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ABSTRACT 

In search of an Irish women's literary tradition, 

this dissertation examines the fiction of Irish women 

writers from Maria Edgeworth in 1800 to Jennifer Johnston 

in 1984. Contemporary anthropological, psychoanalytical, 

and Ii tera.ry theory suggests that women, even those of 

different cultures, excluded from public life and limited 

to the domestic sphere, would develop similar interests. 

When these interests ran counter to those of the dominant 

group, the women would have had to develop a technique to 

simultaneously express and encode these interests and 

concerns. This technique in literature, and specifically 

in the writers considered, often results in a muted plot. 

On the overt level the plot reifies the values and tenets 

of the establishment, but, at the muted level, the plot 

often expresses contradictory and subversive values. 

In 1800, Maria Edgeworth employs a "naive" narrator 

who both expresses male disinterest in the awful situations 

of the women he depicts and also distances the author from 

any implied criticism of this male perspective. Edgeworth 

combines her subtle expose with a critique of the desire~ 

encoded as "human," but actually merely "male," in 

canonical literature. At the end of the nineteenth 

century, E.OE. Somerville and Martin Ross again use an 

vi 
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arguably deceptive narra'corial device, as does Molly Keane 

in 1981. Elizabeth Bowen employs a more subtle narratorial 

device in The 1ast September, but one which still distances 

the author from her text. The re-vision of texts, literary 

and historical, indeed the re-visioning of history, recurs 

in Bowen, Keane, Kate O'Brien, Julia O'Faolain and Jennifer 

Johnston. 

Finally, one can trace similarities of both theme 

and technique over the whole period, despite the 

modifications of time and social change. We can also point 

to the major thematic and structural change which occurs 

when, in the past ten to fifteen years, writers have 

reversed the placement of muted and overt plot. 



CHAPTER 1 

SEEKING A TRADITION: IRISH WOMEN'S WRITING 

I came to explore the wreck. 
The words are purposes. 
The-words are maps. 

Adrienne Rich, "Diving into the Wreck" 

I caress 
The heaving province where our past has grown. 
I am the tall kingdom over your shoulder 
That you would neither cajole nor ignore. 

Seamus Heaney, "Act of Union" 

lL ~ g Separate Female Tradition 

Like the narrator of Rich's poem, I wish to dive 

into literary history and to attempt to excavate some part 

of an untold story, which lies scattered at present, often 

buried beneath the weighty volumes of a laraer, often 

explored wreck. My sea is Irish literary history, my 

words are those of Irish women writers, and the nealected 

story I wish to excavate and map is that of the submerged 

tradi tion of Irish women's writing. For Irish wri tina-, as 

such, has not been ignored: the critically-acclaimed 

giants of the three major genres in this century-, Yeats, 

Joyce, and Beckett, have all been Irish. There, in fact, 

may be the rub. Overwhelmed by the glory which reaches back 

in dynastic pride to Swift, Berkeley, Sterne, n:nd Sheridan, 

critics have ignored or treated as indigenous the smaller 

vessel of women's writing. Indeed, one recent feminist 

1 
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critic asks if "Modern Irish literature is dominated by men 

so brilliant in their misanthropy . [that] the self-

respect of Irish women is radically and paradoxically 
. 1 

checkmated by respect for an Irish national-achievment." 

While I doubt neither-the brilliance nor-the misanthropy of 

Irish male writers, I must rejeot the latter half of the 

equation. Despite centuries of oppressive conditions, Irish 

women have written, initially in Gaelic and later in 

English, and, judging by what survives of their writing, 
-2 

have written well. The problem lies not in their work, 

but in the lens with which critics have traditionally 

viewed women's writing. 

The cavalier-treatment of Irish women's writing is 

not surprising, given the similar treatment 'lntil 

comparatively recent times of women's literature in 

general. Consider, for Gxample, the long absence of Mary 

Shelley from the section on Romanticism in that "bible" of 

orthodoxy, The Norton Anthology of Enslish Literature, or 

the inclusion, with little attempt to distinguish gender 

1. Nuala Q'Faolain, "Irish Women and Writing in 
t-1odern Ireland," Irish Woman: Imase and Aghievement, ed. 
Eilean Ni Chuilleanain (Dublin: Arlen Press, 1985) 129. 

2. See Eilean Ni Chuilleanain, "Women as Writers: 
Danta Gra to Maria Edgeworth," in Irish Women: Image yg 
A9h;evement, 111-126. This brief study differs from my own 
in analysing female figures in love poems, in a famous 
lament, and in several of Edgeworth's novels. 

------------------------------------_._--_.- ... _-



3 
differences, of George Eliot with the Victorians. 

Similarly, critics of Irish writing, whether considerin8 

nineteenth- or twentieth-century work, fail to distinguish 

women's writing, but view the whole spectrum through a 
4 

single androcentric lens. Even critics who note the 

importance of the woman's perspective in certain female-

3 

authored texts, fail to consider the deeper implications of 

this perspective. One critic, for example, explains that 

the woman's ,view in Castle Rackrent allows the reader to 

understand that the "castle" was' merely a house, and a 
5 

dilapidated one at that. The'failure to recognize the 

possibility of real difference between women's and men's 

depictions of women reaches its zenith in a recent study of 

the Irish short story when a critic begrudgingly welcomes 

new women's writing as provididna much needed sisters for 

3. The Norton Antholoay of English Literatu~~, 4th 
edition., ed. M.B. Abrams ~ al has included Mary Shelley; 
the fifth edition includes more women writers; and The 
Norton Anthology of Literature ~ Women, ed. Sandra M. 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1985), attempts to compensate for 
the long absence. 

4. See, for'example, Thomas Flanagan's comments on 
Castle Rackrent in The Irish Novelist~ 1800-1850 (1959; 
rpt. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1976); John 
Cron'in, ~ Anglo-Irish Novel (Belfast: Appletree Press, 
1980); and' Alan Warner, A Guide to Anglo-Irish Literature 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1981). 

5. W.J. McCormack, Ascendancy and Tradition in 
Anglo-Irish Literary History From 1790-193~ (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1985). 



6 
Molly Bloom. In the case of American and English women's 

literature, however, Ellen Moers, Nina Baym, Elaine 

Showalter} and Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, to name but 

a f$w c~tics, have begun the optimistic and often 
7 

surprisingly beautiful excavations and interpretations. 

Irish writers have been included in some· of·these studies, 

notably that of Gilbert and Gubar; my study differs from 

the earlier ones, however, in its quest for a specifically 

Irish women's tradition. 

That women's view of both themselves and of the 

world should be di~fezant from men's seems obvious--reared 

4 

from childhood to expect and seek very different sources of 
8 

fulfillment, women develop different perspectives. But if 

6. Robert Sogan, "Old Boys, Young Bucks, and New 
Women: The Contemporary Irish Short Story," The Irish 
Short StorY, ed. James F. Kilroy (Boston: Twayne, 1984) 
202. 

7. Ellen Moers, Literary Women (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday, 1978); Elaine Showalter, A Lit.erature .2! 
Their Own (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977); 
Nina Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels ~ gru! about 
Women is America. 1820-1970 (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University, 1978); and Sandra M. Gilert and ··Susan Gubar, 
The Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1979). 

8. See Nancy Chodorow, "Family Structure and 
Feminine Personality," Women. Cultura, and Society, ed. 
Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1974) 43'-66, and The Reproduction .2i: 
Mothering (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1978); Dorothy Dinnerstein The Mermaid and the Minotaur: 
Sexual Arrangements snS, Suman Malaise (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1977); 'and Carol Gilligan"In a Di.ffsrent Voice: 
Women's Conceptions of Self and of Morality," Harvard 
Educational Review 47 (1977): 481-517. 



a woman, as Freud suggested, is no more than a blighted 

man, one who must adopt uncomfortably to her castrated 

second-class status, one who must accept her inferior and 

secondary sexual organs and, role, one whose "natural" 

sphere is the devalued one of child-bearing and care, one 

who is, in fact, no more than an adjunct to man, critics 

might rightly apply the only logical criteria of value, 

that of the male perspective, or charitably ignore 

woman's literature. The problem, or part of it, has been 

the male dominance of the academy, of all academies that 
9 

have named and defined human oonditions. In a brilliant 

1949 study, Claude Levi-Strauss found the system of 

exchange of words, gifts, and women to be the beginning of 

the social state as distinguished from the natural one. 

The rules of exogamy in earliest societies attest, he 

claims, not to concern for biologi"cal dangers inherent in 

oonsanguineous marriage, but to the "social value" of the 

5 

exchange itself. This social value, attained by the .iving 

of the most precious gifts, one's daughters, is, he argues, 
10 

the essential basis of human culture. Feminist oritics 

have been quiok to note that what Freud and Levi-Strauss 

9,. See· Adrienne Rich, "Toward a Woman-Centered 
University," Qn Lies. Seorets. and Silence--Selected Prose 
1986-1978 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1979) 125-155. 

10. Ib§ Elementary Structures of Kinship, revised 
edition, trans. James Harle Bell, John Richard Von Sturmer 
and Rodney Needham, editor (1949; rpt. Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1969). 

---------------- --- ----
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have presented have been "descriptions" of the way i'n which 

oulture has repressed women, rather than valid empirioal 

evidenoe of women's inferiority, or of exohange of women 

as the' neoessarY basis of oulture;one reoent oritio 

noting that the whole" system of nature versus oulture is 
11 

itself a produot of oulture, and therefore suspect. We 

oould say that'Freud and his followers, Levi-Strauss 

inoluded, made intellectually respeotable the neglect of 

woman and her work5. 

Twentieth-oentury women's experience of themselves, 

however, and education which allows them to artioulate this 

experienoe, vehemently rejects the Freudian oripple. 

Margaret Mead was one of the first anthropoloaists to 

suggest that the differences in women's and men's 

temperaments were not the results of biolocy but of 

oulture. Mead based her assertion on observina that when 

the activities, whioh in the western world are viewed as 

male or' female, are reversed in some tribal sooieties, a 

reversal in temperament or frame of mind also takes place, 

the men adopting attitudes traditionallyassooiated, in 

,11. Gayle Rubin, "The Traffic Women: Notes on the 
, Political Economy' of Sex, II Toward Aa- Anthropology Qf. 
Women, ed. Rayna R. Reiter (New York: Monthly Review 
Presa, 1975) 157-210; and Sherry B. Ortner, "Is »·emale to 
Male as Nature Is to Culture?" in Women, Culture. and 
Society, 67-87. 
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12 

Western culture, with women. Mead's work thus implied 

that not biology but culture was responsible for observed 

and alleged attitudinal differences in ·men and women. This 

bei~g the case, a complete picture of human culture is more 

likely to emerge from an empirical consideration of human 

experience, from, to paraphrase Simone de Beauvoir, an 

analysis of the becoming of a woman than from an acceptance 

of biological theories which attempt to explain and justify 
13 

inequalities. Such a picture, of course, can most 

readily be drawn by women. 

Psychologists and anthropologists have responded to 

Mead's challenge of the biology-destiny theory, and 

theoretical models based on women's experiences have been 

constructed over the past twenty years. Relying on her 

predecessors, Nancy Chodorow· presents a clear, well- ~ 

documented picture of the development of female 

personality, as defining "itself in relation and connection 
14 

to other people more than masculine personality does." In 

the first place, Chodorow notes, this development is not 

12. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo refers to Mead's 
work in "Women, Culture, and Society: A Theoretical 
Overview," in Women. Culture. and Society, 18; see also, 
Margaret Mead, ~ and Female (New York: William Morrow, 
1949) . 

13. The Second Sex, trans. ed. H.M. Parshley 
(19(;2; rpt. New York: Vintage Books, 1914) 301. 

14. .. Family Structure and F.'eminine Personali ty" 
44. 

----------------------------_ .. _ .. _--------- - - - .. --
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the result of "parGntal intention," but of the human 

child's habit of internalizing perceived patterns and 

relationships. On this largely unconscious, internalized 

strilcture depends··the conscious personality. The 

separation and individuation from the mother that takes 

place durins a child's first years is experienced 

differently by' male and female children, Chodorow notes. 

Sociological evidence suggests that mothers identify more 

with their daughters than with their sons, and hence tend 

to perpetuate the primary identification with the one and 

hasten the separation with the other, thus establishing 

"sender personality differentiation" even before gender 

identity. In the Oedipal stage, 'since women tend to care 

almost exclusively for young children in Western society, 

the young boy must identify with, not the person, but the 

role, of the· absent father, identifying "masculine" in the 

ne~~d.tive sense of what is not his mother's, what is not 

feminine. This. identification entails the rejection of 

what he perceives to be feminine, then, in himself and in 

outside society, and is the basis, Chodorow argues, of the 

universal devaluation of the female sphere. The female 

child, however~ need not totally reject the primary 

identification and identifies with the person, as well as 

the role of, the mother. Her transference of sexual 

preference from the mother to the father is not as 

traumatic as Freud implied, the young girl wavering between 



9 

attraction to now one, now the other parent, and ultimately 

preserving closer emotional and relational ties with other 

women than do men with members of their sex~ 

'. Purposeful training and socialization is then 

imp~sed on this unconscious, internalized organization. 

Boys are encouraged to form separate groups, involved 

neither with adult males nor with the female activities in 

which young girls' are' encouraged to help. Self-reliance 

and achi;evement is stressed in boys' training; nurturance 

and responsibility in girls', resulting in men's 

perceiving and describing their experiences in "ag-entic" 

terms, and women's perceiving' and describing their 

experiences in communal terms. Indeed society itself 

adopts these terms, describing women relationa11y and men 

by the jobs they perform (43-58). Carol Gilligan suggests 

that this separate training also affects men's and women's 

moral perspectives, men tending to base their judgments on 

objective factors, as they have learned to do in the games 

they playas equals, while women tend to base their 

judgments on the expected results of an action, the effect 
15 

on the community, the· context. The real danger for women 

in over-identification, .. Chodorow and others note, is the 

loss of self that results from the mother's allowing no 

15. "Woman's Place in Man's Life Cycle" Harvard 
Educational Review 49 (1979): 431-446. 
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room for difference between her self and her child, and in 

the. child's attempt to escape by projecting whatever she 

perceives to be "bad" in herself onto her mother. The loss 

of $go boundaries which results from over-identification 

infuses mothers and daughters with guilt, shame, and 

embarrassment for the other's actions (58). 

In essence, then, women's experiences are different 

from men's and as such would seem to demand recording. 

But, in fact, as anthropologists note, women's experiences 

are in every-instance denigrated in relation to men's: 

Mead notes that however different were the descent or 

property arrangements in the tribes she studied, the 

"prestige values always attach to the activities of men," 

and Michelle Rosaldo observes that even when traditional 

roles were reversed, value was assigned to those activities 
16 

performed by the males. The value, we must presume, lay 

in the actor, not in the deed. 

Given this almost universal cycloptic perspective, 

it is hardly surprising to find even normally sensitive and 

astute literary critics studying literature through a 

single, limited lens. Equating the penis with the pen, and 

imagining the author as pregnant with his text, male

authors and critics alike have, as Gilbert and Gubar show, 

reserved both the orisin and the nurturance'of texts for 

16. Rosaldo 19. 



themselves, have, we may say, devised an un-natural 

dynasty of texts, sired, conceived, and borne by fathers. 

Responding to what Harold Bloom sees as the source of 

anxiety for the writer, the bitter struggle "between 

strong equals, father and son as mighty opposites" in a 

history that is one- of "sonship, II Gilbert and Gubar note 

that healthy anxiety as to one's writing might be 

preferable to the madness that confronted the castrated 

female who, given the metaphor, foolishly and grotesquely 
17 

~ttempted to use the male tool. The very theorists to 

whom we turn for- help in articulating the "monocentrism" 

and "ethnocentrism ll that have dominated western literature 

fail to recognize their own androcentric exclusion of 

women: Edward Said, for example, insisting on the ever-

11 

present .. central patriarchal text·.. and asserting the 

author's legal and material assumption of the role of 

father; Roland Barthes suggesting that every narrative "is 

a staging of the (absent, hidden, or hypostatized) father"; 

and M.M. Bakhtin unable to distinguish women's in the 
18 

cacophony of voices he hears rise from the novel. 

11. Gilbert and Gubar 3-44. 

18. Edward Said; liThe World, the Text, and the 
Critic, II The' H.orld. the Text. and the Critic (Cambrid"e: 
Harvard' University Press, 1983) 31-52, 48, and Beginnings: 
Intention and Method (New York: Basic Books, 1975) 172; 
Roland Barthes, The PleasureQf the~, trans. Richard 
Miller (New' York: Bill and Wang, 1975); and M.M. Bakhtin, 
The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. 



12 

Given the centuries-long and pervasive myopia of 

western "culture, women's exclusion from 1h§ Norton 

Anthology is hardly surprising. Back in 1929, when women 

wer& not only locked out of the anthologies but locked out 

of the very buildings that housed the anthologies, Virginia 

Woolf, pondering the effects of women's exclusion, 

realized that only insecure inclusion was worse. When 

women students finally confronted the rigid, dis-barring 

male canon, they agreed with Woolf--Elaine Showalter, for 

example, noting that literature students, male and female, 
19 

were expected to think like men. In response to the 

raised voices of women, however, critics have been forced 

to reassess the canon. The task is now recognized as 

essential, though dispute as to how this reorganization 

should proceed is loud, as evidenced in the opinions voiced 

in the special issue of Critical "InquirY devoted to this 
20 

subject. The challenge of the marginal voices will, of 

course, be resisted, for as Christine Froula reveals, the 

opening up of the canon not only entails the inclusion of 

women's texts, but the revision of the venerated male texts 

themselves and, more importantly, of the cultural and 

Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1981). 

19. "Women and the Literary Curriculum," College 
English 32 . (May 1971): 855. 

20. Critiqal Inquiry 10 (Sept. 1983). 
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21 

institutional authority they enact. Considering the 

recent voices raised. both in opposition and in praise of 

such inclusion and revision, Susan Bardy Aiken warns those 

who " might form a separate competing canon of the danger of 

raifying the very power they oppose and thus of further 

"ghettoizing" women's texts. Further, she re-jects the 

distortion implicit in any theory of exclusive maternity as 
22 

simiJ.ar in kind to that perpetuated by the male canon. I 

agree completely with both Froula and Aiken, but I suggest 

that before we can merge male and female texts, we Inll,ut 

first examine women's texts to determine in what ways they 

record a similar female experience and to determine and in 

what ways they differ'from male texts. Asserting the 

"special" female literary history, Elaine Showalter notes, 

"when women are studied as a group, their history and 

experience reveal patterns which are almost impossible to 

perceive if they are studied only in their relation to male 
23 

writers." As I've noted, Showalter and others have begun 

to gather and examine those pieces of the English and 

American wreck. scattered,' or" buried under the- larger male 

21. "When Eve· Reads Milton: Undoing the Canonical 
Economy," Critical Inquiry 10 (Dec. 1983): 321-347. 

22'. "Women and the Question of Canonicity," College 
English 48.3 (1986): 297~298. 

23. "Women and the Literary Curriculum" : 859; and 
"Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness," Q,ritical Inquiry 8 
(1981): 179-205. 
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vessel. Irish women writers await such salvaging. 

II: Separate Cultures 

At· first glance a tradition of Irish women's writing 

would seem more problematic than that of British or 

American women. In the first place, there is relatively 

little writing by Irish women before the twentieth century, 

and in the second place, two separate cultural traditions 

divided the people of Ireland. Briefly, I shall sketch 

the salient features of this history as they relate to my 

argument, generalizing rather than attempting to oover the 

variet)" and difference that always persisted over' space and 

time. 

First, the two separate cultures: having settled 

Irish land with a small number of British landlords, the 

government of Britain and Ireland, through the provisions 

of the settlement of Ireland acts, aimed to assimilate the 

Gaelic peopl~·.. Ironically, these acts served only to 

buttress differences and drive a barrier between the two 

peoples. Severe penalties were imposed for the practice of 

the Roman Catholic religion, the speaking of the Gaelic 

language, and the serving of Gaelic chieftains. 

Assimilation, however, failed, and by 1800, Ireland was a 

country with an English-speaking, Protestant government, 

served by a minority of English-speaking professional, 

literary·, and· landed gentry, while the majority of Irish 



citizens spoke Gaelic, attended forbidden Roman Catholic 

services, and were disbarred from voting, education, the 

professions, and land-owning. The Anglo-Irish, the 

desoendants of the· British who "settled" in the sixteenth, 

seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, traced their 

15 

linguistic and cultural patterns back to Beowulf, while the 

Gaelic-Irish, the descendants of the Celts and of the 

ancient Tuatha de Danann and Firbol8, traced their 

linguistic and cultural patterns back to the Cuchulain 

Sagas. I use the terms "Anglo-Irish" and "Gaelic-Irish" 

only to distinguish the two traditions. Irish was the 

common name both groups applied to themselves until the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Then those 

who were attempting to free Ireland from political subordination 

to England coined the Anglo prefix in an effort to 

valorize their own "Irishness." Although the eighteenth 

century saw amelioration in the lot of the minority and a 

lessening, if not of the privilege of the majority, at 

least of the suffering of the minority, the nineteenth 

century, in which my study begins, still saw two clearly 
. 24 

distinct groups. The privileged· Ireland""of Charles 

Maturin, Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw and William 

Butler Yeats was a different country from the dispossessed 

24. 
rpt. . London: 
18. 

Edmund Curtis, A History of Ireland (1938; 
Methuen, 1968), especially Chapters 17 and 

------------------- ------ -------------



Ireland of the Bannim brothers, William Carleton, James 

Joyce, and Sean O'Casey. Although English was the language 

of these writers, and increasingly of Ireland itself by 

1800, the En«lish spoken by descendants of Gaelic speakers 

followed different idiomatic, structural, and even 

grammatical forms than that spoken by descen~~s of 
25_ 

16 

English speaken. .f Bence Anc'lo-' and Gaelic-Irish writers 

~; speak from different cultural, linguistic, and political 

roots, sharing neither themes nor techniques, only a common 

absorption of English literary traditions. 

Yet I suggest that, despite the differences in the 

lives of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy and the Gaelic-Irish 

peasantry, the women in both cultures were subjected to 

situations which differed essentially in degree, not in 

kind. Whether aristocrats or' peasants, women-were, and 

still in most instances are, the primary care-takers of 

young children, a position that seemed the natural 
26 

consequence of women's bearing children and lactating. 

Thus we find even the relatively enlightened Richard Lovell 

Edgeworth actively pursuing his own education on the 

continent while his first wife labors in England, caring 

for her children in relative isolation. Returning to 

25. Andrew Carpenter, "Double Vision in 
Literature," Place L Persona~ and the Irish 
Andrew Carpenter (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
189, 

26 . Ortne~ 7'1. 

Anglo-Irish 
Writer ed. 

1977) 173-

---_._-------- ---- ------ - ----
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Ireland after some years with a new and better loved ~ife, 

Edgeworth, by now an unusually devoted husband who engages 

in educational experiments, will still see the primary care 

of youna children as the duty of women, just as the care of 

the children of his peasants was the responsibility of 

mothers' and grand-mothers, while the father's 

responsibility was the cu1t1.vation of the landlord's 
27 

soil. 

