct experience of the Second World War from its outbreak to its end in the Balkan and
Levant countries. In relation to this, in a BBC radio programme entitled ‘Never a Day without
a Line’, which was broadcast on November 21st 1981 on Radio 3, the Irish poet Derek
Mahon explains how Manning was lucky to find herself in Bucharest, in his words “a peculiar
and unlikely spot”, when the war started because it gave her a unique advantage as a writer
and a lot of first hand experience which no other (British) writer had in that same place.
Mahon comments on how she “used this exotic setting ... and made the most of it” and adds

that Manning’s Bucharest “is a world of its own and a unique documentary record”: she had
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the first-hand experience and described this exotic setting, a gallery of extraordinary types,
the political upheaval, revolution and invasion. However, it is obvious that Manning, being a
woman, could not possibly have had first hand experience of life in the battlefield; thus, the
chapters narrated indirectly by the soldier Simon Boulderstone are not based on the writer’s
experience, but on what the people who fought in Egypt told her. In this same radio
programme, Francis King, British writer and close friend of Manning, explained that she had
a friend who had fought in the war, and that it must have been him who told her all the details

about life in the battlefield.
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2.3.3. THE FIGURE OF THE FICTIONAL WITNESS
It 1s important that writers have direct experience of the war they write about, and it is
unquestionable that Manning had it. But Rawlinson and McLoughlin take this a step further
and they explain that often the war narrator takes on the role of witness who portrays what
they see and experience. As Rawlinson explains:
[t]he human subject of the twentieth-century war literature is not a hero but a
witness, and its archetypal narrative pattern is the exposure of illusions rather
than the celebration of deeds of arms. This subject is not exemplary of his
culture, but alien to it (though that outsider status became representative). (11)
Rawlinson claims that the traditionally epic discourses which glorified or justified war as the
means of re-establishing justice and honour were put into question with some of the poems of
the Great War. In particular, Wilfred Owen’s ‘Strange Meeting’ (1918) and to a greater extent
Keith Douglas’s ‘Vergissmeinnicht’ (1943) seem to have been key in this new perception of
the war poet as a victim who represents the materiality of war in a detached way. Owen’s
poem demystifies the binary friend-foe by recognising the enemy as victim too: the two
characters of the poem meet, both dead, and one recognises the other as his killer, but he still
regards him as a friend, someone who, in his words, has gone through “the pity of war” too.
He tells him: “‘Strange, friend,’ I said, ‘Here is no cause to mourn. / [...] ‘I am the enemy you
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killed, my friend. / [...] Let us sleep now...”” (Owen 160). Douglas’s poem goes a step
further and even dehumanises the dead body of a German soldier, which is presented as meat:
the narrator of the poem has found the corpse of a German soldier who carries with him a
photograph of his girlfriend, and he reflects on how the girl would be sad to see “how on his
skin the swart flies move; / the dust upon the paper eye / and the burst stomach like a cave”

(Douglas 111). According to Rawlinson, the cruelty and crudity of war can only be

represented in a cold, unemotional way:
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[W]ar writing as documentary and as witness 1s qualified by
acknowledgements of war’s resistance to representation. On one argument, the
resources of culture lag behind innovative technologies of destruction. Paul
Fussell draws on modern war writing’s rhetoric of disillusionment when he
presents the optimistic inadequacy of contemporaneous images of war as an
inverse index of war’s abhorrent character. War and culture are posited as
antithetical. (9)

In fact, this idea of the war narrator being a witness rather than a hero and the disbelief
in violence and war might not be a novelty of twentieth century epic writings as Rawlinson
claims. In “Epic and Novel” (1940), Bakhtin traces the origins of the novel in several
Classical Greek serio-comical texts and refers to a theory of the novel formulated by Hegel
which states that “the hero of a novel should not be ‘heroic’ in either the epic or the tragic
sense of the word” (10). Bakhtin explains that “one of the basic internal themes of the novel is
precisely the theme of the hero’s inadequacy to his fate or his situation” (37), and he adds that
“personal experience and free creative imagination” are central to the novel (39). Therefore
the questioning of epic heroism lies at the core of the novel as a genre. Also, in The Novels of
Walter Scott and his Literary Relations: Mary Brunton, Susan Ferrier and Christian
Johnstone (2013), Andrew Monnickendam argues that Scott, who is considered the father of
the historical novel, was already sceptic about war and military action: “Military glory is
questioned in the first book of The lliad, so Scott is hardly an original in the field, but the
oddity resides in such scepticism being located in the foundational historical novel which
inspired a large corpus of Victorian epic poems and much European fiction” (171).

Manning, too, questions epic heroism, not only through Harriet’s continuous portrayal
of the devastating effects of war for soldiers and civilians, but also through Guy’s production

of Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida in The Great Fortune. Shakespeare’s tragedy narrates
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the later years of the Trojan War, and follows the plotline of a part of Homer’s The Illiad. In
Manning’s novel, when the rehearsals of the play are taking place, Guy lectures the cast about
the character of Achilles, who chose a short life of glory instead of a long life in peaceful
obscurity: “[iln Homer, Guy was saying, Achilles was the ideal of the military hero: but
Shakespeare, whose sympathies had been with the Trojans, had depicted him as a fascist
whose feats were performed by fascist thugs” (Manning, BT 278). Guy links Achilles (and by
extension the Greek army he fought in) with fascism, and therefore, if one draws a parallel
between the Trojan War fought in the play and the Second World War fought in the novel, it
seems Achilles’ Greek army represents the Axis powers, and the Trojan army represents the
Allied forces.
Jeffrey Meyers also analyses the significance of Troilus and Cressida within The
Great Fortune, and he states that Shakespeare’s tragedy
portrays a bitterly anti-heroic and cynical view of love and war, a world where
deeply flawed human beings determine the fate of whole civilizations. The
play provides a dramatic analogy to the lives of the fictional characters in the
novel and imposes aesthetic order on political chaos. The rehearsals draw all
the disparate characters together, allow them to interact, and distract them from
their fears about the war in Europe and the impending invasion of Romania.
Yet the play also focuses our minds on the destruction and displacement we
know is going to happen. (27)
Indeed, as historical events unfold in 7he Great Fortune, the symbolic significance of Guy’s
production becomes more apparent, yet, as Meyers suggests, the characters who perform in
the play are temporarily oblivious of the war. Even Harriet notes how the production of the
play has alleviated tension in those who participate in it: “[w]hen they entered the theatre,

they entered an atmosphere so removed from the outside tension that it might have been that
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of another planet. [...] People were hurrying about, all, it seemed, so hypnotised by Guy and
his production that reality had lost substance for them” (Manning, B7 297). But this play, too,
anticipates for readers what is going to happen in the novel. At the end of Shakespeare’s
Troilus and Cressida Troy is about to fall to the Greeks, which seems premonitory, as when
the evening performance of the tragedy finishes, the English expats learn that Paris has fallen
to the German troops. The fall of Paris, in turn, seems presaging and ominous for Bucharest,
since the day before the opening performance of Shakespeare’s play, Clarence, who is in
charge of the English propaganda bureau, describes Bucharest to Harriet as “[t]he Paris of the
East” (Manning, BT 297). With Paris fallen to the Nazi troops, everything seems to indicate,
there is no hope left for Bucharest.

It seems clear, thus, that Manning follows the tradition of presenting war as non-heroic
which Bakhtin identifies already in the origins of the novel, Monnickendam recognises in
Scott and Rawlinson claims is evident in some of the poems of the Great War. And taking
into consideration the importance of the role of the detached witness in war writing, and the
importance of first hand experience of conflict, there have been a number of scholars who
have also asserted that Manning’s first hand experiences on the war give her validity as a
witness and who praise her work as outstanding historical fiction. Lassner, for example, states
that Manning’s World War II novels, such as Artist Among the Missing, School for Love, The
Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy:

establish her ‘as historical witness’ not only to Nazi conquest and decisive
battles on two continents, but to the war’s relationship to the end of Empire
(Mooney 1982, 41). Resonant with a complex range of responses and wartime
experience in Europe and in the Middle East, these novels represent historical
witness as multivocal and dialogic. (Colonial Strangers 19)

Following this same idea, Treglown also praised Manning’s work:
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The steady rise of Nazism in Romania, the destructive impact of Dunkirk on
foreigners’ confidence in the British, the antagonists’ rapidly changing fortunes
in Greece, North Africa and the Middle East, stream after stream of refugees:
no other novelist has described these crucial arenas of the war with such scope
and immediacy. (151)
And the most recent and outstanding scholar who has given proof that Manning had direct
experience of the Second World War and was therefore a reliable witness 1s David in Olivia
Manning: a Woman at War (2013). As has been stated in the introductory chapter, David
outlines the many parallels between Manning and her work, and pinpoints the similarities
between the writer and her husband and Harriet and Guy Pringle. Indeed, Harriet and Guy are
clearly based on Olivia Manning herself and her husband Reggie Smith, and many of the
scenes reproduced in the novels were actually lived by the real couple. However, it seems to
me that it is now necessary to move past these autobiographical connections between
Manning’s life and her works in order to analyse the writer’s skills as a narrator of war and to
examine the different fictional witnesses of war in The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant
Trilogy.

