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“Unfit for Consideration:” The Meaning of Suicide in Evelyn 

Waugh’s Vile Bodies 

Jennifer Sijnja 

 

 The incidence of suicide in Evelyn Waugh’s fiction, both early and late, in many 

forms – actual suicides, attempted suicides, faked suicides, and more protracted processes 

of self-destruction – is great enough that it ought not to be ignored. Focusing most closely 

on the act in 1930’s Vile Bodies, this paper will attempt to prove that there is a meaning 

in suicide, and in death, that validates the empty world that Waugh presents. 

 

 The depiction of suicide demands a response, and Jonathan Greenberg asks, 

“[c]an ethical and aesthetic responses to a representation [of suffering] be separated, and 

what happens if they conflict with each other?” (xiii). The question of separation, though, 

need not be asked in regard to this text. Reader response presumably follows a path 

lacking in sentimentality: if the narrator cares not a whit for the characters, why should 

we? For Waugh’s literature is not moral philosophy. In Immanuel Kant’s thought, 

 

[w]hat constitutes suicide is the intention to destroy oneself….We shrink in 

horror from suicide because all nature seeks its own self-preservation…how then 

could a man make his freedom which is the acme of life and constitutes its 

worth, a principle for his own destruction? (qtd. in Seidler, 442) 

 

In Vile Bodies, these drives are subverted. If self-preservation comes at the cost of a 

relinquishing of identity, freedom can be found only in its destruction. Kant’s ethical and 

aesthetic response to suicide is one of horror, but we respond to the suicide(s) in the text 

only on an aesthetic level. The sociologist Emile Durkheim suggests that there is 

 

for each people a collective force of a definite amount of energy, impelling men 

to self-destruction. The victim’s acts which at first seem to express only his 

personal temperament are really the supplement and prolongation of a social 

condition which they express externally. (299) 

 

Waugh’s text sits well on Durkheim’s foundation because any condition is a social 

condition and any victim is necessarily a victim of social forces. But a sociological 

explanation can go only so far, and to make the case as convincingly as possible – to 

make clear that there is meaning to be found in Simon’s Balcairn’s suicide – requires not 

a philosophical, sociological or even moral basis, but a literary one. Virginia Woolf’s Mrs 

Dalloway and T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and “Burnt Norton,” 

as well as the literature produced by the contemporary Futurist and Imagist movements, 

create this foundation. On a most elementary level, the text reflects Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
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“[a]ll good things were formerly bad things; every original sin has turned into an original 

virtue” (113). But this is less significant than the way in which Vile Bodies both affirms 

and denies Modernist sentiment, through the construction and destruction of identity and 

the balance between self-preservative and self-destructive drives.  

  

 In the novel any philosophical distinction between action and character is almost 

nullified due purely to the fact that there is an almost complete lack of the latter. Action is 

all we have to invest value in; we cannot find morality in personality, because personality 

eludes us, but to invest actions with any such moral quality, too, is problematic. From the 

lack of personality stems a fundamental lack of morality, or of any moral framework 

through which we can make sense of the action. The drive for self-preservation is 

suppressed, at best, but really replaced by self-destructive tendencies that result most 

obviously in the three deaths contained within the text. The surprise is that meaning lies 

at the end of this self-destructive drive.  

-------- 

 

 To understand Simon Balcairn’s suicide is to presuppose an important distinction 

between the action of self-destruction and the self-destructive character. Waugh reacts 

against Nietzsche’s essentially Aristotelian maxim that ‘“[a]n action is perfectly devoid 

of value: it all depends on who performs it”’ (qtd. in Nehamas, 192) through a superficial 

treatment of character that leaves the reader with no choice but to re-invest actions with 

value. Nietzsche “wants to introduce, at least as a major consideration, the question of 

whether a person’s actions, whatever their moral quality, together constitute a 

personality” (Nehamas 192-93). But any hint of personality that emerges from the mass 

of vile bodies that is the Bright Young People is only a by-product of their social (that is, 

physical) movement. To look for morality in personality is misguided; the moral quality 

of the actions is more apposite. We find value in the act: 

 

Then he turned on the gas. It came surprisingly with a loud roar; the wind of it 

stirred his hair and the remaining particles of his beard. At first he held his 

breath. Then he thought that was silly and gave a sniff. The sniff made him 

cough, and coughing made him breathe, and breathing made him feel very ill; 

but soon he fell into a coma and presently died. (Waugh, VB 89-90) 

 

The repetition of “then,” both in and preceding this passage, drives the action of the 

suicide until its logical and bluntly stated end. Our access to Simon’s thoughts is 

mediated by the narrator, whose control over the linguistic rendering of the process is 

reinforced by the series of commas in the long, final sentence. Respiratory functions, 

usually life-sustaining, subvert themselves in the self-destruction process – “breathing 

made him feel very ill” – in a way that suggests that the drive for self-preservation is far 



 Evelyn Waugh Studies 4  

from cardinal. Durkheim cites the case of a suicide who recorded his own observations of 

his final moments: ‘“I do not consider that I am showing either courage or cowardice; I 

simply wish to use my few remaining moments to describe the sensations felt during 

asphyxiation and the length of the suffering”’ (Brierre de Boismont, qtd. in Durkheim, 

281). In Vile Bodies it is the narrator, rather than the suicide, who is the one to describe 

the sensations felt by Simon during asphyxiation, and the length of the suffering. He dies, 

and 

 

the last Earl of Balcairn went, as they say, to his fathers (who had fallen in 

many lands and for many causes, as the eccentricities of British Foreign Policy 

and their own wandering natures had diverted them; at Acre and Agincourt and 

Killiecrankie, in Egypt and America. One had been picked white by fishes as 

the tides rolled him among the tree-tops of a submarine forest; some had grown 

black and unfit for consideration under tropical suns; while many of them lay in 

marble tombs of extravagant design). (90) 

 

Simon voluntarily kills off the Balcairn name, nullifying the tradition indicated by the 

deaths of the previous Balcairns “in many lands and for many causes.” The balance 

between “the eccentricities of British Foreign Policy” and the “wandering natures” of the 

men implies a level of attachment to society that is also tempered by autonomy and 

individual agency in what appears to be an archaic form. Geography becomes meaningful 

in a way that it is not anywhere else in the text: the comparison between the deaths “at 

Acre and Agincourt and Killiecrankie, in Egypt and America” and the bored listing of the 

endless partying occurring at “almost naked parties in St. John’s Wood…parties at 

Oxford where one drank brown sherry and smoked Turkish cigarettes, dull dances in 

London and disgusting dances in Paris” (104) is made in such a way that it points to the 

value that lies in only one of these sets of facts. In comparison to the ends of his 

ancestors, Simon’s seems like a dull end to an insufferably dull life: his textbook death-

by-asphyxiation pales in comparison to that of some of his ancestors, who “had grown 

black and unfit for consideration under tropical suns.” 

  

 In Durkheim’s framing of suicide as a social phenomenon he includes three main 

types (egoistic, altruistic, and anomic); Simon’s suicide, resulting as it does from 

excessive individualism (that is, from a lack of cohesion with the social body), falls into 

the category of egoistic suicide. Durkheim accounts for the self-destructive tendencies in 

man by way of reference to the social environment: 

 

If…as has often been said, man is double, that is because social man 

superimposes himself upon physical man. Social man necessarily presupposes a 

society which he expresses and serves. If this dissolves, if we no longer feel it in 
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existence and action about and above us, whatever is social in us is deprived of 

all objective foundation. All that remains is an artificial combination of illusory 

images, a phantasmagoria vanishing at the least reflection; that is, nothing which 

can be a goal for our action. (213) 

 

The ties that bind Simon to the rest of the Bright Young People are irrevocably broken 

when he is first blacklisted from and then thrown out of Margot Metroland’s party. He no 

longer expresses and serves the society he was once a part of; there is no longer any 

objective foundation for his social activity (if there ever was at all), and he is forced to 

live a phantasy: while still at the party, Simon is shown ‘‘bowing across the room to 

empty places and to people whose backs are turned to him’’ (Waugh, VB 82, original 

emphasis). Waugh voids Durkheim’s explanation of the doubling of man by suggesting 

that social man is no more than physical man; existence is only that enacted by the body, 

and social movement, therefore, is physical movement. More problematic is Durkheim’s 

suggestion that “new moralities originate which, by elevating facts to ethics, commend 

suicide” – moralities which “symbolize in abstract language and systematic form the 

physiological distress of the body social” (214). In Wittgensteinian terms, “although all 

judgments of relative value can be shown to be mere statements of facts, no statement of 

fact can ever be, or imply, a judgment of absolute value” (6). Simon is evidently a victim 

of one of these new moralities; the elevation of facts to ethics is one still based on relative 

value, but a new morality born out of “the physiological distress of the body social” is 

perhaps enough to trick Simon into making a judgment of absolute value. Sociologically 

speaking, “[o]f course, suicide is always the act of a man who prefers death to life” 

(Durkheim 277), but there is more to the act, in this novel at least, than the result of this 

most loaded of choices.  