Beyond the universality of women's lot,' however, the 

fate of colonization has often been linked by Irish writers 

to that of women; the Beaney epigraph of my introduction 

is but the latest in a long series of such visions. The 

"stretchmarkedU female body is Ireland, of course, and the 

"imperially male" "r", England, whose 1800 "act of union" 
28 

is seen as rape. Writing centuries before Beaney, poets 

in both Gaelic and English could only picture their 

enslaved oountry as female, "the old hag of Beare," "the 

Sean Bhean Bhoot" (poor old woman) "Dark Rosaleen" in Red 

Bugh O'Donnell's farewell, and in James Joyce's 

characteristic terminology, "the old sow who eats her 
29 

farrow. " Patriok Pearse, to use his own terms, the rebel 

27. Marilyn Butler, Maria Edgeworth: A Liter~ 
Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972) 23-98. 

28. Se1eoted Poems (London: 
1980) 125-126. 

Faber and Faber, 

29. The Mentor Book of Irish PoetrY (New York: 
New Amerioan Library, 1965) 269-271, 401-402; and A 
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and poet, decries the loss of the "ancient glory": "My 

mother bore me in bondage, in bondage my mother was 
30 

born." 

The Proclamation of the Irish Republic, which rings 

with Pearse's cadences, reveals a rather curious gender 

transformation. Speaking for the enslaved Ireland, the 

terms of the proclamation are feminine: "In the name of 

God and of the dead generations from which she receives her 

old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons 

her- chi1dren'to her flag and strikes for her freedom." 

Briefly the proclamation notes the period of enslavement 

just prior- to the rebellion, when "her" sons trained, and 

"her" allies aided Ireland. But the newly created, 

independent, country Pearse and the Provisional Government 

procl-aim is no longer feminine: "We pledge our lives 

to . . . its freedom . . . its welfare . . . and its 

exaltation." The Republic, in turn, "guarantees "its 
31 

citizens," "declares its resolve." 

Less purely poetic and more precisely analytical 

minds have also seen similarities between the situation of 

woman and of colonized people. Taking on the school of 

Portrait of the Artist s§ ~ Young Man (1916; rpt. 
Middlesex: Penguin Books-, 1983) 203. 

30. "The Rebel," The Mentor Book of Irish Poetry 
319. 

31. The Proclamation has been widely reprinted. 
See Ruth DudleT Edwards, Patrick Pearse: The Triumph of 
Failure (London: Faber and Faber, 1977) 279-281. 



male educators who prescribe for woman obedience and 

. submissi v;~ness, and deny her the exercise of reason or 

. taste, Mary Wollstonecraft in 1792 saw these conditions, .-. 

for even the most fortunate of beauties, as those of 
32 

slavery. Studying the· subjection of women in the second 

half of the nineteenth century, Harriet and John Stuart 

Mill reason that marriage and mothering can hardly be as· 

natural as Englishmen proclaim, for if it were, laws 

denying women other-opportunities and enforcing their 

economic, . legal, and social dependence in marriage would 

not be necessary. Indeed, the· Mills continue, the only 

rational defense for these laws might be the belief that 

"the alleged natural vocation' of woman was of all things 

19 

the most repugnant to their nature." Hence men deny women 

opportunity, they suggest, fearing that a woman allowed 

alternatives would demar~d a marriage of equality rather 

than one of dependence. The laws of England in order to 

support women's "natural vocation" have rendered her less 

free economically and legally than the slaves of ancient 

32. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, ed. 
introduced Miriam Brody' Kramnick (1791; rpt. Middlesex: 
Penguin Books, 1975) 197. 

-------------------------_. __ . _.---_. __ .- -----
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Rome. Both Wollstonecraft and the Mills find women's 

adoption of degrading, dishonest attitudes, the flirting 

and effort to gain male attention, for example, or the 

refusal to tell the truth to the one who holds all power 

over her, to be the essential self-preserving acts of the 

disempowered, rather than examples of the essentially 

inferior nature of her charaoter whioh ohauvinists have 
34 

oited as reason for her subordination. 

In a recent study of "the weak"--disempowered 

groups-- worldwide, Elizabeth Janeway oonoentrates on 

women's condition, because "It is paradigmatio of the 

existenoe of all the governed, of those whom their betters 

see and define as 'other'; paradigmatio beoause women are 
35 

20 

present in all groups of the weak." As Janeway's argument 

oontinues, the weak are clearly identified not as 

demooratio groups who elect one of their number to 

government, but as slaves, or'colonized people (172). But 

Janeway also suggests that the weak have power, for like 

the husband the Mills carioatured, the powerful need the 

oonsent (often the vote) of the weak. This power of 

33. The Subjection of Women in Essays gn Sex 
Equality ed. Alice S. Rossi (Chioago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1970) 154-158. 

34. Wollstoneoraft 100-108; Mill 150-153. 

35. Powers of the Weak (New York: Knopf, 1980) 5. 



consent is similar to the influence that Louise Lamphere 

finds women wielding in many traditional societies where 

men make the decisions, and where women must achieve their 
36 

goals through fathers, brothers, or husbands. Over the 

centuries, Janeway continues', women have survived by 

shrinking their expectations, by clinging to the median in 

tests, by refus'ing to seek success, thus rendering 

themselves as immune as possible to shock, "for shock 

precipitates panic,'" by becoming, in fact, muted. In 

their citadel of internal dissent from which they reject 

the values of the dominant, women have resorted to 

strategies of survival, strategies which men, forgetting 

that women had no part in the setting up of the accepted 

codes, condemn as women's lack of morality (210-211). To 

21 

survive, Janeway notes, the weak must continue to distrust, 

reject the definitions of the powerful, believe in their 

own value, and" refusing the isolation which benefits the 

powerful, embrace their own community and their mutual 

goals, making points "by endurance' and repetition" rather 

than by force (300). 

Cut off from power, wealth, and overt decision-

making, women bear a striking resemblance to the Gaelic

Irish of the eighteenth century. "Excluded from landed 
---------------

36. "Strategies, Cooperation, and Conflict Among 
Women in Domestic Groups," Women I Culture L . and Society, 
97-112. 



wealth, from political life, from the 'official' church," 

the historian Karl Bottheimer notes, "the Irish erected a 
37 

counter-culture, not so much rebellious as evasive," a 

22 

strategy, like women's, decreed by their similar 

repression, and one whose end was also survival. By 1800, 

then, women's lot, unlike men's, in both Irdsh cultures, 

their economic, social, and legal status, those important 

determinants of personality and perspective, was different 

in degree rather than in kind. This similarity, I suggest, 

makes possible the consideration of a shared perspective, 

the similar objects of which would emerge in both Anglo-

and Gaelic-Irish women's literature. 

Awareness of their "foreign" audience also links 

women writers in general to the colonized and weak. 

Explaining why women have slumbered, or appeared to, for 

centuries, Adrienne Rich notes, "every woman writer has 

written for men even when, like Virginia Woolf, she was 
38 

supposed to be addressing women." Irish writers (male 

and female), from Maria Edgeworth in 1780 to Molly Keane in 

1980, have also been forced, initially by culture, 

language, and econor~ics, and latterly by ~col'l.Omics alone, 

to address their work to a "foreign," "imperially male" 

37. Ireland and the Irish (New· York: Columbia 
Press, 1982) 144. 

38. "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision," 
Adrienne Rich's Poetry ed. Barbara Chalesworth Gelpi and 
Albert Gelpi (New York = Norton, 1975) 92-93. 
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English audience. Obviously this relationship bred 

resentment: consider Maria Edgeworth's "glossary" and 

comments on the English reader's "ignorance" of the sister 

courttrYi Somerville and Ross's dismissal of the English 

candidate for the Anglo-Irishman.' s affections; Elizabeth 

Bowen's caricaturing of the vulgarities of the wives of the 

British officers and the contempt she allows Lady Naylor to 

voice for the superficiality of English compared to Irish 
40 

countryfolk. We might consider also Molly Keane's account 

of her father's reactions to the burning of his home by 

Irish Republican Army rebels in the early 1920's. Seeking 

refuge initially with his relatives in England, her father, 

to the horror and incomprehens·ion of the same relatives, 

hastened back to Ireland, preferring, she notes, to risk 
41 

death in Ireland rather than to live in England. 

Happily J and perhaps ~lot totally unrelated to the 

independence of the country and the recent beginning of 

women's liberation, this trend has virtually disappeared 

from contemporary Irish women's writing. 

39. Castle Rackrent (1800; rpt. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1964) 99; Personal Interview with Molly 
Keane, Ardmore, Waterford, June 1985. 

40. Castle R::.gkrent 100':"114, 97; E. OE. Somerville 
and Martin Ross, The· Real Charlotte (1894; rpt. London: 
Quartet Books, 1977) 44-49; and Elizabeth Bowen, The Last 
September (1929; rpt. New York: Avon books, 1979) 52-54, 
240-246·,28. 

41. Keane, Personal Interview. 
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III: Selected Writers 

My study spans the period in which the novel 

developed in Ireland, opening with Maria Edgeworth's Castle 

Rackrent (1800) and concluding with Jennifer Johnston's The 

Railway Station Man (1984). I would have preferred to 

present an equal number of Anglo- and Gaelic-Irish 

novelists, but the vast majority of Gaelic Irish women in 

the nineteenth century, uneducated and impoverished, have 

left no written record. Those who did write were a 

minority in a minority, the leisured women of the tiny 

suriviving segment of Gaelic culture. These women wrote 

traditional Gaelic poetry. A recent critic, Eileann Ni 

Chuilleanain, notes that even in this elite group we might 

have had a female tradition. All the love-poetry of the 

Old- and Middle-Irish period, she notes, is attributed to 

women, and women continued to contribute to this poetry, so 

that the most distinguished Gaelic lament of the eighteenth 

century is that of Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill, whose mother 

was also a poet, and who was a member of the Derrynane 

familY which bred Daniel O'Connell, the orator and 

politician who won Catholic Emancipation in the nineteenth 

century. Ni Chuilleanain dismisses the Gaelic poetry of 

the nineteenth century as inferior in quality and as 

feminine 6xpressicn to that of th& eighteenth and, in a 

move that suggests the legitimacy of my own study, 

---------



25 

considers Maria Edgeworth's work in a sequence with that of 
4,2 

Ni Chona!ll. 

The dearth of writing by Gaelic-Irish women in the 

nineteenth century measures to some extent the lack of 

devotion to a literary culture in Anglo-Ireland. Unlike 

their counterparts in England, the inhabitants of the Big 

Houses in Ireland were not given to intellectual or 

cultural pursuit and did not see themselves as guardians of 

the culture which privileged them. The picture E.OE. 

Somerville and Violet Martin were to present in 1889, of 

the jovial; drinking, sportsman, is closer to Edgeworth's 

depiction in Castle Rackrent and to reality than is the 
43 

received impression of the Anglo-Irishman. Briefly, let 

us consider the source o£ this impression. Terence de Vere 

Whi te, scion of Gaelic- and Anglo-Irish parents, . suggests 

that Yeats, out of his own need to claim membership in an 

aristocracy, conceived the notion of the Anglo-Irish 
44 

ascendancy as the guardians of an ancient civilization. 

Conceived without material agency (another exclusively 

male generation), this illusion was born in Yeats's famous 

1925 senate speech, a speech that, coming from the best-

42. Ni Chuilleanain 112-115. 

43. Some Experiences of ml. Irish R.:.. M.:... (London: 
Longmans, Green, 1889; previously serialised in the 
Badmintopn Magazine). 

44. The Anglo-Irish (London: Gollancz, 1972) 48-9. 
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known poet of the century, naturally received global 

attention. The Anglo-Irish were not a race, White asserts, 

but a class. Yeats, though he professed to speak for them, 

would not have been chosen as their representative. For, 

despite his friendship with that unusual, scholarly 

aristocrat, Lady Gregory; Yeats was not of the company of 

the landed Irish gentry, as his trouble in gaining 

admission to their Kildare Street Club reveals. "Coming 

forward in the Senate' as the spokesman-for the 

Protestant Ascendancy . [Yeats] flattered the people 

he spoke for by admitting them ~ bloc to the company of 

his fellows; what he had in common with Swift and Burke 

was genius. This," White- continues, "was by no means 

widely distributed among the Protestant Ascendancy." This 

latter group, White concludes, were not lovers of 

literature or of the Gaelic Revivial, nor were they 

interested in Irish Catholios or in Yeats's Abbey theatre 

(36-51, 262). 

Maria Edgeworth's development as reader, soholar, 

and writer in this inimioal baokground was largely the 

result of- her formidable father's efforts. Alt.hough novels 

were banned as potentially dangerous influences on young 
I 

women (Riohard Lovell Edgeworth ~dhered to many of 

Rousseau's doctrines), Edgeworth did encourage his 

daughter to read widely. His own head filled with schemes 

to improve many aspects of life, Edgeworth quickly turned 
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his eldest daughter into an apprentice/secretary. 

Conducted largely under his guidance and at his direction, 

Maria Edgeworth's· early educational tracts and later 

novels reflect his ideas. Practical Education, for 

example, as Marilyn Butler notes, articulates what Richard 

Lovell Edgeworth and his second wife, Honoria, had hoped to 
compile,45 and the idealized landlords of the later novels 

both reflect the father"s high morality and the model he 
46 

would have had his countrymen embrace. But Maria 

Edgeworth was not wholly her father's creation. Castle 

Rackrent, for instance, suggests that she never for one 

moment imagined such an idealization actually existed. Not 

only does this perverse novel question the status of the 

Anglo-Irish landlord, it also, as I shall show, looks 

askance at and ridicules tho'se who unquestioningly accept 

the absurd position of Irish, and of English, women. 

Indeed, Edgeworth implies that this condition is the 

logioal result of its inscription and preservation in the 

great works of English literature. It is no accident that 

Edgeworth's masterpiece, this inquisitive, subversive, 

challenging novel, was written without any direction or 

assistance from Riohard Lovell Edgeworth, a fact which also 

45. Butler' 171. 

46. See ~ Absentee (1812; rpt. London: Dent, 
1893) . 

---_._-------- ---



makes it an appropriate place to begin my study of Irish 

women's writing. 

Edgeworth dominated Irish women's literature until 

the"1830's. Then the land agitation of the thirties 

alienated tenants from landlords, and Edgeworth writes: 

"It is impossible to draw Ireland as she_ now is in a book 

of fiction--realities are too strong, party passions too 

violent to bear to see, or care to look at their faces in 
47 

the looking-glass." The famine followed in the 1840's, 

enfolding' Ireland in a funereal pall that silenced all but 

the voices of mourning. Indeed, a generation had to pass 

28 

before writers could once again see beyond the grief. The 

land wars which the famine may have hastened, and the 

consequent insecurity and comparative impoverishment of the 

once-powerful ascendancy, prompted Edith Somerville and 

Violet Martin to raise their voices in defence of their 

class. Publishing their work as E.OE. Somerville and 

Martin Ross, the cousins, in their late and early twenties 

respectively, had to resort to humiliating tactics to evade 

their formidable, demanding families, who saw their writing 

as an almost effete attempt to escape women's real duties, 

especially those of entertaining. The Real Charlotte was 

written over three years during which time they grasped 

whatever moments' they could, completing the-manuscript on a 

47. Butler 452. 



29 

train journey to the publishers, the work richening and 
48 

ripening during its enforced gestation. Received well 

initially, the novel was neglected in an Ireland 

preOccupied with war. After the war, in a country that saw 

the Anglo-Irish ascendancy as tools of the former 

oppressors, the lament of Somerville and Ross for the 

passing of this group seemed anachronistic and irrelevant. 

The Real Charlotte went out of print and was virtually 

forgotten unti-l reprinted in 1972, when the richness and 

diversity of the work attracted attention. No other 

nineteenth century Irish novel spans such a wide section 

of, nor delves so deeply into, Irish society; George 

Moore's Drama in Muslin, for example, seems peculiarly 

dated, limited, and conventional beside ~ Real 
49 

Charlotte. Apart from the tantalizing thematic richness, 

this product of two voices rather than one is also a 

fascinating literary anomaly, mothered by two women rather 

than by a single father. Narrated also by a double voice, 

the work constantly forces the reader to consider the 

narrators' biases and prejudices towards their characters, 

to consider indeed the narratorial "contamination" and what 

48. See Hilary Mitchell, "Somerville and Ross: 
Amateur to Professional," Somerville and Ross: A Symposium 
(Belfast: Queens University, 1965) 20-37; and Hilary 
Robinson, Somerville and Ross: A Critical Appreciation 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1980) 85-117. 

49. (1886; rpt. London: Colin Smythe, 1981). 
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such a stance might suggest about the approach to 

literature itself. 

The latter part of the nineteenth century produced 

several excellent Irish women writers. But, as evidenced 

in a recent volume of short stories, these writers are, 
50 

without exception, Anglo-Irish. As Anglo-Ireland had 

already tipped the balance in my study, I decided to limit 

my nineteenth century writers to Edgeworth and Somerville 

30 

and Ross. Further, I suggest that Somerville and Ross, in 

the novel I have selected--The Real Charlotte--reach beyond 

the concerns of their contemporaries, both thematically and 

structurally. 

Selecting writers from the plenty of the twentieth 

century was more difficult. I decided to use an equal 

number of writers descended from each tradition, that of 

the Gaelic, Catholic, peasant and that of the Anglo, 

Protestant, landlord Ireland. Since I am seeking a 

tradition that spans time and class, I naturally looked to 

writers from different periods of the twentieth century. 

Elizabeth Bowen's distinctive work made her an easy choice, 

and although her work has been read widely, she has not 

been considered as part of a tradition of Irish women's 

writing. TheLa~ September, the story of the death in the 

50. Janet Madden-Simpson, ad. Woman's Part: An 
Anthology of Short Fiction ~ and About Irish Women 1890-
1960 (Dublin: Arlen House, 1984). 
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1920 Irish troubles of a Big House and the parallel 

release from Eden of a young girl, seemed an appropriate 

subjeot, the relationship between the two events being more 

than ooinoidental. Writing at approximately the same time 

as Bowen, Kate O'Brien, my first Gaelic-Irish novelist, 

attempts to articulate a woman's position in-the new 
51 

Ireland. Despite the Catholio, Gaelic, and middle-class 

qualities of this Ireland, O'Brien_ suggests that the 

structures the new powerful embrace are those the old 

ascendancy derived from the patterns of kinship Levi-

Strauss unoovered in early societies. Woman is no more 

free in the Ireland of the rebel Eamonn De Valera than she 

was in that of Queen Victoria. 

Mary Lavin's first collection of short stories was 

introduced and welcomed in 1941 by the established writer 
52 

Lord Dunsany. Lavin's subjeots range from the highly 

sensitive to the almost insensate. She is the first writer 

to examine- the mundane areas of women's existence, bringing 

to this examination a poet's eye for the unusual, the 

beautiful and universal in the ordinary. Leaving the 

!."eal!5tic !:.o..,~l ~f,Kate O'Brien behind, Lavin reveals and 

plaoes in oosmio, organic patterns the most delicate 

51. Without ~ Cloak (New York: Doubleday, Doran, 
1931); ~ Anteroom (New York: Double, Doran, 1934); and 
~ Land of Spices (New York: Doubleday, Doran, 1941). 

52. 
rpt. Dublin: 

"A Preface," Tales from Bective Bridge (1943; 
Poolbeg Press, 1978) 8-12. 

----~-------------- ---------------- -------- ------ ----- ---



32 

nuances of human emotions. Her work, like her vision, is 

organic, developing, as it were, in the natural sequence of 

her life, moving from the early interest in young love, to 

a consideration of the role of widows in society, and more 

recently to detailed consideration of the ties that bind 

mother and daughter. I consider stories spread across 

Lavin's career in order to demonstrate the organic vision, 

but concentrate on the widow stories because, in a 

marriage-oriented heterosexual society, the widow is the 
53 

ultimate anomaly. 

Roughly contemporaneous with Lavin, Molly Keane 

began her first writing career in the 1930's. Although 

this early work was both daring and colorful, I concentrate 

on the masterpiece of her second writing career, Good 

Behaviour, finally published in 1981 by Alfred A. Knopf 
54 

after several rejections. This satirical glance down 

fifty years at the last September of Anglo-Ireland, again 

like Bowen's work, the September of a young girl's 

awakening, presents another Ireland, caricatured, but 

perhaps also a needed corrective, or widening, of Bowen's· 

picture. 

The two contemporary writers I discuss, Julia 

53. Most of" the Lavin stories are found in 
Collected Stories (Boston: Boughton Mifflin, 1971); 
earlier stories are in Tales; later ones in A Family 
Likeness (London: Constable, 1986). 

54. (1981; rpt. New York: Dutton, 1983). 



O'Faolain and Jennifer Johnson, are the daughters of 

mothers and fathers who have come to epitomize the two 

Irish traditions. O'Faolain's parents are both writers; 

her"father in his enthusiasm for the new Irish state 

changed his name from the English Whelan, spoke the Gaelic 

language in his home, joined the Irish Republlcan Army, 
55 

and addressed traditional Irish sUbjects. Johnston's 

mother, Shelagh Richards, on the other hand, was an Abbey 

actress, her father, Denis Johnston, a playwright, whose 

most famous play received its title from Lady Gregory's 

33 

refusal to accept it--TIm Old Ladx Says No. Richards and 

Johnston, then, come directly from the Yeatsian Anglo-Irish 
56 

tradition. In the works of each of the comptemporary 

women representatives of the two traditions, we find 

initially a returning to the roots of the past, to the 

roots of their tradition. But this returning is not what 

it was for their ancestors; rather O'Faolain and Johnston 

seem to feel a need to reassess for themselves their past, 

to dive into the wreck, as it were, not accepting but 

examining in person the map they have inherited. Only when 

this reassessment, which becomes a revision in Rich's sense 

55. Brenda Maddox, "The Romantic and the Realist" 
Sunday Times Magazine 1 April, 1984,8-9. 

56. Gene A. Barnett, "Dennis Johnston," Dict.i.onary of 
I4r:teraty; Biography. Volume ~ Modern British 
Dramatists. 1900-1945, Part 1 (Detroit: Gale Research Co., 
1982): 254. 

------------,----



of the term, is completed are the writers free to 
57 

concentrate on women's contemporary situation. Because 

O'Faolain evokes and revises unfamiliar Irish myths and 

history, which, on this account, demand explication, I 

shall examine only one of her novels in detail--~ Country 

for Young Men. I shall briefly consider all Johnston's 

woxok, because this work enacts, I believe, both Johnston's 

own personal journey to selfhood and that of contemporary 
58 

woman. 

34 

I have found the work of feminist anthropologists 

and psychologists particularly helpful in elucidating the 

themes and analysing the underlying relationships in these 

women's' fictions. Awareness of both the value and the cost 

of human relationships forms a constant undercurrent in 

Irish women's writings, the emphasis or degree of 

acceptance only being different. Shadings and emphasis, 

indeed, are what we must seek in the work of early women 

writers. Elaine Showalter explains why feminist critics 

must seek what may seem initially to be but the loose 

51. "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision" 90-98. 