All throughout Manning’s two war trilogies, readers learn about the start and
development of the Second World War in Romania, Greece, Egypt and in some Levant
countries as experienced by the three main characters: Harriet Pringle, an English young wife
who follows her husband as the German armies approach them; Guy Pringle, who works as a
lecturer for the British Legation; and Simon Boulderstone, a young British soldier who fights
the Germans in Egypt. The narrating voice is always limited omniscient third person: it
portrays Harriet’s viewpoint almost exclusively in The Balkan Trilogy (with the exception of
a few passages, which expose Yakimov’s thoughts), and it shifts from Harriet’s point of view

to Simon’s in The Levant Trilogy. Therefore, and even though the narrator never uses the first
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person, war is portrayed mainly from the point of view of a female civilian and of a soldier.
What is more, even though the narrating voice does not expose Guy’s thoughts and ideas
directly, readers are shown his standpoint as a male civilian through Harriet’s words, thoughts
and ideas. The way these three characters live and perceive war is obviously different due to
their very different setting and social arena; thus, they need to be examined to see who of the
three proves to be a more reliable witness of World War Il and a better (fictional) indirect
narrator of war. To do this, I will take McLoughlin’s statement that “swiftness and reliability
[...], noticeability, authoritativeness, accountability and credibility” are some of the qualities
desired for effective war reporting as a starting point (26).

Harriet Pringle is the protagonist, heroine and main indirect narrator of the two
trilogies. She follows her husband to Romania on the eve of the Second World War, and later
on they have to flee to Athens, Egypt and the Levant countries; thus, Harriet witnesses the
start, development and consequences of the war. Although she has several acquaintances
throughout the six novels who are soldiers or women doing paramilitary service, she always
remains a civilian and she never experiences armed conflict as such. Through her, readers are
not exposed to the development of war in the battlefield, but instead to what World War 11
meant for many civilians in the Balkans. Already in the first volume of the first trilogy,
Meyers notes, Harriet “stresses the prevailing uncertainty and the sense of imminent disaster”
(22), and indeed, she soon announces that “the only thing certain is that nothing is certain”
(Manning, BT 86). In this atmosphere of insecurity, Harriet observes and recounts the
destruction of cities and the gradual decay and increase in poverty in the cities she lives in
brought about by the war: at the beginning of The Great Fortune, Harriet arrives in a
Bucharest where food, alcohol and parties are abundant for the rich people in the country and
foreigners, especially for the British. However, as the Second World War develops, food and

alcohol become scarce:
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There were now four meatless days in a week, but even on the other days meat
was hard to find. Despina [the Pringles’ housemaid] would be away for two or
three hours queuing at market stalls and often, on returning, would hold out,
with a dramatic gesture, her empty basket. ‘In the market today, no sugar, no
coffee, no meat, no fish, no eggs. Nothing, nothing.” Watching the processions,
the daily pageantry amid utter confusion, it seemed to Harriet that the whole
country had succumbed, without any sort of resistance, to lunatic autocracy.
(Manning, BT 536)

It is via Harriet too that readers learn about public and political matters such as shifts
in the political and international interests of the Balkan countries she stays in. In the first
chapter of the second volume of The Balkan Trilogy, Russia demands that Romania returns
Bessarabia and a segment of the Bukovina, and readers are told about the reception of this
ultimatum in Bucharest: “Within minutes of its reception in the hotel, the news reached the
crowded streets and passed to restaurants and cafés. Apprehensions quickened at once into
ferment, for panic was an incipient condition in the capital. People became possessed by an
hysteria of alarm” (322). Many Romanian people seemed to blame the British for their
misfortunes and resented that Britain, which had once secured Romania, did nothing to help
them now:

Harriet looked uneasily about her. When, ten months before, she had first
arrived in Bucharest, the British here had been respected: now, on the losing
side, they were respected no longer. She half feared actual attack — but no
attack came. [...] Unwilling to show fear by taking themselves off, the Pringles
sat still amid a hubbub which suddenly changed its tenor. A man had risen and
[...] asked if their fears might not be premature. It was true that the British

could do nothing for Rumania, but what of Hitler? Hadn’t the King recently
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changed his allegiance? He could now call on German aid. When the Fiihrer
heard of this ultimatum, he would force Stalin to withdraw it. (323)
This fragment exposes the shifts in international affairs and interests of Romania, how fragile
sympathies could be, and how these could affect the British people in the Balkan countries. It
also discloses how Romanian people were seeking international protection regardless of
where it came from.

As a witness and reporting figure, Harriet achieves noticeability simply by the fact that
she is a woman; as McLoughlin explains, “women are immediately singular when they enter
the male-dominated war zone but, as carriers of information about conflict, they cannot count
on an easy reception” (32). But the scholar adds that the initial dubious acceptance of
information (or of the carrier of information) is later annulled by authoritativeness and
credibility, which, according to McLoughlin, are key elements to ensure that the information
delivered by the reporting figure will be accepted. The scholar adds that ‘“the former
guarantees the recipient that the information can be trusted, the latter ensures that it is
believed, but the two overlap as reliability itself contributes to believability” (38). As has
been explained in the previous subsection, McLoughlin states that truthful data delivered
frankly is a source of authoritativeness (38).

Harriet never works as a war reporter as such, but she is well acquainted with people
who work at the British Legation and at the British Information Bureau, she keeps herself
informed of the military advances of both the Allied and the Axis powers on an almost daily
basis, and in fact, she works at the Information Office for a while when they are in Athens.
Also, when in Cairo, Harriet works for over a year as Assistant Press Officer for the
American Embassy: “by then, she had become [...] knowledgeable about the war [...]. She
was generally held to have inside information and people would stop her in the street to ask

for news” (Manning, L7 71). In addition to being well informed (as well informed as anyone
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not belonging to the top military leadership could ever be, in any case), Harriet is a realist, a
good, clever listener, and a very keen and meticulous observer of the world around her. And
this is, according to McLoughlin, key too: “First-hand experience or autopsy is indeed the
crucial ingredient of authority, legitimacy and credibility in war reporting” (42). Thus, Harriet
being a woman does not stop readers from receiving the information she delivers as
trustworthy. In fact, it is Harriet who observes the effects of war on the military men who
have been in active service. Right before the Pringles and the other British are forced to leave
Athens for Egypt (they are in real, impending danger), Harriet reports the humiliation and
misery of the Greek soldiers who are now back in Athens:
She had been told that many of the men had no weapons, yet, like riderless
horses in a race, they had gone instinctively into the fight. Starving, frost-
bitten, infested with lice, stupefied by cold, and they had endured and suffered
simply because their comrades endured and suffered. The enemy had not had
much hand in killing them. They had died mostly from frost-bite and cold.
The men she had seen, the survivors, had undergone more than any man should
be asked to undergo. They had triumphed and at last, unjustly defeated, here
they were wandering back, lost in their own city, begging for bread. (Manning,
BT 1016)
This reflection Harriet makes on the reality of soldiers who died in the battlefield and of the
returning soldiers who survived complements a fragment in the section ‘War as a War
Reporter’, in which Harriet describes soldiers as gaunt, and it is highly reminiscent of the
reports the American journalist Marguerite Higgins wrote on the war when she was sent to
inspect the European combat zone in 1945. Only twenty-four at the time, Higgins was eager
to witness the war directly. However, as Fussell explains in Wartime, what she encountered

was a
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‘mosaic of misery’ [...] Cities ruined and stinking. Dead bodies everywhere,
some mangled or torn apart, [...]. ‘More awful were the wounded, many her
own age or younger. Some were blinded, others cruelly disfigured. ... Many
people had lost hands or feet to frostbite.” The faces of the Allied soldiers
which she had expected to register a degree, at least, of satisfaction over their
victories were only ‘weary’ and ‘bitter’. (12)
Both Manning’s indirect narrator Harriet and journalist Higgins portray the shocking
difference between their expectations and reality, and both mention dead soldiers, the effects
of frostbite and the humiliation of the survivors. Whether or not Manning was familiar with
Higgins’ reports on the war when she wrote The Balkan Trilogy is unknown, but in any case
the fact that her Harriet describes the fighting men similarly to actual journalists who had seen
them gives her, to use McLoughlin’s terms, authoritativeness and credibility.

What is more, it can be argued that Harriet’s qualities as a witness and credible
reporting figure are enhanced whenever her husband, Guy Pringle, is present. Guy is not a
narrating voice neither in The Balkan Trilogy nor in The Levant Trilogy, but through Harriet
and most importantly due to an extensive presence of dialogue in the novels, readers are
exposed to his vision and reflections on war. Guy is a young communist at heart, and he
believes World War 11 is being fought for a fair cause. He cannot join the army because he is
short-sighted, so in an unconscious attempt to making up for this, he engages in all sorts of
apparently ridiculous activities which make him feel he is contributing to the war effort: for
example, he organises and directs a production of Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida for the
intellectual elite in Romania, and he arranges a production of Maria Marten and several
sketches of other plays that the British elite in Athens perform for the R.A.F.

Guy Pringle fits perfectly into the stereotype of the prototypical left-wing intellectual

of the 1930s: he builds his life around his books and his acquaintances, whom he meets to
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discuss philosophical and political ideas, and he sees the world around him through rose-
tinted glasses. He is an idealist and an optimist at heart, and this often prevents him from
seeing and understanding what the war really is about. Guy lives immersed in his own
intellectual world, whereas Harriet is much more aware and critical of the world around her,
and this opposition enhances her authoritativeness as a reporting figure. At one point, when
the Pringles are still in Athens, an anti-aircraft gun is placed behind the villa where they live.
When Guy arrives to the villa he finds Harriet, who had been in the bath when the new gun
opened up, crouching naked under the stairs in utter fear. They realise they need to leave
Athens because they are in danger, so they start packing their things:

“Harriet mended clothes while Guy sat over his books, contemplating a lecture

on the thesis: ‘A work of art must contain in itself the reason why it is so, and

not otherwise.’

‘Who said that?’ Harriet asked.

‘Coleridge.’

‘Does life contain in itself the reason why it is so, and not otherwise?’

‘If it doesn’t, nothing does.’

‘But you think it does?’

‘It must do.”