-------- 

  

 The suicide of a fictional contemporary of Simon’s is much more of a Modernist 

suicide than Simon’s could ever have been, given the literary inclinations of his creator. 

In Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway, Septimus Smith, having realised that the world is 

devoid of meaning, and faced with the immediate prospect of institutionalisation, throws 

himself from a window. His suicide is revisited in Clarissa Dalloway’s consciousness, 

imagined from another perspective, but seen almost in its actuality: 

 

He had thrown himself from a window. Up had flashed the ground; through him, 

blundering, bruising, went the rusty spikes. There he lay with a thud, thud, thud 

in his brain, and then a suffocation of blackness. So she saw it. But why had he 

done it? …Death was defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate, people 

feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them; 
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closeness drew apart; rapture faded; one was alone. There was an embrace in 

death. (Woolf, Mrs Dalloway 156) 

 

The first three sentences appear to be objective observations, with a scientific manner 

both suggested and reinforced by the simple “[s]o she saw it.” From the description of 

circumstances (which is really all we are given in Waugh) comes a swift and lyrical move 

to attempt to understand them (which is what we do not get at all in Waugh). Clarissa 

identifies the meaning in death, and in doing so makes it a legitimate subject for 

contemplation.  The body and the act recalled provoke an attempt at understanding what 

it all means: death is defiance, communication, and embrace; Clarissa, as a potential 

“meaning maker,” senses a “sudden rent in [society’s] cultural fabric,” and through 

contemplation contributes to the mending of the tear (Nesbet 835). In Vile Bodies, on the 

other hand, once Simon’s death has been transcribed, the sixth chapter is quickly brought 

to a close and the seventh opens with business as usual: 

 

Then Adam became Mr Chatterbox. 

 

He and Nina were lunching at Espinosa’s and quarrelling half-heartedly when a 

business-like, Eton-cropped woman came across to their table, whom Adam 

recognized as the social editress of the Daily Excess. 

 ‘See here,’ she said, ‘weren’t you over at the office with Balcairn the day 

he did himself in?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Well, a pretty mess he’s let us in for. Sixty-two writs for libel up to date 

and more coming in. And that’s not the worst. Left me to do his job and mine. I 

was wondering if you could tell me the names of any of these people and 

anything about them.’ (91) 

 

The referential and retrospective “[t]hen,” following as it does a conversation occurring, 

presumably, concurrently with Simon’s death, and keeping up with the pace at which the 

suicide was narrated, indicates the relentless speed of these characters’ lives; maybe they 

do not think because they can spare no time for thought. In this, the first, isolated line of 

Chapter 7, we might find a clue to the rest of the novel. Cause is only implied, and effect 

is presented without feeling. Mr Chatterbox finds another host, and the time lapse 

between cause and effect, following the isolated sentence, contains hints of the social 

malaise that is to be amplified in the second half of the book. Even the quarrelling is only 

half-hearted. There is no search for meaning in the suicidal act, no indication of any void 

created by Simon’s suicide, and the only real tear in the social fabric is one of 

inconvenience. But in this society there is no real religion, no true morality, and certainly 

no empathy, so we should not be so surprised that this is the way the novel continues. 
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The event is referred to only as a marker in time, or merely as one event in the 

progression of meaningless events. 

  

 Simon, like Septimus (we will later find out), can reason: 

 

‘If I miss this party I may as well leave Fleet Street for good…I may as well put 

my head into a gas-oven and have done with it…I’m sure if Margot knew how 

much it meant to me she wouldn’t mind my coming.’ 

 Great tears stood in his eyes threatening to overflow. (73) 

 

With impeccable logic, Simon starts his equation with a conditional “[i]f,” and concludes 

it rationally: if A, then B. It would appear that there is no way of defeating this prepared 

conclusion, which is perhaps why there is an awful truth to Simon’s declaration that he is 

at the end of his tether (75). Maybe Simon is the only one who stops to think; if (egoistic) 

suicide is an intellectual phenomenon (Durkheim 258), then, it is reasonable that he is the 

only one to commit it. Simon and Septimus can reason, but Simon, in addition, can feel, 

and in a rare description of emotion the narrator has tears – more real than those 

suggested by the epigraph from Carroll – in Simon’s eyes, “threatening to overflow.” 

Later, to Simon’s plaintive ‘‘‘I do so wish I were dead,’’’ Adam, surely not wholly 

unfeelingly but rather embarrassedly, responds with ‘‘‘[d]on’t cry…it’s too shy-

making’’’ (Waugh, VB 74). Adopting the speech mannerisms of the Younger Set, Adam 

discourages Simon from showing emotion: Waugh’s denial of affect is the reason behind 

Adam’s refusal to attribute meaning to Simon’s evident and worrying suicidal tendencies. 

 

 Septimus Smith exhibits these same tendencies, and Alan Warren Friedman sees 

Septimus’s suicide as anticlimactic, “merely the disposal of a body whose inhabitant, 

embodying the insanity society refuses to confront in itself, can never wholly return from 

the war.” This is a direct result of his “obsession with having ceased to feel, to survive 

affectively” (212). But the title of Vile Bodies itself destroys the idea of the separation of 

inhabitant from body in the novel, for there is no inhabitant separate from the physical 

body, which feels only as a physical body can feel. And the idea of body doubles is not 

irrelevant. While Septimus is recalled through Clarissa, it takes the presence of another 

character named Simon – a body, doubled – for Agatha to remember who the first one 

was. Adam mentions Simon’s name, in connection with his suicide; Agatha, in an 

instance of nominal misrecognition (based perhaps on a lack of a physical form to tie any 

identity to), assumes he is referring to another institutionalised patient, until she is 

corrected:  

 

‘Oh, that Simon. I thought you meant Simon.’ 

‘Who’s Simon?’  (Waugh, VB 158, original emphases)  
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Misunderstanding follows misunderstanding due to the confusion resulting from the 

doubled Simon. It is not enough for Waugh to replace him as Mr. Chatterbox; Simon (the 

second) is a numerical boost to the Younger Set at a time when they most need it – 

‘‘[h]ow people are disappearing, Adam’’ (158, original emphasis) – and a reminder 

(physical, of course) of the existence of Simon (the first). It could be through the 

reincarnation of Simon that we find the balance of Simon’s and Agatha’s deaths. 

 

-------- 

 

In the teashop among the tables and the chattering waiters the appalling fear 

came over him – he could not feel. He could reason; he could read…he could 

add up his bill; his brain was perfect; it must be the fault of the world then – that 

he could not feel [….] 

 It might be possible, Septimus thought, looking at England from the train 

window, as they left Newhaven; it might be possible that the world itself is 

without meaning. (Woolf, MD 75) 

 

Where in Vile Bodies society is reducible to an automobile race, in Mrs Dalloway it is 

society in the form of a teashop that prompts the fear in Septimus. Waugh’s roaring 

motors become Woolf’s chattering waiters; the passage is balanced with the mention of 

the teashop and the mention of the world, and Septimus’s view of England, too, on a 

larger scale reveals to him a potential truth that the majority of characters in Vile Bodies 

remain oblivious to, maybe because they are ignorant of the divorce between reason and 

emotion, but mostly because they display signs of neither. Nietzsche supposes that 

 

the formation of a herd is a significant victory and advance in the struggle 

against depression. With the growth of the community, a new interest grows for 

the individual, too, and often lifts him above the most personal element in his 

discontent: his aversion to himself. (135, original emphasis) 

 

But this aversion is never rendered explicitly. We never find the characters contemplative 

and alone. With no room for deliberation, this is more inertia than it is aversion. 