58. Julia O'Faolain, No CountrY for Young Men 
(Middlesex: Penguin Books 1980); Jennifer Johnston, The 
Captains and the Kings (1972; rpt. Glasgow: Fontana 
Paperbacks, 1982);. The Gates (1912; rpt. London: 
Coronet, 1974); How Many Miles ~ Babylon? (London: 
Coronet·, 1975); Shadows .QD: our .§k1n (New York: Doubleday, 
1918); ~ Q.lg Jest (1979; rpt. Glasgow: Coronet, 1980); 
The Christmas ~ (1981; rpt. Glasgow: Fontana 
Paperbacks, 1981); and The Railway Station Man (London: 
Hamish Hamilton, 1984). 
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strands or abstruse corners of women's texts. Using the 

Ardener model of human communication, she explains that 

male and female experience may be represented by two 

circles. These cire-les' overlap but are not completely 

concentric, a crescent of each remaining free of the other. 

Each of these crescents represent the areas of exclusively 

male or female experience; women are cognizant of the male 

crescent, Showalter asserts, because male culture has been 

seen and represented in art, and, indeed, in political, 

economic, and social life, as human culture. The female 

crescent, on the other hand, the area of exclusively 

women's experiences is to men an unknown, "wild," territory 

because this experience has been either ignored (consider 

women's exclusion from The Norton Anthol0sY, for example), 

devalued as the product of nature rather than culture (see 

Ortner's work), or regarded as an inferior adjunct, not 

worth analysis for its own sake (as the work of Freud and 

Levi-Strauss attest). Consequently women partake of a dual 

culture, participating at once in the circle of "human" 
59 

and of women's experience. Paraphrasing the Ardeners, 

Showalter notes the problem of rendering women's own 

experience, for "all language is the language of the 

59'. "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" Critical 
Inquiry 8 (1981): 200. 
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dominant order, and women, if they speak at all, must speak 
60 

through it." 

Tony Tanner agrees that discourse from Roman times 

on has been the property of the powerful: "not only do the 

propertied classes- own land, capital, and machinery, but 

they also own the discourses that serve to define and 
61 

regulate the various strata and groups within society." 

But in another context, M.M. Bakhtin suggests that the 

lower classes, or the weak to use Janeway's term, are not 

completely silenced. Theirs are the voices, he believes, 

that first resorted to comedy, the origin of the novel, 

resorted to it in parodying the epic which valorized both 
62 

the discourse and the values of the powerful. The 

Ardeners suggested that women's beliefs would find 

expression through ritual and art, and that this expression 

would take the form of a "muted" voice, "muted" text, not 

obvious to the dominant culture. Showalter rejects the 

idea espoused by some feminists of an entirely female 

text, outside the bounds of the "dominant structure"; 

"women's writing," she asserts, "is a 'double-voiced 

60. Edwin Ardener, "The 'Problem' Revisited," 
Perceiving Women ed. Shirley Arden (Lon~on: Malaby Press, 
1915) 19-21. 

61. Adulterx in the Novel: Contract and Transgression 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1919) 

62. M.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ad. Michael 
Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: 
University of Texas, 1981). 

----------------- ._-----._._--



disoourse' that always embodies the sooial, literary and 
63 

oultural heritages of both the muted and the dominant." 

Thinking not speoifioally of women but of other muted 

grou~s, Tanner and Bakhtin also suggest a s~eondary or 

subversive text. Tanner asserts that the knowledge of the 

world forbidden or ignored by the powerful breaks through 

37 

in the subversive patterns of the nineteenth century novel, 

while Bakhtin identifies the weak in the heteroglossia, the 

multiple voices of the repressed which threaten to break 
64 

the fiotional surfaoe. 

I have been aided in reading the muted plot of Irish 

women's literature by Nanoy Miller's work on the "Emphasis 
65 

Added" in female-authored tests. Considering La 

Princesse ~ Cleves, Miller notes Bussy-Rabutin's objeotion 

to Mme-. de Cleves's confession to her husband as being the 

material of life, not of fiotion. Which means, Miller 

notes, that "art should- not imitate life but ~inscribe 

reoeived ideas about the representation of life in art" 

(36). Rejecting the implausibility of the confession in the 

first place on the basis of textual patterns--the "maternal 

discourse, It the advioe of Mme de Chartres to avoid the 

"misery of a love affair," and the preoedent of oonfession 

63. "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" 201. 

64. Tanner 52; Bakhtin 228. 

65. "Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in 
Women's Fiotion" PMLA 96 (1981): 36-48. 
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set by the prince--Miller finds a more basic fault with 

Bussy-Rabut,in's criterion. The problem is that "the 

fictions of desire behind the desiderata"of fiction are 

masculine and-not universal constructs" (48). As 

articulated by Freud, two "impelling wishes" dominate men 

and women respectively; these are either ambitious, 

"serving to exalt the person creating them, or they are 

erotic." But" the male text, while valorizing the egoistic 

wish, still, Freud suggests, preserves an erotic 

subtext--"we can discover a woman in some corner, for whom 

the dreamer performs all his heroic deeds and at whose feet 

all his triumphs are to be laid" (40). Miller asks what 

seems obvious: "is there a place in which the ambitious 

wish of a young woman asserts itself? Has she an egoistic 

desire to be discovered 'in some corner'?" (40). This is 

the subtext that Miller finds operative in La Princesse de 

Cleves, a subtext that she also finds operating in George 

Eliot's novels of heroines who demand something vague, they 

know not what, but something other than what is offered-

the fulfillment of erotic desires (44-5). The Princess, 

Miller quotes Claudine Hermann, "knows that love S§. she 

imagines ~ is not realizable. What is realizable is a 

counterf'ei t she does not want. Her education permits her 

to glimpse this fact: men and women exchange feelings that 

are not equivalent" (42). Hence, Miller notes, in 

retreating, the Princess preserves her desires "in and as 
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fantasy, she both performs maternal discourse and 

italicizes it as repossession" (43). Maggie Tulliver 

in Eliot's The Mill 2n the Floss, on the other hand, 

refuses her lover because "She will not build her happiness 

on the· unhappiness of others." The women's rejection of 

the Freudian paradigm, the "implausibility" of their 

seeking egoistic desires, is demaximized, an instance, 

Miller believes, of the italicizing we can expect, in 

women's fiction, hence a likely characteristic of the muted 

plot. In this respect, too, I suggest that the lacunae 

created by disconnection, or by, to use Joanne Altieri's 

word, parataxis, in dialogue are also important instances 

of italicizing by demaximization, by women's traditional 
66 

retreat from the center of the stage. 

I borrow another important point from Miller. 

Finally considering women writers' rejection of the male 

"desiderata of fiction," Miller notes that "the plots of 

women's literature are not about 'life' and solutions in 

any therapeutic sense, not should they be. They are about 

the plots of literature itself, about the constraints the 

maxim places on rendering a female- life in fiction" (46). 

Similarly, I suggest that the plots of many of the works I 

examine are also criticisms of these constraints and often 

66. "Style and Purpose in Maria Edgeworth's Fiction" 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction 23 (1968): 266. 



successful attempts to evade them. Female bildungsromane 

or novels of awakening are, as we shall see, especially at 

40 

odds with the demands of genre, with the constraints of the 

male desire inscribed therein, and begin the work of 

inscribing their own different pa·radigms. The editors of a 

recent volume on fictions of female development, draw on 

the theories of Chodorow and others, and remark the 

essential difference in the male and female experience that 

male bildungsroman critics have classified only in terms of 

the male paradigm. They note that, following these 

criteria, women's fictions have often concluded with death 

for the awakened woman who will not "accept an adulthood 
67 

that denies profound convictions and desires." The 

editors also note the frequent late Q~~kening of women, 

whose development often takes place only after traditional 

expectations of marriage and children have been tried and 

found wanting (7), a pattern we will see emerging in the 

writings I study. The pattern of early awakening also 

occurs in the Irish writers, sometimes triggered by sheer 

accident, more frequently by education and maternal 

direction. We are always aware, however, that these are 

isolated, fortunate exceptions. 

67. Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch, and Elizabeth 
Langland "Introduction" The Voyage In: Fictions of Female 
Development ed. Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch, and 
Elizabeth Langland (Hanover: University Press of New 
England, 1983) 11. 
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In keeping with the demaximized muted plot, the 

editors of The Voyage In note: 

The tensions that sh~pe female development may 
lead to a disjunction between a surface plot, which 

"affirms social conventions, and a submerged plot, 
which encodes rebellion; between a plot governed by 
age-old female story patterns, such as myths and 
fairy tales, and a plot that reconceives these 
limiting possibilities; between a plot that charts 
development and a plot that unravels it. The 
development tale may itself be concealed in coded 
memories, as in Mrs Dalloway, or deflected through 
recurrent dreams, as in Wide Sargasso Sea. (12) 
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Whether muted or not, the female bildungsromane by its very 

nature, its assertion of an alternate paradigm, must 

contest the patterns inscribed in male fictions. 

Revision of myth and history', as well as of fairy 

tale, is an element we will frequently see in the muted 
68 

"undercurrent" of women's texts. Adrienne Rich explains 

that revision, "the act of looking back--of seeing, with 

fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical 

direction--is for us more than a chapter in cultural 

history: it is an act of survival." 

Wreck" Rich describes such a quest: 

the thing I came for 

69 
In "Diving into the 

the wreck and not the story of the wreck 
the thing itself and not the myth.70 

68. Ellen Moers, Literary Women (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1976). 

69·. "When We Dead Awaken : Writing as Re-Vision" 90. 

70. In Adrienn~ Rich's Poetr~ 67. 



Although women must delve beneath the huge mythic surface 

to re-touch themselves and not what others say they are, 

the myth, the surface has so deeply encrusted our forms 

that we cannot, without risking destruction, break these 

cleanly away. Hence, having found "the plaoe," Rich's 

diver claims a necessary doubleness: "And I am here, the 

- mermaid whose d~~k hair/streams black, the merman in his 

armored body." "I am she: I am he." The myth is. as 

inescapable as is our human form, for the myth, I believe, 

like the early relational structures Chodorow considered, 

has been internalized. Because the myth is part of human 

42 

culture, Susan Gubar asserts that (speaking specifically of 

the Demeter/Persephone story but in a general way of myths 

which perpetuate "destructive stereotypes of female 

passivity and masochism") "For writers who are convinced 

that gender definitions reflect and enforce the terrible 

recurrence of the myth. . . the myth must be rewritten to 
71 

be evaded." The triumph of the artist over the earth 

mother has, Gubar notes, been celebrated by women poets, by 

Mary Shelley's Proserpine and by Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning's Aurora Leigh, for example, and more subtly by 

Virginia Woolf in To the Lighthouse. The re-(en)visioning 

of Demeter-Persephone allows women to re-define and re-

inscribe female consciousness. But, reflecting Rich's 

71. "Mother, maiden and the marriage of death: Women 
writers and an ancient myth" Women's Studies 6 (1979): 306. 



insight, Gubar also remarks Woolf's need to celebrate the 

earth mother, Mrs. Ramsey, in the first part of To ~ 

Lighthouse, before being liberated to celebrate the artist 

Lily in the third section. Perhaps the most 

43 

repressive myth from women's view-point is that of Milton's 

Eve: Charlotte Bronte's Shirley, for example, raged 

impotently against the restrictive boundaries of 
72 

traditional Eve interpretation. But Christine Froula 

has recently delved beneath the surface of Milton's text to 

a deeper desposit, that of the repressed' mother Goddess. 

The Goddess, we recall, was almost silenced in Genesis, was 

silenced totally in Milton's creation, but remains implicit 

in Eve's memory of a sort of golden age origin, one 

governed not by the "patriarohal indoctrination" Adam 
73 

supplie~ but by feminine metaphor. Although Milton's Eve 

still hides the sun from many women, Elizabeth Bowen has 

overtly inverted the Mitonic sequence identified by Froula 

and allows her Eve to turn from the ignorance paternal 

discourse decrees to the light of the wider world. Other 

Irish writers, Kate O'Brien and Molly Keane, for example, 

align their "Eves" less directly with the Miltonic or 

biblical version, but they release them just as surely from 

centuries of Edenic bonds. 

72. Shirley (1849; rpt. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 
1975) .' 

73. Froula 327. 
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The reader must always be awake to this possibility 

of revision once she sees a poet use myth, Alicia Ostriker 
74 

suggests. Myth, in this case, extends to historical or 

quasi-historical figures, such as Helen, Sappho, and 

Napoleon (72). An important element in the revision may be 

the reversing of traditional value: Ostriker notes, for 

example, that Denise Levertov, in identifying "an active, 

aggressive woman with Truth," in "The Goddess," is defying 

"a very long tradition that identifies strong females with 

deception." (76). Passivity, on tha other hand, will be 

suspect in women's work, and woman's traditional power for 

evil, so long associated with destructive sexuality, is 

seen as "a direct function of her powerl~$sness to do 

anything else" (78). Ostriker sees four common'elements in 

·the revisions of women poets, elements worth noting because 

they occur also in the revisionist work of the Irish 

writers I study. In the first place women poets treat 

"existing texts as fence posts surrounding the terrain of 

mythic truth but by no means identical to it." Secondly, 

the poems "involve reevaluations of social, political, and 

philosophical values," particularly those that enshrine the 

separation of earth and body from mind and spirit. 

Thirdly, unlike male poets, women revisionists do not 

hearken back to a golden age, and finally "revisionism 

74. "The Thieves of Language: Women Poets and 
Revisionist Mythmaking" Sisns 8 (1982): 72. 
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correlates with formal experi~ent" (87). The Irish writers 

I consider apply these strategies to literature as well as 

to myth and history. Ostriker has warned us to be awake to 
_. 

the "potential for revision in recalling myth; John 

Hollander also elaborates on the reshaping he sees implicit 

in the use of literary allusion, which may be direct of 

implied. The echoing, or alluding to previous texts, he 

notes always take on shades and associations different 

from, if not in direct opposition to, those of the 
75 

original. Just as they re-envision myths, Irish writers 

also re-envision by their echoing their literary history. 

IV: The ContemporarY Writers 

In an effort to cover my subject as broadly as 

possible, I interviewed the four living writers in my 
76 

study. Mary Lavin, Julia O'Fao1ain, and Jennifer Johnston 

all objected to being labelled as feminists. Their 

objections, however, as I understand them, are to being 

considered members of a particular group with whose 

politics and actions they frequently disagree; Jennifer 

Johnston, for example, suggests that while Irish feminists 

have a real injustice to combat, their actions, like those 

75. John Hollander, The Fisure of Echo.!, A Mode of 
Allusion in Milton and After (Berkeley: University of 
California, 1981). 

76. Personal Interviews were conducted with Lavin, 
Dublin; Johnston, Derry, June 1985; 0' Faolain, Los 
Angeles, November 1985. 
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of the Provisional Irish Republican Army who seek to 

overthrow an unjust system in the north of Ireland, 

alienate rather than gain them support. Johnston, Lavin, 

and"O'Faolain see labelling as divisive and would rather be 

seen simply as writers than as women writers. 

Johnston sees all separation as destructive, class 

being the most damaging separation of all. Not that these 

writers accept traditional conoepts: Johnston notes that 

traditional marriage ~ diminishing, but that what must 

change is atti tude-, a change that can be effected only by 

education. Lavin gladly notes that women are "out of their 

boxes everywhere"; no one, she says happily, Pope or 

otherwise, will put them back in, and she sees the movement 

from conoentration on father-son to mother-daughter, and 

in her own work-to mother-daughter-granddaughter, 

relationships as enriohing. 

Bavin~ edited the feminist ~ in God's Image, a 

consideration of the legal status of Western women from 

Greek to Victorian times, O'Faolain feels that she has now 

moved on, absorbed those influences, and can concentrate on 
77 

women without being bound by political concerns. Of 

Carla's return to her chauvinistic husband in The Obedient 

Wife, a return that disappointed both her own father and 

feminist reviewers, O'Faolain notes that Marco, the 

77. Ed. Julia O'Faolain and Lauro Martines (London: 
Temple Smith, 1973). 
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husband, was not really important. What Carla was 

returning to was a way of life, an environment--life in 

sceptical, sophisticated, and humane Italy rather than in 

naive, romantic, and ultimately arid Los Angeles. The idea 

that a particular man ( Carla's lover Leo in this case) is 

essential to a woman's happiness is, O'Faolain notes, a 

Hollywood illusion. But having said that, O'Faolain sees no 

reason to throw out the traditional job of 

mother/hostess/lover that Carla and many women like her 
78 

perform so well. 

MollY Keane, on the other hand, while not claiming 

to be a feminist, is full of admiration for what she calls 

the "tear-aways," the young women writers who are outspoken 

as to their goals. Delighted with women's increasing 

involvement in extra-domestic activities, Keane does not, 

however, devalue the domestic scene. Indeed she has just 

published a lovely cookbook, prompted by the desire to pass 

on her receipts for good, tasty, yet quick meals to the 
79 

busy working mothers she admires. 

Given the writers' emphasis on the total community, 

one may well ask why I now extract the work of these and of 

other women from the body of Irish fiction, or indeed of 

fiction writing in general. In the first place, I do not 

78. (1982; rpt. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1983). 

79. HPllv Keane's Nursery Cooking (London: 
Macdonald, 1985). 

-----------
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think I distort their writing. I interpret it based on the 

paradigms of women's experiences as described by theorists 

and of women's fiction as described by feminist critics. I 

do not claim any authorial valorization for my analyses. 

Indeed, the author, having released the text into the 

larger universe of discourse, becomes no more a privileaed 

critic than any other. Secondly, I extract the strand of 

women's writing, not to keep it separate, isolated from 

that of their brothers, but only to examine for what may be 

unseen in the larger kaleidoscope of Irish literature. In 

that larger context, so many elements compete for attention 

that critics may, indeed must, ignore some, in order to 

develop a manageable analysis. In this selaction process, 

women's work being the minority, and critics being until 

recently largely unaware of women's experience and hence of 

the strategies for encoding that experience, women's texts 

have been ignored, or--as we have seen in Bussy-Rabutin's 

analysis of La ~rincesse de Cleves--misinterpreted. 

Finally, in what as I said initially seems a reasonable 

endeavour, I wish to consider women's writings in relation 

to each other to determine if women may have inherited some 

forms, techniques, or themes from their mothers. Such an 

inheritance is more problematic in Irish male writers, as 

critics implicitly acknowledge in their consideration of 

James Joyce, for example, as separate from John Synge, of 

----------------_._----
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Patrick Kavanagh as separate from William Butler Yeats, and 

of Sean O'Casey as separate from Samuel Beckett. I am not, 

of course, postulating a tabulae ~ for Irish male 

writers--every writer inherits, whether or not he is aware 

of it, both from his own and other literary traditions and 

from the absorption of those traditions in the popular 

culture. But, insofar as the predominant male desire in 

fiction is ambitious, egoistic, and public, the pow~rful 

Anglo-Irish and the weak Gaelic-Irish would have been in 

competition. The female inheritance, however--spanning, as 

I believe it does, class, political, and religious 

divides--speaks to a-human experience at once spatially 

and temporally broader than that I exclude by limiting my 

study to women writers. 

--------------------



CHAPTER 2 

CASTLE RACKRENT--TBE OTHER SIDE OF CONTRACTS 

This vast literary revolution, which. inspired 
Scott and perhaps Turgenev, and which informed the 
historical sensibility of a whole century and 
more, was set on foot (ill the novel at least) by a 
diminutive thirty-year-old Anglo-Irish spinster in 
a remote house in the middle of Ireland in the 
last years of the eighteenth century, and it is a 
triumph that is still largely unknown. The best 
studies of the historical novel do not mention it. 
It is difficult to believe, ~ven now, but Scott 
himself, who called her "the great Maria", seems 
to have been in no doubt where the credit lay. 
George Watson, "Introduction" Castle Rackrent 

We are surely justified in this eager desire to 
collect the most minu·te facts relative to the 
domestic lives, not only of the great and good, 
but even of the worthless and insignificant, 
since it is only by a comparison of their actual 
happiness or misery in the privacy of domestic 
life, that we can form a just estimate of the 
real reward of virtue, or the real punishment of 
vice. 

Maria Edgeworth, "Preface," Castle Rackrent 

Thus Maria Edgeworth counselled her readers to look 

not to the public lives of characters in general, and of 

those in Castle Rackrent in particular, for evidence of 

their "virtue" or "vice," but to the "domestic lives." In 

spite of the Preface, however, Castle Rackrent has for 

almost two hundred years been analysed--when analysed at 

all--only for its public content, its representations of 

four generations of Rackrent landlords, each generation 

50 
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distinguished by a vice different from that of its 

predecessor. George Watson--perhaps one of Rackrent's most 

ardent acimirers--is worth quoting at, some lengtho'n the 

unique qualities of Edgeworth's masterpiece: yet while he 

51 

does much tq remind the reader of Edgeworth's extraordinary 

contribution to the world of English fiction, he, too, 

fails to consider the domestic plot. Castle Rackrent, he 

notes, is the first regional novel, first novel in dialect, 

and the first novel of a family dynasty. It is the work, 

he explains, that allowed Scott to understand that "the 

regional novel is the gateway to the ampler world of the 

historical novel," and it is the work that, we have Scott's 
1 

own word, directly inspired Waverley. Indeed, Watson 

continues, Castle Rackrent is itself an historical novel, 

one whose characters are rooted "firmly in time and place" 

(xvii, xxv), in an Ireland pre-1782, the date the short

lived independent parliament was established, and in a 

rural, midlands Irish estate. Considering the Irish 

dialect through which Edgeworth has chosen to present her 

narrative, Watson notes that the work is not only 

thematically unique in the eighteenth-century, it is also 

technically unique. Thady M'Quirk the purported narrator, 

unlike Defoe's earlier Crusoe, is not the central 

1. "Introduction," Castle Rackrent (1800; rpt. 
London: Oxford Press, 1964) vii. Hereafter noted 
parenthetically in text. 
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character, but an observer. Yet, Watson notes, Thady "is 

the life of Rackrent, and the blood of the book flows 

through the figure of this absurdly loyal family retainer-

a full, affectionately ironic vision of a dying system"; 

"no one in 1800," he continues, "could have dreamed that 

the remote world of an Irish country estate could furnish 

matter for a whole novel--still less that it could furnish 

the manner as well" (xvi, xxi). Without Rackrent, Watson 

concludes, "and without the more imposing novels of dead, 

dying, and living societies which it directly inspired, the 

novel of the nineteenth century could not have been made" 

(xxv). 

But what of the plot Edgeworth herself directs us 

to? In the first place, I cannot imagine that the creator 

of the drinking, litigeous, gambling, negligent, dishonest, 

wife-abusing Rackrents would have agreed with Watson's 
2 

assessment of Thady, one paralleled by most critics. 

"The obsessions," Watson· notes of the Rackrent vices, "are 

all generous, and all ridiculous. We are shown good reason 

why Thady should love his masters·, none at all why he 

should respect them as he does" (xx). Indeed, Edgeworth is 

at great pains, I argue, to draw parallels between the 

2. See, for example, Thomas Flanagan, "Maria 
Edgeworth: The Crisis of the 'Protestant Nation,'" The 
Irish Novelists 1800-1850 (Westport: Greenwood Press, 
1959-) 76; and John Cronin, "Castle Rackrent," The Anglo
Irish Novel (Belfast: Appletree Press, 1980) 35. 
Hereafter noted in text and notes as Flanagan and Cronin. 