‘You’re becoming a mystic,” she said and after a long pause, added: ‘There are

so many dead bodies in the ruins of Belgrade, people have stopped trying to

bury them. They just cover them with flowers.””” (Manning, BT 976)
This fragment shows the very different responses to war of Guy and his wife Harriet. Right
after they have just been in direct and real danger, in the middle of a devastating war that 1s
bringing death, poverty and hunger to many, Guy goes back to his own intellectual world,

thinking of a possible lecture inspired by a quotation by Coleridge, while Harriet is thinking
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of the dead in Belgrade while she packs their things to take a refugee boat to Egypt. Guy’s
attitude is reminiscent of that fostered by the government and by many intellectuals in Britain
during the war. In Wartime, Fussell explains that during the war, the BBC broadcast
programmes with speakers such as George Orwell, Forster, T. S. Eliot, Cyril Connolly or
Louise MacNeice, as well as well-known authors. The idea behind this was that the war
should not be allowed to eradicate the intellectual and artistic worlds, so for example, Fussell
explains, “on September 17, 1942, while Russians and Germans were fighting hand-to-hand
at Stalingrad and Japanese soldiers were being massacred on New Guinea and Guadalcanal,
the Home Service brought listeners a talk on James Boswell by William Beattie” (184). It
seems that the British intelligentsia, represented by Guy in Manning’s trilogies, chose to
remain alien to the war to focus on their intellectual world as in an attempt to preserve it. This
self-alienation, it can be argued, invalidates Guy as a trustworthy war narrator.

Probably with the intention of showing a completely different experience of the war to
Harriet’s or Guy’s, Manning also made Simon Boulderstone one of the main characters and
narrating voices in The Levant Trilogy (he is not a character in The Balkan Trilogy). He is a
young Briton who, following his brother’s steps, has joined the British army to fight the
Germans in Egypt. He meets Harriet and Guy upon his arrival in El Cairo, before he actually
joins the other soldiers, and their paths intertwine on several occasions all throughout the
trilogy.

It has already been stated in the section ‘War’s Resistance to Literary Representation’
that the First World War and the literature it produced was an important reference point for
most twentieth-century war writing. It is not surprising, then, that the experience of Simon as
a soldier seems to follow almost exactly that of most soldiers in World War I as described by
Walter. Walter summarises the experience of the Great War Soldier Poets in five major

stages: firstly, there is the “response to the outbreak of the war and the experiences of those
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ordinary men who ‘answered the call’ and quickly found themselves in khaki” (xxxvii).
Secondly, Soldier Poets explored some central aspects of ordinary life on the front. The third
stage is a realisation of “the harsh realities of armed conflict”, of death and suffering
(xxxviiil). Then, there is usually a period of inner tension between life before and during or
after the war. Many soldiers thought of their pre-war lives and personal relationships as
belonging to a distant past, while at the same time they were well aware of the horrors of their
present life too. The final stage is that of assimilating peace, the end of the war and its
aftermath (xxxix).

Likewise, Simon is a young man, inexperienced in life and war, who sees himself
fighting in Egypt for the British cause. At first he explores Egypt and life as a soldier with
curiosity. Of course, the day before he actually joins the war he feels anxious: “[he] asked
himself what on earth he was doing, going off like this into the unknown? Then, it came to
him that, though he was vulnerable, he was not alone. He was a man among other men who, if
they had to act, would act together” (Manning, LT 46) Despite the fact that he feels
apprehension about not knowing what awaits him, he is appeased by the thought he will
belong to a group, and he relies on their spirit of camaraderie. Simon seems to regard war as
heroic and epic, he feels the excitement of the war, and the desire to be in the front line where
there is action.

But soon he faces the second stage of experience as a soldier as described by Walter
and he faces the reality of war; in addition, he discovers the routines of ordinary life for
soldiers in the desert. He realises, for example, the great amount of time soldiers spent
waiting, often with nothing to do: “Simon [ordered the men] to get spades from the lorries and
dig slit trenches.[...] The trenches were completed in an hour and their occupants, again with
nothing to do, stood deep in them, resting their arms on the sand, bored by their own

inactivity and envious of the activity of others” (85). Sleep, he learns, “could be bliss. [...]
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Sleep devoured boredom. Sleep devoured time” (119). Soon, the reality of war becomes his
only reality, and he forgets about his previous civilian life: “the people he had met seemed to
him beings of an unreal world. He now knew the real world was the fighting world where his
companions had a substance and significance that set them apart from the rest of mankind”
(123).

Simon also sees death and destruction around him (which corresponds with Walter’s
explanation of the third stage). The first time some of his friends die in the battlefield, he
wonders “how he could live without them” (158). But he soon realises death is all around
him, and he learns to detach himself from other fellow soldiers: “[Fielding] and Simon, being
concomitants, should have been friends but Simon was becoming wary of friendship. His
instinct was to avoid any relationship that could again inflict on him the desolation of loss”
(195). He even loses his own brother, Hugo, in the battlefield.

Soon after that Simon is promoted in military rank and he is appointed liaison officer.

He is seriously wounded when a land mine explodes under his jeep in El Alamain (see fig. 9).

Fig. 9. Chetwyn
(Sgt). The Campaign
in North Africa 1940
— 1943: El Alamain
1942. This picture
shows a column of
sand raised by a near
miss near a British
heavy tank, and it is
reminiscent of
Simon’s description
of how the ground,
the sand, rises under
his jeep in the
explosion of the land
mine.

© IWM ([MO]]
FLM 1251)
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He is forced to spend some months on leave at a hospital. This halt in his life on the front
causes tension and anxiety in him, he feels alienated from everyone and everything he has
ever known, he knows this war has destroyed his life, but at the same time he is eager to go
back to action. This tension between life before and during or after the war parallels Walter’s
description of the fourth stage lived by First World War poets. When still on recovery, Simon
is informed of some advances of the war: “Simon had to realize that while he had been lying
there disabled, the fighting had moved a long way west. He felt resentful that he had been left
behind and he was eager to be back in the desert” (441). Simon feels war is his only reality,
and when Guy suggests that he starts studying to be prepared for his future civilian life
(Simon had been accepted at a teacher’s training college before the war started), Simon
refuses: “‘But I don’t want to return to civilian life. The army’s my life. All I want now is to
get back into the fight. Out there no one thinks of the future because, well, there may not be
any future’” (443).

The fifth and final stage that Walter defines is that of assimilating peace, but The Sum
of Things ends with the war unfinished, and the last thing we read about Simon is that he is
declared fit for active service again, and as a full lieutenant he is sent to Leros, a Greek island.
Bearing in mind the trilogies were published long after the war had finished, Manning’s
readers could therefore surmise Simon would not probably have had a chance of ‘assimilating
peace’, as the British were badly defeated at Leros and suffered heavy losses — the feeling,
therefore, is that Simon probably died there.

Walter explains that after Rupert Brooke’s death, “the fact of whether or not the author
had seen active service became” as important as whether the poem “expressed the right kind
of sentiment” (xvi), and as mentioned previously, McLoughlin also claims that personal

experience provides the war reporter with authoritativeness and credibility. If having seen
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active service is what determines who is a reliable narrator of war, then Simon Boulderstone
certainly is one. The following excerpt shows his reflections on the war as a soldier:
As the sun topped the horizon, the first, subtle light of day swept like a wave
over the desert and about him, and passed on, lighting desert and more desert,
miles of desert that had once been no-man’s-land. He was not sure now
whether the division’s objective had been Kidney Ridge or the Miteiriya but it
was in no-man’s-land that Hugo had died. He had bled to death like the dead
left behind by the battle and perhaps he had lain here, on this barren ground
that was now the field of victory.
Walking back among tanks as useless as the sand they stood on, stepping over
the bodies of lost young men, Simon asked, ‘Is this what Hugo died for? And
am [ to die for this?” There was no one to answer him and as he realised how
hungry he was, he forgot his own questions and started to run. (Manning, LT
281)
This description of Simon’s return to the camp after a battle is particularly powerful, as it
contrasts Simon’s almost unconscious questioning of the war (“Is this [a desert full of broken
tanks and dead bodies] what Hugo died for? And am I to die for this?”’) with his realisation of
a real, physical need for food, which makes him forget about war and the dead and rush to the
camp. I shall examine the way Simon relates to the desert and to his surroundings in more
depth in the next chapter.

It is also through Simon that Manning shows the way the army works and the
difficulties and lack of resources they have to deal with. Upon his arrival in Cairo, Simon
meets Major Perry. He asks about the current situation of the army, and the major confesses
there is a scarcity of supplies: “There’s a shortage of every bloody thing the army’s ever heard

of. You name it: we haven’t got it. Except men. Plenty of men but no equipment for them. No
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rifles, no tanks, no field guns. And the men are exhausted. Damn well had it” (13). The
situation seems ironic: there were, thus, a lot of men recruited and sent out to war, but when
they reached their destinations, they had no weapons to fight with.

As an actual soldier, Simon eyewitnesses and participates in the military conflict, so
his reliability, authoritativeness and credibility as a reporting figure are guaranteed. However,
precisely because he is a soldier on active service for most of the trilogy, his experience of the
war is limited, and therefore he cannot report what the war meant for all the civilians affected

by it.

2.4. CONCLUSIONS

As stated, war is so complex it defies narration, and writers have always struggled to
find ways to convey real war in their literary works. Previous studies of Manning’s trilogies
have already established and justified why both The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy
qualify as successful narrations of the Second World War, and the emphasis has been put
mainly on Manning’s personal experience of the war, and on the countless autobiographical
connections between the author’s life and acquaintances and the events and characters in the
novels.

