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Harold Pinter and Elizabeth Bowen: Men and Women at War 

 
Using the Harold Pinter Collection held at the British Library, this article investigates Harold 

Pinter’s 1989 screenplay and television film of Elizabeth Bowen’s 1949 novel The Heat of the 

Day. It argues for the detailed and direct ways in which Pinter used Bowen’s language and 

dialogue to convey the complexities of wartime London. However, it also suggests that 

Pinter’s adaptation deliberately excludes elements of women’s experiences of the Second 

World War in favour of a more masculinised presentation of war and the spy genre. 

 

Keywords: Harold Pinter, Elizabeth Bowen, modernist novel, wartime novel, adaptation, 

women and the Second World War, spy genre. 

 

This essay investigates the process by which Harold Pinter, a writer known for being strongly 

opposed to war, adapted The Heat of the Day (1949), Elizabeth Bowen’s World War Two 

novel about women’s lives and survival in London. At first glance, Elizabeth Bowen seems 

an unusual writer to have captured Pinter’s imagination. Biographically, there are substantial 

differences between the histories and outlooks of these two writers. This might suggest that 

their work has scant overlap or commonality. Elizabeth Dorothea Cole Bowen (1899-1973) 

was born at the start of the twentieth century in Dublin into the Anglo-Irish Protestant 

Ascendancy as the daughter of a wealthy family who owned Bowen Court, a big house in 

County Cork, Ireland. She went on to live most of her life in London. During World War 

Two, Bowen remained in London and worked for the Ministry of Information, reporting to 

Britain on Ireland. Bowen was affiliated with the Bloomsbury set, yet returned to Ireland 

often and always remained in touch, in her writing at least, with her Irish background, 

sensibilities and heritage. Described by Maud Ellman as ‘one of the finest writers of fiction in 

English in the twentieth century’ but also as ‘one of the strangest’, Bowen is known for her 

convoluted writing style.1 Her oeuvre of novels, short stories, and other writing carries strong 

and persistent preoccupations with the intricacies and inconsistencies of women’s lives. Her 

prose is also notable for evoking a strong sense of place and belonging, and for sharply and 

critically observing the objects of modernity. Despite being awarded the CBE and made a 

Companion of Literature, Bowen was for long time rather ignored by critics, perhaps because 

her writing resists categorisation.2 However, there has recently been renewed critical interest 

in Bowen’s work.3 

Harold Pinter (1930-2008), a generation younger than Bowen, was born in the 

interwar period into a modest, traditional, East London working-class family who lived in a 

terraced house, kept immaculately by his mother.4 Pinter went to the local Grammar School 

and then RADA, briefly. As a conscientious objector he was not forced to serve in the Second 

World War and was young enough to be fined, not imprisoned. He wrote some early poetry, 

acted under the stage name of ‘David Baron’, and came to fame through his plays in the late 

fifties and sixties. He wrote plays for radio, adapted novels into screenplays and as a 

screenwriter and as a playwright achieved great acclaim in the theatre, on television and at 

                                                           
1 Maud Ellman, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003), 

x. 
2 Ellman, Bowen, 17. 
3 For example see: Andrew Bennet and Nicholas Royle, Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1995); Ellman, Elizabeth Bowen (2003); Neil Corcoran Elizabeth Bowen: The Enforced 

Return (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Patricia Ondek, Elizabeth Bowen: A literary life (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2019); Hermione Lee, Elizabeth Bowen (London: Vintage 1999); Nicola Darwood, A 

World of Lost Innocence: The Fiction of Elizabeth Bowen (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing, 2012). 
4 Martin Esslin, Pinter: The Playwright, 5th ed. (London: Methuen, 1992), 2. 
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the box office. He supported important causes, including anti-fascism, civil rights, and 

opposition to American interventionism, and has been described as a ‘radical pacifist.’5 His 

plays often focus on an individual’s ‘existential adjustment’,6 where a play’s character, 

frequently at a crossroads in life, must come to terms with him or herself, often in the 

domestic setting of their own room, before confronting the issues of society. Ambiguity and 

uncertainty abound in Pinter’s work. He rejected the usual exposition of the playwright, 

preferring mystery, silences, and lyrical but sparse dialogue. His work presents awkward 

communication. Like Bowen, Pinter was awarded a CBE in 1996. He also won the Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 2005.  

However, despite their biographical differences – Pinter’s traditional working-class 

upbringing and Bowen’s higher-class social status – there are significant ways in which they 

prioritise certain themes. Pinter had shown an interest in the work of modernist writers, their 

innovation and layered meaning, through his adaptation and appropriation of the work of 

Proust and Joyce. More broadly, while Bowen and Pinter had widely differing interests and 

outlooks, they shared an interest in the deeper rhythms and meanings of language and in the 

uncertainties of life. Both feature a sense of place strongly in their work and are concerned 

with how that marks a person in the world. Both express incomplete, even fraught, 

communication between people, and both use silences and loss to express aspects of 

individual personality.  

An early moment of intersection between the two was when Pinter read The Heat of 

the Day as a young man of nineteen. However, it was not until 1988, as a renowned 

playwright in his fifties, that Pinter developed this interest, wrote his screenplay,7 and adapted 

the novel for a television film.8 This screenplay was adapted again into a radio play.9 The 

critical field of adaptation theory offers some insight into the implications of adapting a 

wartime novel, written very shortly after the Second World War, forty years later. The 

television film is, in fact, a double adaptation with Pinter's screenplay as the first adaptation. 