-------- ----- _ .. - ... 
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Rackrents as landlords and as husbands. We must remember 

her admonition to look not to the public life, to society's 

false acceptance of the powerful squires, but to the 

private lives. Another radical element in the domestic 

plot, one suggested by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, but 

un-noted as far as I am aware in any analysis of the novel, 
3 

is the reversal of the traditional romance ending. In 

Rackrent, each wife escapes upon her husband's death, 

fortune intact, indeed increased. In Edgeworth's own life, 

such escapes would have been anomalies--pregancy and 

childbirth taking a heavy toll on married women. 

Edgeworth's father had four wives, who between them bore an 

uncertain, but very large number of children. Overt as are 

these plot elements, there seems little excuse to ignore 

them, whereas related elements belong to what Elaine 

Showalter calls the "muted" or secondary plot of women's 
4 

fiction. Edgeworth's allusions to and revisions of earlier 

texts are important here, both as presenting alternate, 

3. The Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1919) 149-50. Hereafter noted 
parenthetically in text. In a recent volume, Ascendancy 
and Tradition in Anglo-Irish Literary History From 1189-
~ (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), W.J. McCormack draws 
attention to the woman's perspective in Castle Rackrent. 
He does a delightful job of revealing the amphibian status 
of the "castle" through Jessica's eyes, but the woman's 
perspective, of course, runs much deeper than the simple 
appraisal of living quarters, 115. 

4. "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness," 
Critical Inquiry 8 (1981): 201. { 

--.---.-~-. 



and as constituting an implicit criticism of the continued 

preservation of traditional, paradigms, a criticism of 

what Nancy Miller has called the "male desire" enacted in 
5 

fiction as the human desire. Another important element in 

this plot is, I suggest, Thady's very disinterest in the 

54 

fate of the Rackrent wives. If Thady, to borrow from 

Watson again, is "an observer fully within a society he 

exemplifies as well as describes" (xix), his attitude which 

the reader must condemn is also that of his society, which, 

by extension, we must also condemn. These latter points 

correspond, I suggest, to the layers in muted plots Miller 

identifies as those "italicized" by "demaximization" (46). 

Thady's' neglect· calls on the reader to provide an 

explication. Another instance, one widely observed by 

feminist critics' in women's text, is the lacunae or gaps in 

narrative, gaps in which the women's plot proceeds 
6 

unobserved. Thady's language, Joanne Altieri notes, is one 

of "parataxis"; Edgeworth, I suggest, has quite 

5. "Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in 
Women's Fiction," PMLA 96 (1981): 36-48. 

6. Carolyn Heilbrun and Catharine Stimpson, 
"Theories of Feminist Criticism: A Dialogue," Feminist 
LiterarY Criticism ed. Josephine Donovan (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1975) 62-73. Continental 
critics have also developed this idea, but Showalter 
suggests that women should no longer speak through textual 
holes, blanks, and gaps, these being, to quote Virginia 
Woolf, the "prison-houses" of "silence," 193. 
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deliberately dropped her woman's plot in the parataxical 
7 

gaps thus created. 

The argument for a muted plot in Castle Rackrent 

raises the question of audience. Not that a particular 

audience is always necessary: many such plots may have 

emerged from the resentful depths of women's unconscious, 

and many others may have been written for those with ears 

to hear. Edgeworth's letters, however, suggest an 

overriding need for a physical audience--her father, under 

whose tutelage and direction she wrote everything but 

Rackrent, would have been the most frequent and, living 
8 

with her, the most readily available listener. Indeed, 

Maria's strong sense of duty, obligation, and devotion to 

55 

this father has probably contributed to critical neglect of 

her woman's plot--subversiveness, indeed even independent 

thought, in the diminutive thirty-year-old spinster 

apparently so improbable an idea that critics ignored even 

the obvious radical elements. But even while at 

Edgeworthstown with her father, Edgeworth's letters reveal 

her need to consult her close friends, Aunt Ruxton and 

7. "Style and Purpose in Maria Edgeworth's 
Fiction," Nineteenth-CenturY Fiction 23 (1968): 266-7. 

8. Marilyn Butler, Haria Edgeworth: A Literary 
Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 197~) 78-174. 
Hereafter referred ,to in text and notes as Butler. 

,---------------- --------_._---



9 
Cousin Sophy, on the progress of her work. These female 

friends- were, I suggest, both the particular audience and 

the only audience with whom and to whom Edgeworth could 

have, developed the subtle woman's plot. As her father's 

est'ate assistant and teacher-exemplum to the siblings in 
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Edgeworthstown, Maria had little opportunity to develop or 

to air the gender insights an intelligent, eduoated, 

observ~t woman might be expected to develop. Always the 

"dutiful daughter," who felt perhaps an excessive gratitude 

to her father, Edgeworth, her biographer notes, was 

resented by her siblings, with whom she developed no 
10 

intimate bonds. But the letters to the Ruxtons reveal 

such a bond: i~ them Maria appears as a light-hearted, 

fun-loving woman, one who observes the social scene with an 

acute eye--a sharper, more highly aware person indeed than 
11 

the affectionate daughter who writes her father. 

That Maria felt confident, relaxed, and accepted with 

and by the Ruxtons is evident in the letters. Aunt Ruxton 

is addressed as "friend to mY' least fancies as well as to 

my largE~st interests." Wri ting of time spent in Black 

Castle, the Ruxton home, she notes, "Bow I did laugh! and 

9. Augustus J. C. Hare,' ed., Maria Edgeworth: Life 
and Letters (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1895) 33,49,65-7,175, 
188. Hereafter referred to in text and notes as Letters. 

10. Butler 180-1, 178. 

11.' P. V . Barry, ed., Maria Edgeworth: Chosen 
Letters (London: Jonathan Cape, 1931) 83-4. 
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how impossible it is not to laugh in some company, or to 

laugh in others'" (Letters 161, 171). To her aunt and 

cousin, Maria confides "every thought," even her concerns 

on Riohard Edgeworth's choice of wife, and yet notes, "I 

never can get all I want to say • . . into a letter" 

(Letters 95, 55-6, 113). Sophy is teased as "Your Serene 

Highness, " and "La Sophia"; Maria urges her to write; 

forecasts "whitlows" on her thumbs for her neglect; laughs 

self-deprecatorily at Sophy's calling her "little stories" 

"my works"; and confides pages of journal-like activities, 

yet not "half I intended" (Letters 26,78,65,47,195). The 

same relaxed confidence appears in all the letters to 

Sophy and to' Mrs. Ruxton. In perhaps the most revealing 
. 

incident, Maria reports to these intimates her concerns on 
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M. Edelcrantz's proposal. The very manner of her first 

report suggesta the closeness she felt to these friends: a 

letter to her aunt is interrupted with news of a caller, 

and following the break, Maria returns' "Pamela" fashion to 

announce her first and only proposal of marriage to this 

"dearest Aunt" (Letters 112-3). Addressing Sophy five 

days later, however, she comments dryly on the male-bias 

inherent in the proposal: 

I persist in' refusing to leave my country and my 
friends to live at the Court of Stockholm, and he 
tells me (of course) that there is nothing he 
would not sacrifice for me except his duty; 
Be- says' he should not fear the ridicule or blame 
that would be thrown upon him by his countrymen 
for quitting his country at his age, but that he 



should despise himself if he abandoned his duty for 
any passion. This is all very reasonable, but 
reasonable for him only, not for me. 

(Letters 113) 

The' frankness whi"ch only emerges: in this circle suggests a 

mutual basis of understanding, particularly of the 

position of women in marriage. 
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The letters- also present ample evidence that Maria not 

only could but did develop Castle Rackrent at Black Castle, 

the Ruxton home. Frequently mimicing the dialect and 

linguistic mannerisms of John Langan, the steward at 

Edgeworthstown and model for Thady, Edgeworth's brevity 

suggests a long-standi~g shared joke, one so familiar to 

writer and reader that a few words are sufficient to evoke 

it. Such is the case, for example, in her use of 

"larning" for "learning," an imitation of the Gaelic; 

accent, in a 1792 letter to Sophy, and, in teasing her 

aunt as to who has written the most letters, "we'll leave 

it all to your honor's honor," almost a direct "Thadyism," 

again in 1792 (Letters 21,30). Indeed, Butler notes that 

the "dramatic monologue," Thady's narrative, was first 

performed to entertain the ill Mrs. Ruxton (174). Many 

yea'rs- later, Edgeworth wrote her friend Mrs. Stark that 

"there was literally not a correction, not an alteration 

made in the :tirst wri tins" of Castle Rackrent (Butler 290). 

The ease of writing may perhaps be explained by repeated 

dramatizations in the long evenings laughing by the fire 

at Black Castle, evenings which perfected and made so 

------------------ . ----------



familiar the layers of Castle Rackrent that no editing was 

necessary. 
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A letter from Maria to Mrs. Ruxton in 1822 supports 

this interpretation: "How many things we have talked over 

together! "Rackrent" especially, which you first suggested 

to me and encouraged me to go on with" (Letters 432-3). 

Finally Maria also tells Mrs. Stark that it was Mrs. Ruxton 

who encouraged her to publish the work "written for 

amusement only" (Butler 174, 240-241). The absence of any 

epistolary reference to the progress of Castle Rackrent 

also suggests that Maria had no need to either keep her 

friends informed in writing, or to ask advice on the work. 

Given Edgeworth's ease and frankness with the Ruxton 

relatives, her delight in entertaining them by mimicing 

John Langan's speech and accent, her initial recounting for 

her aunt who encouraged publication, we should not be 

surprised that when the work was finally committed to 

paper, Maria Edgeworth refused her father's editorial 

assistance. For Castle Rackrent--a woman's view of a man's 

perspective on publio and domestic ·concerns--is essentially 

the· product of women's experiences. Focusing only on the 

work as a rather clever indictment of her own class from 

the sphere of the dominant culture, critics have ignored or 

missed entirely the view from the "wild" zone. Edgeworth's 

reluctance to admit her authorship (Castle Rackrent was 

published anonymously), may have sprung not only from 



an awareness of the implied class critique, but also from 
12 

awareness of the implications of the muted plot. 

60 

Thady is, of course, as critics have noted, the key to 

Castle Rackrent. Professing absolute loyalty and devotion 

to the Rackrent family, the males that is, Thady is seen by 

some critics as the exemplum of the loyal retainer 

(Watson's view). Others note that despite. the frequent and 

repeated professions, Thady is himself the source of what 

he deplores, his son's good fortune in acquiring the 
13 

Rackrent estate and properties. These critics suggest 

that Thady is an example- of the surViving, conniving 

peasant--under the mask of snivelling, foolishly devoted 

servant, the secret knowledge acquired through centuries of 

suppression operates. The latter view is clos~r to my own 

interpretation. Thady is an example of Elizabeth Janeway's 

"weak"; the strategies he exhibits are those they too have 
14 

acquired through centuries, the retreat from center-

stage, for example, when attention would be detrimental, or 

12. Butler 359-60, Letters 12. 

13. James Newcomer, Maria Edgeworth the Novelist: 
A Bicentennial Study (Fort Worth: Texas Christian 
University Press, 1961), for example, notes that "Thady 
reflects intellect and power in the afflicted Irish 
peasant. . . . He is artful rather than artless, 
unsentimental rather than sentimental, shrewd rather than 
obtuse, clear-headed rather than confused, calculating 
rather than trusting" 151. 

14. Powers of the Weak (New York: Knopf, 1980) 
161. 
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the always-ready deferential presence when such a presence 
15 

would be lauded. And again like Janeway's "weak", Thady 

cannot acknowledge his real opinion, especially to an 
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"editor" whose very skills imply that she is on the side of 

the powerful, the landlords. And as these critics suggest, 

the reader can indeed' question Thady's gullibility. As a 

colonized servant, Thady is in very much the position of a 

woman, of one who must pretend to accept the doctrines of 

the powerful, of one who must pretend to acquiesce in the 

decrees of the powerful, and even of one who must pretend 

to love the persons and actions of the powerful. The 

position is ironic, of course, for Thady does not identify 

with his fellow victims, but, unable to use them for his 

own advancement, dismisses and ignores their plight. 

Reading Castle Rackrent much as Thady has been made 

to narrate it, however, critics have focused on 

Edgeworth's political rather than gender perspective. 

Seeing the work as a product of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy, 

they analyse the' landlord contracts and neglect the 

parallel marital contracts. The violation of these latter, 

de-emphasized contracts is the legal basis and 

justification for the victories of the Rackrent women in 

the muted plot. As to the former contracts, historians note 

that although seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Irish 

15. Castle Rackrent 18,26,27,36,55,65. Hereafter 
noted parenthetically in text. 
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contracts did not correspond in terms of tenant protection 

to their counterparts in England, many of the severe "Penal 

Law" restrictions had fallen into abeyance by 1182, the 

year which the "editor" suggests the squires, practices, 
16 

and manners of Castle Rackrent predate. In the "Age of 

Reason," the age of the Social Contract, enlightened 

landlords like Richard Lovell Edgeworth, who admired 

Rousseau, believed ·in the mutuality of benefits conferred 

by contracts (Butler 82-91). That one party could dictate 

terms while the other was almost powerless was taken for 

granted. The case was similar with marriage contracts, 

which were intended to constitute, as· Tony Tanner notes, an 

essential "harmonious interrelationship of patterns of 
11 

property and patterns of passion and feeling." A wife's 

fidelity insured that a man's son would inherit his land; 

in return a woman would receive her husband's love and 

protection. The other side of the marriage contract, the 

side which ti~s this contract securely to the public, 

landlord contract, the side understandably taken for 

granted in the England Tanner studies, was the husband's 

duty to procreate with his wife--to beget an heir·to the 

property. Tanner ties the contract-making of the 

16. 
rpt. London: 

Edmund· Curtis, A History of Ireland (1936; 
Methuen, 1968) especially Chapters 11-19. 

11. Adulter~ in the Novel: Contract and 
Transgression (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1979) 52. 
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propertied classes to the power to define terms, or to the 

control of discourse, a control which has guaranteed their 

direction of behavior since the days of the patrician 

keepers of the auspices (Tanner 63-4). Edgeworth, we shall 

see, also realizes the power that the control of discourse 

confers, though in suggesting that "Thady's dominance over 

the welter of incident gives the story more unity and 

perhaps more imaginative force than anything else Maria 

wrote, but it certainly does not allow the story to speak 

for her" (Butler 306), critics have acted as if the 

narrator rather than the author were responsible for the 

skillful manipulation and structure of the tale. But the 

precision between the parallels of landlordism and 

marriage, and the· support of. these parallels through 

subtle and novel elements suggests the very opposite, 

suggests an authorial control, unique in Edgeworth's work, 

in structuring and shaping the narrative. 

The conflicts between Sir Mur·tagh, the first Rackrent 

Thady is made to detail, and his tenants, and between Sir 

Murtagh and his wife, Lady Skinflint, are explicitly 

presented as a struggle between different interpretations. 

Thus Murtagh is a "legal expert," who "interprets" words 

and contracts so as to cheat both his father's creditors 

and his own tenants. Reviving dormant clauses, Murtagh 

personally drives the tenants to poverty, and undertakes 

extensive litigation to enrich himself by revising and 

----- -----_._--_.---------_. --_ .. _---_. 
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disputing contracts. Yet, Thady muses, Murtagh, the great 

lawyer, loses money and is forced to sell Rackrent land 

(16j. Murtagh's wife, on the other hand, serves the 

best food the tenants can grow and displays the best linen 

they can weave. Further, besides the provisions Murtagh 

has explicitly allowed her, she also receives monies from 

the tenants "to speak for them to Sir Murt~gh about 

abatements and renewals" (17)--another "dormant" area which 

Murtagh has apparently overlooked, doubtlessly b~cause he 

has also overlooked his wife's intelligence. Although 

Murtagh can drive his unprotected tenants to poverty and 

force them to work his land at the expense of their own 

miserable harvest, his compulsive suits against his 

neighbours cost him heavily. Despite his legal training, 

blinded perhaps by excessive greed, Murtagh, the reader can 

answer Thady's musings, misreads the legal code, whereas 

Lady Skinflint reads closely and correctly. The Edgeworth 

family accountant knew of what she spoke, noting in her 

glossary that "tenants were fo,rmerly bound to supply an 

inordinate quantity of poultry to their landlords" (103), 

the italics, of course, are to suggest that the situation 

had changed by 1800, the year of publication, and in the 

1834 letter to Mrs. Sneyd, she notes again, "All the 

----------------- ------ ---------------------- ----------------------- ----



incidents are pure invention; the duty work, and duty 
18 

fowl, facts." 

65 

The litigious, avaricious landlord whose activities 

lead to decrease is also presented through the gaps in 

Thady's narrative as an equally litigious, avaricious 

husband. In the last "debate" over Lady Skinflint's 

"reading" of the contracts, Thady notes that Murtagh 

becomes so angry at his wife's insistence on the "last 

word," and shouts "so loud," that he bursts a blood vessel 

(17-18), knocked out, as it were, both as landlord and 

husband, by the rebounding of his own discourse. Although 
, . 
he beg~dges her escape, Thady is made to admit Lady 

Skinflint's victory, as she leaves Rackrent, fortune 

intact, even with a "fine jointure" settled on her by the 

husband who could not "foresee" such an event (18, 12). 

The jointure would, of course, have been the convention, 

and indeed wives· did usually pre-decease their husbands, 

but the presence of this detail in an almost skeletal story 

of Rackrent males is remarkable. We can, I· believe, explain 

Murtagh's lack of foresight by connecting Thady's 

reflection in this introduction of Murtagh and his wife to 

the reason he advocates for Kit's succession in the next. 

18. Emily Lawless, Maria Edseworth (London: 
MacMillan, 1905) 89-90. Bare also publishes this letter to 
Mrs. Stark (600-1) minus this passage, exemplifying the 
difficulties Butler points to in her introduction, of the 
Edgeworth family's selection of letters for publishing. 



In this second introduction, Thady notes almost as an 

afterthought, that Murtagh was childless;'---Presenting 

Murtagh, he nas told us that the local people were 

surprised at Murtagh's marriage, thinking "he demeaned 

himself greatly" (12). As is so often the case, no 

explanation is offered and the reader must seek an answer 

in Thady's silence. Marriage, we recall Tanner, was the 
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method of effecting property security through alliances of 

money and bodies. Property was not the source of Murtagh's 

demeaning himself, for Thady knows Murtagh "looked to the 

great Skinflint estate," although he says nothing to the 

locals, controlling their image of Murtagh. This leaves 

Murtagh's childless condition. Is this then the reason 

Murtagh's marriage was demeaning? This first Rackrent wife 

was a widow, but since no children are mentioned, we may 

presume she had none. This being the case, the widow could 

have been barren, a condition that the locals would sense 

and hence find Murtagh's marriage demeaning. And/or 

perhaps the widow was too old to bear children (hence 

Murtagh would not have "foreseen" her survival). Or again 

she may have been physically repulsive. If any ot~these 

conditions existedv,and lean thinw'bf n~ other impediment, 

t~urtagh's demeaning marrias~is directly related to 

his childlessness. If this is the case, Murtagh, who has 

already perverted the "harmonious alignment" byma;rrying 

only for money, is- doubly a contract-breaker who., by 

. ,. 



ignoring his duty as husband, has also neglected his duty 

as landlord, and has rendered void the very heart of the 

contract. 

In the more detailed presentation of the next 

Rackrent, Sir Kit, Edgeworth parodies a pop~lar type. 

Unlike the dour Murtagh, Kit is "so fine a gentleman" (32) 

that Thady can easily understand the young Jessica's 

acceptance of the cha'rming gambler. From Bath Kit calls 

for monies after monies to finance his gambling, forcing 
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, the agent to rackrent, to ignore tenants' improvements at 

renewal time and to let the land to the highest bidder, who 

must in turn take what he can from the land, then abscond, 

since the lease is too high to allow him a living (20-21). 

Popular fiction, and tradition as espoused by Thady, 

fostered the idea of the noble-minded landlord, behind 

whose back the avaricious agent cheated and gouged the 

tenants, a view that Edgeworth herself defended in her 1812 

work, The Absentee, but one which she here ridicules as 

sentimental deceit. Thady summarizes: "I walked about, 

thinking if his honour Sir Kit, (long may he live to reign 

over us!) knew all this, it would go hard with him, but 

he'd see us righted" (21). The paralleling of prayer and 

opinion emphasises the duplicity: Kit's return, as Thady 

knows, brought as little amelioration to the tenants as his 

own prayer for long life is likelY to bring increase of 

years to the dead man. 

--------- -----------
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Kit's overt geniality and his distancing himself from 

the.pain he inflicts allow Thady and the local gentlemen to 

divorce him f·rom the results of his actions ~ Having 

married th& great Jewish heiress for her money (her 

"diamond cross"), Kit tries to compel her financial 

surrender, initially by isolating her in a foreign· country, 

then (arguably his worse offense) by having his cook serve 

only "pig-meat," and finally by locking her in her room: 

"We none of us," Thady reports, "ever saw or heard her speak 

for seven years after that" (29). But Kit has the run of 

the countryside and courts three women during his wife's 

confinement. Indeed, Thady report$, Kit always has "the 

voice of the country with him because of the great spirit 

and propriety he acted with" (33). It is only, Thady 

continues, when Kit is carried home "speechless" that the 

gentlemen understand that Jessica was "shut up" "against 

her own consent," so they come to "protest" her confinement 

and release her (33,31,35). Kit must lose control of 

discourse before the fawning neighbours pretend to notice 

Jessica's predicament. Indeed, since Jessica is wealthy, 

their motives are again as suspect as Thady's, who reports 

that he would have· been quite a "favorite" had she stayed: 

"But when I saw she h3.d made up her mind to spend the rest 

of her days upon her own income and jewels in England, I 

considered her quite as a foreigner" (36). Hence the 
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praise that Thady might have bestowed is lost, and he rails 

at Jessica instead. 

The pattern of childlessness is repeated in Kit 

Rackrent, and we must again repair Thady's parataxis for 

explanation. On the morning after the honeymoon night in 

the stateroom of Rackrent, Thady notes sagely that he saw 

"how things were," and remarks, apparently irrelevantlY, 

that Kit inquired if the barrack room were dry ( 26). 

Edgeworth's glossary note on the fitting of barrack rooms 

with beds for extra guests hints at the importance of Kit's 

question (108). We next hear of this room when Thady 

extracts a key from the pocket of the dead Kit and releases 

Jessica from the barrack room. Jessica, then, has been 

banished from the "state room," the bridal chamber, since 

her second day in Rackrent, so that Kit's condition is of 

his own making. For not only does Kit violato the land 

contracts with his tenants, and the "harmonious alignment" 

tenets of the marriage contract: his sexual abstin~nce with 

Jessica, like Murtagh's with Lady Skinflint, infringes on 

both contracts·. Ad\ll tery, as Tony Tanner notes, seeps 

through the silences of the nineteenth-century novel, 

undermining the very basis of the writer-reader contract 

(13); ironically, it is sexual abstinence which seeps 

through the cracks in Thady's narrative, also undermining 

the narrator-auditor contract, and suggesting the 

appropriateness of a more pervasive scepticism than that 
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already applied to Thady's "unvarnished tale." 