Examining the novels regardless of Manning’s life, and applying the findings of
McLoughlin and Rawlinson to the trilogies, however, presents an alternative, more
convincing reading than the autobiographical ones, as it offers a study of the different ways in
which war as a theme is portrayed in Manning’s novels. It introduces an analysis of the way
war reports itself in the novels, and it also permits to analyse the narration of war of some
characters such as Simon’s, even if Manning herself did not experience life in the battlefield.

More importantly, analysing Manning’s narrating voices taking McLoughlin and Rawlinson’s
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ideas as a starting point explains why Harriet, a woman and a civilian, proves to be the most
reliable war narrator.

War is an inarticulate narrator in the trilogies, and it portrays itself though noise and
commotion, and also through the descriptions of surviving bodies, physical wounds and other
bodily symptoms which are signs and proof that conflict and battle are taking place. In
addition, war is also represented through articulate (indirect) narrators: Harriet and Simon
mainly, but also Yakimov and Guy to a lesser extent. Yakimov is presented comically as a
character, and this gives his account of the war singularity and noticeability. This humour
entertains readers, but at the same time it exposes more ‘serious’ matters, such as the
economic and moral decline of the old imperial aristocracy and the untrustworthiness of some
journalists at the time. Similarly, it is this comicality around the character of Yakimov too that
puts into question his credibility and authoritativeness as a reliable war narrator.

As a male soldier in active service for most of the time, Simon is undeniably a
noticeable and reliable narrator of war. However, his role as a soldier inevitably limits his
experience of the war to the military zone exclusively. Consequently, and considering that the
Second World War was a ‘total’ war, his account of war offers too limited a view.

Guy and Harriet are both civilians. Because she is a woman, Harriet immediately
achieves noticeability as a narrator of war, and because she is always well informed and has
first-hand experience of the war, she is accepted as a credible, accountable and authoritative
narrator of war. Guy is not a narrating voice in the trilogies, but through Harriet and through
the dialogues present in the novels readers are shown his viewpoint too. Guy fits perfectly
into the stereotype of the prototypical left-wing intellectual of the 1930s, he is an idealist and
he lives immersed in his own intellectual world. This often prevents him from noticing the
reality of the war around him, and therefore he cannot be considered a reliable war narrator.

This is a major point in Manning’s narration of war: the trilogies challenge the traditional
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assumption that war is a male domain. Simon’s view of things as a soldier and Guy’s as a
male civilian are presented as limited and not as the most reliable in terms of gender and
politics. Instead, it is Harriet’s viewpoint, that of a female civilian, which offers the most
thorough and credible account of World War I1.

Guy and Harriet’s outlook on life is completely different, and in fact, their contrasting
attitudes to war and to public events are already revealed in the first chapter of the first
volume of the trilogies, when they are on the train on their way to Bucharest. Harriet observes
the changing landscape all throughout the journey, but in contrast, Manning writes: “Guy was
too short-sighted to make much of the passing landscape, and he had to prepare his lectures”
(6). Guy’s short-sightedness can be claimed to be symbolic of his inability to be aware of his
surroundings, while Harriet’s role as a passenger on the train observing the changing
landscape is indicative of her role as a witness all throughout the trilogies. As Mooney claims,
“[i]t 1s Harriet’s intelligent mind, antic but dependable, which orders, often if only by
perception, the diverse experience of the novels, and Harriet’s mind is the mind of spirit”
(51). What is more, this passage exposes another feature of Harriet as a reporting figure: it can
be argued that her somehow passive position as a passenger watching the changing landscape
through the window announces the distant attitude Harriet has throughout the trilogies. On
myriad occasions she witnesses and recounts suffering, misery, injustice and hardship but she
does so as an outsider, and she does not seem to be distraught for long; instead, her thoughts
move on to something else which usually concerns her personal life only. Even though she
too goes through adversity during the war, Harriet’s position as a British citizen is somehow
privileged and she almost only establishes direct relationships with other British or European
citizens. This often distances her from the suffering of others, but this distance does not
prevent her from noticing what is happening around her. Her aloofness and lack of action

respond to with the prototypical war narrator of the first half of the twentieth century that
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Rawlinson describes, who, as has been explained previously at the beginning of this

subsection, remains distant from the events around them.
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CHAPTER 3: “A GLOBAL WAR. A WAR OF GLOBE-
TROTTERS. A TRAVELER’S WAR”'": THE BALKAN AND
LEVANT COUNTRIES IN OLIVIA MANNING’S FORTUNES

OF WAR

3.1. TRAVEL BOOKS AND WAR BOOKS

Fig. 10. Join the Army and See the
World. This is a recruiting poster
from the interwar period which
invites men to join the army so that
they can travel around the world.
Travel is thus presented as being part
of the military world.

© IWM (Art.IWM PST 13502)

While it is unquestionable that war is the main theme of Manning’s Fortunes of War,
travel inevitably plays a prominent part too. In fact, it seems travel has always been intrinsic

to the military world (see fig. 10). Manning’s main characters Guy and Harriet Pringle are

' Jacobs 1944 qtd. in Fussell, Abroad 218.
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forced to travel from Britain to Romania, later to Greece and then to Egypt because of the
war, and therefore the narration of place and travel is central in the trilogies. Mooney explains
that “place is paramount in the novels of The Balkan Trilogy; [...] we understand the
experience of the characters to be altogether inseparable from the two cities in which they
find themselves. And those places come to constitute, as we read, a time, a period, a history”
(40). Similarly, Goldsworthy affirms that “the most memorable characters of [Manning’s
Balkan] novels are not the stray British figures, but the two Balkan cities, Bucharest and
Athens, portrayed in the cold light of the war which was about to change them beyond
recognition” (203). Indeed, the depiction of landscape and recreation of cities is an important
part of the novels, and in fact the scholar Treglown affirms that “Manning too often lets travel
writing take over” (154). Scholar Patten also comments on Manning’s portrait of Bucharest
and on her detailed descriptions; in fact she recalls contemporary reviews of The Balkan
Trilogy which claimed that the colourful depiction of Bucharest was its most distinctive
characteristic (49). Patten also states that the closeness of Manning’s fiction to travel writing
i1s more than apparent too in the Romanian novels, where she clearly echoes
images and phrases from Sitwell’s Roumanian Journey |... first published in
1938] as elements of background material, and perhaps refers also to Derek
Patmore’s travelogue Invitation to Roumania, published in 1939. (58)

What exactly is travel writing, then? According to Fussell in Abroad (1980), it was a
very popular genre in the interwar period, and it remained so until the second half of the 30s,
when the Spanish Civil War started and the menace of an oncoming war in Europe was
gradually more and more evident. Fussell distinguishes travel books from guide books, and he
describes travel books as a “sub-species of memoir in which the autobiographical narrative
arises from the speaker’s encounter with distant or unfamiliar data, and in which the narrative

— unlike that in a novel or a romance — claims literal validity by constant reference to
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actuality” (203). Real travel and movement to unfamiliar places are of course ever present in
travel books, but romance is also an important element in the sense that “as in a romance, the
modern traveler leaves the familiar and predictable to wander, episodically, into the
unfamiliar and unknown, encouraging strange adventures, and finally, after travail and
ordeals, returns safely”'? (208). Fussell also identifies the pastoral as another powerful
element in many travel books, and he bases this claim on William Empson’s definition of the
traditional pastoral “as a mode of presentation implying ‘a beautiful relation between rich and
poor’” (Empson qtd. in Fussell, Abroad 209-210). Similarly, Fussell explains, “the traveler is
almost always richer and freer than those he’s among. He’s both a plutocrat pro term and the
sort of plutocrat the natives don’t mind having around” (210).

Even though Manning did not start writing the trilogies until 1960, it seems clear to
me that, as Patten suggests and Treglown expresses in his criticism, travel writing had a
powerful influence on both The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant Trilogy. All the places and
settings of the novels are described in the realist tradition. They are actual places, and there
are numerous references to real names of villages, accurate descriptions of real streets and
even bars and restaurants, which would be familiar to anyone who had been in the Balkan and
Levant countries at the time.'> This gives the books, to use McLoughlin’s terms,

authoritativeness and credibility. In fact, Manning had a great sense of place, and one of her

best skills was her ability to describe setting and portray place. Mahon even labelled her as “a

2 Fussell uses the term ‘romance’ in its traditional sense. According to the Oxford

Dictionary of Literary Terms, a romance is “a fictional story in verse or prose that relates
improbable adventures of idealized characters in some remote or enchanted setting” (291).

' The references to (and descriptions of) real places in Manning’s war trilogies are countless.
When the Pringles are in Bucharest, we are told about places like the Chicken Market, the
Calea Victorei, the Athénée Palace and the famous Pavel’s restaurant; when they arrive in
Athens there are references to the Parthenon, Omonia Square, Stadium Street, the café Zonar
and the hotel Grande Bretagne; when in Cairo, we are told about the Pyramids, the restaurant
Continental Savoy and Mohammad Ali’s mosque; and when Harriet is in Damascus, she
visits the Souk el Tamill, El Azem Palace and Ummayad mosque. There are also references to
specific places in other cities they visit, like Alexandria, Baalbek and Jerusalem.
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writer with a painter’s eye” in a BBC radio programme on Olivia Manning called “Never a
Day without a Line” (1981). He said of Manning’s war trilogies that “atmospheres and
qualities of light are brought to live with a painter’s skill”.