Pinter’s notes and hand-written workings, housed in the Pinter Collection at the British 

Library, chart the development of this screenplay, an important literary form for Pinter. These 

archival sources reveal Pinter’s processes of selection and the priority he gave to aspects of 

the novel, revealing his deliberate artistic choices to foreground certain moments, specific 

objects and to copy some dialogue verbatim. It is through these processes that Pinter 

purposely reprioritises the themes of the novel, crucially pushing to the background, or 

cutting entirely, Bowen’s commentary on women and war. This is understood as part of the 

process of adaptation, and it points to a differing and gendered set of priorities in the two 

works. 

Bowen’s seventh novel, The Heat of the Day (1949) is about wartime London, about 

spying and betrayal of all kinds and about withholding information. The main character, 

Stella Rodney, a divorcee with a grown-up son, is informed by Harrison, a government agent, 

that her lover, Robert, is a traitor. Harrison, who has become obsessed with Stella, offers his 

silence on this matter in return for favours of companionship and sex. But the novel is about 

more than that too: it is about how women coped with their new and unexpected situations in 

wartime, the connections they made, and what was necessary to get by. This is an important 

novel in the canon of Women’s Literature of the Second World War. Jenny Hartley in her 

book on this subject has described Bowen’s novel as, ‘one of the greatest novels of the 

                                                           
5 Esslin, Pinter, 26 
6 Ibid., 27 
7 Harold Pinter, The Heat of the Day (London: Faber and Faber, 1989). 
8 Granada Television 30 December 1989.  Also United States PBS 31 October 1990. 
9 Harold Pinter, The Heat of the Day, Adapted by Tristram Powell and Honor Borwick BBC Radio 4 Extra 15 

July 2014; BBC Radio 4 Extra 12, 13 Aug 2016. 
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war’,10 recalling the praise heaped upon The Heat of the Day by both Anthony Burgess and 

Angus Wilson for authentically conveying war torn London in the Blitz.11  

Beyond London, the story also extends to other important places: Mount Morris, a 

large country house in Ireland, inherited by Stella’s son, Roderick (a Big House features 

frequently in Bowen’s work); a visit to Robert’s family home, Holme Dene, in the home 

counties of Southern England, where Stella learns about her lover’s childhood; and an end-of-

war return to the seaside of the Kentish coast of England, Seale-on-Sea, for a mother and her 

new-born child.12 A strong sense of place and concerns about rootedness and homelessness 

are important aspects of the novel, as are domestic interiors and psychological interiority. 

Besides women’s wartime lives and loves, place and disrupted belonging, the novel has 

undercurrents and overlays of absences and losses, of noises and silences, of meetings and 

opportunities. Practical means of coping with war sit alongside triangulated loves and all 

kinds of honesty and betrayal in a kaleidoscopic novel structure.  

 In these themes of silence, loss and awkward exchanges, it starts to become clear 

why Pinter might have been drawn to, and interested in, adapting this novel. Pinter was 

clearly impressed by Bowen’s characterisation and dialogue, as many conversations are 

transposed directly from the novel. However, despite the finely acted television character 

portrayals and the faithfully reproduced settings, a sense of female subjectivity is lost 

between Bowen’s war and Pinter’s adaptation. Whilst Pinter’s sense of uncomfortable 

interaction, his emphasis on the meaning of objects, and use of significant liminal spaces, all 

reflect Bowen’s treatment of the same, women’s roles are diminished. Their agency is 

reduced. Women are strongly present in the film, but they are no longer the focus; there is 

female conversation, but the connections and undercurrents are lost; women meet, but their 

comradeship is absent; events take place, but the confusions and shifting parameters of 

women’s modernity remain unproblematised. Instead the male point of view is adopted and 

women’s narratives of World War Two do not survive in Pinter’s adaptation.  

 

Pinter’s Working Processes  

 

Pinter’s artistic and writerly approach to his published screenplays has been noted.13 Archival 

records show that Pinter took great care over his adaptation of The Heat of the Day, devoting 

time to the details of the novel and employing a thoughtful methodology in deciding how best 

to transpose the novel to the new formal requirements of a film. Pinter’s processes of 

selecting scenes demonstrate an acute awareness from an early read-through stage of what 

will, and will not, work on the screen.  

 Pinter’s process in adapting Bowen’s Heat of the Day may be discerned, to some 

extent at least, from his notes. An early technique for Pinter was to list, in handwritten note 

form, all the scenes or nodal events in Bowen’s novel, in the order they occur.14 On his 

yellow pads of ‘Ampad Gold Fibre’ paper, each written moment is separated by a short 

underline to divide it from the next. The list starts, true to Bowen’s novel, with the scene in 

the park where Louie tries to engage Harrison in conversation, and, also closely following the 

novel, ends with Pinter’s notes describing Louie with her baby on the coast and three swans 

                                                           
10 Jenny Hartley, Millions Like Us: British Women’s Fiction of the Second World War (London: Virago, 1997), 

88. 
11 Ibid., 19. 
12 Bowen, The Heat of the Day, 162-179, 104-125, 329. 
13 Isabelle Roblin, ‘The Visible/Invisible Screenwriter: The Strange Case of Harold Pinter’, Adaptation: The 

Journal of Literature on Screen Studies, 7, no. 2, (2014), 184. 
14 ‘Heat of the Day’, January 1988 – October 1988, Harold Pinter Archive, British Library Manuscript 

Collections, Add MS 88880/2/55. 
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in flight.15 Yet even at this early stage of running through the novel, there is a process of 

selection in play. Pinter’s method of recording Bowen’s paragraphs, sections or scenes varies 

as though his focus on what will be suitable for his screenplay zooms in an out. Some scenes 

are given cursory one-line summaries, while, in contrast, some particular objects are 

considered worthy of an individual description. In this early outline of the novel, some speech 

is quoted, and some particular actions are described. Pinter pauses to detail certain, seemingly 

minor, sequences. For instance, at the moment of Harrison’s first visit to Stella’s flat, Pinter 

captures the small, everyday movements around the room with a series of short sentences that 

describe Harrison entering, switching on a lamp, drawing the curtains and looking at 

photographs of Robert.16 Here Pinter elaborates his notetaking to record the sequences 

accurately, slowing down his run through the novel. The detailed orchestration of Harrison 

making himself at home in Stella’s flat is given significance. Noticing the details causes 