The patterns in the third Rackrent are by this time 
", 

obvious and would be ignored but that critics, following 

Thady's bias to his "white-headed" boy, have found Condy 
19 

likeable, and the "only honest member of the clan." One 

need only glance at Condy's parliamentary record to 

appreciate his "honesty": Condy, Thady reports, was 

astonished by the lawyers asking his friends "had they 

ever been upon the ground where their freeholds lay?"--as 

the law demanded of voters. Well, Condy, "being tender of 

the consciences of them that had not been on the ground," 

sent ,a servant for sods from th~ lands and had his friends 

stand on these. "We gained the day by this piece of 

honesty," Thady reports, and critics apparently believe 

him (58). As for Condy the parliamentarian, Thady tells us 

that he looked daily to no avail for word of his master in 

the paper, for "He never spoke good or bad." But word came 

that Condy "was very ill used by the government about a 

place that was promised him and never given, after his 

supporting them against his conscience very honorably, and 

being greatly abused for it, which hurt him greatly, he 

having the name of a great' patriot in the country before" 

(81-2). The daughter of Richard Lovell Edgeworth, the man 

19. Flanagan 76, Cronin 35, and Butler 358. 
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who braved on several occasions what he· saw as the 

powerful, monied interests that bought the majority of the 

Irish parliament, must have seen Condy's actions as far 
20 

from honest or likeable. Condy's final dealings with 
21 

Jason also bespeak deception. 

Accurately Thady defines Condy as "Not willing to 

take hi.s affairs into his own hands" (41). Refusing to 

cope with the debts he keeps incurring, Condy allows Jason 

buy him out bit by bit. Drinking constantly, he can ignore 

the decline of Rackrent, tenants, and marri·age. This 

refusal of responsibility is part of a servile mentality, 

C~ndy often acting, not from any convinction, but to 

ingratiate himself with either his acquaintances or with 

the local squires. For example, although in dire need of 

money, Condy, fearful of displeasing his gentry debtors, 

never requests payment and cheerfully does their bidding, 

even to his ruin (35-61). Again fawning on the Rackrent 

tenants, he borrows their money with promises of bargain 

leases, even before Sir Kit's death (40). This pattern is 

similar to Thady's own patterns of speaking and acting: I 

have already noted the narrator's assuring the editor of 

his unbelievable trust in Sir Kit's willingness to save the 

20. Butler 181-4. 

21. Condy's settlement on Isabella is the only 
action he himself plans and carries through, yet he tells 
Jason, with Thady's blessing, that he acted "without a 
moment's thought" 76. 



72 

Rackrent tenants. Throughout, the story is the same, Thady 

fre~uently noting his premonitions of disaster, but adding, 

"I said nothing for fear of gaining myself ill will" (55). 

Thady, of course, unlike Condy, is a member of the weak, 

colonized class, and his tactics are thus a matter of 

survival. Condy, however, is the gentry, the head of 

Castle Rackrent--his tactics are not necessary, but the 

result of, presumably, his early training by Thady himself, 

and cowardice and inertia. Although he does not harass the 

tenants personally like Sir Murtagh, or through an agent 

like Sir Kit, his very neglect of his affairs proves 

disastrous, throwing the tenants under the "terror" of 

Jason's landlordship (79). 

Condy's marriage duplicates the disastrous patterns. 

Afraid of displeasing either Judy, the woman to whom he is 

promised and whom Thady thinks he loves, or Isabella, the 

woman who seems to love him and whose father rejects him, 

Condy tosses a coin, allowing chance to select his bride. 

Refusing to take responsibility, Condy acts as we see Thady 

talk: that is, he refuses to connect- events in his life 

with his actions, just as Thady refuses to connect elements 

in his speech. Reflecting on Condy's kindness, Thady 

accepts Condy's surprise that Isabella's family will not 

help in his financial distress, although Thady himself has 

recorded the monies lent and squandered by the drunken 

--------------------------
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Condy (63). Condy's excessive drinking is, of course, 

largely responsi·ble for the deterioration of Rackrent, but 

again Thady and Condy are presented as being unable to 

recognize the consequenoes of this habit, both for the 

Rackrent tenants and for Isabella. In the early days of 

the marriage, Thady reports that Isabella sobbed and begged 

Candy to give up his drinking, for the smell made her sick. 

Reporting "faithfully," Thady notes that Candy could not 

understand this, for the smell had never made Isabella sick 

before her marriage. "I never smelt it, or I assure you I 

should never have prevailed upon myself to marry you," 

Isabella notes, and Condyanswers, confirming Isabella's 

worse fear, that he does not love or desire her, "I am 

sorry you did not smell it, but we can't help that now" 

(49). Despite Candy's reasonableness, Thady notes that 

Isabella continued to provoke him, asking "was he fit 

company for her, and he drinking all night" (51). The "fit 

company" romanti~ Isabella desires is of course a lover-

this is why she ran away with Condy. But, unwilling as 

always to "look" his affairs "in the face," Condy misreads 

Isabella's plea and, Thady reports, picks up the candle and 

retires to "his" room (51,41). Drinking all night and every 

night, Condy is, even before he sinks totally into 

squalor, impotent, physically incapable of sexual 

intercourse, and Isabella, though not subjected to the 

conscious harras·sment of her predecessors, is bereft 



indeed of the "father, brother, husband, and friend" she 

expected to find in him (50). 
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The attempts to control discourse, to manipulate 

peers' and subordinates' perceptions of reality, 

characterize each Rackrent's attempt to control his land 

and his wife. Murtagh tries to enforce his will through 

legal declarations', Kit through agents, and Condy, through 

a refusal to understand the implications of words, similar 

to the Rackrent refusal to recognize the implications of 

contracts. Ignoring the transformation between what he 

seemed to be and what he has become, Condy pretends to be 

unable to understand Isabella's complaints. In response to 

her plea that he not drink so he can be a husband, Condy 

answers, "am not I your husband, and of your own chusing" 

(50). When she reproaches him for' failing to inform her 

before marriage of his financial position, he notes: "Tell 

you, my dear, . . . did you ever ask me one word about it? 

and had not you friends enough of your own, that were 

telling you nothing else from morning to night, if you'd 

have listened to them slanders" (66). Condy distorts 

discourse as does Thady, and the effects on his tenants and 

on his wife are similar to the effects of the deliberate 

perversion of discourse by his ancestors. Ignoring the 

mutuality of commitments implied by the words "husband" and 

"landlord," the Rackren'ts, while insisting on their legal 

positions, reduce and destroy the "natural" basis of 
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semantic and legal definitions, their barren natural 

condition symbolizing their true standing as both husbands 

and "landlords. 

Other elemen.ts in the muted plot support this 

interpretation. As I noted, this plot resides in the 

literary allusions and revisions, the gaps in Thady's 

speech, and even in what Nancy Miller has called the 

italicizing of demaximization. The childless pattern in the 

Rackrents is an instance of such italicizing, and the 

pattern becomes visible through an analysis of Thady's 

silences. Another instance of de-emphasis is Thady's 

ignoring of the plight 'of the Rackrent wives, his 

grotesquely casual dismissal of Jessica's seven-year 

entombment, and of the squalor in which Isabella must live. 

The cavalier attitude of the Rackrents towards their 

religion also highlights Jessica's steadfastness. Thady 

has reported that Patrick O'Shaughlin had to change his 

name to Rackrent to inherit the estate, but Thomas Flanagan 
22 

points out that he also had to change his religion, a 

pre-condition that Thady would certainly have known, but 

which, like so much else, gets lost in the parataxis of his 

language. Jessica's steadfastness is, in contrast with 

Patrick's perversion, admirable, and ironically suggests 

not the financial salvation Kit had expected from his 

22. Flanagan 10. 
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marriage, but damnation. Edgeworth links Condy, the last 

Rac~rent, to the first, not only through his alcoholism and 

his death by drinking, but also through the presentation of 

his marriage decision. The coin Condy tossed to decide on his 

bride was marked with Judy's sign, the sign of a cross, 

Thady notes, and the editor repeats (to emphasise?) this 

information in a footnote (4.5). Combined with the other 

references in this passage to religion--Condy's swearing 

his oath on a ballad book he took to be a bible, Thady's 

blessing himself, and his praying for Condy--the cross 

highlights Condy's attitude to religion. In abrogating his 

duty to rationally enter the marriage contract, which 

should mirror for the christian the contract of Christ and 

his church, Condy, by implication, like Sir Patrick, 

also abrogates his religious duty. 

In alluding to Shakespeare, the muted plot suggests a 

more subtle and enduring power over discourse than that of 

Thady, a mere narrator, even though a manipulative one, or 

of the Rackrents. At the most obvious level the Rackrents 

exercise control because the weak, tenants and wives, must 

agree with their definitions. Thady, as narrator of the 

Rackrents to both the townspeople and the "editor," 

controls the locals' opinion of Rackrent wives and 

husbands, and as we have seen, has controlled readers' 

opinions to an excessive, embarrassing extent. But 

,._._-_._------
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ultimate control of the word rests with the author, who, as 

Gilbert and Gubar note, as "owner of his text . . . is 

also, of course, owner/possessor of the subjects of his 

text" (7). If, as I assert, Maria Edgeworth has "authored" 

her text ironically from what she has seen as the male 

perspective, one should expect some evidence of this 

writer's perspective on her narrator's attitude to women. 

Edgeworth inserts such evidence. Noting that Kit wooed 

the Jewess as "my pretty Jessica," Thady is made to draw 

our attention to the parallels between the marriage of Kit 

and Jessica Rackrent and that of Lorenzo and Jessica in 

Shakespeare's' The Merchant £! Venice (31). Shakespeare's 

control of his discourse allowed him to depict approvingly 

a young woman's robbing of her revengeful but protective 

father, and abandonment of family, race, and creed for 

romantic love. Traditional interpretation has followed 

Shakespeare's lead, implying by its silence-the wisdom of 

Jessica's choice and commenting only on the rough fate of 

Shylock. Edgeworth's reversal, her female text, in which 

Jessica is incarcerated for her refusal to surrender her 

ducats, suggests the hideous alternative to the fantasized 

happiness. Jessica's escape, her ability to leave Rackrent 

on Kit's death, is the direct result of preserving her 

economic independence, or of acting contrary to 

Shakespeare's Jessica. Invoking Shakespeare in the first 

place, Edgeworth recalls for us the romantic myth; 
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revising him in a shocking manner, sha implies the 

danserous consequences of a woman's accepting the myth .. 

Further, the fact that Jessica has, to her regret, accepted 

the myth suggests the enduring and pernicious power of 

unreasonable patterns when such patterns are encoded, and 

therefore legitimized, in powerful artistic discourses. 

Jessica, in effect, has attempted to act out a 

Shakespearean role. 

The suggestion is even stronger that the self

destructive foolishness of Isabella's marrying Condy may be 

the logical result of centuries of male control of 

discourse. Unlike the suave Kit, Condy is a "laughing stock 

and a butt· for the whole company" in Isabella's house (42). 

And Isabella, we understand despite Thady's partiality to 

his niece Judy, is fashionable, lovely, and wealthy (47). 

So why would she marry Condy? Again we must look beyond 

the narratorial summation for Isabella's motives: Isabella 

lives in Mount Juliet, where, according to her brother, 

she "plays" Juliet "better than any woman on or off the 
• 

stage" (My italics, 42-3). She sends messages through her 

servants to the oath-loving Condy and, when her father 

locks her in her room, runs away to a furtive marriage (44, 

48). Belatedly Isabella recognizes the source of her 

actions: "my father was wrong to lock me up, I own; . 

for if he had not locked me up, I should never have had a 
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serious thought of running away as I did" (66). The 

author, not the limited narrator, is aware of the---

connotations of echoing the earlier text: the implication 

is· clear that like Jessica befor& her, Isabella has acted 

out the Shakespearean drama in real life. Such replays, 

the plot suggests, are inevitable so long as texts conclude 

"optimistically" with women's surrendering of all ties for 

romantic love. Denied any respectable livelihood outside 

marriage, and nurtured on the ideal of romantic love, 

eighteenth and nineteenth- century women "naturally" 

modelled their expectations and their acquaintances on 

the life they knew only through literature, often with 

disastrous results. 

If, as Isabella discovers, romantic marriages are 

optimistic deceptions, then the structure of traditional 

narrative is also at fault. In terminating women's stories 

with their marriages, the structure, as well as the 

content, of traditional narrative, signals that marriage is 

the "end" of women's lives, and of their interest as 

narrative subjects. Edgeworth reverses the schema, opening 

her sequences with the marriages and closing with the 

women's escapes. In the interval her heroines encounter 

vicissitudes comparable to those of male adventurers, from 

which they emerge, not unscathed, but wiser. Such a 

revolutionary reversal is not a matter of chance and, 

coupled with Edgeworth's critical revisions, suggests a 
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critique of the reproduction of the male as the human 

des;re in traditional narrative. These paradigms, 

Edgeworth implies, are adopted by young women, who, unlike 

Edgeworth herself, lack alternative patterns or the means 

to create them. Indeed, in alluding to Shakespearean dramas 

of female incarceration, Edgeworth, by association, 

suggests that for women marriage implies imprisonment, and 

perhaps even death: Jessica's physical and Isabella's 

emotional constriction correspond in some measure to 

Juliet's entombment. Edgeworth's subversive revisions 

imply the revolutionary perspective that the writer-reader 

contract, like the landlord/tenant and husband/wife 

contract, assumes when viewed from the "wild" zone of the 

weak: the "impartiality" of the contract is replaced by the 

partiality of a system designed and interpreted by and for 

only one of the contracting parties .. Asserting the 

instability of all such contracts, the plot of Castle 

Rackrent, like the plots of women's works Nancy Miller 

analyses, is not so· much about life, or the Rackrent lives, 

but "about the plots of literature itself, about the 

constraints the maxim places on rendering a female life in 

fiction" (46). 

In this chapter I have attempted an over-view of how 

Castle Rackrent can be read. Such a view necessarily 

entails a rather broad consideration of episode; detailed 



examination will, I believe, support my reading. Unless 

critics wish to reify Thady's biases, they must consider 

the "entire work with the same attention they have already 

paid the political concerns. The obvious, but 

untraditional, elements of plot, the beginning with the 

marriage, for example, and ending with female survival, 

the detailed parallels between the landlord contract and 
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the marital contract, and the observation that contract, 

the panacea of the eighteenth-century', was worthless in the 

hands of the unscrupulous, and finally the implications of 

Edgeworth's allusions are essential to any comprehensive 

reading. The fact that almost two centuries of critics have 

followed Thady's lead suggests the truth of Edgeworth's 

insight into the powerful moulding effect of art, 

specifically literary discourse, on life. The perceptive, 

but pa·rtial, readings of Castle Rackrent (the view from the 

dominant zone?) recall Edgeworth's comment to Sophy Ruxton 

on the bias of M. Edelcrantz's proposal: 

This is all very reasonable, but reasonable for him 
only, not for me. 



CHAPTER 3 

IGNOBLE TRAGEDY: THE REAL CHARLOTTE-

It is hard to ask pity for Charlotte, whose many 
evil qualities have without pity been set down, 
but the seal of ignoble tragedy had been'setlon 
her life; she had not asked for love, but it had 
come to her, twisted by the malign hand of fate. 
There is pathos as well as humiliation in the 
thought that such a thing as a soul can be stunted 
by the trivialities of personal appearance, and it 
is a fact not beyond the reach of sympathy that 
each time Charlotte stood before her glass her 
ugliness spoke to her of failure, and goaded her 
to revenge. 

The Real Charlotte 

The Real Charlotte, published in 1893, nearly one 

hundred years after Castle Rackrent, often evokes Maria 

Edgeworth, that "brilliant pioneer of Irishnovelists"--by 

its energy and astringent humor--and--by its narratorial 

biases and calm acceptance of the unusual--Edgeworth's 
1 

narrator, Thady M'Quirk. Greeted initially, as was Castle 

Rackrent, with aversion--Edith Somerville noting that a 

"distinguished London literary paper" pronounced it "one of 

the most disagreeable novels we have ever read, '''--The Real 

Charlotte was soon recognized as a very rich and very funny 

work, even the "loathing" of Edith Somerville's mother's 

1. E.OE. Somerville and Martin Ross, Irish 
Memories (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1918) 53. 
Referred to in text hereafter as Memories. 
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giving way in face of favorable reviews (Memories 236). 

After 1922, however, in an Ireland which saw the former 

ascendancy as a barrier to its full political 

independence, the work of Somerville and Ross was devalued 

and ignored. Happily, with the passing of time some wounds 

are healed, some attitudes change, and this novel has 

been reprinted in recent decades to applause in both 

Ireland and England. Terence de Vere White, for example, 

finds The Real Charlotte second only to "the great whale," 

UlYsses, and V.S. Pritchett calls it the best Irish novel 
2 

of any period. Despite this success, however, the work 

has not received detailed analyses: only the themes, 

inherited from Maria Edgeworth, of the "Big House" and the 

declining race, have been examined, and the perceptive 
3 

analysis of society therein has been applauded. Given 

American interest in exhuming valuable but forgotten work, 

2. Terence de Vere White, private communication; 
and V. S. Pritchett,·· "Hunting Ladies," New Statesman, 24 
May 1968: 688 

3. John Cronin, "Dominant Themes in the Novels of 
Somerville and Ross," Somerville and Ross: A Symposium 
(Belfast: Queen's University, 1968) 8-19; Somerville and 
Ross, The Irish Writers Series (Lewisburg: Buckness 
University· Press, 1972); "The Real Charlotte," The Anglo
Irish Novel: The Nineteenth Century (Belfast: The 
Appletree Press; 1980) 135-153; Thomas Flanagan, "The Big 
House of Ross-Drishane," Kenyon Review, 28 (Jan. 1966): 
54-78; Sean McMahon, "John Bull's Other Ireland: A 
Consideration of ~ Real Charlotte by Somerville and 
Ross," Eire-Ireland, 3 (Winter 1968): 119-135; and Alan 
Warner, "Somerville and Ross," A Guide to Anglo-Irish 
Literature (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1981) 50-60. 



it is surprising that the novel remains unpublished and 

virtually unknown in the United States. 

One reason for its neglect may be ~he presence of 

certain resistant, almost unassimilable passages, which 

sprinkle the work with weed-like regularity and 

persistence. Another may be the narratorial stance, often 

biased and sometimes heedless to, or unaware of, human 

suffering, consequently unsympathetic to modern 

sensibilities. But these passages and the narratorial 

stance are, I believe, integral elements in The Real 

Charlotte and should be considered in an analysis of the 

text. For in depicting the crumbling of the Anglo-Irish 
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ascendancy, Somerville and Ross also reveal the connections 

between the society and the patriarchal family on which it 

is modelled; the source of disintegration in their beloved 

socie"ty mirrors and can be seen as a logical extension of 

the source of injustice in the equally beloved family. The 

arbitrariness of the access to power--political, economic, 

and social--which membership in the ascendancy ordained 

reflects the arbitrariness of gender specific roles which 

membership in the patriarchal family ordains. The 

injustice and destructiveness--the· "ignoble tragedy"--of 

the class and gender system is revealed, as it were, almost. 

against the will of the narrators who never fully condemn 

it, and who frequently stand in the same difficult, 
~ 

ambivalent relationship to the text as do the authors ~n 



.l' . ,.. .. 
85 

relation to their society. 

Edith Semerville and Violet Martin, the E.OE. - , 
.: ! 

.. S.()IIferville and Martin Ross of the frontpiece, 

are, like Maria Edgeworth, daughters. of the ascendancy, but 

born at a time when the stable world of their literary 
4 

ancestor was falling ·apart. Prior to 1869, many of the 

younger ascendancy sons who remained in Ireland had looked 

to the established state Church of Ireland for careers, 

estates being passed on by the law of primogeniture. With 

the disestablishment of this Church in 1869 and the 

consequent great reduction in revenue, as Roman Catholios 

no longer tithed their landlords' church, many sinecures 

were lost. The Land Acts of 1870, 1881, and 1903, the 

results of Tenant Right League and Land League agitation, 

followed this loss and encouraged the ascendancy, by 

offering generous terms, to sell all or some of their land 
5 

to their tenants. As employment (what relatively little 

there had been) and economic security slipped away at home, 

great numbers· of ascendancy men were forced to seek service 

in England, the foreign wars at the end of the nineteenth-

4. Although Edith always called her cousin 
Martin, I refer to the women in relation to each other and 
to their families by their given names, Edith and Violet, 
simply to avoid·confusion. I refer to the literary 
collaborators by the names they themselves. selected and 
used, the male-sounding E.OE. Somerville and Martin Ross. 

5. Edmund Curtis, A History of Ireland (1936; rpt. 
London: Methuen, 1968) Ch. 19. 

----------------_._--_.-----
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century engaging the excess. Turning away from Ireland for 

education and careers, those who survived the wars now 

frequently married British brides, contributing to the 

epidemic of unmarried women at home. As a result, 

spinsterhood, as census figures show, increased 
6 

dramatically between 1871 and 1911. The Real Charlotte 

reveals how this epidemic exacerbated the emotional, 

psychological, social, and econom~c deprivations of the 

status-less women in the man's world of Anglo-Ireland, 

where, Hilary Robinson observes, "hunting, shooting and 

fishing took precedence over other activities." In this 

Ireland, Robinson continues, a spinster's only use was to 

act as "unpaid nurse," or to keep house "until the sons 

returned from England or outposts of the Empire with 

English or Anglo-Irish wives--to whom the daughter would 
7 

give her keys." 

The absenc&of brothers and fathers, coupled with 

declining economic conditions at the end of·the nineteenth 

and beginning of the twentieth centuries, forced many 

Anglo- Irishwomen not only to· "keep house," but also to 

shoulder the burdens of running the estates. Violet 

6. Robert E. Kennedy, Jr, The Irish: Emisration. 
Marriage. and Fertility ( Los Angeles: University of 
California, 1973) 193, 198. 

7. Hilary Robinson, Somerville and Ross: A Critical 
Appreciation ( New York: St. Martin's Press, 1980) 5. . 
Hereafter referred to as Robinson in text. 

------------------~~-----~--.--~-----. 
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Martin and Edith Somerville both undertook the management 

of their family homes, at the same time supporting them 

with their literary earnings. When Violet's father, who, 

according to his daughter, enjoyed· an idyllic relationship 

with his tenants, died in 1872, Ross House in Galway was 

closed by the son and heir, Robert Martin, a successful 

journalist in England. Consequently, Mrs. Martin and her 

five daughters led the life of genteel itinerants for the 

next sixteen years, visiting relative after relative. 

Returning to a Ross House in .need of a great deal of 

physical labor outside and inside, Violet, one "fragile 

indomitable girl" cleaned, painted, and even scythed the 

weeds (Memoirs 154). Violet writes of the extreme physical 

fatigue, not complaining, but noting that the situation 

will not allow her to write 'Ultil the evening, when she is 

already physically spent. But the physical effort was not 

sufficient: reporting this incident, Robinson concludes, 

"Almost all of Violet's literary earnings were spent on the 

upkeep of the house" (16). 