According to Helmut Thielicke, the only truth that Nihilism has to declare is that 

“ultimately Nothingness prevails and the world is meaningless” (27). The characters in 

Vile Bodies, unlike Woolf’s Septimus Smith, are probably not aware of this truth. To 

Agatha in the institutional bed, the nurse’s repeated nothings are intended to be 

reassuring, but actually tap into the truth; is Waugh declaring a truth that is as devoid of 

meaning as the world that it is a truth about? But we must be able to locate meaning 

somewhere in the novel. 
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-------- 

 

 It can hardly be said that the narrative is plagued by death, but the novel itself 

does tend toward self-destruction; Waugh wrote that “[i]t all seems to shrivel up & rot 

internally and I am relying on a sort of cumulative futility for any effect it may have” 

(qtd. in Myers, 13). The body count is high enough, and two deaths out of the final three 

significant enough, to suggest that perhaps meaning can be found only through a 

cessation of frenzied, futile action. It is my contention that Simon’s death is the still point 

upon which the novel turns; a slowing down of the action, and a stillness out of which the 

speed the novel requires to finish is created (a speed which, on the way to the end, 

destroys Agatha too). An attempt to invest Simon’s death with meaning is helped by a 

turn to T. S. Eliot, for the idea just stated is one informed by “Burnt Norton:”  

 

At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless; 

Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is, 

But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity, 

Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement from nor towards, 

Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point, the still point, 

There would be no dance, and there is only the dance. (15) 

 

Simon dies, and the narrator, uncharacteristically, switches to past tense. Simon “went, 

as they say, to his fathers” (Waugh VB 90, emphasis added), and for the remainder of the 

paragraph there is no present movement. In retrospection, or in the past, lies meaning – 

and it is just enough to prompt the realisation that meaning is what we have been denied 

up until this point. Agatha’s death later in the novel comes close to repeating this, but 

meaning exists only in the moment of death, and not after it, when the living characters 

make only flippant references to the deaths of these two. A significant death could thus 

be an inversion of meaning: Agatha’s death is less meaningful than Simon’s because we 

do not see the moment of it; Flossie Ducane’s is even less meaningful again because it is 

narrated only retroactively; and the fourth death, that of the unnamed man who loses two 

bets with Adam at the beginning of the narrative, was, according to Jacobs, “cut as 

presumably being too emptily cruel” (xxxi). An extension of the sentence that appears in 

the novel (36) is found in the Vile Bodies manuscript, in which the young man dies: 

“Next day he bought a second hand motor bicycle instead and was killed at the corner at 

Staines as he was starting for a visit to the country at the following week end” (24). In 

this unpunctuated and unadorned description of death, Waugh could have reached the 

limit of meaning. It is not in life but in death that anything matters, but this is not 

redemptive, for the meaning is still only fleeting. Simon’s death is one of only a few 

points in the novel in which the past warrants a mention, and the narrator’s brief 

meditation on the various fates of Simon’s forefathers gives him a past and establishes 
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him in a tradition which maybe, finally, makes him a character of more substance than 

the rest of them – and consequently, though perhaps surprisingly, a bigger loss. This 

small paragraph is the closest the novel comes to a point “[w]here past and future are 

gathered,” and falls short only because the future, in this text, never warrants as much 

consideration as the present. And of course it is not fixity, but it is “neither arrest nor 

movement,” and “[n]either from nor towards.” It is neither more nor less than the still 

point of the turning, frenzied world. But to find meaning in the suicide of a gossip 

writer, in these circumstances, is comical. It is not Eliot, but classic early Waugh. 

  

 There is one other still point in the novel: the description of Shepheard’s Hotel. 

Like the meditation after Simon’s suicide episode, it is a brief respite from present 

action, but unlike the meditation, it remains in the present tense: “one can go to 

Shepheard’s parched with modernity any day, if Lottie likes one’s face, and still draw 

up, cool and uncontaminated, great healing draughts from the well of Edwardian 

certainty” (Waugh, VB 30). This sense of timelessness, of stasis that is not the opposite 

of dynamism but is something much more reassuring, suggests a nostalgia for a more 

meaningful past. Simon’s still point – the novel’s true, and temporal, still point – 

perhaps is the pause required to keep the novel itself from self-destructing: Waugh 

affords his creation the opportunity for reassessment, a privilege that does not extend to 

either Agatha or Simon. In this episode the unusual retreading of the past is one haunted 

by a reminder of the present: the dead body that is not written but is unforgettably and 

motionlessly there. The suicidal act is physical, but the physical product of the act never 

exists. After a brief and darkly humorous exchange between Lord Monomark and Lady 

Metroland – ‘‘I’ll raise him tomorrow first thing’’ (90) – the action resumes: “Then 

Adam became Mr. Chatterbox” (91). Restraint cannot be forced, but the party in the 

captive dirigible is linked to Simon’s demise and destruction, funded as it is on the 

proceeds of the libel cases generated by Simon’s last column. This is pure cause and 

effect: from Simon’s suicide note follows a flurry of action, temporarily constrained but 

followed, of course, by further action. There is movement in the digression on Simon’s 

fathers, but it is past action made meaningful by present inaction, and recalls (though not 

in quite the same way) the opening of “Prufrock:” 

 

Let us go then, you and I, 

When the evening is spread out against the sky 

Like a patient etherised upon a table (Eliot 11). 

 

In this moment in this poem, and in the moment in Vile Bodies, stillness and movement 

are not as diametrically opposed as we would perhaps once have believed. For the rest of 

the novel, though, the more appropriate link is with Imagist poetry. The primacy of 

presentation is unambiguous in F. S. Flint’s “Cones:” 
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Here a branch sways 

and there 

     a sparrow twitters. […] 

 

The quiet in the room 

bears patiently 

a footfall on the street (77). 

 

The poet’s preoccupation with verbs suggests a world in flux; not frenzied, like the world 

in Vile Bodies, but constantly pulsing with movement: a branch is swaying, a sparrow is 

twittering, and even quiet – an abstract concept rendered here in concrete form – is 

patiently bearing a sound from the street. Similarly, throughout Vile Bodies, there is a 

constant sense of an object acting or being acted upon, and the extinguishing of the life 

force does not at all contribute to the cessation of force. 

 

The still point has been suggested earlier in Waugh’s fiction, when, in Decline 

and Fall, the architect Otto Silenus tells Waugh’s hapless hero Paul Pennyfeather that life 

is ‘“like the big wheel at Luna Park”’ where the aim is to reach the ‘“point completely at 

rest”’ at the centre of the wheel (282-83). In Vile Bodies, the drive to reach the centre is, 

on the whole, intentionally neither a self-preservative nor a self-destructive one. The 

characters in Vile Bodies do not actively seek the centre; a point completely at rest is the 

kryptonite of the characters, and, fittingly, it can only be reached by self-destruction. If 

they were to seek stillness, it would of course be through movement, but the shock of 

stasis after having known nothing but dynamism would either be too much, or fatally 

underwhelming: “And when we do get to the middle, it’s as if we never started. It’s so 

odd” (Waugh, Decline and Fall 283). Michael Gorra cannot see Waugh delighting in the 

“flux and change” represented by the big wheel, but sees him longing “instead for one 

spot of immediate stability from which to see the whole mechanical world revolve, a 

place exempt from the limitations of the life he describes;” this point, or its absence, is 

not insisted upon in Decline and Fall, but certainly is in Vile Bodies (206); yet it can only 

be reached through self-destruction, and there’s the rub. 

  

 These living characters, then, appear never to be still:  

 

There were two men with a lot of explosive powder taking photographs in another 

room. Their flashes and bangs had rather a disquieting effect on the party, causing 

a feeling of tension, because everyone looked negligent and said what a bore the 

papers were, and how too like Archie to let the photographers come, but most of 

them, as a matter of fact, wanted dreadfully to be photographed and the others 
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were frozen with unaffected terror that they might be taken unawares and then 

their mammas would know where they had been when they said they were at the 

Bicesters’ dance, and then there would be a row again, which was so exhausting, 

if nothing else. (Waugh, VB 45, original emphases) 

 

This exposure of the group’s mentality reveals the divorce between thought and posture, 

which in turn indicates the emptiness at the heart of their existence, but there is a 

surprising suggestion of stillness amongst the chaotic action of the passage. The interests 

of photography lie in capturing single (or individual) moments, and some of the 

characters are “frozen with unaffected terror,” but these suggestions of stillness are 

contained within an extended sentence, out of control and driven by commas and 

conjunctions, punctuated with explosive powder, flashes, and bangs. This is the turning 

world of which the moment after Simon’s death is the still point. And it is in the language 

of both the narrator and the characters that the frantic nature of the turning world is 

captured. Adam sends a wire to Nina, which reads, “Drunk Major in refreshment tent not 

bogus thirty-five thousand married tomorrow everything perfect Agatha lost love Adam,” 

and says of it, ‘“[t]hat seems quite clear”’ (Waugh, VB 148). The chain of causality in 

this sentence – Adam finds the Drunk Major, therefore he is “not bogus,” therefore Adam 

will be paid the thirty-five thousand pounds he is owed, therefore he and Nina can get 

married tomorrow, and therefore everything is perfect – is stopped, almost subverted, by 

“Agatha lost.” The chain is hard to discern; the lack of punctuation of course indicates the 

unceasing blend of one experience into the next, with neither time nor space for 

contemplation. 