Romance, which Fussell identifies as an important element in travel writing, is also
present in Manning’s trilogies. Fussell explains that, as in a romance, the traveller goes into
the unknown to live adventures. Manning’s trilogies explore how Harriet, Guy Pringle and
Simon Boulderstone, together with other British personalities, travel around the Balkan
countries and the Middle East as they face challenging and even life-threatening experiences.
While it is true that most of their trips are compelled by the advance of the German troops,
sightseeing and the idea of adventure are present in all the novels, and the protagonists try to
visit the main tourist attractions of every city they visit (the Parthenon in Athens and the
Pyramids in Cairo amongst others). Of course, these experiences of travel are just background
to others which are more challenging or dangerous, like the war itself (especially in the case
of Simon, who is even injured on the battlefront), lack of food, evacuation in a refugee boat
and illness. The following excerpt from Friends and Heroes, the last volume of The Balkan
Trilogy, 1s an example of this:

“This 1s exciting, isn’t it? We’re going to be evacuated.’
‘Surely you don’t want to go?’ Harriet said.
‘Of course not. Percy’s grave is here; naturally I want to stay; but, still, it’s
exciting to see the world. And we’re going to Egypt where the news is good.
We keep capturing places in Egypt.” (1019)
The protagonist characters and the entire British group are just about to be evacuated to Egypt
because the Axis powers are attacking Athens and it is too dangerous for them to stay there.
But the excitement of travelling and seeing the world is still present. In his description of

travel books, Fussell adds that like in a romance, “a travel book isn’t wholly satisfying unless
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the traveler returns to his starting point: the action, as in a quest romance, must be completed”
(Fussell, Abroad 208). Admittedly, the Pringles and the rest of British characters do not go
back to England, but they survive, they go back to Cairo and they are all safe at the end of the
six novels. Therefore, one could argue that Manning’s trilogies follow the pattern of romance
as described by Fussell very closely.

Furthermore, the pastoral element that Fussell pinpoints as important in travel writing
too is also present in Manning’s trilogies, as it can be argued that, being British, most of the
protagonists (not Yakimov, who is penniless for most of The Balkan Trilogy) enjoy a certain
social and privileged economic position, especially at the beginning of the first trilogy, when
they are still in Bucharest, and Britain and Romania are on good political terms. They stay in
a hotel for a while, they can afford to drink in fashionable bars and eat out daily in fancy
restaurants. The following short fragment shows the Pringles in a restaurant shortly after they
have arrived in Bucharest, and it exemplifies their financial situation:

‘Choose,’ said Guy.

‘What can we afford?’

‘Oh, anything. The chicken is good here.” He pointed in to the grill, where

spitted birds were changing from gold to deeper gold. (Manning, BT 29)
They are in a luxurious and popular restaurant in Bucharest, and because Guy works for the
British Legation, they do not need to worry about the money they spend. Indeed, this is a
scene from the beginning of the trilogies and the war has just started: Romania has not been
invaded yet and the Allies are confident they are going to win the war soon. Their economic
situation becomes worse as time passes by, the war continues, and money, resources and food
become scarce for everyone, especially when they are in Greece. But even then, in the most
critical moments of the war, they never lack shelter, and once in Cairo their financial situation

becomes stable again.
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In addition, the Pringles and the rest of the British expatriates can be considered “the
sort of plutocrat the natives don’t mind having around” that Fussell describes as characteristic
of the pastoral mode, which he argues features in travel books (Fussell, Abroad 210). Guy
Pringle and the rest of the British expatriates go to these Balkan and Levant countries,
arguably, to share British culture with the natives of these countries and they are welcomed
mostly by the intellectual and wealthy families of the different cities they live in. The
following passage illustrates this:

When Guy emerged with the passports, one of the women recognised him as
the professor who taught her son English. He answered her in Rumanian and
the women crowded about him admiring his fluency and his pronunciation.
‘But you are perfect,” said one woman.
Guy, flushed by the attention he was receiving, made a reply in Rumanian that
set them all squealing again. (Manning, BT 8)
This is one of the first scenes in The Balkan Trilogy, and it shows how this group of women
are delighted to have met their sons’ professor, who is in Romania to educate and bring
British culture to their children and who, in addition, can speak their language. Similarly, the
British group are generally welcomed in public places and private businesses of the cities they
stay in, such as bars and restaurants. Hence, they can be argued to follow the pattern of the
powerful or rich foreigners who, according to Fussell, the natives readily accept in travel
books. In any case, it seems to me that Manning’s literary representation of the relationship
between the British and the natives of the Balkan and Levant countries is complex and it
deserves further attention. I shall examine this more thoroughly in the section ‘The “Other” in
Manning’s Second World War Trilogies’ of this chapter.
From 1936 onwards, travel books were gradually replaced by war books. As Fussell

notes, “in the late 30’s travel books [were] replaced on publisher’s lists by works of political
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and military analysis, written by people who a few years before could pass for travelers but
who now [were] identified as ‘foreign correspondents’ (217). The scholar notes how this
transition from the comic travel book to the war book can already be seen in Evelyn Waugh’s
Waugh in Abyssinia (1936), and states that “what made the war a constant source of wry irony
for former travelers was its being, as journalism never tired of insisting, a “global war” - one
had to “travel” to witness it” (217). And again, as the journalist Alaric Jacobs claimed, World
War II was “a global war. A war of globe-trotters. A traveler’s war” (qtd. in Fussell 219), and,
as Fussell adds, “sometimes the war resembled real traveling, or did until you thought about

it” (219) (see fig. 11) .

Fig. 11. Tanner, A. R. The British Army
in Athens, Greece, in 1944. This picture
shows a sergeant making a photo of a
fellow soldier on the Erectheum during a
tour of the Acropolis in Athens in 1944,
and it illustrates Fussell’s idea that on

occasions the war resembled travelling.
© IWM (TR 2510)

This leads us to question if war alters the literary representation of travel, or of place,

and in what ways. Despite the fact that McLoughlin does not focus on travel caused by war in
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Authoring War, her chapter ‘Zones’ is especially interesting when trying to examine the
representation of place and space in war writing. Here, she analyses the complex relationship
there is between war and space in war narrations:
war is fought over and in space, it alters irrevocably the space on and within
which it occurs. But it also brings into being a unique situation, unclassifiable
as either neutral ‘space’ or significant ‘place’, vital and intense yet temporary
[...] and arbitrary, as much a product of experience as of geographical factors,
transformative, requiring special consciousness [...] from those within it. This
is the war zone. (83)
The war zone is full of intricacies and, as McLoughlin claims, “the challenge for war writing
is to convey this charged space, to communicate the complex situation — part psycho-
physiological, part geographical — that is conflict” (84). The scholar states that war literature
reproduces the exceptional topographical knowledge of those in the war zone and she argues
that the pastoral too is an important element. Identifying the pastoral mode in war writing
may seem initially surprising, as it directly contradicts Fussell’s idea that “the opposite of
experiencing moments of war is proposing moments of pastoral. Since war takes place
outdoors and always within nature, its symbolic status is that of the ultimate anti-pastoral”
(Fussell, Great War 231). As traditionally understood, the pastoral place is a locus amoenus,
an idyllic place of safety and tranquillity, as opposed to the war zone, which is a horrible
space of death and suffering. But, interestingly enough, McLoughlin takes Fussell’s idea as a
starting point to develop her argument, and asserts that
conceived of as a space of isolation and exceptional cognition, pastoral’s rural
retreat has surprising affinities with the psycho-geographical experience of the

war zone. The zone emerges, not so much as anti-pastoral, as inverted pastoral:
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it requires proactive entry instead of withdrawal but still demands and produces
a special consciousness. (84)
With regard to this special consciousness that the war zone requires, the scholar recreates the
dichotomy neutral space versus significant place and positions the war zone as “somewhere
between place and space” (105). This is because those fighting are cognitively and
emotionally attached to the war zone, but at the same time this attachment is usually viewed
as negative and temporary.

Similarly, the war zone “may be understood as a situation, a word that incorporates
both terrain and experience: the horizontal and vertical axes, so to speak, of the locative”
(McLoughlin 86). There seems to be a strong connection between war and land, as well as
between bodies and land. Soldiers live in the warzone and they are camouflaged to look like
it. In addition, McLoughlin explains, the land “is both surface and substance on which the
most primarily body functions are discharged. Soldiers eat and sleep, piss and shit, bleed and
die on the soil” (87). Again, this terrain upon which battle takes places becomes significant
and requires specialised knowledge and awareness of it, but only temporarily.

What McLoughlin stresses about the war zone is this need for extra watchfulness:
“going into war is going into the ‘Unknown’ — another phrase might be ‘going out of one’s
comfort zone’ — and there is a consequent need for extra vigilance or ‘heightened

299

alertness’”(92). So just as the pastoral oasis demands and produces a special consciousness,
so does the war zone. And just as the pastoral oasis is a venue where characters are not only
freed from social constraints, but also a venue where they can criticise, challenge and even
reverse these social constraints, the war zone too is “a specially charged space, a place apart, a
demarcated area subject to its own laws where things are different” (McLoughlin 99).

Moreover, McLoughlin argues that just as the pastoral place calls for “focused

reflection in isolation [and also] concentration, contemplation, meditation, view-formation,
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[and] creativity” (100), the war zone too demands that the soldier “acquire[s] similar mental
focus, blocking out distractions, focusing, visualising what lies ahead, preparing and
motivating the self, achieving and maintaining a hyper-vigilant outlook, experiencing and
managing extreme physical and emotional feelings. In this sense, the war zone is itself a
version of pastoral” (100). In fact, war and the pastoral venue are more connected than it may
initially seem, and McLoughlin describes how war is a frequent intruder in the pastoral setting
as traditionally understood: “the pastoral setting is never as blissful, or as innocent of horror,
as it appears to be, and war is a frequent intruder. Indeed, it is possible to say that, in many
instances, pastoral — or the pastoral life — is funded on, or enabled by, war” (96-97).