Pinter to correct his own notes, such as making a correction from the plural to a single 

photograph. Indeed, in the film, the photograph of Robert is prominent, dominating, in size 

and splendour of frame, the photograph of Stella’s son, Roderick, on a large mantelpiece. In 

contrast, other sections of the novel are placed in square brackets in Pinter’s notes, and this 

often seems to apply to the novel’s backstory. Roderick’s inheritance of the large Irish house 

is a good example of this and demonstrates Pinter’s method of dealing with Bowen’s 

kaleidoscopic prose.17 Further small, significant details that perhaps appeal to a cinematic eye 

for close-up shots are recorded from Bowen’s text word for word, such as ‘petals fall from a 

rose in a bowl on the escritoire’; others might serve as guidance for casting such as the 

description of Hannah’s face as ‘indifferent as a wand’.18 Other comments taken from the 

novel are in parentheses, such as ‘(A man-eating house)’, perhaps indicating a lesser status or 

background information in Pinter’s adaptive processes. Alongside this, Pinter also had his 

own system of structuring that involved both a numerical and alphabetical sequencing. This 

all amounts to a list of different aspects of the novel noticed by Pinter and written in 

sequence. Some ideas are given more attention than others, and details are recorded for 

potential scenes, dialogue, direction or even instructions for wardrobe: for instance, the idea 

of Stella wearing ‘tweeds’ for the funeral appears in this very first list. This leaves a list of 

sequences taken directly from Bowen’s novel. Some of which are to augment potential 

scenes, or to add details and tone for Pinter’s purposes. Following this is a series of Pinter’s 

own thoughts and ideas that develop from this early list.  

 Pinter’s next set of notes is another list of potential scenes, but this time the ideas are 

at a remove from Bowen’s syuzhet, or story organisation. One strong example to emerge in 

this second sequence of ideas is that of the surveillance photographs. It would seem that 

Pinter, following his rough notes, achieves a shape for his screenplay through a series of lists, 

firstly of the events of the novel and then a list, using the fabula, with potential for a film 

sequence. On a page dated 25 January, there is a hand-written sequence which puts in order 

Pinter’s questions about Harrison’s photographs of Stella. The list makes clear that Pinter 

sees Harrison’s motives to be double: catching Robert and documenting Stella.19 The notion 

of a sequence of photos gets moved to the top of the list, by means of a drawn arrow, and this 

is indeed how Pinter’s film starts. By the time of notes dated 5 February, Pinter has arrived at 

the theme of secrecy and the image of Harrison pinning a photograph to his wall.20 By 27 

February, the idea has been developed into a scene which Pinter envisions as a man sat 

                                                           
15 Add MS 88880/2/55 f16. 
16 Ibid., f5. 
17 Ibid., f6. 
18 Ibid., f6. 
19 Ibid., f41.Pinter’s use of arrows suggest he was reprioritising the order of events. 
20 Ibid., f43. 
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looking through photographs with the camera positioned behind his head.21 The idea for the 

opening sequence of Harrison going through photographs of Stella has emerged, including a 

close-up photograph of Stella lying  on  grass.22 This scene of Harrison at a darkened desk 

voyeuristically gazing at his surveillance photographs and singling out Stella’s image became 

Pinter’s opening scene. Other scenes, however, such as the one of Louie in bed with a soldier 

while her husband is away fighting,23 did not make it to the first draft of Pinter’s play 

transcript, dated 25 March 1988.24 In a similar way, there is dialogue between Harrison and 

Sella about Stella’s war work, but this too is cut. 

As his notes suggest, Pinter saw screenplays as an important form and a significant 

aspect of his writing. In the instance of The Heat of the Day, he operates a system of 

deliberate ordering and sequencing, and a system of inclusion and exclusion. Interestingly, 

although a good deal of Pinter’s work was completely reliant upon adapting the work of other 

writers,25 it would seem that when it came to a director’s interpretation of a Pinter screenplay, 

there was no deviation permitted. Even to the point of individual words in the correct order.26 

 

The Heat of the Day: A Double Adaptation 

Though it was unfortunately buried in an unpromising television schedule slot between 

Christmas and New Year, Pinter’s 1989 adaptation of The Heat of the Day is well crafted and 

supported by a starry cast: Stella is played by Patricia Hodge; Robert, her lover and British 

Army Officer, by Michael York; Harrison, her admirer and government agent, by Michael 

Gambon; aged Aunt Nettie by Peggie Ashcroft; and Louie by Imelda Staunton. It is 

atmospherically directed and works to maintain viewer interest through many changes of 

scene and cinematic flourishes, using colour washes and close-ups, all to good effect. Tension 

and atmosphere are portrayed effectively in various settings through exchanged looks and 

long pauses.  