Although there was more money, comparatively, in the 

Somerville home, Drishane (Co. Cork), in the late 1880's, 

Edith, the eldest of six childr~n, was tied by a demanding 

mother to an interminable round of hostess duties .. With 

her mother's death in 1895 and' her brotihers' frequent 

absences, Edith was left with the care of her father and 

the· running of both house and estate. More energetic 



apparently than the men in her family, Edith not only used 

her literary earnings to support the estate, she also 

became a successful horse-dealer, started a dairy farm, 
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and imported the first Friesian cattle into Ireland 

(Robinson 18). ·It is fair to say that both Violet and Edith 

put more physical effort than did their brothers into 

preserving the estates reserved not for them but for those 

brothers and their male ohildren. This injustice did not 

end with the demise of the ascendancy in 1922: at 88 Edith 

and her sister, having run and supported Drishane for 

decades, had to move into Tally-Ho lodge as the son and 
8 

heir of Alymer Somerville took possession. 

At the cousins' first meeting in 1886, a deep 

friendship and an extraordinary literary collaboration was 

born. Publishing Violet's memories in 1918, Edith describes 

their bond: "The outstanding fact, as it seems to me, 

among women who live· by their brains, is friendship. A 

profound friendship that extends through every phase and 

aspect of life, intellectual, social, pecuniary. Anyone 

who has experience of the life of independent and artistic 

women knows this; and it is noteworthy that these 

friendships of women will stand even the strain of 

matrimony for one or both friends" (Memoirs 326). As the 

8. Maurice Collis, Somerville and Ross: A 
Biography- (London: Faber and Faber, 1968) 268-9. Hereafter 
referred to in text as Collis. 
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reference to marriage here suggests, this friendship was 

passionate as well as intellectual, although no evidence 

exists of a physical relationship between these Victorian 

women. Indeed years later Edith was to shrink from such a 

relationship with Ethel Smith (Robinson 19). Yet the sexual 

ambiguity of the relationship is suggested by the fact that 

in references to her friend, Edith always used the 

masculine name which Violet herself selected, one which 

echoes and demonstrates her pride in the old Irish family 

title, Martin of Ross. Further, Edith's insistence that 

the bond survived Violet's death in 1915, and her continued 

use of both their names on her work, suggests the depth of 

her bereavement and isolation. Her own simple expression 

best speaks the loss: "My share of the world has gone 

with Martin and nothing can ever make that better" 

(Robinson 20). 

Although the literary col1aboration--following Edith's 

implications, we might call it a kind of marriage--was to 

be the high-point of Somerville and Ross's lives, and 

although it contributed substantially to preserving the 

"Big House" life of Ross and Castle Townshend, the 

Somerville and Martin families constantly hindered the 

effort. Tha distance between Ross Bouse in Galway and 

Drishane in Cork, more than one hundred miles, was a 

considerable obstacle at the end of the nineteenth century. 
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When the cousins did meet, their collaboration was 

frequently cut short by affectionate, but still 

peremptory, calls to come home. Even their time together 

was'constantly interrupted by demands to give up the 

"nonsense" and to attend to women's "real" duties of 

entertaining: the thirty-three-year-old Edith records 

hiding from her mother in a clothes closet so that she 

might write rather than visit (Robinson 86). Seeking 
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refuge from their families, Somerville and Ross worked in a 

cold loft over the stables at Castle Townshend. Sir 

Patrick Coghill, Edith's nephew, recalls this situation and 

their "multifarious activities" fondly, noting that the 

women could be uninterrupted in the loft from which they 
9 

could spot intruders. Hilary Mitchell reports, however, 

that Edith strained at the constant interruptions and "want 

of- mental tranquillity" her duties imposed on her, finding 

"intellectual development is well nigh incompatible with 
10 

domesticity." 

Violet, whom a recent biographer sees as a model of 

ascendancy womanhood, unfortunately attracted by the 

"horsey" Edith (Collis 99-), also chaffed at·the 

distractions, as her letter to Edith, cited above, 

9. "Introduction," Somerville and Ross: A SYIIlposium 
(Belfast: Queen's University, 1968) 6-7. 

10. "Somerville and Ross: Amateur to 
Professional," Somerville and Ross ! SY!IlPosium, 21. 

----------------- ------ --- -----------
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suggests. The only time she oan write, she notes, is 

evening, and the only plaoe apparently is the drawing-

room, where Mrs. Martin insists on oonversation. As the 

beleagured Violet attempts to shut out the Qistraotion, her 

sister-in-law enters, and with proper regard for the 

appropriate, pioks up and tidies both the oonversation and 

the papers on whioh Violet is attempting to write 

(Robinson 16-6). Yet despite the demands and the oonstan~ 

frustration and exasperation, Violet and Edith enjoyed 

open, friendly relations with their mothers and have left 

moving aooounts of their great admiration and affeotion for 
11 

these original, idiosyncratio women. ,Under trying, 

oonditions, however, the oousi~s frequently turned not to 

novels but to short artioles, whioh oould be produoed in 

the interrupted periods allowed them and whioh brougpt 

speedy financial returns. 

Ironically The Real Charlotte benefitted from the 

familial interruptions. Conceived in 1889, the novel was 

not finished until 1893, but Edith notes that once 

imagined, the characters of The Real Charlotte were 

oonstantly in the oollaborators' heads, their views 

affecting their creators' other work (Robinson 85). Many 

years after Violet's death, Edith described their writing 

prooess: 

11. Irish Memories, ohapters 1,6, and 7. 



our work was done conversationally. One or the 
other-- not infrequently both, simultaneously-
would state a proposition. This would be argued, 
combatted perhaps, approved or modified; it would 
then be written down by the (wholly fortuitous) 
holder- of the pen, would be scratched out, 
'scribbled in again; before it found itself finally 
transferred into decorous Ms. would probably have 
suffered many things, but it would, at all even~s, 
have had the advantage of having been well aired. 

(Memories 133) 
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During the four-year period, when the collaborators chaffed 

at the frequent interruptions, they thought and rethought, 

talked and retalked their characters, playing with dialect 

to achieve both realistic representation and subtle 

ironies, a conversational gestation period akin to that of 

Castle Rackrent. 

The awareness of the agrarian situation which shadows 

The ~ Charlotte reflects the authors' awareness and 

ambivalence towards the political turmoil at home. Writing, 

for example. of the tenants' rejection in 1872 of their 

landlords', the Martin's, candidate, Violet notes, "One 

indefensible position had been replaced by another, feudal 

power by clerical" (Memories 32). Edith's-- hostility to the 

land acts, even in 1911, is not overtly vented against her 

own class. who too eagerly accepted temporary enrichment 

in return for their livelihoods, but against those who 

fought injustice: "Parnell and his wolf-pack were out for 

blood, and the English government flung them, bit by bit, 

the property of the only men in Ireland who. faithful to 

the pitch of folly, had supported it since the days of the 

----------- ---- -------------_. - - - -.--- --- -
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union" (Memoirs 91). Recognizing this ambivalence, Thomas 

Flanagan notes; "Fierce though critical loyalty to the Big 

House and a harsh, often ungenerous oppositon to its 

enemies [possess Somerville and Ross]. But they move 

steadily toward tragic knowledge, toward recognition of the 

fact that the Big House was not destroyed by the mutinous 

cabins but by its own weakness a,nd capacity for self-

deception" (Flanagan 57). 

Their response to their personal situation as 

daughters in the patriarchal Big House family is similarly 

wrenching: "Daughters," Edith writes, "were at a discount, 

permitted to eat of the crumbs that fell from their 

brothers' tables, and if no crUmbs fell the daughters went 
12 

unfed." Marriage too evokes Edith's ambivalence. 

Reminiscing about the great-grandparents she and Violet 

shared, the artist Edith voices- a note of regret at the 

Lord Chief Justice's "marital complacency" in averring that 

his wife, on her marriage, "devoted herself to 'making 

originals instead of copies'" (Memories 52). The 

persistent conflicts between affection and justice which 

gnawed at Somerville and Ross throughout their lives emerge 

in The Real Charlotte, like the parodic, qualifying, 

conflicting voices M. M. Bakhtin has described in his 

12. Ann- Power, "The Big House of Somerville and 
Rass," The Dubliner, 3 (Spring 1964): 45. 

-------- "-"------- ----



analysis of "novelization," in both the difficult 

narratorial stance and in those unassimilable passages 

which so frequently, in presenting a confusion of genders, 
13 

emphasize the arbitrariness of gender-specific roles. 

In an "ignoble tragedy" whose subject is the 

destructive effects of such roles, the two passages on 

"apostolic succession" invite interpretation, for they 

point to what I call narratorial contamination, the 

conflicts and ambivalences which infect the authors also 

infecting both·their characters and their narrators. 

Dividing Roman Catholics from Protestants, Eliza Hackett 

from Mrs. Lambert and Charlotte, the doctrine of Apostolic 

Succession also implies an unnatural generation which 

excludes women, much as the law of primogeniture excludes 

the women who preserve the· estates- from inheriting them. 

In this connection, the first scene in which the reference 

to Apostolic Succession occurs is replete with ironies. 

Lucy, the rich first wife of the spoiled Roddy Lambert, 

complains to Charlotte of her servant Eliza's impudence in 

94 

attending Mass and of her assertion, "I consider the Irish 

church [ Protestant Church of Ireland] hasn't the Apostolic 

13. M-.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. 
Micha&l Holquist, translated Caryl Emerson and Michael 
Holquist (Austin and London: University of Texas Press, 
1981) . 



14 
suooession." Charlotte's religious indignation at 

Eliza's dootrinal position may refleot her unoonsoious, or 

unverbalized, indignation at all suoh male preserves, for 

she"is herself-exoluded from the world of business--the 

agentship of Bruff, for example--despite her exoellent 

qualifioations, by another such unwritten, "men only" law. 

(The Churoh of Ireland was also, of oourse, a male 
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preserve, but only the Roman Catholic Church enunciated the 

dootrine so clearly.) Ironioally too in the 

disintegrating, declining world of male Anglo-Ireland, 

despite the law of primogeniture, women-- Charlotte, Mrs.

Lambert, and Julia Duffy--are the sole survivors in their 

families and oonsequently inherit property, suggesting the 

inherent instability and contradiction in any exclusively 

male system of dissemination and generation. 

The inherited male right both to disseminate and to 

interpret the word of the law, which Apostolic Suocession 

decrees, is also connected to a paradigm of.authorship. 

Refleoting the original author who created the word, the 

nineteenth-oentury, as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar show, 

saw the author of the word as masculine, "a father, a 

progenitor, a procreator, an aesthetic patriarch whose pen 

14. E,OEo Somerville and Martin Ross, The Real 
Charlotte (189.4; rpt. London: Quartet Books, 1911")I76. 
Hereafter referred to parenthetioally in text. 
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is an instrument of generative power like his penis." 

Like apostolic succession, this authorship postulates an 

exclusively, and therefore unnatural, male generation, the 

metaphors for which, as Gilbert and Gubar note, created 

anxiety in nineteenth-century women writers. Since his 

authority is semantically and metaphorically connected to 

that of the original father, the male author, by 

implication, is not only omniscient and omnipotent, creator 

and judge of his creatures, but also just and objective, 

modelled on a just and objective God. Somerville and Ross 

undermine this paradigm in the Apostolic succession 

scenes. 

The conclusion of-the first passage draws our 

attention to THE Word, and, by extension, anT word, as 

text, and to its potential subversion by a disruptive 

feminine discourse. Mrs. Lambert completes her complaint 

against Eliza, appealing: "I ask you Charlotte, what could 

I say to a woman like that, that could wrest the Scriptures 

to her own purposes?" (176) The narrators are ironic at 

Mrs. Lambert's expense, for Eliza's Roman Catholic Church 

would not allow personal interpretation, or- wresting of 

scripture, whereas Mrs. Lambert's and Charlotte's Church of 

Ireland would. Although the phrase will not be repeated 

for some one hundred and fifty pages, the dark side of the 

15. The Madwoman in the Attic ( New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1979) 6. 
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religious conflict surfaces repeatedly, alerting the reader 

when the phrase recurs in the scene wherein Francie, 

married by this time to the widower Roddy Lambert but in 

love with the soldier- Hawkins, strolls in the garden of 

Rosemount, trying to avoid Hawkins and the temptation his 

visit would present. Eliza Hackett gathers-spinach in a 

far corner of the garden, meditating, the narrators note, 

"with comfortable assurance on the legitimacy of Father 

Heffernan's apostolic succession, but outwardly the 

embodiment of solid household routine and respectability" 

(322). The reader is jolted by the unexpected aside on a 

peripheral character, an aside which presents no new plot 

or character information, but simply calls attention to the 

. -narrators. These narrators are not, or not consistently, 

the intrusive, concerned narrators of many nineteenth 

century novels-, whose presenoe is always felt; we oannot 

predict the sympathies of the narrators of The Real 

Charlotte--at times they seem to depict objectively, 

journalistically: for example in the descriptions of Lady 

Dysart's party, but they forsake this objectivity to 

comment unsympathetically- on the unwashed "denizens" of 

Ferry Row, to plead finally for compassion for Charlotte, 

and to repeat the views, albeit humorously, of one of their 

creatures, the silly Mrs. Lambert. I would argue that this 

repetition is an instanoe of the subtle emphases Nancy 

Miller attributes to women writers in their delineation of 
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their own stories, and in this case serves to underscore 

the intelligent, sardonic narrating voice. 

Deliberately inviting the reader to witness the 

narratorial contamination in this instance, the authors 

imply a partiality and lack of objectivity that may be 

endemic to all authors. Given the context, apostolic 

succession and its association with the paradigm of male 

authorship, the passage can be read as questioning the 

legitimacy of the traditional authorial metaphor. In place 

of a stable world with fixed truths, the authors of The 

Real Charlotte present an inchoate world, both dying and 

forming at the same time, a Bakhtinian world in which the 

voice of authority, apostolic, paternal, social, or 

authorial, is constantly undermined by the parodic voices 

of the not-fully-suppressed. In place of the voice, 

which--given the metaphor of authorial generation--must be 

Qrut, the narrators of The Real Charlotte, stress their "we" 

duality and suggest the essentially compromised nature of a 

text, an offspring which, by its very genesis, must embody 

the sometimes conflicting elements of its dual inheritance. 

The authors' names on the frontspiece, the male-sounding 

E.OE.Somerville and Martin Ross, further complicate the 

narratorial stance, allowing us to read all the narratorial 

16. "Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in 
Women's Fiction," PMLA, 96 (1981): 36-48. 

---------------------------------------- -- ------- ----
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insensitivities and acceptances of female victimization as 

the representation by two women authors of women's view of 

the contemporary-male perspective. 

Narratorial bias and inconsistency is nowhere more 

evident than in the indulgence extended Lady Dysart 

(modelled on Edith's mother) and the aversion extended 

Charlotte Mullen, the weed in the garden of Anglo-Ireland. 

Charlotte is introduced in one of the novel's many 

unassimilable passages, a moment which also draws attention 

to the arbitrariness of gender-specific roles as the source 

of her problem. The narrators interrupt Norry the Boat's 

midnight vigil by a sharp bell: 

A woman's short thick figure-appeared in the 
doorway. 'The mistress wants to see Susan,' this 
a rough whisper; 'is he in the house?'" 
'I think he's below in the scullery,' returned 
Norry; 
'but, my Law! Miss Charlotte, what does she want of 
him? Is it light in her head she is?' 
'What's that to you? Go fetch him at once,' 
replied Miss Charlotte, with a sudden fierceness 
(6-7; my italics). 

The reader suspeots a misprint--who or what is he/Susan? 

Before our curiosity is satisfied, the narrators reveal 

Charlotte, a woman whose plainness and distasteful habits 

they oonstantly underscore. Brushing aside the dying 

woman's request to see her pretty niece Francie, Charlotte 

harshly insists that it was Susan the woman had asked for. 

But the dying voioe reproves: "It isn't cats we should be 

thinking of now. God knows the cats are safe with you"(8). 
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Susan, we finally understand, is not Francie's female 

rival for the dying woman's attention, but a tomcat, 

christened with the feminine nominative years before by the 

young Francie, who in doing so had disdained nominal 

gender conventions as she had also disdained behavi,oral 

conventions in tomboyishly leading the rampaging gaug of 

children (2-5). The same neglect of Victorian restriction 

is tragic for Francie the woman, Somerville and Ross's 

beloved "wild bird" (Memories 229-231): Francie's pursuit 

of Hawkins, who has awakened her love, ,meets with Lady 

Dysart's disapproval and directly leads to Francie's 

dismissal from Bruff and indirectly to her marriage with 

Lambert (147-62). The problem in The Real Charlotte is not 

an absence of love, indeed almost all the characters are 

"in love"; it is the difficulty of achieving mutual love. 

This difficulty is exacerbated for women by the restrictive 

conventions: Pamela, for example, the model Anglo-Irish 

Victorian woman, cannot reveal her affection to Captain 

Cursiter, who lacks the courage to speak his, whereas 

Francie is roundly condemned for her honesty. The 

conclusion of the "Susan" scene suggests the awful pathos 

of suppressed love, as Charlotte strokes and soothes the 

cat with unexpected, even quasi-erotic tenderness, "Be 

quiet, my heart's love, . . . be quiet" ( 8 ) . 

The grotesqueness of the moment is heightened by the 

importance granted the female-named tomcat, a status 

---------------- ------_. -_._-- .. _--
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bestowed on all the cats in Tally So Lodge, but 

partioularly emphasized in Susan's oase. Susan is the most 

important personage in Tally-So: his position in 

Charlotte's house is peouliarly akin to that of Roddy 

Lambert, Charlotte's seoret passion, in the house of the 

rioh widow, Lucy. As Lambert is humoured and cosseted by 

his wife, so Susan is by Charlotte. As Lambert expeots the 

best, most comfortable chair after his rioh meal, so Susan 

expropriates the best ohair after a rioh dish of cream. As 

Lambert, the independent, oan walk off from dull Rosemount 

for entertainment and privaoy, so Susan departs from 

Tally-So when the bustle of female activity infringes on 

his comfort and dignity. And finally as Lambert, though 

oomfortable with Mrs. Lambert's money which he has not 

earned, still oheats his employers, Sir Benjamin and 

Christopher Dysart, so Susan, the well-fed parasite, steals 

mackeral from Norry's kitchen (24,100,29,17,313,66). 

Similarly the sexual rivalry of the eligible males, the 

heir, Christopher Dysart, the agent, Roddy Lambert, and the 

soldier, Gerald Hawkins, for Francie's favor is parodied by 

the hostility with its implication of jealousy between 

Lambert and the oats. On Charlotte's denying his visit to 

Franoie, Lambert viciously kicks Mrs Bruff, grand-niece and 

female surrogate of Susan, himself surrogate of Lambert, 

into the bushes (58). The final play on the identification 

----------------------------- --------------------
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between Lambert and Susan occurs when Charlotte and Francie 

quarrel over Lambert's affections. Furious at Francie's 

mocking jibes, like salt to her private passion, Charlotte 

attempts to strike the younger woman. But Susan 

intervenes, jumps on Charlotte en route to his usual perch 

on her shoulder, and receives to his astonishment the blow 

meant for FrancjHe (225). The analogies between the human 

and animal behavior serve to parody the former, and the 

confusion of Susan's gender calls attention to the 

arbitrariness, as irrational as Francie's childish naming 

of the cat, of gender-specific roles, roles which confer, 

among other privileges, the right--or at least the option-

of pursuit to men and tomcats. 

The tyranny of gender is again emphasized in the 

presentation of James Canavan, one-time tutor of the Dysart 

family, now tutor only to the young Garry, and attendant to 

·Sir Benjamin. Canavan has "from time immemorial been the 

leading lady in Garry's theatricals," and is thus given the 

part of Queen Elizabeth 1 in the presentation of Kenilworth 

(134). Having done "his" part to perfection, Canavan/Queen 

Elizabeth disappears from the stage, as Leicester's love, 

Amy Robsart, is entombed. But to the surprize of the 

audience, the queen bounces back on stage with a cry of 

"discordant triumph," Amy Robsard's white plume stuck in 

"his" crown, jumps on the coffin flourishing the 

poker/sceptre, continues "his" furious song and dance until 

------------------ ~----. 
--_ .. --------_. 
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"he" falls through, _on· top of the scream~ns<Amy ( 135-6) . 
. •, 

.,. / ·· Refusing to a~..ccept the "part" written for her/him by the 

male author, Canavan, the rejected queen, will not remain -

conveniently hidden, but bounces on stage demanding her/his 

pain be heeded. In effect, then, Canavan, by his 

persistent pursuit of his desire·, Leicester, plays the role 

that, as Phyllis Chessler notes, male psychiatrists in the 

nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries, define as 
17 

m-adness in women. But Canavan's persistent pursuit is 

endemic to all the males: Christopher courts Francie 

despite her disinterest; Lambert seeks her even in his 

first wife's lifetime; and Hawkins' pursuit, after her 

marriage, leads to Francie's death. Although marriage is 

the only "vocation" open to women, they can play no part in 

seeking happiness therein: Lady Dysart was compelled to 

marry the elderly Sir Benjamin; the lovely Pamela can only 

drift aimlessly; Francie's attempts to be with Hawkins, 

before her marriage to Lambert, meet with Lady Dysart's 

unmitigated contempt; and the plain Charlotte's efforts to 

engage Lambert are ignored or ridiculed. 

Jame-s Canavan's origins rather than his gender may be 

the source of his madness. The tutor, Violet Martin 

noted, was modelled on James- Tucker, a hedge schoolmaster, 

17. Women· and Madness (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1972). 
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who had helped in the Martins' school during the famine, 

rerllaining as the family tutor and, like Canavan, acting in 

the childrens' theatricals (Memories 21,23). The 

polonized Canavan, like Maria Edgeworth's Thady, is, to use 

Elizabeth Janeway's term and paradigm, one of the "weak," 

whose powerlessness and dependence align him situationally 
18 

with all the nineteenth-century women, Anglo- or Gaelic-

Irish, and indeed writers and non-writers. In this context, 

I should note too that Canavan's original played the role, 

not of female but of male lover in Robert Martin's 

theatricals; thematic resonances may have dictated the 

inversion.-The day following the play, Francie Fitzpatrick 

meets Canavan and Garry, and in a scene which serves to 

confirm the tutor's madness, he kills a rat, and the 

resentful Garry reports that, without Lady Dysart's 

intervention, Canavan would have gone on jumping on Amy 

till he had killed her (140). A victim of the patriarchal 

system herself, Lady Dysart, who had condemned Francie's 

attempt to elide the unfair rules of pursuit, again ends 

Canavan's mad attempt to destroy the system. Canavan's 

madness, depicted in his attempt to destroy his rival, Amy, 

parodies Charlotte's madness, which in fact does destroy 

her rival, Francie. Linked by their dependence on the 

powerful in Castle Rackrent, women and other colonized 

figures are linked by- overt narratorial perception of their 

madness in The Real Charlotte . 