In addition, both the pastoral oasis and the war zone are transformative: those in the
pastoral venue gain intellectual sophistication, and those in the war zone acquire
“topographical hyper-awareness and the understanding gained from unique experience
(including proximity to mass death and destruction)” (McLoughlin 101-102). As McLoughlin
explains, “the individual who enters [the war zone] is transformed permanently by its sights,
experiences and demands” (105).

In her analysis of the warzone, McLoughlin reduces it to the battlefield, and in fact she
acknowledges this at the end of her chapter ‘Zones’. Therefore, one could initially think that
in the case of Manning’s war trilogies only Simon Boulderstone can possibly experience life
in the warzone as described by McLoughlin. When Simon arrives in Cairo to join the British
army, he is only a young boy inexperienced in life. When he enters the warzone (the desert in
his case) he has to learn everything about life in the army, he faces death, desolation and
isolation in the battlefield and he learns that keeping a ‘hyper-vigilant outlook’, to use
McLoughlin’s terms, is essential for survival. The desert is the place they are fighting for, but
it is also the place where his brother and some of his friends died, and it is also the place

where they sleep, eat and wait for orders. Throughout the three novels of The Levant Trilogy,
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Simon matures and he is forever transformed: his direct experience of war and the warzone
changes him from innocent boy to experienced soldier. I shall refer to this figure of the
innocent boy turned into a soldier again in chapter four.

However, McLoughlin insists that her examination of the experience of warzone can
be extended to any other experiences of war which also involve going into the “Unknown”
(105). Thus, her analysis can be applied to the other protagonists of Manning’s trilogies, who
also undergo extreme situations caused by the war which are “a unique order of experience,
too, and can also give rise to special consciousness” (McLoughlin 106). The case of Guy
Pringle is peculiar: although he never experiences life in the battlefield, his life, like that of
the rest of the British group, is directly affected by the war, and they even have to move to
different countries as they escape the German army. According to McLoughlin, “the
individual in war is hyper-aware (both optically and haptically) of his environs; constantly
alert to ‘sign-stimuli indicative of environmental conditions favourable to survival’” (92), yet
Guy appears to be deeply unaware of peril and of adverse situations. He sometimes even
insists on staying in places of danger because he feels he has to continue teaching a few
remaining students or he has to finish some work. This happens, for example, when most of
the British expatriates, including Harriet, leave Bucharest because the Iron Guard is in control
and the entry of the German army is impending. In addition, he is in a particularly dangerous
situation as he, together with Inchcape, who works at the English Propaganda Bureau, have
been named on the German radio. Inchcape has just been attacked and beaten up inside the
Propaganda Bureau, and Guy knows that both Inchcape and himself “were the natural prey
not only of the Iron Guard but of the Gestapo, rumoured to be on its way here” (Manning, BT
609). Still, Guy decides to stay:

‘Harriet’s off to Athens this morning. I have to stay.’

‘Stay? What for? A bullet in the back of the neck?’
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A rare and peculiar look of obstinacy came over Guy’s face. ‘I have a job to
do,” he said. (Manning, BT 646)
Guy clearly prioritises his academic job and intellectual life over anything else, and he even
appears to lack the instinct for self-preservation, which is usually heightened in the warzone.
Nevertheless, despite his apparently inept behaviour in wartime and despite the fact that he is
sometimes even oblivious of war, he manages to remain safe and sound all throughout the
trilogies and he is considerably unaffected by the war at an emotional and personal level.

As opposed to Guy’s unawareness of the warzone, Harriet comes out as being hyper-
vigilant. And even he acknowledges this, reluctantly, in The Spoilt City: “His means of living
with a situation was to put its dangers behind him. [Harriet’s] method was to keep them in
view so they might not come on her unawares. She lived in a state of preparedness that
brought undue stress” (Manning, BT 609). In Guy’s view, the fact that Harriet keeps a
watchful eye at all times is excessive, yet, in any case, she fits McLoughlin’s description of
the natural behaviour in the warzone perfectly: she is always observant of her surroundings,
always alert to any advances of the war, or to any situation that might put her or her most
beloved ones in danger. Besides, her experience of war and in the warzone proves to be
transformative: when she arrives in Bucharest at the beginning of the trilogies she is a naive
English girl who has had a very limited experience in life, but throughout the trilogies she
lives through war, illness, temporal scarcity of food, she meets a lot of people, witnesses
death and desolation, and she feels loss, and all these experiences cause her to mature and
evolve. I believe, though, that the most significant psychological changes in her are related to
her view of her own role as woman and wife. I shall develop this idea in detail in the next
chapter “War and Gender in Manning’s Trilogies’.

The way Harriet relates to place, to the warzone, follows the pattern described by

McLoughlin to perfection, but interestingly enough, it is also reminiscent of the travellers
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Fussell describes in 4broad in the sense that she is eager to see new places, to go sightseeing.
In fact, at the very end of The Battle Lost and Won and in The Sum of Things she even goes
on a trip on her own to explore the Levant, which is not always as ideal as she hoped it would
be but which, in any case, turns out to be an enriching experience for her. It is precisely this
combination of excitement about travelling and seeing the world and awareness of the
warzone and its reality that makes Harriet such a fascinating character and, going back to the

conclusions of chapter two, such a successful narrator.

3.2. STEREOTYPE VS WAR-SHAPED REALISM: MANNING’S

ROMANIA, GREECE AND EGYPT

The different ways in which the protagonists of The Balkan Trilogy and The Levant
Trilogy relate to place in times of war, to the warzone, has already been described, but the
representation of these Balkan and Levant countries in Manning’s war trilogies deserves, it
seems to me, special attention. The aim of this section is to analyse the ways in which
Manning’s portrayal of Romania, Greece and Egypt is tainted by previous stereotyped
descriptions of the countries, and to examine whether the development of war in the novels
alters these representations and how. To do this, I will first define and contextualise
Balkanism and Orientalism, stereotyped discourses on the Balkans and the Orient which have
historically influenced most Western representations of these territories, to then analyse
individually Manning’s portrayal of her Balkan and Middle-East settings.

However truthful and accurate Manning’s portrayal of historical fact is in the trilogies,
her representation of Romania, Greece and Egypt owes as much to the author’s actual
experience of these countries as to a whole literary tradition of stereotyping the Balkans and
the Middle East and depicting them as alien. In Imagining the Balkans (1997), the historian
Maria Todorova offers a study of the history of the Balkan countries, and of the different
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ways these have been perceived and represented, mostly in European and American works. In
the introduction, Todorova explains that already at the beginning of the twentieth century the
term ‘Balkanization” was understood as a “reversion to the tribal, the backward, the primitive,
the barbarian” (3), and she argues that the tradition of reductionism and stereotyping of the
Balkans has emphasised too an idea that its citizens “do not care to conform to the standards
of behaviour devised as normative by and for the civilised world” (3). In her definition of
‘Balkanism’ as a category, Todorova differentiates it to Orientalism.'* The first question is,
then: what is Orientalism? Edward Said claims that it can be understood “as a system of
thought [which] approaches a heterogeneous, dynamic, and complex human reality from an
uncritically essentialist standpoint” (333). He adds that this standpoint “suggests both an
enduring Oriental reality and an opposing but no less enduring Western essence, which
observes the Orient from afar and, so to speak, from above” (333). This definition, one could
argue, could well be applied to Balkanism too, and therefore Todorova suggests some features
which are exclusive of the latter. To start with, the Balkans have “a concrete historical
existence” (Todorova 12), as opposed to what the scholar calls “the intangible nature of the
Orient” (13). Todorova identifies two crucial historical legacies: one is the Byzantine Empire
and the other, and most important one, is the Ottoman Empire. According to Todorova, it is
the Ottoman elements “that have mostly invoked the current stereotypes” of the Balkans (12).
Secondly, the scholar explains that “the role of the oriental image served as escape
from civilization”: the East was constructed as an “exotic and imaginary realm, [...] it
epitomized longing and offered option, [...it] became Utopia” (13). Then, after the

Napoleonic wars, the Orient “became a symbol of freedom and wealth” (Germaner and

¥ Todorova recalls Edward Said’s definition of Orientalism, and while she acknowledges
Said’s well-deserved success, she also exposes some of the weaknesses of his theory and
justifies some of the criticism he has received (she is especially critical of his lack of
historical rigour). Her main aim, however, is not to examine Orientalist discourses but to
differentiate them from Balkanist ones.
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Inankur qtd. in Todorova 13). Wealth and, according to Todorova “inseparable from it,
excess”” were thus associated too with the imagined Orient, which became “‘a refuge from the
alienation of a rapidly industrialising West [and] a metaphor for the forbidden” (13). The
scholar adds that besides “eastern cruelty,” which was a predominant motif in Orientalist
descriptions and painting, “came also another component with a strong appeal, lust” (14). By
contrast, the Balkans, “with their unimaginative concreteness, and almost total lack of
wealth,” motivated an unambiguous attitude, “usually negative, but rarely nuanced” (14).

Furthermore, Todorova explains that while the Orient is usually connected with the
feminine, the “balkanist discourse is singularly male”'® (15). And the Balkan male is usually
presented as “uncivilised, primitive, crude, cruel, and, without exception, disheveled” (14). In
British Literature and the Balkans: Themes and Contexts, Andrew Hammond also explains
how south-east Europe was “persistently viewed as a male space” (52), but he disagrees with
Todorova in her claim that Balkan maleness has usually been presented as negative (he argues
that there are many positive accounts of Balkan maleness in British writings on Albania, for
example).

Another defining characteristic of the Balkans, according to Todorova, “was their
transitionary status, [... they] have always evoked the image of a bridge or a crossroads”
between East and West, Europe and Asia (15). They are also perceived as a “bridge between
stages of growth,” and therefore they have been labelled “semideveloped, semicolonial,
semicivilised, semioriental” (16). The scholar explains that “[u]nlike orientalism, which is a
discourse about an imputed opposition [between East and West], balkanism is a discourse

about an imputed ambiguity” (17).