In many ways, Pinter’s adaptations faithfully reproduce much dialogue, 

characterisation, setting, mise-en-scène and action from Bowen’s novel, and these persist 

through the progression from notes and typescripts to the published screenplay and on to the 

director’s television film. The critical field of adaptation studies has offered ways of 

classifying and understanding the relationship between the original text and the adaptation – 

in other words, degrees of ‘fidelity’. For instance, Geoffrey Wagner has suggested three 

classifications of adaptation: firstly, ‘transposition […] with the minimum of apparent 

interference’; secondly, ‘commentary’, ‘altered in some respect […] a re-emphasis or re-

structure’; thirdly, ‘analogy’ ‘a fairly considerable departure for the sake of making another 

work of art.’27 At different moments in Pinter’s screenplay and film each of these different 

definitions could apply, making such classifications less helpful than they might be. In some 

instances, Pinter’s direct use of an amount of Bowen’s dialogue, and the faithfully replicated 

places and objects from the novel, demonstrate a high degree of fidelity to the original, or in 

Wagner’s terms a ‘transposition’. At the same time, however, some aspects of the novel were 

cut, and in some scenes the emphasis has been changed by Pinter, making it a ‘commentary’. 

Elsewhere, there is considerable and important departure from the novel in Pinter’s focus on 

a male perspective on war instead of a female one. As I argue below, this can be viewed in 

the film itself, and is evidenced in the Pinter archive, potentially making this adaptation an 

                                                           
21 Ibid., f48. 
22 Ibid., f48. 
23 Add MS 88880/2/55 f191. 
24 Add MS 88880/2/56. 
25 Roblin, ‘Visible/Invisible Screenwriter’, 180. 
26 Ibid., 183. 
27 Geoffrey Wagner, The Novel and the Cinema, (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1975), 222-227.  
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‘analogy’. Thomas Leitch has influentially dismissed the difficulties of seeking fidelity as a 

means of comprehending adaptation in his ‘Twelve Fallacies of Adaptation’.28 This is helpful 

here given that, when a highly experienced and skilled playwright such as Pinter uses a 

complex source novel such as Bowen’s The Heat of the Day, a new text is created, one that 

relates to source work yet also reflects the cultural moment of making and the interests and 

priorities of the new maker.  

Linda Hutcheon has taken a broader view of adaptation than Wagner or Leitch. 

Indeed, she sees fidelity as a ‘morally loaded discourse’ where ‘adapters aim simply to 

reproduce the adapted text’. Instead, Hutcheon sees adaptation as a ‘process of creation.’29 

Hutcheon’s approach is particularly enlightening in comprehending adaptations across 

temporal distance, taking account of the contexts of cultural change and history. In particular, 

she suggests that, 

 

An adaptation, like the work it adapts, is always framed in a context—time and a 

place, a society and a culture; it does not exist in a vacuum. Fashions, not to mention 

value systems, are context-dependent. Many adapters deal with this reality of 

reception by updating the time of the story in an attempt to find contemporary 

resonance for their audiences.30 

 

In the case of The Heat of the Day, forty years had passed since the writing of the novel and 

since Pinter first read it as a young man within a year of its publication.31 This represents a 

large portion of the twentieth century, a time of many wars and significant advancement in 

war mongering. Making a film that would appeal to an audience of the late 1980s might have 

to acknowledge shifts in war histories alongside developments in gender relations and social 

and cultural changes too. Pinter did not update the temporal setting in his adaptation, though, 

which is clearly based in the early 1940s of the Second World War. However, I suggest that, 

in prioritising in his adaptation the elements of surveillance, male predatory behaviour and 

the work of spies and double agents, Pinter is accessing and adapting tropes and themes from 

the Cold War Spy genre which was popular and evolving in the 1980s, with action-packed 

James Bond movies and films and television series following the complex plots of John le 

Carré.32  

Some of the scenes from the novel that echo later tropes of the spy genre are faithfully 

retained. One such trope is the day trip away from war-torn London to the rambling, 

awkward country house of Robert’s childhood. The deceased father, quietly domineering 

mother, and silly, blustering sister, Ernestine, are portrayed as important foundational 

material to the career of a spy, and so remain in the film. The wars going on in this household 

are about family, marriage, children and property, as indeed they are in other ways in the 

novel. The film scene in the setting of Robert’s childhood bedroom, in the attic of the house, 

is true to Bowen's focus on places and things. Bowen, known for her strange, unresolved 

scenes (often evident in her ghostly short fiction) casts a spell over this return to Robert’s 

childhood home – the mother is rude, the sister is remote, the childhood bedroom is a liminal 

                                                           
28 Thomas Leitch, L. Brill, R. Burgoyne, ‘Twelve Fallacies in Contemporary Adaptation Theory’, Criticism, 45, 

no. 2, (2003), 149-172.  
29 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Routledge, 2013), 7, 8. 
30 Ibid., 142. 
31 Pinter Interview (PBS 31 October 1990) where he acknowledged the ‘strong impact’ the novel had upon him, 

cited in Phyllis R. Randall ‘Pinter and Bowen: The Heat of the Day’ in Pinter at Sixty: A Pinter Festival, eds. 

Katherine H. Burkman and John L. Kundert-Gibbs (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 173. 
32 For a discussion of le Carré’s plots see Phyllis Lassner, Espionage and Exile: Fascism and anti-fascism in 

British spy fiction and film (Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 166-215. For a discussion of Pinter 

and the spy genre in the 1960s, see Jonathan Bignell’s essay in this special issue. 



 8 

space, away from the rest of the house, and away from London. It is a marginal space where 

revelations take place. A wall full of photographs of Robert as a child and a young man (in 

novel and film) is deliberately explored, revealing Robert’s father, Ernestine’s dog, and 

Robert’s fiancée from an earlier time, each with a slanted history. The untouched personal 

history of the room is a sharp contrast to the modernity of London, particularly given Stella’s 

flat of rented things, where nothing is her own.33 That the objects in Robert’s room, like 

socks beautifully preserved in tissue paper, seem to have a consciousness of their own, is a 

very Bowen touch. And these are reproduced in Pinter’s film. In particular the accuracy of 

some of the dialogue taken directly from the novel into the screenplay, and on into the film, is 

remarkable. When describing his mother’s impression of Stella, Robert says, ‘I assure you 

you’re making no impression at all’; when Stella comments on the photos on the wall Robert 

says, ‘they expect me to be very fond of myself’; and of her dog, Ernestine says, ‘if Hitler 

could have looked into that dog’s eyes, the story might have been very different.’ All these 

are highly memorable phrases which reflect Bowen’s skilful, economical language and 

understated humour when revealing the coldness and distance of Robert’s home and 

upbringing, and the emotional reticence of his sister; they are all directly transposed into the 

film.  

