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. . .  

“Loving,” which takes place at an Irish castle in the early nineteen-forties, opens with the 
death of an old butler, Eldon, and portrays the gaffe-prone early days in the regime of his 
successor, Charley Raunce. A ring belonging to Mrs. Tennant, the lady of the house, goes 
missing; one of the castle’s peacocks is killed by a young evacuee from London; Edith, an 
underhousemaid whom Raunce adores, discovers Mrs. Jack, Mrs. Tennant’s daughter-in-law, 
in bed with a man who isn’t her husband. Green’s descriptions are lush and free—they do 
more than identify the speaker. But the emphasis is on dramatic presentation, the audible 
and the visible; “seemed” is given a thorough workout. In one scene, Raunce finds Edith 
standing in the pantry with his assistant Bert: 

 Raunce eyed her very sharp. He seemed to appraise the dark eyes she sported 
which were warm and yet caught the light like plums dipped in cold water. He stayed 
absolutely quiet. At last she said quite calm, 

 “Would the dinner bell have gone yet?” 

 “My dinner,” he cried obviously putting on an act, “holy smoke is it as late as that, 
and this lad of mine not taken up the nursery tray yet. Get going,” he said to Bert, “look 
sharp.” 

Later in the novel, Raunce and Edith are in a library together: 

 “Love,” he went on toneless, “what about you an’ me getting married? There, I’ve 
said it.” 

 “That’ll want thinking over Charley,” she replied at once. Her eyes left his face and 
with what seemed a quadrupling in depth came following his to rest on those 
rectangles of warmth alive like blood. From this peat light her great eyes became 
invested with rose incandescence that was soft and soft and soft. 

Green was an obsessive cinemagoer, and “Loving,” in its plot and setting, has strong 
resemblances to Jean Renoir’s “The Rules of the Game” (1939), which concerns upstairs-
downstairs antics at a French villa over a shooting weekend. Between the Mozart waltz during 
the opening credits and the closing shot of symmetrical shrubbery, an atmosphere of chaos 
reigns: decorum and ceremony are continually undone by the overflow of human feeling. 
“Loving” begins with “Once upon a day” and ends with “happily ever after,” but along the way 
Green thwarts the reader’s desire to impose a sense of order on the action. (Those fairy-tale 
phrases are booby-trapped, too: “Once upon a day” is confounding, and it’s not clear that the 
ending will be happy in the least.) A game of blindman’s buff played by the servants in 
“Loving” is similar, in its position and its import, to a game of hide-and-seek in “The Rules of the 
Game.” 

Renoir and Green also share the use of a perspective that is neither omniscient nor 
subjective—one that is partial and imperfect, but not obviously unreliable. In “The Rules of 
the Game,” the camera, rather than anticipating where its characters will go, can hardly keep 
up with their movements. The Green narrator sometimes knows a lot and at other times is 
likely to throw up his hands and say, “It may have been a few days later that . . .” Neither 
novel nor film tells us much of its characters’ histories. 

Encoded in these habits is a wider aversion to authorial confidence and an embrace of human 
mystery. As Octave, the character played by Renoir in “The Rules of the Game,” says, 



“Everyone has their reasons,” so Raunce tells a housemaid, “Everyone has their feelings.” In 
“A Novelist to His Readers,” Green notes that he is talking about method and not theme: “We 
are all individuals and each writer has something of his own to communicate.” But in 
“Loving,” as in “Party Going,” the method is at one with the message: the difficulty of getting a 
proper hold on things. Toward the end of “Loving,” Mrs. Tennant says that she doesn’t like it 
when “there’s something unexplained.” Being out of one’s depth is an inevitable fate for a 
Henry Green character. Despite drawing on a repertoire far broader than speech plus 
tentative stage directions, “Loving” convincingly inhabits a world of the unexplained—a world 
in which, as an insurance man recovering from dental surgery puts it, “nobody theemth to 
know nothing.” 