!> Todorova suggests that this relationship between the Orient and the feminine is a result of
Western desire and imagination: the Arabs wore banyans and robes, “a sumptuous wardrobe
and an even more extravagant nudity” (13). Moreover, the scholar explains that oriental
discourses contain a theory of sexuality and sensuality “in the disguise of a theory of
asceticism” (13).
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Todorova sums up that Balkanism developed considerably independently from
Orientalism for several reasons: the Balkans are geographically separate to the Near and
Middle East, they are part of Europe, they do not have a real colonial legacy,'® they are white
and predominantly Christian, and, finally, the various idiosyncratic “Balkan self-identities”
were constructed “against an ‘oriental” other” (their neighbouring Ottoman Empire, Turkey or
even they own historical past as part of the Ottoman Empire) (20).

Having distinguished Balkanism from Orientalism, the next point is to define more
specifically the main features of the Balkan stereotype. Todorova explains that many of the
clichés attributed to the Balkans were developed around the turn from the nineteenth to the
twentieth century, when there were guerrillas and irredentist movements fighting the Ottoman
authorities and each other, and more specifically at the time of the Balkan wars (1912-1913),
when the news of these wars challenged the peace movements that were becoming popular in
the rest of Europe and were beginning to be institutionalised (3). According to Todorova, the
category ‘Balkan’ was used

to denote general regional characteristics [:] hospitality, clichés about peasants
and mountaineers, people close to nature, backwardness, uncleanliness, and so
on [...] It was used alongside other generalizing catchwords, of which
‘Oriental” was most often employed, to stand for filth, passivity, unreliability,
misogyny, propensity for intrigue, insincerity, opportunism, laziness,
supersticiousness,  lethargy,  sluggishness, inefficiency, incompetent
bureaucracy. ‘Balkan’, while overlapping with ‘Oriental’, had additional

characteristics as cruelty, boorishness, instability, and unpredictability. (119)

' Todorova argues that the Balkan countries have a “semicolonial, quasi-colonial” past, but
that they do not have a purely colonial status. (16) For one thing, she explains that the
Balkans are Europe, even if “admittedly, for the past several centuries its provincial part or
periphery.” (17) Furthermore, Todorova argues that “despite howling Balkan conspiracy
theories and the propensity to blame one or the other or all great powers for their fate,” there
is always the awareness of “a certain degree of autonomy.” (17)
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All these negative connotations were posited as contrary to the concept of (Western) Europe,
which was understood to symbolise “the culturally higher stage of development which also
ennobles human behaviour” (Golczewski qtd. in Todorova 119).

After World War II, and thus with the beginning of the Cold War, anti-Sovietic
propaganda was spread in Britain, and Hammond explains that “it was this anti-Sovietism that
profoundly influenced the way that the Balkans were conceptualised in British discourse after
1945” (234). The new Cold War Balkanism, Hammond argues, “was at all times coloured by
older conceptual traditions: specifically, the classic stereotypes of the savage Balkans, that

imagined maelstrom of violence, discord and backwardness™ (234).

3.2.1. ROMANIA

Having defined and contextualised the Balkanist discourse, it seems clear that
Manning followed this literary tradition of stereotyping the Balkans in her portrayal of
Romania in the two first novels of The Balkan Trilogy, The Great Fortune and The Spoilt
City. In fact, most readings of the novels published in the last decade acknowledge this: David
claims the novels are a “narrative of survival in a Balkan country riven by political conflict
and ripe for fascist rule” (70), and Meyers comments on how “Harriet finds Romania a
thoroughly corrupt and barbarous society, which persecutes the Jews, oppresses the peasants,
and grinds down the swarms of beggars, left to die in the freezing streets” (23). Meyer adds
that Manning’s Romania “still reeks of the Orient and suffers from Oriental languor” (23).
Hammond too states that “it was traditional balkanism that dominated [...] The Balkan
Trilogy” (235). The scholar adds that Bucharest is presented as a “diseased and
‘disintegrating’ presence, whose wretched streets are rife with poverty, corruption and
political violence” (235-236). Similarly, Pia Brinzeau also believes that Manning portrays the
“repellent” exoticism of the Balkans and associates her with Foster and Conrad as “writers of

imperial culture dash” (Brinzeau qtd. in Patten 57).
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Already in the first chapter of The Balkan Trilogy, when the Pringles are on the train
to Romania, Harriet admits: “[i]n France they were among friends. Italy, which they crossed
the next day, seemed the end of the known world” (Manning, BT 6). The Balkans, were they
are heading to, are perceived as different, as an unknown land and culture. Yakimov too, upon
his arrival in Bucharest, looks about him and reflects that “he had now reached the edge of
Europe, a region in which he already smelt the Orient” (11). Indeed, these initial thoughts on
Romania evoke the image of the country being a bridge or crossroads, to use Todorova’s
terms, between Europe and Asia, the Orient.

Trying to find the British legation on his first day in Bucharest, Yakimov wanders
through the streets of the city and observes buildings, or parts of buildings, which reflect
different architectural influences: “[h]ere and there he saw windows masked with the harem
grilles of the receded Ottoman Empire” (13), but he also sees concrete buildings which he
says represent “beacons of civilisation” (16), and modern buildings as for example the
Athénée Palace Hotel, which is surrounded with the ruins of what had been pretty buildings
bestowed on Bucharest by Austria, and which the King had recently ordered demolished. The
architecture of the city, thus, also suggests this sense of change and transition that Todorova
explains is identified with the Balkans.

The country is almost immediately presented to Harriet as a place of savagery too.
During her first days in the city, she and Guy take a trasura (a carriage) to see part of the city,
and their coachman is a “Skopir” (27)."” As Guy explains to Harriet, “[t]hey believe that to
find grace we must all be completely flat in front, women as well as men. So, after they’ve
reproduced themselves, the young people hold tremendous orgies, working themselves into

frenzies in which they mutilate themselves” (27-28). The country is therefore associated with

7 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the Skoptsi were “an ascetic Russian Christian
sect, known since the eighteenth century and now forbidden, given to self-mutilation.” The
entry in the Encyclopadia Britannica adds that after 1876, and to escape prosecution, some
Skoptsis emigrated to Romania.
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secret religious sects, with wild orgies and with mutilations: “[a] barbarous country,” in
Harriet’s words (28).

Romania is also portrayed as suffering from social inequality: Harriet observes “the
new bourgeoisie, risen from the peasantry and pretty pleased with itself for having done so”
when they go out for their evening promenade, and she notices how they wear expensive
clothes and ““such pearls, diamonds and silver fox furs as they could afford” (23); but she also
sees countless beggars, gypsies who try to sell flowers, and numerous peasants who go to
town everyday in hope of selling fruit or other goods or of finding a job. Economic wealth is
presented as scarce and unevenly distributed, but the Jewish banker Drucker justifies this:
““There is room for all here: there is food and work for all. The Rumanians are content to do
nothing but eat, sleep and make love. Such is their nature. The Jews and the foreigners, they
run the country. Those who do the work, make the money. Isn’t it so?”” (108) His words
reinforce the stereotype of Balkan people being passive and lazy. Guy, who sees things from
his Marxist point of view, agrees that there is plenty of food in Romania for all — in fact, food
seems to be inexhaustible in Manning’s Romania and extremely cheap, until the war advances
and there is a worrying shortage. But Guy blames this social inequality not to ‘the nature’ of

(133

the Romanians, but to the economic system: “‘[t]here is no country in the world where food is
so cheap. At the same time, factory-made articles are priced out of all proportion to their
value. So you get the wretched peasants labouring for a pittance and paying an absurd price
for every article they buy’” (110).
Harriet too reflects on the hardship of the country for most of its native inhabitants,
who are mainly peasants:
Before she left England, she had read books written by travellers in Rumania

who had given a picture of a rollicking, open-hearted, happy, healthy

peasantry, full of music and generous hospitality. They were, it was true, mad

85



about music. [...] As for the rest, she had seen nothing of it. The peasants in

this city were starved, frightened figures, scrawny with pellagra, wandering

about in search for work or making a half-hearted attempt to beg. (132)
Before she arrived in Bucharest, Harriet had a stereotyped image of Romanian peasants as
cheerful and hospitable mountain people that nineteenth and twentieth century travelogues
portrayed, but her experience proved they were none of that, but simply poverty-stricken.'®
This is not to say, however, that she pities them or that her view on peasants deviates from
Balkanist stereotypes. I shall analyse Manning’s portrayal of peasants again in the subsection
‘Romanian Women, Beggars and Peasants in The Balkan Trilogy’.