Likewise, Pinter retains the farcical moment of the disappeared small weight meaning 

that Stella must post a parcel in London, a long paragraph that stands for the convoluted 

operations of a household where there is a clinical and oppressive focus on the details, on 

habits and patterns of behaviour. The return to Robert’s childhood home is an important and 

pivotal scene in both the novel and in the film. Through glimpses of photographs, and 

revealing characterisation, Bowen reveals much about Robert’s troubled background: the 

weak father, the calculating mother, the parent-like sister who busies herself with the war. It 

is an intriguing glimpse into masculine sensibilities and the childhood of a spy. Pinter’s 

screenplay and film represent this fully. However, in emphasising Robert’s origins and his 

role as a spy, much less focus is given in the film to scenes that explain the roles of women in 

war. 

 

Men and Women in The Heat of the Day: 1949 and 1988 

 

Published in 1989, the same year the film was transmitted, the front cover of Pinter’s 

screenplay titled The Heat of the Day carries his name and no other. Bowen is only 

mentioned in the publication details inside. Set out in the usual style of a script, it has no 

introduction, but does list the cast and film team for the Granada Television production. Yet, 

despite Roblin’s assertion that very few words could be changed from a Pinter screenplay to 

the filmed production, it would seem that Christopher Morahan, the director, made a number 

of changes and cut a number of lines for the film. There are a few changes to small details: a 

drawing room in the script becomes a dining room in the film; knitting becomes sewing; an 

eight o’clock arrangement becomes seven o’clock, lager becomes a glass of beer. However, 

certain sentences are left out altogether, and, in some ways, these are quite significant: firstly, 

they exaggerate particular aspects of the male characters; and secondly, they strip out some 

explicit ideological reference.  

Some omissions are noticeably lines for the two main male characters, Harrison and 

Robert. In the film, their speech becomes sparser than in the script, and in this remains true to 

a ‘Pinteresque’ style. In the case of Harrison, the sentences or phrases left out of the film 

from the screenplay are those which might have pressed his case for a more intimate 

                                                           
33 Bowen, Heat of the Day, 28. Maud Ellman has suggested that Bowen was influenced by the bombing in 

London, and the loss of furniture signifying a loss of memory and one’s past. Ellman, Elizabeth Bowen, 145.  
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relationship or friendship with Stella. For instance, in the film, when back at Stella’s flat, 

Harrison does not say, ‘You seem more relaxed tonight,’ nor when discussing what Stella has 

found out about Robert by going to his childhood home does he say, ‘I wouldn’t dream of 

asking you, of course’. Similarly, ‘Anyone would think you thought his line was being 

tapped’ does not make it to the film.34 In some ways, the removal of these lines between 

screenplay and film makes Harrison’s characterisation more subtle. And by removing the 

obvious next line in an exchange it adds to the silences and miscommunication. However, in 

their screenplay contexts these lines all enhance the sinister nature of Harrison and their 

removal makes the character more appealing. In a similar vein, Harrison is described as 

having ‘a narrow sort of look about him’, but in the film this becomes ‘a heavy sort of man’. 

Changing from ‘narrow look’ to ‘heavy sort’ does more than suit the physique of the actor, 

Michael Gambon; it makes him seem less sinister and sophisticated. One aspect that did suit 

the actor is the play on eyes, which is an important feature in Bowen’s novel. The phrase 

describing Harrison as having ‘a sort of discord between his two eyes’ is a phrase that 

appears in Bowen’s novel, Pinter’s screenplay and the film.35 Played superbly by Gambon, 

this comes across very well, but makes him seem more vulnerable than sinister.  

In the case of Robert, some of his omitted lines would have pointed to both an 

emotional depth and a more nuanced rationale for passing on secret information. Sentences 

that offer his explanation for his behaviour, ‘Do you think I’m a traitor? All that language is 

dead currency. It means nothing. What it once meant is gone’ and further lines in the 

screenplay, but not the film, about the meaning of freedom, breeding, or building a ‘new 

world’, remove hints of fascism and help to simplify Robert’s role as a misguided traitor in 

the film.36 Subsequently, Stella’s questioning of him as a ‘revolutionary’ or ‘counter-

revolutionary’ is also removed in the transition from the screenplay to the film.37 The 

handsome Michal York in the role of Robert in the film is certainly a traitor, but is less of an 

evil fascist. The novel, although unclear about much regarding Robert, is less ambiguous 

about his fascism. Discussing the moral dilemmas of the novel, Gill Plain argues that, ‘For 

the moral dilemmas of the otherwise creaky plot to be effective, Robert’s choice must not be 

misguided, but evil. Only then can the chasm of deceit which has been the subtext of their 

love affair destroy the hermetic world and make Stella’s choice a real choice of evils.’38 

Hermione Lee has described Bowen’s ‘whole treatment of treachery’ in the novel as 

‘peculiarly unstable and strange’, suggesting that Bowen was aware of ‘the climate of 

treason’ when she wrote the novel.39 Lee describes the novel as ‘a woman’s view of the male 

world of “Intelligence.”’40 Critic Phyllis Lassner has also regarded the novel as ‘situating 

female character at the centre of a spy story.’41 Pinter’s screenplay slants the viewpoint away 

from solely a woman’s perspective. Furthermore, by the time some of Harrison’s deeper 

remarks and Robert’s political justifications, which in their different ways position Stella 

quite centrally and draw her character out, have been removed by the director Christopher 

Morahan from Pinter’s script, it is the men, not the women who occupy the central roles 

within the narrative.   