. _--------------- ,------------------
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But madness, though continually repressed, is 

pervasive. The leaders of Lismoyle society, Sir Benjamin 

and Lady Dysart, are introduced in scenes which depict 

their imbecility. The narrators observe that the picture 

of Lady Dysart at work in the garden with her daugher, 

Pamela, might ~ to be "worthy in its domestic simplicity 

of the Fairchild Family," but they sardonically add, a 

da.chshund (that absurdly phallic parody of an animal) 

replaces the paterfamilias; and Lady Dysart, having 

mistaken the young chickweed in a seedling pan "for the 

asters that should have been there, was filling her bed 

symmetrically with the former, an imbecility that Mrs 

Sherwood would never have permitted in a parent"(49). 

Lady Dysart's imbecility is more than horticultural, 

though given the respect paid gardeners in Anglo-Ireland, 

this is grievous enough. Lady Dysart invites too many 

women to her parties; is unaware, being English, of the 

dialectical nuances and parochial behavioral patterns 

which mark Charlotte as vulgar; but has no sympathy for 

Francie, whom she regards as a "man-hunter" and a threat to 

her- plans for- Christopher. Affection transcends 

nar-ratorial irritation, however, and Lady Dysart is allowed 

to emerge unscathed, reminding the reader of Edith's 

combined affection and exasperation t"i th her original. 

Indeed Mrs. Somerville's comments on Francie's death could 
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be Lady Dysart's: "Francie deserved to break her neck for 

her vulgarity," she writes, " and the girls had to kill her 

to get the whole set of them out of the awful muddle they 

had'got into!" (Memoirs 237) 

Sir Benjamin is allowed to speak his own 

imbecility. Alone in the drawing room, Miss Evelyn Hope

Drummond, the English guest who has been invited by Lady 

Dysart as a possible bride for her son, Christopher, 

reaches to pick a rose-bud. 

, Ha--a--ah! I see ye, missy! Stop picking my 
flowers! Push, James Canavan, you devil, you! 
Push! ' 
A bath-chair, occupied by an old man in a tall hat, 
and pushed by a man alao in a tall hat, had 
suddenly turned the corner of the house, and Miss 
Hope-Drummond drew back precipitately to avoid the. 
uplifted walking-stick of Sir Benjamin Dysart. 
'Oh, fie, for shame, Sir Benjamin!' exclaimed the 
man who had been addressed as James Canavan. 
'Pray, cull the rose, Miss;' he continued, with a 
flourish of his hand; 'sweets to the sweet!' 
Sir Benjamin aimed a backward stroke with his oak 
stick at his attendant, a stroke in which long 
practice had failed to make him perfect, and in the 
exchange of further amenities the party passed out 
of sight (47). 

Failing to strike Miss Hope-Drummond with the phallic cane, 

symbol now of his impotence, Sir Benjamin turns on Canavan. 

Dressing and speaking in Sir Benjamin's own mode, refusing 

to do his employer's bidding, usurping the latter's power 

with his invitation to the English guest, Canavan 

symbolically foreshadows the displacement to come, 

suggested so vividly in the barely repressed hordes of 

Ferry Row. Class and family converge in the head of both 

--- --~. --~----. 
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repudiated and rendered impotent by the dispossessed 

Canavan, the surrogate mad woman. 
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Sir Benjamin's viciousness to the English girl who 

might have been his son's bride is a reflection of the 

political schizophrenia of Anglo-Ireland--economically and 

politically aligned with England, but emotionally tied to 

Ireland. What Somerville and Ross reveal is that this 

schizophrenia extended far beneath national politics to the 

family itself, the foundation, support, and model of the 

system. The hostility that Sir Benjamin exhibits to the 

guest from "across the water" is a pale, dulled reflection 

of the hostility he has cherished to his own English wife, 

Lady Dysart, who had been married in her" youth "with a 

little judicious coercion" to this man, thirty years her 

senior, and "after a long and, on the whole, extremely 

unpleasant period of matrimony," was now freed, by the 

intervention of Sir Benjamin's stroke, from his 

companionship (48). And the Anglo-Irish hostility to the 

English brides is also characteristic of Christopher who 

evades, not only Evelyn, but all the women whom his 

optimistic but obtuse mother invites. The relative paucity 

of narratorial comment on the victimization of Lady 

Dysart is itself ironic and, if we see the narratorial 

characters as male, evokes Maria Edgeworth's male narrator 

and his acceptance of the fate of the Rackrent wives as 
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almost a condition of nature and, as such, requiring no 

comment. 

The confusion of gender in the cases of Canavan and 

Susan highlights the confusion and effects of Charlotte's 

gender in this "ignoble tragedy." Both the narrators and 

the other characters often apply male adjectives or 

expectations to Charlotte. When she arrives-at Lady 

Dysart's biannual party, for example, Charlotte is greeted 

by her hostess who, ignoring Charlotte's gender, bemoans 

the excessive number of women, treating Charlotte as an 
19 

honorary" man. And Charlotte herself assumes the "brevet" 

rank of male throughout: she ignores the "midge-bitten" 

rows of women, joining the gentlemen instead for a 

discussion of politics. In this discussion, Charlotte 

reveals a knowledge of the Land Acts, which were (as 

Somerville and Ross knew) to determine the lives of the 

Anglo-Irish, superior to that of those who should be 

conversant with and responsive to these acts, the land-

agent, Lambert, and the heir to Bruff, Christopher Dysart 

(16). At the next party--the Beattie's--Charlotte, the 

narrators note, joins the "other heads of families" for a 

"gentlemanly glass of marsala"; she creates, they tell us, 

a "gentlemen's avenue" at her" new home, Gorthnamuckla; does 

" .-
19. Violet Powell, The Irish Cousins: The Books and 

Background of Somerville and Ross (London: Heinemann, 1970) 
54; and Cronin, The Anglo-Irish Novel, 147. 



a man's job of repairing the potato loft, and acts like a 

"madman" in her altercation with Francie (166, 259, 339, 

225). It is surely no accident that one of the 

impoverished women tenant's of Ferry Row, the most 

repressed group presented, addresses Charlotte as 

"Honoured Madman" (266). 

In Somerville and Ross's disintegrating world the 

confusion of gender is not only a symptom of the overt 

political disease that threatens the society, but an 

indication of how the accident of gender determines one's 

life, creating another, more fundamental, political dis

ease at the core of the social order. Susan has been 

christened, in ignorance one presumes, as a female by the 

young Francie;" the problem of Susan's textual gender is 

therefore the result of an accident. Charlotte's gender 

too is the result of a purely fortuitous interaction of 

biological elements. For Charlotte is not only an avid and 

intelligent reader, one who reali'zes Christopher's 

foolishness in reading Rossetti to Francie, she is also 

more able than any male in Lismoyle in the business that 

tradition has preserved for males. Charlotte's father, we 

learn, had been the agent for Bruff, and the intelligent 

Charlotte, picked up the workings of the agent/tenant 

system from accompanying him to his office. When Lambert 

became her father's pupil, Charlotte helped him learn his 

-----------------' .. _--_._-------
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work, lending him money also whenever necessary (67, .70). 

The implication is that Charlotte, more astute than 

Lambert, had frequently saved him from trouble, first with 

her" father, then with his employer. Yet as a woman, 

Charlotte is not considered for the agentship of Bruff, 

whereas masculinity alone qualifies the· mediocre' Lambert. 

The provisions of the Land Acts, which were to deprive 

Anglo-Ireland of much of its livelihood, are understood by 

Charlotte, who, greedy for house and land, ·rents to the 

poor and buys for herself, rather than selling to tenants 

as do her real-life Anglo-Irish compatriots. Desiring 

Julia Duffy's home, Charlotte is again the "master" of both 

Lambert and Christopher. All information is filed 

correctly .and stored in her organized mind for easy access 

and cross-reference. Thus when Julia Duffy's tenant goes 

bankrupt, leaving Julia unable to pay her own rent to the 

Dysart estate, Charlotte, almost in the role of omniscient 

narrator--knowing Sir Benjamin's imbelicity and inability 

to enforce the verbal promise of life-time tenantship he 

had given Julia, understanding Christopher's disinterest in 

and d'eplorable ignorance of his father's business, soon to 

be his own, understanding Julia's illness and inability to 

make her case to Christopher, and understanding Lambert's 

inability to force Julia Qut--takes over the house she has 

always wanted. Ethics aside, in terms of managerial 

competency, energy and resourcefulness, Charlotte is the 
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equivalent of those women estate managers, Edith Somerville 

and Violet Martin: indeed, she serves as a bitter and 

perhaps unconscious reflection of the authors' perception 

of their own status in their society, texts frequently 

revealing, of course, more than the authors may have known. 

Charlotte's intelligence, decisiveness, knowledge of the 

community, knowledge of human strengths and weaknesses, her 

eminent qualifications to perform the jobs reserved for the 

incompetent males, are ignored by both her society and her 

narrators. 

Had Charlotte been content to accept her position as 

"honorary gentleman"--feared by her servants and 

subordinates, avoided by the senteel Christopher' and Pamela 

Dysart, appreciated for her humor ( her vulgarity not 

understood) by the, English Lady Dysart, ignored, hardly 

considered as a woman, by the eligible gentlemen, the 

soldiers and by-times Lambert--she could have lived an 

emotionally sterile, but economically successful, life. 

However, although born plain, Charlotte is also imbued with 

some of the values and inspirations of her age. Since the 

business-world, the public world, was male, fulfillment for 

a woman in this culture could only lie in marriage. The 

pervasiveness of this social ~ need hardly be argued-

the ranks of the hopeful Beattie and Baker girls, the hopes 

of Francie, of her friends, and of Lady Dysart are ample 

------------------_._._--_._----------_.... _ ... _.' -- ---
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evidence of the marriage market, the business in which 

women must compete, though they cannot make the rules. And 

indeed Charlotte's desire is not simply an acceptance of 

convention. In return for her help in the old days, the 

young, handsome Roddy Lambert had expressed his gratitude 

in an "ardent manner--a manner that had seemed cheap enough 

to him, at the time, but that had been more costly to 

Charlotte than any other' thing that had ever befallen her" 

(70). Encouraged by this fleeting episode, Charlotte 

nourishes an arid passion for Lambert, even through his 

marriage to the rich widow, realizing, Lambert thinks, with 

her "eminent common sense-" the necessity of such a marriage 

for a poor, but ambitious man (175). Throughout the years, 

the xiaX"~ators note, Charlotte evidences her desire by 

provocative glances to which, "unfair as it may be," 

Lambert, had he seen them, would not have responded (67). 

In my opening epigraph, the narrators consider Charlotte 

after she has won everything but what is most important to 

her, Lambert, and note the "ignoble tragedy" to which the 

trivialities of appearance assign a plain woman in this 

beautiful/vicious world. For Charlotte's is the tragedy 

of gender. Born female, she cannot employ her "male" 

talents; born plain, she cannot compete in the only 

business open to women. Charlotte is the weed, placed by 

cultural codes involuntarily--even, the narrators suggest, 

insanelv--in the bed of asters, helpless to transform her 

----------------- -_._----------------
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drab colors and bulky shape into the glowing shades and 

elegant forms of the asters, yet condemned, nevertheless, 

for being as she £5. 

Somerville and Ross depict a socie1;.y whose hideous 

injustices, both personal and political, they recognize, 

but a society which, given paradoxical human nature, they 

nevertheless cherish. As women suffragettes who worked 

tirelessly for the vote, writers whose work supported the 

Big Houses destined for their brothers rather than 

themselves, and human beings whose affections and emotions 

turned to their own rather than the opposite sex, 

Somerville and Ross stood in relation to their society as 

do their narrators to the society and text of The Real 

Charlotte. Critics have often noted the sympathy of the 

writers/narrators to the Dysart family--the effete and 
20 

obtuse leaders of Lismoyle society. But the depth of 

that sympathy and its contamination of the narrators have 

not been observed. The code of good behavior, for example, 

which instinctively governs all the actions of the Dysart 

family, is constantly applied by the narrators also as a 

test of a character's appeal. Lambert's pretension to 

middle-class respectability and his consequent awareness of 

Charlotte's vulgarity is mocked, whereas Lady Dysart's 

20. Conor Cruise O'Brien, Writers and Politics 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1955) 111; McMahon, 132; and 
Mitchell, 27. 
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unawareness is treated indulgently. Christopher and 

Pamela's instinctive recoil from vulgarity receives 

narratorial approval, even when such recoil renders 

Christopher impotent (83,184,314). Charlotte's obvious 

vulgarities of manner provoke both characters and 

narrators, and the latter join the Dysarts in the 

observation of the more subtle signs of Charlotte's ill

breeding, the "electroplated teaspoons" and the "grocer's 

cake" (55). Indeed, vulgarity, a word that constantly 

recurs, seems to be more than surface deep. Its presence 

in Francie's· case, we understand, has not only limited her 

sensitivity and obscured and distorted her world view, it 

has, like a smothering parasite, stunted her moral 

development (209). Although the code that governs Dysart 

behavior is insufficient (witness Lady Dysart's destructive 

obtuseness, Christopher's effete posturing, his almost 

inhuman detachment, and Pamela's complete loss of self in 

her role as Angel-in-the-house), the narrators make no 

secret of their personal bias towards these sympathetic, 

charming, though perhaps useless relics of a past age. 

The idea of art as pure mimesis is destroyed by 

Somerville and Ross's deliberate involvement with their 

characters. There can be no distinction between the object 

reflected in the glass and the glass itself. The 

properties of the glass and the skill of its makers 

----------------- .. _--_._-------
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(narrators and authors) determine, as they always have, 

the reflection.. The assumption of objectivity which 

reflection implies is discarded, the vested interest and 

prejudice of every author and her fictional narratorial 

representative being recognized in its place. The Real 

Charlotte, an ignoble tragedy of gender-specific roles, 

attack~ by this narrative strategy the traditional 

assumptions of patriarchal texts. The notion of a male 

intelligence which can transcend its affections and 

prejudices, so palpably untrue in the social and political 

arenas, and which can fairly represent its own society is 

undermined by the intrusive biases of the narrators of The 

Real Charlotte, biases which often reflect those of the 

authors. The ideal of art· Somerville and Ross offer is 

more human and more honest than that of traditional 

narrative. The biased narratorial stance was, I believe, 

deliberately conceived, but at times the authors, like 

Charlotte· and like the narrators, may have been driven by 

subconscious impulses, by the subversive, parodic voices, 

to say ~ than they knew. Whatever the case, the 

appropriateness of the narratorial stance is evident from a 

reading of The Real Charlotte, whose very richness is in 

great part the result of the thematic recognition and the 

superb structural representation of the wayward, often 

tragic patterns of human affections. A passage near the 

end of the work summarizes Somerville and Ross's attitude 



to their own society: 

Civilization at Bruff had marched away from the 
turf quay. The ruts of the cart track were green 
from long disuse and the willows had been allowed 

. to grow across it, as a last sign of 
superannuation. In old days every fire at Bruff 
had been landed at the turf quay from the bogs 
at the other side of the lake-; but now, since the 
the railway had come to Lismoyle, coal had taken 
its place. It was in vain that Thady the turf 
cutter had urged that turf was a far handsomer 
thing about a gentleman's place than coal. The 
last voyage of the turf boat had been made, and 
she now lay, grey from rottenness and want of 
paint, in the corner of the miniature dock. (312) 

The narrators of The Real Charlotte feel about their 

society as does Thady about the turf, and like Thady too 
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the narrators have a vested interest in the preservation of 

this society, an interest they are honest-eaough to 

acknowledge. This deliberate acknowledgement, this 

emphatic surrendering of" the pose of authorial objectivity, 

in a tragedy in which women are defined and valued by their 

appearance, points to The Real Charlotte itself as the 

ultimate weed in the artificial aster bed of Anglo-Irish 

literature. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE LAST SEPTEMBER: PARADISE LOST? 

It is not only our fate but our business to lose 
innocence and once we have lost that ·it is futile 
to attempt a picnic in Eden. 

"Out of a Book," Collected Impressions 

Born in 1899, Elizabeth Bowen grew up in a Europe 

losing its "innocence" in World War One and in an Ireland 

engaged in wrenching the sense of national identity from 

the Anglo-Irish. The political turmoil of her youth is 

reflected in much of Bowen's writing, in which orphaned 

heroines wander homeless and countryless through 

indifferent, or unsympathetic, environments. This 

representation of dislocation, dispossession, as a 

"natural" condition of life is unsurprising, given Bowen's 
1 

history and sensitivity to place and surroundings. What 

is shocking is the narratorial ambivalence toward the 

condition: the heroine's position is not seen as tragic. 

Difficult, yes, but preferable in fact to the comfortable 

serenity of her peers, whose complacence, Bowen suggests, 

springs from ignorance, not knowledge, from a naive 

1. 
(New York: 

:-~- ",. ," •• ,- •••••• - _ •• - • -, M_ ". -:0_ •••• _', ....-.: ..... _ 

Elizabeth Bowen, "Places," Pictures and Conversations 
Knopf, 1975) 34-51. 
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acceptance of the doctrines and illusions of their 

particular Edens. 
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I would argue that the ambivalence which enrichs and 

complicates Bowen's work springs in the first place, or in 

the mos~ obvious plaoe, from her inability to reoonoile her 

political situation with her sense of justice. Compelled, 

as were Edgeworth and Somerville and Ross, to compose the 

history, or apologia, of her ancestors, Bowen writes in 

Bowen's Court (1942) of the civilizing and social 

influences of the Big House. The book is a a moving 

testimony to her affection for both her ancestors and for 

the very real culture that blossomed in the·descendants of 

the original grim pioneers. Again, in "The Big House," 

she considers her origins: 

After an era of greed, roughness and panio, after 
an era of camping in charred or desolate ruins (as 
my Cromwellian ancestors did certainly) these new 
settlers who had been imposed on Ireland began to 
wish to add something to life. The security that 
they had, by the eighteenth century, however 
iSO'obly gained, they did not use quite ignobly. 2 

But in a 1963 afterword to Bowen's Court, after the lovely 

house was demolished by the new owner, Bowen implies that, 

despite the earlier justification, she had not felt that 

the "original sin" had been expiated: "The stretches- of 

the past I have had to cover have been', on the whole, 

painful: my family got their position and drew their power 

2. "The Big House," Collected Impressions (New 
York: Knopf, 1950) 197. 

----------_ .. _------------ -_._- .. _---------_.. ------ ---- ---
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6 
"loyalties are involuntary and inborn," and for whom 

7 
"environment is the most lasting" and deepest influence. 

I wish to consider these influences before approaching the 

question of Danielstown, the house modelled on Bowen's 

Court, and Lois Farquar, the heroine of The Last September. 

Elizabeth's earliest childhood memories are of Dublin, 

where she was born, and of Bowen's Court, the lovely house 

in Cork she loved more than any other place. Elizabeth's 

stable world was not shattered, but quietly dissolved, when 

her father, Henry Bowen, developed mental illness, and, 

Florence Bowen, following the doctor's orders, took her 

seven-year-old daughter to England. Henry Bowen may have 

felt responsible for his mother's death: as· a young man he 

had travelled through London during a smallpox outbreak, 

either ignoring or not receiving his own father's warning 

to avoid the disease-ridden city. Contracting the disease, 

he returned to Ireland where his mother nursed him, herself 

contracting the disease and dying. Henry's father, Robert, 

had fled Bowen's Court on Henry's arrival, because of, as 

his grand-daughter notes, his "famine-bred hatred of 

disaster" (Be 372). But Robert may never have forgiven 

Henry: when Henry, in opposition to all the landlord/ 

6. Elizabeth Bowen, "Disloyalties," Seven 
Winters and Afterthoughts ( New York: Knopf, 1962) 66, 67. 

7. Elizabeth Bowen, "Sources of Influence," Seven 
Winters and Afterthoughts, 79. 
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hunting/shooting traditions. for Anglo-Irish eldest sons, 

desired a profession, Robert, who could not disinherit him, 

distributed his wealth, thus engendering "if not the 

destruction, the headlong decline of Bowen's Court" (BC 

316). Father and Grandfather's history are thus entangled 

in Elizabeth's feelings for Bowen's Court. "Am I not 

manifestly a writer for whom places loom large?" Bowen has 
8 

asked. Bowen's Court,. as her friends realized, loomed 
9 

largest. In its isolation from native Ireland Bowen's 

Court seemed to parallel Bowen's own existence, that of 

"only children, . . . singular, independent and secretive" 

(BC 20). Although the many villas into which Elizabeth and 

her mother moved became "pavilions of love," these 

temporary sites never competed with the influence of 
10 

Bowen's Court. 

The move to England also changed the internal 

environment: Florence Bowen insisted on "not noticing" 

Henry's illness with her young daughter, although this 

illness had effected pro.found change and loss, both of home 

and father, in Elizabeth's life. Elizabeth calls this 

8. "Places" 34. 

9. Personal Interview with Molly Keane, Ardmore, 
Co. Waterford, Summer 1985. Keane herself seems hurt by 
Virginia Woolf's criticism of the house she, Keane, and 
Bowen loved so well. See, for example, interview in Irish 
Times, March 20, 1985, 19. 

10. Elizabeth Bowen, 
Conversations, 29. 

"Origins," Pictures and 
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campaign "successful," but we can guess at the 

ambivalence of her feelings, for th:i.s "not noticing" is the 

emphasized attitude of the Anglo-Irish in The Last 

September, the attitude necessary to serene survival in 

Eden. When, in her turn, Florence Bowen became ill, 

Henry Bowen lied to his thirteen-year-old daughter about 

the severity of the illness, leaving Elizabeth a prey to 
12 

resentment and guilt on her mother's death. Although 

Florence saw to it that Elizabeth enjoyed her peers' 

company both in England and Ireland, the frequent moves may 

have hindered friendships outside the family, and the 

sociable Elizabeth must certainly have missed her cousin 

and great friend Audrey Fiennes. The constant change of 

environment may have led to Elizabeth's turning to books 

for that Edenic stability· which seemed to have been left 

forever in the wonderful early world of Bowen's Court. 

Years later, Bowen would write of the effects of 

books on the receptive mind of the child and of the 

lifelong retention of these literary effects, often 

unperceived by the adult. "The overlapping and haunting of 

life by fiction began, of course, before there was anything 

to be got from the printed page; it began from the day 

11. Bowen's Court 416. 

12. Kenney, 24-5; see also Victoria.Glendinning, 
Elizabeth Bowen: Portrait of ~ Writer ( London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1977); Bowen's Court; and 
"Origins." 

.-----~---------~~~.-----. -----_.---_._.---_ .. -



one was old enough to be told a story or shown a picture 
13 

book. " Books developed and enlarged, indeed shaped the 

world outside for Bowen, perception itself being 

inseparable from the sign systems through which "reality" 

is apprehended: "Books made me see everything that I saw 

either a a symbol or as having its place in a mythology--
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in fact reading gave bias to my opservations of everything 

in the between-times when I was not reading" ("Books" 267). 

Not only did the child live in books, then, -"but just as 

much the book lives in the child" ("Books" 267); thus it 

is that Bowen and all writers owe debts to those who have 

gone before. "The imagination, which may appear to bear 

such individual fruit, is rooted in a compost of forgotten 

books" ("Book" 268). 