 

 And even if distance were attainable, there is no wisdom to be gained from it. 

Like Septimus’s view of Newhaven from the train window, an aerial view of London 

prompts realisations of meaning, or alternatively of its absence, in the following two 

perspectives, from Virginia Woolf and Nina Blount:  

 

[A]s one rises up into the sky, as the sky pours down over one, this little hard 

granular knob, with its carvings and frettings, dissolves, crumbles, loses its 

domes, its pinnacles, its firesides, its habits, and one becomes conscious of being 

a little mammal, hot-blooded, hard-boned, with a clot of red blood in one’s 

body, trespassing up here in a fine air; repugnant to it, unclean, anti-pathetic. 

Vertebrae, ribs, entrails, and red blood belong to the earth. (Woolf, “Flying Over 

London.” 207) 

 

Nina looked down and saw inclined at an odd angle a horizon of 

straggling red suburb; arterial roads dotted with little cars; factories, some of 

them working, others empty and decaying; a disused canal; some distant hills 
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sown with bungalows; wireless masts and overhead power cables; men and 

women were indiscernible except as tiny spots; they were marrying and 

shopping and making money and having children. The scene lurched and tilted 

again as the aeroplane struck a current of air. 

 ‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ said Nina. (Waugh, VB 168) 

 

To physically remove oneself from one’s immediate frame of reference is certainly to 

gain perspective, and we see this in both of these passages. But there are crucial 

differences. Nina’s flight reveals life in all of its mediocrity: the limit to existence is 

“marrying and shopping and making money and having children.” Woolf’s flight, 

presented as real and later revealed to be imaginary, does not deal with limits, but instead 

locates the finite in the infinite. While the essential elements of a human being are out of 

place in the fine air, this reminder of the physicality of existence, that human beings are 

made of red blood, vertebrae, ribs and entrails, prompts an awareness of being. The 

placement of the flesh and blood within the ephemeral creates meaning in the same way 

that movement occurring within stillness does.  

 

-------- 

 

 Durkheim believed that, at the end of the nineteenth century, there was an 

excessive indulgence towards suicide. The only corrective to an act which so offended 

morality was, by his reasoning, severe punishment which, however unfortunately, could 

“not be tolerated by the public conscience. For as we have seen, suicide is a close kin to 

genuine virtues, which it simply exaggerates” (370-71). The representation of suicide, in 

Vile Bodies, does not offend morality. Waugh manages to avoid explicit moralising by 

presenting the act so matter-of-factly that there is really no need for an ethical response. 

Indeed, the fast-paced action of the novel leaves the reader very little time with which to 

contemplate, or indulge, the suicide. Durkheim’s construction of suicide as “a close kin to 

genuine virtues” echoes Nietzsche’s inversion of original sin and original virtue. After 

the limits of humanism have been reached, the lines between sin and virtue become 

increasingly less (well-)defined. The text itself tends towards self-destruction, but unlike 

the characters, finds brief moments of contemplation and retrospection that deter 

destruction. These moments are deaths, and of course death is inversion. The still points 

are both physical and temporal; it is certainly Eliot’s “Burnt Norton” that suggests the 

idea, and (we cannot ignore the fact that) it is (only) by understanding Waugh’s text and 

its sentiments in relation to a greater set of Modernist texts and sentiments that we can 

find the meaning in suicide.  
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REVIEWS 

No Glib Explanations Admitted 
In the Picture: The Facts behind the Fiction in Evelyn Waugh’s Sword of Honour, by 

Donat Gallagher and Carlos Villar Flor. Amsterdam-New York: Rodopi, 2014. 360 pp. 

€78, $109, hardback. Reviewed by Robert Murray Davis.    

 In the Picture is not primarily a work of literary criticism, although it makes some 

shrewd observations about the aims and methods of Waugh’s trilogy, and it is directed 

toward two quite different but not incompatible audiences. On the one hand Carlos Villar 

Flor’s “A Place in That Battle” shows the ways in which experience is transmuted into 

fiction, and on the other, Donat Gallaher’s “Four Myths Explored” reveals, in detail too 

full to discuss adequately in a brief review, the ways in which historical or 

pseudohistorical records can be elided or distorted to create a portrait of Waugh as a 

disastrously incompetent officer, perhaps a liar if not an actual coward, and essentially an 

awful man all round. To counter these impressions, now hardened into what is accepted 

as fact, he draws upon evidence from archived material, some only recently open to 

scholars. This is a major contribution to scholarship which, for reasons to be discussed 

later, is all too likely to be ignored. 

Villar’s half, the more reader-friendly, is a careful, workmanlike comparison of 

Waugh’s WWII experiences with the war trilogy. (Anyone who thinks “workmanlike” 

faint praise does not understand the high value that Waugh placed on the term.) 

Examining the trilogy volume by volume, Villar notes how incidents and settings, like 

Waugh’s first months with the Royal Marines, for example, were translated into fiction in 

Guy Crouchback’s initial experiences with the Halberdiers. Here and throughout the 

book, Villlar draws heavily on Waugh’s published letters and diaries, but he also uses 

secondary sources to provide contexts of larger political and military actions and 

Waugh’s reaction to them, which illuminate and deepen major thematic elements in the 

fiction. 
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This method is most obvious in Men at Arms, where Waugh uses Guy’s interest in 

current events—unique among his fellow Marines—to reinforce the theme of the erosion 

of the English sense of justice, as when the concern for the treatment of a few hundred 

British prisoners completely obscures the fact of “those trains of locked vans still rolling 

East and West bearing their innocent loads to ghastly unknown destinations.” Villar 

points out that Officers and Gentlemen, which also draws heavily on Waugh’s diaries, is, 

with the exception of Guy’s reaction to the German-Russian alliance, far less concerned 

with the larger picture than with Guy’s “locking himself in his own consciousness” in 

what Villar calls Waugh’s “most autobiographical work.” 

In the discussion of Unconditional Surrender, Villar makes particularly good use 

of secondary sources to explain the diplomatic and military conditions in which Guy is 

playing a very minor part and to bolster his argument that the broader context helps to 

keep the novel, even while it contains the strongest statements of the trilogy’s themes, 

from being a mere polemic. 

In the book’s second part, “Four Myths Explored,” Donat Gallager is faced with 

defending a client who was often difficult and occasionally impossible. To do so, counsel 

for the defense has to make concessions: Waugh was, Gallagher says, “Endowed with 

acute intelligence, a matching skepticism, an irrepressible sense of the ridiculous, 

intolerance of boredom, a tendency to outbursts of temper and violent mood swings (he 

was mildly manic depressive) and by nature inclined to enjoy causing trouble.” In more 

than one instance, “being Evelyn Waugh, he expressed his anger and dismay 

imprudently.” Still, Waugh was anxious to become a good officer, although what 

Gallagher calls his “unworldly keenness” often annoyed his superiors—to whom, as the 

incomplete record seems to show, he was far ruder than he was to the Other Ranks below 

him.  

In building the case for Waugh, Gallagher cross-examines, with the care and vigor 

of a practiced attorney like Perry Mason, the testimony which created the “astonishingly 

hostile” responses to Waugh. Gallagher lays out the charges—that Waugh was “utterly 

unfitted to be an officer”; that he gave a less than honest account of his Commando unit’s 

evacuation of Crete; that he was rightly dismissed from Combined Operations 
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Headquarters for shirking his duties; and that in Yugoslavia he disregarded official duties 

to compile material for an account of the Catholic Church in Croatia which directly 

opposed official policy and which he supposedly revealed in contravention of the Official 

Secrets Act. 

