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Elizabeth Bowen's The Last September is a poignant exploration of love, loss, and the
complexities of identity against the backdrop of the Irish War of Independence. Set in a
crumbling Anglo-Irish estate, the novel navigates the tumultuous social and political
landscape of early 20th-century Ireland, reflecting on the disintegration of an aristocratic
way of life while grappling with the personal turmoil of its characters. Through rich
imagery, intricate character development, and a deep sense of nostalgia, Bowen captures
the essence of a society in turmoil, making this work a significant contribution to Irish
literature.



Context and Background

The Historical Setting

"The Last September" is set in 1920, during a period of great upheaval in Ireland. The
country was embroiled in a conflict that would lead to the establishment of the Irish Free
State in 1922. The Anglo-Irish, a class of English-descended Irish landowners, found their
position increasingly precarious. The novel reflects this historical context through its
characters and their interactions, illustrating the tension between the Anglo-Irish elite and
the burgeoning nationalist movement.

Elizabeth Bowen's Life and Influence

Elizabeth Bowen was born in 1899 in Dublin to an Anglo-Irish family, giving her a unique
perspective on the cultural and political dynamics of Ireland. Her upbringing in a
privileged environment, coupled with the tumult of her youth during the Irish War of
Independence, deeply influenced her writing. Bowen's personal experiences, including her
complicated relationships with her family and her sense of belonging, are evident in "The
Last September."

Bowen's literary career encompasses several genres, including novels, short stories, and
essays. Her works often explore themes of displacement, identity, and the impact of
historical events on personal lives. "The Last September" is one of her most acclaimed
novels, showcasing her ability to intertwine personal and political narratives.

Plot Summary

"The Last September" revolves around the life of Lois Farquhar, a young Anglo-Irish
woman navigating her identity and relationships amidst the chaos of the Irish War of
Independence. The narrative unfolds primarily in the estate of Danielstown, where Lois
lives with her relatives, including her aunt and uncle, Sir John and Lady Ethel.

As the story progresses, we see Lois torn between her desire for romance and her loyalty
to her family and heritage. The arrival of various characters, including the charismatic but
troubled Englishman Marda, further complicates her emotional landscape. The backdrop
of violence and uncertainty in Ireland intensifies Lois's internal conflicts, leading her to
question her values and the future of her community.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Last September" are richly drawn and serve to illustrate the
broader themes of the novel.



- Lois Farquhar: The protagonist, Lois, embodies the struggle of the Anglo-Irish youth
caught between tradition and change. Her feelings of restlessness and longing for love
reflect the internal conflicts faced by many individuals during this period of upheaval.

- Sir John and Lady Ethel: Lois's guardians represent the fading aristocracy. Their
attempts to maintain their status amidst the changing political landscape highlight the
fragility of their world.

- Marda: A pivotal character, Marda embodies the allure and danger of romantic
entanglements. His presence in Lois's life acts as a catalyst for her personal growth and
self-discovery.

- The Irish Nationalists: Represented through various supporting characters, the
nationalists in the novel symbolize the rising tide of change and the challenge to the
Anglo-Irish identity.

Thematic Exploration

Bowen skillfully weaves several themes throughout "The Last September," making the
novel a rich tapestry of human experience.

Identity and Belonging

A central theme in the novel is the search for identity and a sense of belonging. Lois's
struggle reflects the broader existential crisis faced by the Anglo-Irish community as they
grapple with their place in a rapidly changing society.

- Anglo-Irish Identity: The novel explores the complexities of Anglo-Irish identity, marked
by a sense of nostalgia for a bygone era and a fear of losing their cultural heritage.

- Personal Identity: Lois's journey represents the universal quest for self-discovery, as she
navigates her relationships and confronts her desires against the backdrop of societal
expectations.

Love and Relationships

Love in "The Last September" is portrayed as both a source of joy and a catalyst for
conflict. Lois's romantic entanglements reveal the complexities of human emotions and the
impact of external circumstances on personal relationships.

- Romantic Longing: Lois's desire for love and connection reflects the human need for
intimacy, while her relationships serve to highlight the tensions between personal desires

and societal obligations.