Manning depicts the Romanians as morally flawed and hypocritical, and Romania as a
sexualised place where extramarital relationships are normal. Inchcape, the director of the
British Legation in Bucharest, tells Harriet how married men often have affairs, and their
wives, even though they know all about it, pretend to be unaware: “‘Rumanian convention
requires [their] apparent unawareness. Morality here is based not on not doing, but on
recognising what is being done. [...] Take, for instance, the behaviour of these women in
company. If anyone makes an improper joke, they simply pretend not to understand. [...] It’s
ridiculous to watch. *” (36) This ‘convention’, based on an imposition on women to feign they

are ignorant of reality, allows men to say and do as they please. Romanian men are thus

'8 Goldsworthy also comments on how Manning’s descriptions of Bucharest are not “the
nostalgia-laden evocations of a lost aristocratic world, the ‘last corner of real Europe’ of
Sitwell's Roumanian Journey” (211), but rather “bittersweet descriptions” which convey the
city’s “cruelties as well as its charm” (212). Goldsworthy adds that Manning’s “[s]cenes of
turbulence and political violence, such as the assassination of Prime Minister Armand
Calinescu” would be “unthinkable in Sitwell’s quaint Balkan landscapes™ (212). Similarly,
Patten points out that Harriet’s view of the country changes, and the effect of this, Patten
explains, is “an inconsistency of perspective, which switches from glimpses of exotic excess
in [Romania] to Harriet’s focus on what is visible, rather than projected: the country’s
economic and social degradation” (62). In addition, Patten explains, “the physical instability”
of Romania is constantly accentuated, and the continuous border insecurities are shown: “The
constant threat of erupting minoritarian and ethnic conflict across the country as a whole
combines with a physical landscape simultaneously subject to constant shifts, transitions and
disturbance (64).
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presented as unfaithful, insincere and insensitive to their wives’ feelings, but this does not
imply Romanian women are presented as victims of this misogynist behaviour. Instead, they
are portrayed as accomplices of it, and they benefit from it too:
these Rumanian homes are hot-beds of scandal and gossip. It’s all very
Oriental. The pretence of innocence is to keep their price up. They develop
early and they’re married off early, usually to some rich old lecher whose only
interest is in the girl’s virginity. When that’s over and done with, they divorce.
The girl sets up her own establishment, and, having the status of divorcée, she
is free to do what she chooses. (37)
There is “a quota of normal marriages, of course” (37), Inchcape admits, but in general,
Manning’s English characters describe Romanian men as lustful and Romanian women as
opportunistic.
This ‘Oriental’ behaviour, together with most of the flaws the British characters
identify in Romania, seem to be a legacy from the times when the country was part of the
Ottoman Empire (which emphasises again this idea of the Balkans being part of Europe

(133

geographically speaking, but Oriental culturally speaking). As Clarence states, “‘[1]f Rumania

had been as long under the Austrians as she was under the Turks, she might be civilised by
now’” (92). Harriet also defines parts of Bucharest as “primitive, bug-ridden and brutal”
(131), and the city as a whole as a “strange, half-Oriental capital” (335).

In her Imperial Refugee: Olivia Manning’s Fictions of War (2011), Patten analyses
Manning’s portrayal of the Balkans, and she recognises in The Great Fortune and in The
Spoilt City features of different literary genres, the most interesting being Manning’s use of
tropes of Gothic convention already in the first chapter of The Great Fortune and all

throughout the trilogy. The Pringles travel across France and Italy by train, the Orient

Express, on their way to Bucharest. As they cross Slovenia and get nearer Romania, they
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abandon familiar landscapes and Harriet describes the darkness outside, and little lights in the
forest which she realises are the eyes of beasts (presumably wolves), which the scholar
understands as a reference to Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897)." And already in
Bucharest, Harriet continues to describe the country as “animalistic and predatory” (59).
According to Patten, Manning does not limit the use of Gothic conventions to her
representation of place. The scholar draws a parallelism between the Romanian vampire
legend (prolonged by Bram Stoker and Sheridan Le Fanu) and Manning’s depiction of the
Romanian Iron Guard: “Just as Dracula’s minions slowly infiltrated in England, the Guardists
[...] begin to emerge, discreetly, in the streets of the Romanian capital” (66). As the Iron
Guard secure their presence in Bucharest, public anxiety intensifies. And when the Guardists
start to revive the memory of their ‘Martyrs’, they are directly associated to the “undead of
Transylvanian legend” (66): Patten here recalls Guy’s remark that “the Iron Guard is called

299

the ‘legion of ghosts’” (Manning qtd. in Patten 66). Thus, the scholar states, Manning
successfully creates “an atmosphere of deep suspicion, paranoia, anxiety and insecurity in the
two Romanian novels” (67).

Similarly, Patten explains that Manning also uses a Gothic metaphor in her
representation of Romania as a “prime territory, prey to the ‘devouring’ instincts of both
Hitler and Stalin”, and the scholar even extends this metaphor to Manning’s treatment of the
Allies and of the British Institute: there is, it seems, “an external parasitism, a will to drain the
country’s precious domestic resources. [...] Romania is rendered Gothic and abject by its own

desperate position as victim, relentlessly haggled over and exploited.” (68). In the end, and as

Patten also notices, Manning portrays how the Nazi conquest of Romania only brings

¥ Hammond also refers to Gothicism in his British Literature and the Balkans, and he
describes Bram Stoker’s Dracula as “the most famous balkanist text of the period and one
that has remained in print ever since” (71). Hammond explains that Stoker’s novel “was also
kept alive by a new generation of travel writers who, during the 1920s and 1930s, drew upon
its legends, characterisations and nightmarish landscapes for their portraits of south-east
Europe” (76).
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darkness to the country: Harriet reckons that “the victory of Nazi Germany would be a victory
of darkness. Cut off from Western Europe, Rumania would be open to persecution, bigotry,
cruelty, superstition and tyranny” (Manning qtd. in Patten 77). Patten admits that the use of
Gothic tropes perpetuates some clichés of Balkanism, but she justifies that Manning used
these as “a deliberate means of raising contemporary anxieties about Eastern Europe’s riven
and repressed identities” (60).

Another possible explanation for Manning’s representation of Romania as almost
completely non-European could be Hammond’s theory that Balkanism is “a binaristic
framework of diction, imagery and evaluation predicated on the strict opposition between the
domestic and foreign culture” (121): “[e]ager to establish themselves as civil, moral and
rational, and keen to set off those qualities for their readerships, travellers and expatriates
have used negative images of the indigenous other as a gauge of self-worth” (122). According
to the scholar, even though Manning’s portrayal of Romania focuses on the Second World
War period, its publication during the 1960s “helped to reinstall the traditionalist modes of
Balkanism during the Cold War period” and to maintain them until the end of the 1980s
(236). Hammond states that Manning’s work on Romania is “littered with references to the
Red Army’s gradual encroachment on Romania, the implications of which a contemporary
readership would not have missed” (236-7). As the war advances and the Russian army
recovers long lost territories, Hammond explains, Soviet communism is perceived as a threat
by the Romanians and also by some of the British characters (237). Guy of course has faith in
Communism and in fact he claims that ““You wait and see. Russia will win this war for us
yet’”, but he is contradicted by almost everyone else (Manning, BT 329). Mortimer Tufton, an
acquaintance of the Pringles who is a journalist and a noted figure in the Balkans, explains

them that “only Allied influences had prevented Russia from devouring the Balkans long ago”
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(329), and he adds that “‘the friendship of Russia has been more disastrous to Rumania than
the enmity of the rest of the world”” (330).

Regardless of Manning’s intentions by depicting Romania mostly following Balkanist
clichés and discourses, it seems undeniable that she managed to recreate an atmosphere of
ambiguity, tension and discomfort in a country which is completely alien to the protagonist
Harriet. And this atmosphere, in turn, suits the general mood and worries caused by the war in

its first year as lived by Harriet and the rest of the characters.

3.2.2. GREECE
Harriet Pringle’s departure from Bucharest on the eve of the German occupation of
Romania is quite hurried, only a few hours after their flat has been raided, and even though
the thought of having left Guy behind distresses her, she feels quite optimistic about settling
in Athens: “Seeing the marble fagades and the surrounding hills luminous in the rose-violet
light of evening, she was thankful to come to rest in so beautiful a place” (Manning, BT 651).
Harriet never really felt relaxed or comfortable in Bucharest, it was too alien a place for her,
but she seems to feel quite differently about Athens — there, she thinks, she will be able to
rest. Goldsworthy explains Harriet’s shift in attitude towards her surroundings:
If Manning's descriptions of Romania reflect a sense of the discovery of
an unknown world, Greece is [...] dreamed of, already known and locked
into the imagery of ‘returning home.” For Manning, as for so many other
English writers, descriptions of Greece consist of defining the terms of
that ‘recognition’ — the ways of finding a long-lost home. (212)
Admittedly, Greece had been the setting of numerous (canonical) literary works, and then,

during the Romantic period, poets such as Byron rediscovered Balkan countries (particularly
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Greece and Albania) and made them the setting of their works.”® Greece, as Goldsworthy
notes, was well-known to the British cultured population after Romanticism and therefore it
“could never fully function as an alien Other” (216). Thus, and as the scholar explains, even
though Friends and Heroes, set in Athens, is part of The Balkan Trilogy, it portrays Greece
“as a Mediterranean rather than a Balkan country” (216).

Patten also notes that, in the last volume of The Balkan Trilogy, Manning recovers
deep-rooted British Romantic treatments of Greece (80). Indeed, certain Romantic poets were
wary of the intellectual currents of the Enlightment (they disliked its faith in science and
progress and they despised the corrupt values of the new urban modernity), thus, they turned
to an idealised rural world. Hammond explains that in the 1920s and 1930s, Romanticism
experienced a powerful revival, particularly “in the autobiographical journeys of the
travelogue” about the Balkans (174): “[e]arly twentieth-century commentators discerned in
the region’s archaic social structures and primordial stretches of countryside, not
backwardness and savagery, but a beauty, vibrancy and ‘fascinating touch of romance’ that
aroused their admiration” (175). This British Hellenism that Manning recovers, scholar Patten
argues, is mostly seen in the character of Alan Frewen, who is the director of the British
Information Service in Athens. Admittedly, Alan arrived in Athens before the war as a
photographer: he visited places like Mycenae, Nauplia, Delphi and Olympus, he tried to
record what he saw and took pictures. He has totally assimilated the country as his second
homeland: he feels attached to Athens, he has learnt the Greek language and he has read and
translated Greek classics. As he acknowledges, he is a “Grecophil” (Manning, BT 729). Alan

knows Athens well, so he takes Harriet and the British group for walks into the hills

%% Goldsworthy ex