In the process, Gallagher files countercharges against some of the major offenders 

against Waugh’s reputation, finding a villain in each chapter. In the first, it is Christopher 

Sykes, who wrote the authorized biography and first put into print the story that Waugh 

was not sent into combat because his superiors feared that his men would shoot him. This 

seemed to come from second-hand and unquestioned testimony and gathered weight from 

biographer to biographer and spilled out into the unofficial record. Gallagher counters by 

citing testimony of enlisted men who served under Waugh, by pointing out 

inconsistencies between testimony and the official record, and by revealing instances of 

“dishonesty and personal malice.” 

Sykes, supposedly a friend of Waugh’s, illustrates the adage “With friends like 

that, who needs enemies?” Of course, Waugh was good at collecting enemies, both 

contemporaneously and posthumously. In the second chapter, on the Cretan retreat, the 

man in the dock is Anthony Beevor. (For those interested in the near-incestuous tangle of 

English society, literary and otherwise, Beevor is married to Artemis Cooper, the 

granddaughter of Lady Diana, the model for Mrs. Stitch.) Gallagher begins by admitting 

that Beevor acted in good faith in laying charges that Waugh and his commanding officer 

Robert Laycock acted dishonestly, at best, in evacuating from Crete, but goes on to point 

to evidence that Beevor ignored or did not have available to him, so that the “accusations 

against Laycock and Waugh, however ingenious and often repeated, simply do not fit the 

facts.” Furthermore, discussions by the usually reliable Douglas Patey and William Boyd, 

let alone those who have produced less careful accounts “who believe they are basing 

themselves on Beevor[,] are moonbeams from the larger lunacy.” 

In the chapter on Waugh’s dismissal from the Commandos, the counter-charges 

against Lord Lovat are the most virulent. Gallagher asserts that newly discovered 

elements reveal “not only a long history of antagonism between Waugh and his nemesis, 

but, more importantly, the extent of Lovat’s insubordination and impetuous aggression, 
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his recklessness with accusations and with the truth, traits which played a major role in 

his ‘kicking Waugh out’ of the Special Service Brigade.” In one case, Lovat is caught in 

“a blatant lie.” In fact, records show that, far from soaking in White’s, as Lovat charged, 

Waugh did serious and competent work in helping to plan a mission (like so many, 

aborted)-one of several in which he was given a clear mandate and individual 

responsibility and performed well. Like other distortions and outright untruths, Lovat’s 

calumny resonates throughout the work of many subsequent accounts of Waugh’s service 

during this period. 

The villains who maintained that Waugh’s views of the military and political 

situation in Croatia, involving the betrayal of Catholics and of liberal elements, were not 

only incorrect but indulging in special pleading. They are many and diverse, ranging 

from Winston Churchill, indifferent to political as opposed to military goals; through the 

Foreign Office, whose job was “to present Tito as an ally dedicated to democracy and 

religious freedom”; to MI6, heavily infiltrated if not dominated by English Communists. 

Waugh’s report, “Church and State in Liberated Croatia,” was attacked by members of 

His Majesty’s government both when it was submitted and when its major elements were 

revealed to members of Parliament and the press, by historians like Anthony Rhodes 

“whose version of this affair is uncannily inaccurate in every detail,” and by most of the 

major biographers and commentators since. 

Gallagher counters these arguments—some more rightly called impressions—by 

citing both the testimony of people like Stephen Clissold, who, although pro-Tito, 

testified to Waugh’s competence as an officer and the overwhelming historical record 

which proves inconclusively that Tito’s aims were always political rather than military. It 

could be that Waugh’s position—and to an even clearer extent Guy Crouchback’s—

reveal the same emphasis, with the significant difference that Waugh did not have the 

power to enforce his views. 

Those views led to “the automatic channeling of what was ‘out there’ in the ether, 

where ‘Evelyn Waugh’ was synonymous with snobbery, racism, homophobia, and 

cruelty; where every minor misdemeanor was a major disgrace and where misstatement 

abounded.” This set of attitudes, the result of malfeasance (outright lies), misfeasance 
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(misinterpretation of evidence) and nonfeasance (lazy acceptance of received opinion) 

has led to the state in which, in the line from “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance,” 

“When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.” 

 An obvious question is whether this book, especially Gallagher’s part, will help to 

correct not only the record but to clear Waugh’s image of some if not all calumnies which 

have overlaid it. The answers are not encouraging. For one thing, Gallagher’s case is 

necessarily presented so meticulously and in such detail that it challenges the attention of 

readers used to flashier, less substantial narratives. For another, the price of the volume 

alone ($109; €78) is daunting. A scholar writing a book on Waugh in World War II said, 

despite my warning that not consulting In the Picture would be a major obstacle to his or 

anyone else’s work on the subject being taken seriously, that in effect that he would have 

to risk it. There is also the question of sheer laziness and ignorance on the part of those 

shown to be guilty, who, if they read this book at all, will defensively accuse Gallagher of 

nit-picking. But nits turn into head lice who produce uncomfortable if nonfatal physical 

effects.  

 Then, there is, alas, the issue of national prejudice. Waugh’s CO Robert Layock 

was praised “because he was ‘entirely free of the unconscious hauteur of the English 

Officer vis à vis Colonials.” For a crude if frank example, see this journalist’s account: 

“At a recent conference held by the editors of the new Complete Works of Evelyn Waugh, 

set to be published in 2020, the room was full of Americans. They adore Waugh — 

naturally: they have no one like him, and don’t you dare suggest F. Scott Fitzgerald — 

and caricature Britain by his writing.” In fact, the room contained a number of citizens of 

former colonies who among them have put in at least two centuries of cumulative 

scholarly work on Waugh, reaching back to a time when most Brits were ignoring him 

except to reprint legends whose truth they never bothered to examine.  

 But set all this aside and suppose that Waugh were as flawed as his most hostile 

critics suppose. “[I]f he were merely a psychopathic case and nothing more, there would 

be no problem and no need for a book about him. The problem is that here and there in 

his life he seems…to have transcended this inadequacy in a fashion that admits of no glib 

explanation.” That’s Waugh on Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and very few of the 
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commentators excoriated by Gallagher attempt to treat the perceived gap between 

Waugh’s life and art even superficially. 
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“It’s Wu week.” 
Darling Monster: The Letters of Lady Diana Cooper to Her Son John Julius Norwich 

1939-1952, by Diana Cooper, edited by John Julius Cooper. New York: Overlook, 

2014/London: Chatto, 2013. 528pp., $40.00/£19.99. 
Reviewed by Jeffrey A. Manley 

 
Diana Cooper had but one child, her son John Julius.  He lived with his parents 

until late 1939 when his prep school was evacuated from London and his parents went on 

a lecture tour of America to stir up support for Britain’s war effort.  After the blitz 

started, his parents decided to evacuate him to North America for safety.  Wartime 

separations generated what became a long stream of letters that at times were almost like 

diaries of Diana’s daily activities.  Even her early letters, written when John Julius was 

only 10, convey much more worldly information and social gossip than one would expect 

to impart to a child of that age.  They seem to reflect a frank and friendly relationship 

between mother and son.  

The volume of letters diminishes after John Julius returned home to enter Eton in 

the Fall of 1942 and picks up again when his father is posted to Algiers and later Paris as 

Ambassador.  As soon becomes evident, Diana also was probably too busy as 

Ambassadress (the peak of her social success) to write as many letters as before.  The 

letters resume in earnest when his father is dismissed from the Embassy in 1947, just at 

the time John Julius entered the Navy prior to Oxford.  

After they left the Embassy, the Institut de France rented the Coopers a country 

house in Chantilly outside of Paris that they had previously used for weekends. They 

settled there and travelled frequently between London and Chantilly.  Time weighed 

heavily on Diana in this period, as is evident from the length and tedium of many of her 

letters from these years.   

The best letters by far are those written during the blitz when Diana and Duff 

shuttled between country homes of friends, her own cottage at Bognor and the 

Dorchester.  These letters give a very real sense of how tense things were in England, 

even for those in a privileged position such as theirs, with the constant bombardment and 

expectation of full-scale invasion tomorrow or the day after. 

Waugh is mentioned little in the early letters. He did once visit the British mission 

in Algiers in July 1944 on the way to Yugoslavia and was visited by Diana during his 

convalescence in Rome after a plane crash on the same journey.  He was also a visitor on 

at least one occasion at the Embassy in Paris in March 1946 during the Coopers’ tenure.  