- Familial Bonds: The dynamics within Lois's family illustrate the importance of loyalty and



tradition, even as those bonds are tested by the changing political landscape.

Change and Loss

The theme of change permeates the novel, symbolizing the inevitable passage of time and
the bittersweet nature of life.

- The Decline of the Anglo-Irish: The crumbling estate of Danielstown serves as a
metaphor for the decline of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy, mirroring the loss of a way of life

that can never return.

- Personal Loss: Characters in the novel grapple with the loss of loved ones and the fading
of dreams, reflecting the broader sense of mourning for a lost era.

Literary Style and Techniques

Elizabeth Bowen employs various literary techniques to enhance the narrative and deepen
the reader's engagement with the themes.

Imagery and Symbolism

Bowen's use of vivid imagery creates a palpable sense of place and atmosphere. The estate
of Danielstown is depicted with a sense of nostalgia, serving as a character in its own
right.

- Nature Imagery: The changing seasons symbolize the passage of time and the cyclical
nature of life, mirroring the characters' emotional states.

- Symbolism of the Estate: Danielstown represents both the beauty of the past and the
decay of the present, embodying the tensions within the Anglo-Irish community.

Stream of Consciousness Technique

Bowen often employs a stream of consciousness narrative style, allowing readers to access
the inner thoughts and emotions of her characters. This technique creates an intimate
connection with Lois's psyche, immersing readers in her struggles and desires.

Conclusion

Elizabeth Bowen's "The Last September" stands as a poignant exploration of identity, love,
and loss against the backdrop of a society in turmoil. Through her rich characterizations



and evocative prose, Bowen captures the complexities of the Anglo-Irish experience during
a critical moment in Irish history. The novel not only reflects the personal struggles of its
characters but also serves as a mirror to the broader societal changes sweeping through
Ireland.

In a world where traditional values are being challenged, "The Last September" remains a
timeless reflection on the human condition, resonating with readers who seek to
understand the intricacies of identity and belonging amid the ever-changing tides of
history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Elizabeth
Bowen's 'The Last September'?

The main themes in 'The Last September' include the impact of war on society, the
complexities of identity and belonging, the decline of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy, and the
exploration of love and desire amidst chaos.

How does Bowen depict the setting of Ireland in 'The
Last September'?

Bowen vividly depicts Ireland as a backdrop of both beauty and tension, capturing the lush
landscapes and the social upheaval of the period leading up to the Irish War of
Independence, reflecting the internal conflicts of the characters.

Who are the central characters in 'The Last September"
and what roles do they play?

The central characters include Lois Farquhar, a young woman caught between her
romantic desires and societal expectations; her guardians, Sir Richard and Lady Myra,
who represent the old Anglo-Irish order; and the various guests at their estate, who
embody different responses to the changing political landscape.

What narrative techniques does Elizabeth Bowen use in
'The Last September'?

Bowen employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative, rich imagery, and detailed character
introspection to convey the emotional landscape of her characters and the tension of their
situations, often blurring the lines between personal and political conflicts.

In what ways does 'The Last September' reflect the
historical context of its time?

The novel reflects the historical context of post-World War I Ireland, illustrating the
tensions between British and Irish identities, the decline of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy,
and the looming threat of civil unrest, all of which shape the characters' lives and choices.



What is the significance of the title 'The Last
September'?

The title signifies a moment of transition and the end of an era, symbolizing both the
literal change of seasons and the metaphorical decline of the Anglo-Irish way of life in the
face of political change and personal upheaval.

How does Elizabeth Bowen's writing style in 'The Last
September' enhance the story?

Bowen's lyrical and evocative writing style enhances the emotional depth and atmosphere
of the story, using descriptive language and intricate character studies to immerse the
reader in the complexities of the characters' experiences and the socio-political backdrop.

What role does the theme of love play in 'The Last
September'?

The theme of love in 'The Last September' is complex and multifaceted, portraying both
romantic longing and the constraints imposed by societal expectations, as characters
navigate their desires amidst the turmoil of their changing world.
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