                                                           
34 Pinter, The Heat of the Day, 43, 44, 45. 
35 Bowen, The Heat of the Day, 170; Pinter, The Heat of the Day, 58 (spoken by Donovan, butler at Mount 

Morris). 
36 Pinter, The Heat of the Day, 91, 93, 94. 
37 Pinter, The Heat of the Day, 95. 
38 Gill Plain, Women’s Fiction of the Second World War: Gender, Power and Resistance (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 1996), 169. 
39 Hermione Lee, Elizabeth Bowen, (London: Vintage 1999), 173, 170. 
40 Lee, Elizabeth Bowen, 168.   
41 Phyllis Lassner cited in Plain, Women’s Fiction, 169. 



 10 

These few but pertinent lines cut from Pinter’s screenplay as it was adapted into the 

film streamline the character roles. The omissions make it easier to believe Harrison as the 

heavyset hero, hopelessly attracted to Stella, and Robert as the handsome, suave traitor, not 

deserving the beautiful woman. However, the power of Bowen’s novel really lies in the 

women’s stories, not the men’s. Indeed, in setting up the two male spies, one for the good (if 

a male predator), and the other for the bad (if a handsome lover), Pinter did not really find a 

place for Bowen’s notion of Stella as a spy. He included Bowen’s line from Stella to 

Harrison, ‘You’ve succeeded in making a spy of me’ after she has taken the trip to Robert’s 

childhood home, but in his earlier notes, Pinter had considered this aspect of Stella’s 

personality as he noted a question in his thoughts about the sequence of scenes and ideas and 

whether Stella herself is a spy.42 Indeed, in Bowen’s novel where Stella remarks that ‘Below 

one level, everybody’s horribly alike. You succeed in making a spy of me’, it has a profound 

effect upon Harrison, who behaved with the ‘defencelessness of a stricken person’.43 Pinter 

noticed this power of Stella’s words, but did not pursue it. 

 Maud Ellman has argued that Bowen’s women may be officially attached to men, but 

in truth are bewitched by other women. Ellman compares the strength this gives Bowen’s 

characterisation of women as opposed to the weaker positions that Bowen gives to her male 

characters. Further, Ellman notes that fathers, for instance, are often absent in Bowen’s 

novels, and male identities often fall into each other.44 In the case of The Heat of the Day this 

can be understood in the similarities of names: Rodney (Stella’s surname), Robert (Stella’s 

lover) and Roderick (Stella’s son), and the repetition of the two main characters having the 

same first name. Ellman argues that Bowen’s male characters are ‘devoid of depth, 

consistency and motivation’.45 However, in sharp contrast, in an interview with Mel Gussow, 

the New York Times Drama Critic, in 1988, the year of the film, Pinter outlined his film in 

these terms: ‘It deals with a British Officer who is working for the Germans; he believes the 

Germans are right.’46 No mention of women at all. 

I suggest there are three key ways in which female presences are diminished in 

Pinter’s adaptation: firstly, their presence and their conversation is reduced in crucial scenes; 

secondly their war work is ignored or side-lined; and thirdly their emotional prescience is 

diminished. I do not want to argue that Pinter removes the women from the tale, but rather 

that he shifts emphasis and focus to a story about men, their London-based surveillance 

activity, their loves and lusts, and their loyalties. These are all contexts familiar from the 

predominantly masculine spy stories popular at the time, and as argued above, Bowen’s tale 

is remarkable because of the way it places a woman’s perspectives at its centre.   

 

Women’s Presence and Conversation 

 

In an important scene, in many ways faithfully transposed from novel to film, Harrison uses 

Robert’s absence to his own advantage and takes Stella to a bar. He is pleased with himself 

for procuring a fresh lobster salad. As the conversation progresses and Harrison playfully 

tells Stella off for disclosing his suspicions to Robert, they are interrupted by the lower-class 

Louie who had attached herself to Harrison in the park earlier in the story. Harrison’s 

irritation is made clear, and his impatience with the turn of events means he petulantly 

relinquishes his chance with Stella. So far, so faithful to the book. However, what is missing 

from the film is the undercurrent of connections and comradeship between women through 

                                                           
42 Ff41-47. 
43 Bowen, The Heat of the Day, 138. 
44 Ellman, 3 
45 Ibid., 3 
46 Mel Gussow, Conversations with Pinter (London: Nick Hern Books, 1994), 72. 
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their work, their losses and their conversation – this is one of the strengths of Bowen’s 

writing. The scene at the bar and the lobster meal is taken from the novel, but some more 

pointed details did not make it to the screenplay or the film. In the novel, prior to Louie’s 

arrival at the bar, Stella discloses the true circumstances of her divorce to Harrison, prompted 

by a phone call from her son whilst she and Harrison were still at her flat. Bowen’s novel 

reveals Stella to have been the maligned but in fact innocent party in the divorce, and Stella 

explains her inexperienced and unconfident younger self to Harrison, ‘Who, at the age I was, 

would not rather sound a monster than look a fool?’47 This six-page episode does not appear 

in the film, and so when, in the bar, Louie appears, and interrupts their meal, some of the 

significance of the novel’s connections between Stella and Louie are lost. The connections 

over absent husbands, over being young brides, over having to move home because of war 

damage, over the loneliness of women despite meeting lots of people, and over the necessity 

of acceptance by women, are all absent from the film. Also important in Bowen’s novel is the 

comparison between Stella and Louie, but despite the nuances of class distinction, Louie is 

still able to make a judgement about Harrison and say to Stella that, ‘I should have thought 

you should have had other chances’, after Harrison had been particularly brusque.48 This 

meeting of women across classes, people that would not otherwise have met, was an 

important aspect of the war for Bowen and was based on her own experience. Bowen was 