It seems strange that none of these visits is mentioned in Diana’s letters.  Once the 
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Coopers had been turfed out of the Embassy, however, visits seem to become more 

frequent, or are more frequently mentioned.   

From the evidence on hand in this book, these visits in the late 1940s-early 1950s 

could be stressful for the Coopers.  John Julius summarizes the situation as follows: 

[Waugh] had been a regular visitor at Bognor before the war and now the war was 

over he came back into our lives.  He had always been a little bit in love with my 

mother: she had always been a little afraid of him […]. What she feared was his 

manner, his prickliness and not least his intelligence, for which she felt herself to 

be no match.  Another complication was provided by my father, who went 

through periods of disliking Waugh intensely—the feeling being entirely 

mutual—though they made it up in the end. (226) 

The first meeting in this post-Embassy period described in the letters took place in the 

days following New Year’s in 1948.  Both Waugh and Diana were in London at this time 

and met frequently during what became known in her letters as “Wu week.”  After four 

or five meetings (some good, others less so), they tried to arrange to meet for lunch.  He 

suggested the Ritz but she demurred because “it’s common, the wrong people still think 

it’s smart, the food is uneatable.  It’s like being on the S.S. Lusitania.” But then, she 

concedes, better the Ritz than some other restaurant that he will criticize throughout the 

meal.  They were seated in the middle of a roomful of strangers, “as a sort of navel to this 

undistinguished body.”  As might be expected, the meal did not go well: 

The waiter in answer to Evelyn’s demand for drink said ‘Red or white?’  ‘What 

do you mean?’ said Evelyn.  ‘Well, you can ‘ave a carafe of either.’  Before Bo 

had time for his stroke he added ‘O, I see, you wants it bottled.’  ‘Is there no wine 

waiter or wine list?’ gasped Evelyn.  All this a great joy to me. (237) 

She scored another little victory when she discovered that she and Waugh shared a 

passion for Dick Barton.  Although there are helpful footnotes explaining obscure 

references in other instances, the editor assumes the reader needs no explanation for this 

one.  In my own case, that was not true.  In fact, this was a lowbrow BBC radio serial 

(Dick Barton—Secret Agent) in which the hero is an ex-Commando (probably explaining 

Waugh’s interest) who with his chums is constantly saving the homeland from 

improbable disasters.  It was broadcast in 15-minute episodes every weekday from 1946 

to 1951 between 6 and 7 pm.   It was, according to Wikipedia, characterized by both 

contrived plot and clichéd dialogue.  Diana wrote to her son that she intended to ask Duff 

for a portable radio to enable her to follow it in France.  Waugh “(who condemns the 

discovery of sound waves and wouldn’t listen if war was declared) has now fallen for [it] 

and as he has no set in London he has to take a taxi to the Tablet offices to listen in” 

(251). 
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 Probably the most stressful of Waugh’s visits in the period covered by these 

letters (ending in mid-1952) was that of May 1949.  Diana mentions that Waugh arrived 

in France with Christopher Sykes who was acting as his “courier.”  As Sykes explains in 

his biography of Waugh, he was invited by Waugh to join him on a visit to both Nancy 

Mitford and Diana, but Sykes at first declined because he couldn’t afford the trip.  Waugh 

then suggested that he come along as his “secretary or homme d’affaires” with salary to 

be paid in the form of the expenses of the journey.  This was in the period when, 

according to Diana, Waugh was flush with money from his success as an international 

“best seller” and “money is not thought or talked of” (382).  She sensed that Sykes, in 

these circumstances, felt no guilt in taking some of the money “with no questions asked” 

(383). After meetings in Paris (arranged by Sykes) with a French poet and a prominent 

liberal Roman Catholic theologian (neither of which went very well), they arrived with 

Nancy Mitford at Diana’s house in Chantilly to spend the night.  

After dinner, the men retired, as was Duff’s custom, to “sit over the port.”  As 

described by Sykes (who was in this case a first-hand witness), Duff opened the 

conversation by criticizing the Conservative Party’s appeasement policies of the late 

1930s.  Evelyn countered by needling Duff about his role in popularizing the alliance 

with the Soviets as Minister of Information.  Waugh got under Duff’s skin to such an 

extent that Duff lost his temper and screamed at Waugh in a shrill voice: “It’s rotten little 

rats like you who have brought about the downfall of this country.”  After accusing 

Waugh, inter alia, of cynicism, cowardice, pacifism, and homosexuality, Duff regained 

his composure and was “particularly charming and attentive as a host for the rest of the 

evening” (Sykes, 443-47). 

Diana and Nancy were not present at Duff’s meltdown nor does Diana mention it 

in her letter to John Julius about this visit.  She does, however, describe meeting Waugh 

in the gardens quite early the next morning where he invited her to lunch with him in 

Paris.  As he well knew, she had already organized for the entire party a “cordon bleu 

lunch” in Chantilly.  (Although not stated, Waugh may have wished to avoid Duff in case 

he was included in that luncheon party.) At breakfast, Waugh tried to beg off Diana’s 

lunch with lame excuses and then asked Nancy what she would prefer.  According to 

Diana, “She cravenly answered that she didn’t care, knowing it was ill-mannered and 

most wounding to me.  Christopher the same but he had the excuse of acting courier and 

taking orders, so they left.”  Diana concludes her letter: 

I told Wu a bit of what I felt.  I told him with all his efforts to be a grand seigneur 

he’s never been a man of manners etc. and when I heard their car roll away I 

cried: I cried with disappointment and a wounded heart, but Papa was so 

sympathetic and loving that it was worth it.  I don’t understand why it is that I 

always have a row with Wu, and with no one else do I behave so spoiltly. (386) 
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Whether Duff had told her of the contretemps with Waugh when she wrote the letter is 

not clear, but she must have learned of it at some point.  Waugh and Nancy mention it in 

their correspondence. 

The fallout from the visit seems to have caused a break of over a year in the 

correspondence between Waugh and Diana.  He wrote her a conciliatory letter at 

Christmas but there is no record of a reply.  Regular exchanges only resume in late 1950 

(MWMS, 103-10).  In a letter dated January 1951 from Rome, Waugh tells Diana he 

failed until then to receive a letter she had sent him in April of the previous year (MWMS, 

114). That earlier letter is also reproduced and was an attempt at reconciliation (idem 

108-09).  Another result was Duff’s attempt to even the score by proposing Peter 

Quennell as a member of White’s, knowing this would infuriate Waugh.  Quennell was 

accepted, but Waugh didn’t resign. 

Diana mentions Waugh only on a few more occasions in these letters to her son.  

In February 1951, she writes of a lunch with Graham Greene and his mistress and 

concludes: “I think [Greene] is a good man possessed of a devil and that Evelyn contrary 

to this is a bad man for whom an angel is struggling” (436).  Later that month, she 

mentions that Waugh stopped for a visit on the way to Rome and that she planned to meet 

him in Monte Carlo on the way back and “motor quietly home.  Shall I be happy?—all is 

better when we are alone together and he has learnt how impossible he is as a provoker-

cum-stalker—I think he’ll try” (459).  

Diana’s correspondence with Waugh reached its greatest volume in the 1950s, 

after the period covered in this book had concluded.  This may to some extent have been 

due to the reduction in letters to her son, giving her more time for writing to friends.  She 

and her son communicated by telephone once he started work with the Foreign Office, 

resorting to letters primarily when he was in an overseas posting.  These occasional 

letters are beyond the scope of this collection that ends in 1952 with her son’s graduation 

from Oxford.  Diana moved back to London in the 1960s, living near her son and his 

family who settled in Maida Vale. 

The editor’s objectivity is sometimes a problem—not too surprising in the 

circumstances.  For example, when Diana insisted upon accompanying Duff on his 

inspection tour of Singapore in late 1941, she did so over the strenuous objections of civil 

and military authorities regarding the administrative and transport problems this would 

cause.  John Julius defended her dismissal of these objections, asserting “she would 

always look after herself and expect—indeed, accept—no special treatment of any kind” 

(133).  Only a few pages later, however, she describes her demand for a house and full 

staff of servants when they stopped in Singapore, despite the local authorities’ strong 

preference that they accept hotel accommodation for their temporary visit in conditions 

where wartime preparations were proceeding at full tilt.  She also recounts the difficulties 
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she imposed on an air crew when she insisted upon accompanying them on a mission in 

an aircraft on which there was no allowance for the accommodation of women. 