‘brought into close contact with people she would not normally have become intimate 

with,’49 and she saw increased connections between social classes as ‘the thinning of the 

membrane between the this and the that.’50 In the novel, the contrasts and connections 

between women of different classes is an important point. One failed connection between 

Stella and Ernestine, as both mothers of young men in the army, is made apparent in the film 

due to obvious personality differences – while Ernestine blusters, Stella shows poise and 

reserve – but lost to the film are Stella’s various genuine connections with the lower-class 

Louie. Bowen’s emphasis on the lives of women in war-torn London, their social networks 

and their war work is undermined by its absence in Pinter’s production.  

 

Women’s War Work 

 

Women’s roles are further diminished in Pinter’s screenplay and film through his treatment 

of their war work. Women’s war work is not absent from Pinter’s screenplay and film: rather, 

the situation is worse, since it is diminished and even ridiculed. Ernestine, who bustles about 

in her uniform, too busy to take her hat off, is retained from the novel. Described by Bowen 

as ‘almost audibly ticking over. Her being clad in the uniform of the W.V.S. added to her air 

of having been torn […] from some vital war-time activity’, leaving her with a startling 

‘absence of human awareness’.51 This obvious, even ludicrous, characterisation of women’s 

war work is retained by Pinter. However, Bowen’s descriptions of other women’s war work 

are kept out of the screenplay and the film. For example, Louie’s factory work, and her friend 

Connie’s ARP (Air Raid Precaution) duties, her move to Civil Defence and her strong 

opinions of other women’s war work including the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) and 

the Land Girls are not mentioned. Bowen herself often referred to wartime in London as the 

                                                           
47 Bowen, The Heat of the Day, 224 
48 Bowen, The Heat of the Day, 239. 
49 Victoria Glendenning, Elizabeth Bowen: Portrait of a Writer (London: Phoenix, 1977), 142. 
50 Quoted in Glendenning, Elizabeth Bowen 142. Bowen wrote this in her introduction to a collection of short 

stories The Demon Lover, and other stories (London: Jonathan Cape, 1945). Bowen wrote the stories, initially 

for magazine publication, in wartime London between 1941 and 1944, at the same time she was writing The 

Heat of the Day. There is also another version of the introduction for an American audience reprinted in 

Elizabeth Bowen, Collected Impressions (London: Longmans, 1950).   
51 Bowen, Heat of the Day, p. 107. 
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most exciting of her life. She volunteered as an ARP warden, ensuring black-out and clearing 

streets during air-raid warnings,52 and also undertook intelligence work for the War Office 

and the Ministry of Information regarding Ireland, even acting as a spy herself when she, 

‘submitted confidential reports to London on Irish attitudes to the war’.53 This was an 

important aspect of London in wartime for Bowen. Pinter, it seemed, did consider including 

mention of Stella’s war work through dialogue with Harrison in which he appears indifferent 

to her line of work and makes the assumption that she works for the government because of 

the war. This appeared in Pinter’s manuscript and typescript but was subsequently crossed 

through in the typescript.54 There was to be no discussion of Stella’s war work, despite 

Bowen describing it as ‘not unimportant work’.55 

The omission of details leads to a deeper divergence between the interests of Pinter 

and Bowen. Women were defined by various things in London in the Blitz. A very important 

focus was their war work, but other aspects of place, belonging and identity were significant 

too. For instance, missing from the screenplay and film are Bowen’s evocative descriptions 

of Louie’s loneliness amongst the factory women and her confused status of being a non-

Londoner, ‘a Kentish sea coast orphan.’56 Also absent is Bowen’s brilliant depiction of how 

women might understand their status and standing in the war through newspaper articles, 

incisively conveying how individual stories and public narratives of wartime become 

blurred.57 In the novel Louie tries to adopt an identity from the many offered to her in 

newspapers she reads, seeking sense and purpose in her life.  

 

Women’s Emotional Prescience 

 

With Pinter’s emphasis on the masculinised wartime spy story, he misses the ways in which 

Bowen’s women carry the themes of the novel. There are at least three women whose roles 

speak to larger concerns. Stella the main character, who is Robert’s lover, Roderick’s mother 

and the object of Harrison’s desire, and Louie, a newly-wed with her husband at war, who 

tries to involve herself in home front work, but has to deal with a pregnancy by another man. 

Louie, who is in many ways Stella’s opposite, both opens and closes Bowen’s novel. There is 

also the aged Aunt Nettie who hides away from the expectations of a large house in Ireland, 

and the husband that came with it, in a nursing home for frail genteel folk. These three 

women, and there are more, all with their absent husbands, triangulate different experiences 

of war: Louie’s youthfulness and naivete opens the book, her dilemmas are displayed in a 

middle scene of shifting balance, and Louie offers an optimistic closure to this war story. She 

represents a female urban modernity and changes in moral codes in wartime Britain: she 

approaches Harrison in the park, she gives up on her war work, and has sexual affairs with 

other men. Through her confused outcomes in life, we understand the uncertainty in women’s 

lives, the shifting parameters and social codes. Aunt Nettie, both absent and present in war, 

refusing to participate and accepting total seclusion, is also the object of many unanswered 

questions regarding a changing Britain: land ownership and the Irish Question; the question 

of the protection of women in war; and the roles of men and women in marriage. The various 

women in The Heat of the Day must deal with war as best they can: they retreat or 

participate; they do war work or they sit and knit; they act as intelligence officers or factory 

workers; they are lonely, isolated, or pursued by men.  

                                                           
52 Glendenning, Elizabeth Bowen, 128-130. 
53 Hartley, Millions Like Us, 100. 
54 AddMS 88880/2/55, f59; AddMS 88880/2/56 p.13. 
55 Bowen, The Heat of the Day, 26 
56 Ibid., 145 
57 Corcoran, Elizabeth Bowen, 3, 172-3. 
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Yet there are important ways in which Pinter’s adaptation skews away from an 

emphasis on a female point of view. From the very opening, before the credits, is the 

important scene that sets the tone where the viewer observes Harrison’s back sitting at his 

lonely desk sorting through black and white surveillance photos. The device of photo 

selection, a common spy trope, makes the male predatory plan obvious. Through close-up 

shots of the photographs, Stella becomes the object of the viewer’s gaze too, her beautiful 

facial features, her figure and clothes, her enigmatic smile. As previously discussed, this was 

a key scene for Pinter, evident from some of his earliest manuscript notes. Similarly, in the 

final clip, set some time later, after Robert’s death/suicide, when Harrison comes calling to 

Stella’s new flat. There is much discussion of goodbyes and of leaving. ‘I’ll stay until the All 

Clear’, used in the final script, was a dominant last line for Pinter from early on in his notes.58 

There is a final stage direction from Pinter: ‘They do not move.’ and from this the audience 

might infer the conventional ending of a new relationship, where Harrison finally gets his 

girl. 

The novels itself ends very differently. Louie names her illegitimate son Thomas, 

after her deceased husband, and she realises this will allow her to return to Seale-on-Sea as 

‘an orderly mother’.59 Finding peace and purpose out of London at the end of the war, Louie 

feels that, ‘everyday she saw him growing more like Tom.’60 Hardly the first illegitimate war 

baby passed off as someone’s son, this novel bravely raises early questions about women’s 

sexuality, wartime love, care and uncertainty surrounding wartime births. Moreover, the 

novel ends on a profoundly optimistic note: ‘She gathered Tom quickly out of the pram and 

held him up, hoping he too might see, and perhaps remember. Three swans were flying a 

straight flight. They passed overhead, disappearing in the direction of the west.’61 Pinter 

acknowledged the three swans in his early run through of Bowen’s novel. This too would 

have made a suitable cinematic ending. But this optimistic closing scene of three swans, with 

Christian undertones and the replacement of the war planes with a metaphor of peace, does 

not close for Pinter. In a letter dated 27 April 1988 to Christopher and June, (probably 

Christopher Morahan the director and June Wyndham-Davies the producer), Pinter defends 

his script against three suggestions for endings offered by Christopher, the first of which is a 

scene in which Louie, relaxing in bed, reads in a newspaper of Robert’s death, to which 

Pinter simply noted that he thought such a scene would be of little benefit.62 His letter 

concludes with a confident celebration of the script’s structure and simplicity.63 The final 

scene in Pinter’s film is where Harrison stays put in Stella’s flat; Stella seems to passively 

accept Harrison’s presence and even replacement of her now-dead lover, Robert, who cast 

himself off the roof. In Pinter’s adaptation, the concerted efforts of women to make the best 

of what life threw at them during the war is less important than the spy story with a romantic-

tragic edge. In Bowen’s novel, women’s dynamic will to support, survive and adapt is 

celebrated and understood as an important part of the narrative of World War Two.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This film of a novel is well executed as a war narrative of betrayal and treason, and yet it 

fundamentally denies the agency and deeper experiences of women in the Second World War 

through diminishing women’s war work, women’s various tactics for survival, and women’s 
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loneliness, despite being surrounded by people. Instead, the film appropriates tropes and 

themes drawn from male-focused spy films popular at the time. Women’s war work is 

deliberately cut: neither Stella’s War Office work nor Louie’s and Connie’s work in the blitz 

appear, only the foolish Ernestine Ernie is depicted as participating, parading her uniform at 

home. Bowen’s novel is regarded as a fine depiction of women’s roles in London wartime, 

exploring the various ways in which women participated in the array of home front jobs and 

made their contribution, from factory, to office, to Air-raid warden and intelligence work. It 

is an avant-garde portrayal of a sexually charged London of the Second World War and an 

early depiction of changes and fluidity in social class structures. In the Pinter archive are 

those extracts from Glendenning’s critical biography of Bowen, about the ‘thinning of the 

membrane’, quoted above.64 But Pinter does not offer a lesson in women’s history, he situates 

his adaptation in the context of the spy story and a masculinised version of war and love 

pursuit. Nonetheless, he follows the basic story-line structure, directly employs a fair amount 

of Bowen’s dialogue, and retains the main characters. The male characters are convincing 

and problematic in the novel.65 The deceptions, awkward moments and silences remain in the 

film, and home and place are emphasised. The Heat of the Day as written by Bowen offers 

many aspects that would interest Pinter, and those interests are evidenced through his other 

work. This essay has not argued that there is any requirement to keep close to the original in 

the process of adaptation. Rather, it has observed that in the forty year intervening period 

between novel and film, Pinter was rather more influenced by the tropes of the Cold War and 

the popularised and masculinised notion of the spy, than he was by, say, the social changes 

and projects of recovery of women’s literature and history brought about by the Women's 

Liberation Movement in Britain. In Pinter’s hands, The Heat of the Day has become a 

different kind of war story, not one about the social impact, war-work activities and 

exigencies of women and war, but one about men.  

 

                                                           
64 Add MS 88880/2/55. 
65 Not least because Bowen probably based Robert on Charles Ritchie, her lover. Glendenning, Elizabeth 

Bowen, 148. 