Aside from that, the editorial material is well written and the book is well 

organized and annotated.  The linking and introductory materials and notations are about 

the right length, although there are odd gaps, such as the lack of a “Dick Barton” 

reference as noted above.  There is a useful “dictionary of names” with cross-references 

that make it easier to identify those mentioned in the letters without fumbling through 

footnotes.  The index is superb.  One quibble would be the disproportionately large 

volume of letters for 1948-49.  This results in unnecessary repetition and tedious 

references to dinner parties and meetings with many of the same people.  Some 

winnowing of the letters for this period would have been useful.   

Works Cited 

Cooper, Artemis, ed. Mr. Wu and Mrs. Stitch: The Letters of Evelyn Waugh and Diana  

Cooper, London: Hodder, 1991. 

Sykes, Christopher. Evelyn Waugh: A Biography. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Evelyn Waugh Studies 27  

Arthur and the Owl 
A Curious Friendship: The Story of a Bluestocking and a Bright Young Thing, by Anna 

Thomasson. London: Macmillan, 2015. 537 pp., £20.00. 

Rex Whistler: Inspirations (v. 1 Family, Friendships, Landscapes; v.2 Love and War), by 

Hugh and Mirabel Cecil. London: Pimpernel, 2015. 176 pp., £30.00/$49.00 (boxed set). 

Reviewed by Jeffrey A. Manley 

 

The first book under review, by Anna Thomasson, is primarily a biography of 

Edith Olivier.  It is also about several talented young people with whom she became 

acquainted in the interwar years, including but not limited to Rex Whistler. The title is a 

bit misleading since the book is about much more than the “curious friendship” between 

Olivier and Whistler.  The second book, by Hugh and Mirabel Cecil, is actually a set of 

two, containing illustrations of Whistler’s paintings and drawings and photos of him, his 

friends and family.  These illustrations are accompanied by a brief text intended to 

describe the settings and people that influenced Whistler’s art works.   

 

Rex Whistler was known to Waugh by reputation and personally, and Waugh had 

occasion to comment on him and his work.  Most of what is contained in both of these 

books, as it relates to Whistler, has already been written in greater detail in the single 

volume Searching for Rex Whistler (2012), also by the Cecils.  Another biography of 

Whistler is scarcely needed.  In addition to the Cecils’ 2012 version, Whistler’s brother 

wrote a detailed biography and memoir in 1985 (The Laughter and the Urn).  

 

Thomasson’s book describes the interesting story of Edith Olivier (1872-1948), 

especially beginning in the 1920s when she made lasting friendships with several 

younger members of London’s artistic community.  She wrote about these experiences in 

her diaries and letters that are this book’s primary sources. Edith was the Oxford-

educated daughter of an Anglican clergyman whose most important appointments were in 

Wiltshire, around Salisbury and nearby Wilton.  Her father was a domineering figure 

(described as “Casaubon-like”) to the point of assuring that Edith and her sister Mildred 

dedicated their lives to caring for his needs rather than seeking careers or marriages.  By 

the time he died, they were beyond the age to pursue either course.  When her sister died 

a few years after their father, Edith faced a very bleak future, with neither a secure 

income nor a career.   

 

She was fortunate in being provided with comfortable housing by the Earl of 

Pembroke’s family, who leased her a large cottage (Daye House) on their Wilton House 

estate.  She managed to survive by writing and lecturing (and later appearing on BBC 

radio broadcasts).  She wrote several novels as well as biographies and topographical 

works, most now forgotten. She was also active in promoting work for women and is 
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credited with founding the Women’s Land Army during WWI.  In addition, she 

sometimes got a little help from her wealthier friends—e.g., Siegfried Sassoon paid her 

an allowance. 

 

Another local connection was Pamela Grey who lived at Wilsford, a few miles 

north of Salisbury.  Pamela’s son was Stephan Tennant, one of the more flamboyant 

members of the BYP.  Edith formed a lasting if somewhat rocky friendship with Stephen 

and was introduced by him to his fellow student from the Slade School of Art, Rex 

Whistler.  Through them, she also met the photographer Cecil Beaton, as well as the 

Jungmann sisters, Zita and Teresa (“Baby”).  Her close friendships with Zita, Beaton and 

Tennant continued until her death.  She was also a friend of Brian Howard’s parents but 

never warmed to Brian.  And she is described as a close friend of Gwen Plunket-Greene, 

mother of Waugh’s friends Olivia and her two brothers.  But nothing of that connection is 

developed in this book.  She knew the Sitwells and through them, composer William 

Walton, who was a frequent visitor.  She is not described as a social climber but clearly 

knew how to make and use her connections to her advantage. 

 

One example of this is her brief association with John Betjeman (297-300).  She 

met him during an ad hoc film production at Cecil Beaton’s Wiltshire country house, 

Ashcombe.  She was at a low economic ebb at the time and asked Betjeman if he could 

help her find work as a Fleet Street journalist.  He was reluctant to oblige that specific 

request but enquired if she might be available to help him complete a Shell Guide of 

Wiltshire by writing the gazetteer section.  She agreed, and the result was so good that 

Betjeman suggested her work be used as a model for future volumes, including his own 

then pending Devon guide.   

 

Many of Waugh’s friends and acquaintances were, thus, within Olivier’s orbit.  

But Waugh himself makes only brief appearances in these pages.  Brian Howard took her 

to the Bruno Hat hoax exhibition (for which Waugh had written the catalogue and Brian 

had painted the pictures).  This was in 1929, toward the end of the BYP era.  According 

to Thomasson (186-87), “Two years previously Edith might have found it entertaining; 

now she thought it foolish.”  In 1933, Edith gave what may have been the most ambitious 

social event she ever attempted, inviting 30 people to a dance at her house.  Thomasson 

calls this affair the “pinnacle of her success as a salonnière” (265).  It is described as a 

“great success,” but afterwards, she noted that it was to be “my one and only party” 

(266).  Edith was horrified by Evelyn Waugh, who, she wrote in her diary, became 

“disgracefully, gibberingly drunk.” How Waugh came to be invited is not explained 

(perhaps he gate-crashed).  Indeed, delivery of an invitation would not have been easy.  

The party took place in late September 1933, and he must have just returned from a 

cruise and trip to Italy where he met Laura Herbert, who became his second wife.  No 
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diary of Waugh at the time has survived, and he seems not to have mentioned Edith’s 

party in any published letters.  In 1936, Edith went unaccompanied to London for the 

ceremony in which Waugh received the Hawthornden Prize for Edmund Campion.  

Again, nothing is said about the source of any invitation or motivation for her attendance.  

In her diary she wrote: “Evelyn looked shy….  The book is good but I hate him getting 

this.  He is so horrid” (311; emphasis in original). 

 

Aside from suggesting that Whistler and Waugh had sometimes attended the same 

parties, no attempt is made in Thomasson’s book to connect the two of them.   They were 

certainly not close friends and were barely acquaintances based on what evidence is 

available.  Waugh mentions Whistler’s presence at a drunken Christmas party at the 

house of Daphne Weymouth (later Fielding) in Wiltshire in 1942 (Letters, 164-65).  Both 

men were stationed at nearby Army posts at that time.  According to Diana Cooper, 

Waugh used Whistler as the model for Arthur, the young man in Scoop who is painting 

the ceiling of Julia Stitch’s house when John Boot pays her a visit.  Julia offers him this 

advice: “You’re putting too much ivy on the turret, Arthur; the owl won’t show up unless 

you have him on the bare stone, and I’m particularly attached to the owl.”   

 

Later, as the painter “dabbled away industriously,” Mrs. Stitch’s daughter 

comments: “It’s very banal, isn’t it, Boot? ... I think all of Arthur’s work is banal.”  She 

confesses that “banal” is a word “whose correct use I have only lately learnt.” Whistler 

had in fact painted murals in Diana Cooper’s house in Gower Street, London, as well as 

at one of her family’s homes, Haddon Hall, in Derbyshire.  He was much admired by 

Diana, who says that he and Waugh did not get along very well: “There were never two 

characters more opposite.  Evelyn liked [Whistler’s] work but never would have bought 

any as his taste was for narrative pictures” (Interview of Diana Cooper in McDonnell, 

183-84; quotes from Scoop, 5-7). 

 

Diana’s interviewer, Jacqueline McDonnell, goes on to consider Waugh’s 

assessment of Whistler.  She finds Waugh’s attitude a 

  

complex one.  He approved of Whistler’s classically influenced work but wasn’t 

so much in favour of that which was influenced by the nineteenth century; and in 

his diaries he said of Eddie Marsh that he hadn’t ‘any taste…He likes Rex 

Whistler.’ (McDonnell, 184; footnote omitted) 

  

But she also thinks Waugh may have been more negative about Whistler the man than his 

works.  He was probably a wee bit jealous of Whistler’s charm and success with society 

women such as Diana Cooper rather than of his reputation as an artist.  
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In fact, Waugh wrote an assessment of Whistler’s works in 1952 that is wholly 

favorable.  This is in a review of a republication of the artist’s illustrations for a 1930s 

novel entitled Konigsmark:  

 

No contemporary artist has imparted so much delight to so many people as Rex 

Whistler.  His untimely death leaves us with no sense of frustration.  All his 

promise was fulfilled.  He was troubled by no period of sterility or transition.  We 

did not expect any startling development from him.  For all his working life he 

continued as he began, doing what he alone could do, joyously and with 

enormous abundance.  His enchanting work has spread all over the country, in 

extent a full life-time’s work, and not a failure in the whole mass of it.  There is 

never a doubt anywhere about his intention.  He made a dream world of his own 

and threw it open to all who would to share. 

 

Waugh goes on to compare Whistler with Edward Burne-Jones, another artist he 

admired:  “Both artists created their dream worlds as a refuge from contemporary 

ugliness.  Their art was the gift of drawing others into their worlds.”  (“Dream World,” 

1456-57.  See also Manley, Jeffrey, “Illustrator of Wine in Peace and War,” EWS, 44.2, 

where Waugh’s favorable comments on drawings by Whistler that were used to illustrate 

Waugh’s booklet are discussed and quoted.) 

 

Another reference to Whistler appears in a most unexpected context.  In A Tourist 

in Africa (1960), p. 55, Waugh recounts a visit to a “pretty little seaside resort” near the 

ruined city of Gedi in Kenya.  There he had lunch in an “excellent beach hotel decorated 

in the style derived from Rex Whistler.”  How Whistler’s influence reached that remote 

outpost of the British Empire is hard to imagine. 

 

Although Waugh himself does not appear much in the narratives about either 

Whistler or Olivier, Thomasson does compare aspects of the lives of Waugh’s characters 

in Brideshead Revisited to some of those around Olivier.  The friendship of Rex Whistler 

and Stephen Tennant is compared to that between Charles Ryder and Sebastian Flyte (32; 

417).  Stephen, like Sebastian, introduces his college friend Rex to the upper class world 

into which Rex enthusiastically assimilates.  Both Charles and Rex become estranged 

from their Sebastian figures, who, over time, become less and less glamorous than they 

first appeared.  Each finds in the wartime army his own escape from an unhappy love 

affair in his adopted milieu.  A comparison is also made between the artistic careers of 

Rex and Charles (64; 356-57).  In a sense, Rex succumbs to the same charm that Anthony 

Blanche warns Charles will ruin his painting.  Each develops an artistic brand that makes 

him popular with an aristocratic world that has entered its final decline.  But Thomasson 
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thinks it unlikely that Waugh had Rex and Stephen specifically in mind when he created 

Charles and Sebastian. 

 

The Cecils also offer a brief comparison (Love and War, 16-17) between 

Whistler’s life and that of a Waugh character.  This involves the Army careers of 

Whistler and Guy Crouchback, from Waugh’s war trilogy.  Whistler, like Guy, “found 

himself, at thirty-five years old, casting around for some way of joining in the struggle.”  

Guy’s experience was actually based closely on that of Waugh himself and is unlikely to 

have been influenced by that of Whistler.  In Waugh’s case political support from 

Brendan Bracken and Winston Churchill helped him gain a commission, while in 

Whistler’s, according to the Cecils, that supporting role was played by Duff Cooper.  

 

Thomasson’s book is on the whole well written and organized.  It is, however, too 

long by about 100 pages.  These could have been eliminated by summarizing aspects of 

Rex’s life and career that had been detailed elsewhere.  The core centers around Edith 

Olivier and her friendships not just with Rex Whistler, but with Cecil Beaton, Stephen 

Tennant, William Walton and Siegfried Sassoon, as well.  The lives of these other friends 

are summarized from existing biographies, as relevant, and a similar approach could have 

been taken in the case of Whistler, to much the same salutary effect.  The book has an 

appeal that extends well beyond Rex Whistler fans.  It should be of interest to anyone 

concerned with the art and literature of the interwar period (which should include 

Waugh’s admirers), and marketing it as primarily another description of the 

Olivier/Whistler relationship is a mistake and a disservice to the author. 

 

The Cecils’ latest book (or books) is less ambitious and seems intended as a 

simplified, coffee table version of their 2012 effort, supplemented by additional and more 

detailed illustrations.  If that is the intention, then it succeeds admirably.  But there is no 

foreword offering any explanation of how these books are intended to relate to their 

earlier one.  There is some suggestion in volume 1 of a memoir explaining Rex 

Whistler’s association with Hugh Cecil’s parents, David and Rachel Cecil, who lived 

near Edith Olivier’s cottage.  But aside from a few paragraphs of text relating to the 

friendship of the Cecils and Whistler and a single photo, the remainder of these volumes 

is devoted to the illustrations. 

 

For these we should be grateful. Many of them, however, have previously 

appeared in smaller format in the 2012 book.  Again, an explanation of the selection 

process would have been helpful.  The text is often useful in providing background 

information about the source of inspiration for the paintings and drawings as well as 

identification of the settings and persons in the photographs.  But in several instances the 

text refers to paintings or places not illustrated in the books, or illustrations are included 
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for which there is no supporting textual explanation.  For example, a memoir relating to 

David Cecil’s house at Rockbourne gives a detailed description of that house and its 

location in relation to other points in “Wessex” of importance to Whistler.  But there is 

no map or other illustrations of that house and only one photo of David Cecil and 

Whistler, with none of his wife, Rachel.  In the section on Italy, there is a painting of the 

church of San Gregorio Magno in Rome but no textual explanation of that painting or of 

the church’s importance to Englishmen.  Volume 2 suffers fewer of these problems 

because it tells a single coherent narrative story relating to Whistler’s army career.  Why 

it is subtitled Love and War is a mystery since it contains relatively little about Whistler’s 

love life. 

 

The Cecils’ books are very nicely produced and the illustrations are much to be 

admired.  The two volumes are sold separately as well as in a set, but it would seem an 

unusual buyer who would want one and not the other.  Any lover of the Cecils’ earlier 

book will want these latest offerings as well. 

 

SOURCES:  Thanks to Don Gallagher for supplying the review from Time and Tide and 

to Jonathan Kooperstein of the Anthony Powell Society for pointing out the Diana 

Cooper interview by Jacqueline McDonnell and the recent publication of the Cecils’ 

second book. 
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NEWS 
 

Evelyn Waugh: A Supplementary Checklist of Criticism 
 
The editors have indeed been remiss in failing to include updates over this year, but rest 
assured, the bibliography shall continue in 46.3. It will contain books and articles 
published in 2014 and 2015, as well as items omitted from earlier lists. 
 

Waging Waugh 
Mr. Joseph Roccasalvo kindly informed EWS that his play, Waging Waugh, a celebration 

of Waugh as master of the bon mot and the mot juste, was performed quite successfully at 

Loyola University. It received the imprimatur of the Waugh family for publication and 

further public performances, and is now available at Amazon in all formats. 

http://www.amazon.com/Two-One-Joseph-Roccasalvo-

ebook/dp/B003YH9OCQ/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1448810660&sr=8-

1&keywords=Roccasalvo+Two+for+One 

 

Evelyn Waugh Society 

The Waugh Society has 165 members.  To join, please go to 

http://evelynwaughsociety.org/. 

The Evelyn Waugh Discussion List has 81 members.  To join, please visit 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Evelyn_Waugh. 

The Evelyn Waugh Society is also on Twitter: https://twitter.com/evelynwaughsoc. 

The Waugh Society is providing an RSS feed: http://evelynwaughsociety.org/feed. 

And the Waugh Society’s web site has opportunities for threaded discussions: 

http://evelynwaughsociety.org/forums/. 
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