The patterns and images which the "forgotten books" 

trace in the child's mind, the deepest and therefore least 

questioned patterns, might be expected to appear in the 

imaginative writer's work as theme. For theme, Bowen 

writes, like those deep-laid patterns, "is something of 

which you will feel the effects and which works strongly 

for the novelist but which is down so deep that you may 

have to analyze the story to find what it actually is." 

13. "Out of a Book," Collected Impressions (New 
York: Knopf, 1975) 264. Referred to in text as "Book." 

14. "Truth and Fiction," Seven Winters and 
Afterthoughts. 246. 

----------------_._------_._----------_.-

14 
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Finally Bowen notes, "When I write, I am re-creating what 

was created for me. The gladness of vision, in writing, is 

my own gladness, but not at my own vision" ("Book" 269). 

My epigram also comes from the essay on the enduring 

influence of books; Bowen's met'aphor is not an accident. 

"All susceptibility belongs to the age of magic, the Eden 

where fact and fiction were the same," she writes ("Book" 

269). In the child's world, the word of fiction is not seen 

as the creation and representation of an artist's 

impressions, beliefs, and values, but as reality. This, 

too, is the Edenic situation, wherein Adam refuses to 

exercise either his reason or his imagination, but accepts 

unquestioningly what~ver wonder is transmitted to him by 

God or through the angels. But the adult's business is "to 

lose" this innocence, to question the very paradigms 

inherited from·the child through the "forgotten books" 

which'bave "affected" or "infected, (her] forever"("Book" 

268) . 

This loss of innocence is, I argue, precisely the 

task of the heroine of The Last September, and it is a 

process which the reader observes through the eyes of an 

adult/artist/narrator. The narrator is not, of course, or 

not necessarily, Bowen, but her vision is important to the 

work. We are to see her, Bowen writes, as looking back 

"down a perspective cut through the years"; she repeats, 

---, .. _---------



"'All this,' I willed the reader to know, 'is over.'" 

Looking down this perspective, the narrator can 

15 

distinguish, as Lois cannot, the literary patterns which 

have shaped the heroine's own world. The reader must 
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understand the narrator's task if she is to grasp the total 

implications of the author's tracing of patterns. Lois is 

not the young Elizabeth Bowen, but she lives a life, Bowen 

reminds us, very similar to that once led by the young 

writer herself: 

this, of all my work, is nearest to my heart. 
This novel had a deep, clouded, spontaneous 
source. It brims up with and is rendered to a 
degree poetic by experience I had had in my early 
youth, experienced little or less than conscious, 
little or never registered by the mind, and 
therefore remaining immune and pure. 
(Preface viii) 

Reflecting in 1952 on the experience of writing the 

novel, Bowen remembers that in the "now" of writing, 1928, 

that September of 1920 seemed like another world and , 

another time ("Preface" ix-x). Cut off by the sea, by 

marriage, and by the new political entity that was now 

Ireland from the Elizabeth Bowen who was, like Lois 

Farquar- in 1920, bored with politics and concerned with 

her own development, Bowen must have seen that Anglo-Irish 

world shimmer with the golden radiance of a childhood 

15. Elizabeth Bowen, "Preface," The Last 
September (1929; rpt. New York: Avon Books, 1979) ix. 
Referred to in text as Preface; page numbers alone refer 
to the novel. 

.---.. ------_._-_._---



myth, a country and time that could never be regained, an 

imaginative Eden. "I am the daughter of the house from 

which Danielstown was drawn," Bowen writes (Preface xii). 

Indeed she is; ·but Elizabeth Bowen was also by 1928 an 

intensely aware, adult woman artist, no longer enchanted, 

as is Lois, by the Edenic illusions--an artist whose 
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narrator attempts to trace in the deepest part of her work, 

the theme, the shape of patterns which influence her 

heroine's youth, patterns· perhaps very similar to those 

which influenced the writer's own youth. Given Bowen's 

acknowledged debt to books, we expect that the patterns 

which influenced her were· literary, the patterns encoded in 

the great works of English literature in particular. 

Certainly the narrator makes clear that the patterns that 

influence Lois~ literary--the patterns of Milton's 

Paradise Lost, the "bogey" of Bowen's friend Virginia 
16 

Woolf. Like Woolf, too, the narrator of The Last 

September suggests that repression, even the· annihilation 

of female creativity, is implicit in the Miltonic 

paradigms. In the fallen Eden of Anglo-Ireland, Lois/Eve 

accepts, albeit reluctantly at first, the price of 

knowledge, questions the word of the father, and refuses 

the confining, but .. initially desired, definition of her 

male lover, Gerald. Like Milton's Eve, Lois comes to 

16. Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (1929; 
rpt. New York. Harcourt Brace, 1957) 118. 
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understand the ambiguous nature of "Virtue unassay'd," 

and the necessity of the individual's charting her own 

course, of becoming, in fact, the artist and creator of her 

own "life, based both on the evidence of her own senses and 

on her appraisal of what has been given her. 

In the novel of Lois's awakening, Danielstown is 

presented as the symbol of the Anglo-Irish in the endemic 
18 

competition between the Big House and the cabins, and 

as symbol of the patriarchal God whose followers repressed 
19 

the great nature Goddess. 'l'he house, passed on by the 

law of primogeniture from father to son, is another 

instance of the- "apostolic succession" ~omep¥ille and Ross 

deplored. The opposition between the house and nature is 

established as Lois looks down on it from the hills which 

shield the rebel, Peter Connor, who is fighting the British 

army which supports Anelo-Irish ascendancy: 

To the- south, below them, the demesne trees of 
Danielstown made a dark formal square like a rug 
on the green country. In their heart like a 
dropped pin the grey glazed roof reflecting the 

17. John Milton, Paradise Lost, 1674; rpt. 
Complete Poems and Major Prose (Indianapolis: Bobbs
Merrill, 1975) IX. 335. Referred to in text by book and 
line numbers. 

18. Thomas Flanagan, quoting Lennox Robinson in 
"The Big House of Ross-Drishane," The Kenyon Review 28 
(Jan. 1966): 56. 

19. Robert Graves, The White Goddess (1948; rpt. 
New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 1966); and Merlin 
Stone, When God HSe ~ Woman (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovitch, 1976). Referred to in text as Stone. 



sky lightly glinted. Looking down, it 
seemed to Lois they lived in a forest; space of 
lawns blotted out in the pressure and dusk of 
trees. She wondered they were not smothered; 
then wondered still more that they were not 
afraid. Far from here, too, their isolation 

. became apparent. The house seemed to be pressing 
down low in apprehension, hiding its face. as 
though it had her vision of' where it w~s. It 
seemed to'huddle its trees close in fright and 
and amazement at the wide light lovely unloving 
country, the unwilling bosom whereon it was set. (78) 

In addition to its direct echoes of Genesis 2-3, this 

passage suggests an image of rape, the "pin" in the heart 

and the pressure on the "unwilling bosom," that evokes the 
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poetry of Gaelic Ireland, which imaged the country as 

female, "Mother Ireland," "Cathleen Ni Houlihan," or "Dark 

Rosaleeen." In the- suggestion of the ,country's resistance, 

Bowen anticipates Seamus Heaney's "Act of Union." The act 

engendered', Heaney suggests, a "fifth column," one which, 

in resisting the father, tears the "stretchmarked body" of 
20 

the mother. 

Women's and nature's creativity were linked, of 

course, before history was written. Studies of the 

civilizations of the near and far east suggest that the 

beginnings of religion were associated with ancestor 

worship, which took the form of female worship, the male 

role in conception not being understood. The original 

creator was, logically it seemed, a woman, a great mother, 

20. "Act of Union," Selected Poems ( London: Faber 
and Faber, 1980), 125-126. 



a fertility symbol. The Indo-European invasions of the 

cradle of civilization, however, succeeded in initially 

assimilating the female deity and later in repressing her 

entirely (Stone Ch.1-5). Chapter 1 of Genesis, which 

presents the simultaneous creation of Adam and Eve, 

reveals, as it attempts to conceal, its revision of an 

earlier Mesopotamian myth. "Darkness was upon the face of 

the deep; and the spirit of God moved over the waters," 

writes the poet. The Mesopotamian myth, the Enuma Elish, 

tells the story of the murder of the Goddess, "Tiamat" 

(cognate with the Hebrew Tehom--the deep) by Marduk, the 
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son of the sun, ohampioned by the invaders, and of Marduk's 

making of the"world from Tiamat's corpse (Stone 84-6). 

"Genesis 2 further represses the Goddess: the "deep" and the 

maternal "waters" disappearing and Adam partaking with God 

in the creation of Eve. Genesis 2 supplied the 

justification for the church fathers' silencing of women, 

and in Milton's hands, as Christina Froula shows, further 
" 21 

suppressed woman, encoding her" suppression not only in 

the Great Book of western civilization but also in the 

greatest epic of modern literature. Milton's "nativity 

scenes," Froula writes, "reveal that the repression of the 

mother is the genesis of Genesis" (337). Bowen's 

21. "When Eve Reads Milton: Undoing the Canonical 
Economy," Critical Inquiry, 10 (December 1983): 321-349. 
Referred to in text as Froula. 
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patriarchal house, imposed on the unwilling bos9m of mother 

nature, represents the patriarchal order of the Judeo

Christian tradition, and, specifically, of Anglo-Ireland, 

impased on the older body of the great mother and of the 

Gaelic Irish people, the tuatha de Danann, or the people of 

the Goddess Dana. 

The opening sentence of the novel subtly establishes 

the dichotomy between house and nature. "About six o'clock 

the sound of a motor, collected out of the wide country and 

narrowed under the trees of the avenue, brought the 

household out in excitement on to the steps" (3). The 

"excitement" suggests an ambiguous danger in the "wide 

country" through which the Montmorencys have travelled and 

which, in gaining the patriarchal establishment of 

Danielstown, they have escaped. The guests' comments on 

Danielstown and Lady Naylor's reply reinforce the 

opposition. Danielstown looks lovely, Francie notes, and 

asks if some trees have been cleared. These trees would, 

of course, be part of the Danielstown estate. "The wind 

had three of the ashes," Lady Naylor replies, and, as if 

reminded of their own danger by the threat of nature 

towards the estate, "You came quite safe? No trouble?" (4). 

Danielstown is constantly personified and identified 

with its owner, Sir Richard Naylor, the uncle and guardian 

of the orphan Lois. Reacting to events as Sir Richard 

would, the house, the narrato,r implies, shares his 

-~~ .. -""-.. 
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responsibilities and privileges. Disapproving, like Sir 

Richard, of the activities of the Irish rebels whom nature 

shelters and of those of the British army with whom the 

Naylors also disagree, Danielstown expresses its 

displeasure. As Lois runs back from her "almost 

encounter" with the Irish rebel, the narrator notes, "The 

crowd of trees straining up from the pa~sive disputed 

earth, each sucking up and exhaling the country's essence--

swallowed him finally," as "Below, the house waited"(37). 

The adult artist-narrator, not Lois, draws the reader's 

attention to the adversaries. When Marda, the troublesome 

guest who upsets the Naylors, leaves, we are told that ,"the 

vacancy of sky" and the "wind" enter the house through 
the- "defenceless windows" of her room (1 72). Marda has 

abandoned her fight for autonomy, opting instead for a 

quintessentially patriarchal marriage, one in which she 

will no longer consider economic, and more importantly, 

moral issues, but will simply be guided by her husband-

becoming a perfect Eve. Bereft of Marda, the room in the 

patriarchal house is defenceless, and nature enters, 

speaking to Lois of absence, the sororal void created by 

such a marriage. On Lois's return from the dance at the 

British army barracks, the dance which Sir Richard 

disapproved her attending, the narrator again notes the 

presence of the frowning spectator: "twenty dark windows 

stared over the fields aloofly out of the pale grey face of 



the house" (197). Indeed, the house so "loomed, and stared 

so darkly and oddly" at Gerald Lesworth, the British army 

officer whom Sir Richard finds an unacceptable partner 

for Lois, that Gerald "showed a· disposition--respectful 

rather than timorous--to move away from the front of it" 

(211). But Daventry, the career soldier, shell-shocked in 

World War One and verging on madness because of the nature 

of his duty in-Ireland, "superciliously" returns "the 

stare of the house," seeming to blame it as much as the 

Irish rebels for the death of his friend, Gerald (249). 

As Adam's successor, in the fallen Eden of Anglo-

132 

Ireland, Sir Richard assumes the adamic power of naming, of 

defining, assumes the control of discourse that Tony Tanner 
22 

identifies with the control of economic and social life. 

Although the novel opens with the Naylors' discreet 

questioning of the Montmorencys, they determinedly suppress 

any futher consideration of the political situation. When 

Francie questions the safety of sitting out after dark, Sir 

Riohard laughs off her concern; but when Laurence, Hugo, 

and Lois would discuss the situation, Lady Naylor cautions 

silence--because of the servants, she indicates, but her 

own reluctance to face the issue would seem to be the real 

22. Adultery in the Novel: Contract and 
Transsression (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1979). 
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reason. Irrepresible, Lois tells Francie the story one of 

her uncle's men told her' of his seeing strangers dig and 

bury something in the grounds of Danielstown. At this Sir 

Richard explodes: "I will not have the men talking, and 

at all accounts I won't have them listened to." Eve-like 

Lois protests a right to knowledge, but the "father" does 

not, or will not, understand: "And why would we want to 

know? . . . This country is altogether too full of soldiers 

with nothing to do but dance and poke old women out of 

their beds to look for guns. It's unsettling the people, 

naturally" (p.26). Willfully Sir Richard misinterprets 

the situation and denies the exploration that might have 

led to an informed opinion; the native Irish, he implies, 

would be "loyal" if it were not for the disturbing 

activities of the British army. Sir Richard and Lady 

Naylor seem to-believe, like Bowen's mother, that 

discussion will aggravate the situation. The refusal to 

question and the passive acceptance of the Naylors are 

similar to Adam's refusal to question God's ways and his 

acceptance of both gifts and limitations. As the Black and 

Tan lorries tear the "fabric" of conversation, as barriers 

against travel are erected throughout the country, as 

soldiers are ambushed and rebels are captured, and as Big 

Houses like Danielstown burn, the Naylors refuse the 

"forbidden knowledge," and trust in their Eden, declaring 

that "the whole thing's nonsense" (27) . 

. _--------------------_. 
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The forbidden knowledge in The Last September, like 

that of Genesis and Paradise Lost, see~s to be sexual as 

well as political. Lady Naylor links sexuality and politics 

semantically. When Francie suggests that "people" speak of 

Lois and Gerald together, she replies: 

One cannot help what people say, though it is 
always annoying. Not that I ever do know what 
they say. I make a point of not knowing. You 
know that I've always turned my face against 
gossip, especially these days: it's annoying to 
find it everywhere, even at one's own parties. 
It's a very great danger, I think, to the life of 
this country. (66-7) 

Lady Naylor's attitude here replicates her attitude to 

politics. When Sir Richard had attempted to suppress the 

political talk at the opening dinner, Lady Naylor had 

effectively concluded that conversation and turned the 

topic determinedly to parties. The language of suppression 

is identical in both instances: "From all the talk, you 

might think almost anything was going to happen, but we 

never listen. I have made it a rule not to talk, either" 

(27). When Francie insists of the Lois/Gerald 

conversation: "Oh, but really, you couldn't say this was 

political," the adult narrator emphasizes the connection 

with a martial metaphor: "Lady Naylor was forced into open 

country" (67). Representing the British army, as well as a 

different class, Gerald is not Sir Richard's chosen 

successor". For the British army is, Sir Richard imagines, 

responsible for the political unrest and, therefore, for 
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his own agony, torn between the people with whom he 

identifies emotionally and those to whom he has sworn 

political loyalty. Aware, as Lois is not,' of Lois's 

emerging sexuality and of its power, Lady Naylor extracts a 

promise from Gerald not to kiss Lois when he engages her in 

a "frank coversation" about their relationship (226). 

Being both romantic and honorable, Gerald keeps his 

promise, and Lois realizes that a kiss would have 

"compelled" her to agree to marriage (236-8). 

Clinging to the contribution they have indeed made 

since the eighteenth century, the Naylors attempt to ignore 

the "original sin," "the affair of origin" (BC 20), whose 

expiation is demanded by the avenging Goddess, Gaelic 

Ireland. The Naylors' refusal, in the face of "disloyalty," 

to alter the perspective of innocence is presented as a 

deliberate screening-out, which the outsiders, Laurence and 

Marda, remark.' Perhaps because they are not emotionally 

involved, Laurence and Marda can trace the predictable 

pattern. Discussing the situation with Hugo, Laurence 

notes that he would like to be present when Danielstown 

burns. Shocked as much by the insensitivity as the 

sentiment, Hugo attempts to dispell the notion, but 

Laurence holds fast: "Of course it will, though. And we 

shall all be so careful not to notice" (49-50). Marda 

echoes Laurence, and again to Hugo: "Will there ever be 
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anything we can all do except not notice?" (100) This, of 

course, is the problem with an ~llusionary Eden. The 

paradoxes and contradictions, the presence of the rebels in 

the"Irish countryside and the flaws in Adam's reasoning-

that Eve not leave him lest the serpent tempt her and in 

doing so asperse "The tempted with dishonor foul"--can be 

ignored only until the opposing forces confront each other 

(Paradise Lost IX, 265-297). When the confrontation 

occurs, however, "not noticing," which Adam also attempts, 

will be of no avail. 

But despite Sir Richard's advice, Lois, like Eve in 

Paradise Lost, refuses to ignore the contradictions and 

attempts to question the father's word (passage cited above 

and IX, 335-341). Like the typical Bowen heroine, Lois, 

just released from school and not fully accepted into the 

adult world, balances on the walls of Eden, capable'of 

looking either back towards innocence or forwards into the 

unknown. At this point, she opts for the future. "All 

the same, . . . I feel that one ought to dig [for the 

guns]. If there is nothing there I can confound Michael for 

t~e good of his soul, and if there should be guns, Oncle 

Richard, just think of finding them!" And most Eve-like: 

"And surely we ought to know" (26). Her own intelligence 

plus the evidence of her senses--the intent man in the 

grounds, the trucks which "tear" the fabric of the night, 

the convoys from which the girls hide, the rebel hidden and 



later arrested in the Connor house-- all indicate to Lois 

the nonsense in Sir Richard's word. Despite .her· 

questioning Qf .sJ?.~ifics, how:eve~, LoJ.f? .... d6es not quest~on 

•. , . .>'"' .the underlying' .pattern, but seeking to fit in, ~o ~~ 

secure, speaks the patriarchal discourse in desiring only_ 

marriage. 

Although she intuitively connects the political and_ 

gender situation, Lois does not translate this intuition 

into an objective appraisal of her own situation. 

Frustrated because Gerald will not discuss the political 

situation with her, Lois explodes: 

When ~ do nothing it is out of politeness, but 
England is so moral, so dreadfully keen on not 
losing her temper, or being for half a moment not a 
great deal more noble than anyone else. Can you 
wonder this country gets irritated? It's as bad 
for it as being a woman. I never can see why women 
shouldn't be hit, or should be saved from wrecks 
when everybody is o~complaining they're so 
superflous. (56) 

Impatient "for the curtain to rise" on her life, Lois 
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awaits romance and marriage, as the only "definite" destiny 

she can imagine· for· a woman ( 57-60, 121, 208). Indeed 

Lois's culture, her schooling, has taught her to see 

marriage as "completion" (58). Even the awful Livvy seems 

to Lois "privileged" by her engagement, which Lois 

associates with .. a passport .. (163), a male-conferred 

diploma, which permits the female to leave the training 

ground of childhood and enter adulthood. Although the 



available male, Gerald, bores Lois (60), and although she 

catches glimpses of an alternate life, she retreats, in 

moments of crisis, to the male script learned at school, 

reassuring herself each time that she will ma~ry Gerald 

(36, 121, 154). The lines Lois has transcribed. on the 

frontspiece of her drawing-book, a passage from Browning's 

"Pippa Passes" which links a woman's fulfillment to loving 

or hating a man " supremely, " reveal to the reader and to 

Marda both Lois's eagerness to be defined by the male poet 

and her ignorance of the place of such romanticism in the 

t.otality of the ironic poem. Recognizing the imitative 

quality in Lois's work, Marda suggests that Lois write, 

create her own-life (122). But ignorant of any script but 

the patriarchal and frightened of the unknown original, 

Lois notes: "I like to be in a pattern. ... I like to 

be related; to have to be what I am. Just to be is so 

intransitive, so lonely" (122). The assigned place in the 

pattern does bestow a security, which in turn justifies 

one's remaining in that place. Marda recognizes this: 

"It's a good thing we can always be women," she notes. 
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Lois replies: "I hate women. But I can't think how to begin 

to be anything else" (122). 

Lois's position at this point is similar to that of 

Eve when she, as Christina Froula notes, rejects "the 

authority of her own experience," accepting instead the 

male formula of woman as 



'shadow' or image that has and can have no value 
except for what patriarchal authority attaches to 
~er. Eve's value is created by the patriarchy 
whose disoours& she becomes. Her narrative proves 
the 'triumph' or her education or colonization; 

. she has reoeived the imprimatur of the realm, has 
become its text, image, and token of value. 
(334- 5) . 

Similarly, having internalized male soripts, Lois can only 

desire the imprimatur which alone she believes can 

validate her as a human being. 

As the surrogate father assuming the credit and 
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responsibility for Lois's existenoe, Sir Richard represents 

Adam; as the would-be husband of Lois, Gerald can also be 

seen to represent Adam. An unquestioning romantic, Gerald 

sees Lois as a being apart from him, a woman for whom he 

would lay down his life: 

A fellow did not expect to be to a girl what a 
girl was to a fellow--this wasn't modesty, 
specially, it was an affair of function--so that 
the girl must be excused for a possible failure in 
harmony, a sometimes discordant irreverenoe. When 
he said: "You will never know what you mean to me," 
he made plain his belief in her perfeotness as a 
woman. She wasn't made to know, she was not fit 
for it. She was his integrity, of whioh he might 
speak to strangers but of which to her he would 
never speak" (57). 

Aligned with the "father" in the- belief that woman was not 

"made to know," Gerald like Adam suggests that he should 

protect Lois, and, as Adam wished to keep Eve beside him 

in the garden, so Gerald wishes to keep Lois beside him: 

"If he would not love her so," Lois thinks, "give her air 

to grow in, not stifle her imagination" (60). Marriage 
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with Gerald, who sees her as "perfect," as finished, will, 

Lois intuits, smother her creativity. So, too, Christina 

Froula suggests, Adam's own anxieties result in his denying 

Eve's creativity. This anxiety, Froula reveals, springs 

from Adam's "archetypal womb-envy," an envy he staunches by 

his dream--as illusionary as Gerald's--of his and God's 

co-creation of Eve from Adam's rib (332-3). Despite his 

semantic reduction of Eve to "Shadow," however, Froula 

notes Adam's need for Eve to validate him, so too Gerald 

needs Lois to be his integrity. 

The integrity that Lois's acceptance will create for 

Gerald is the integrity of the British empire and of his 

role as colonizing soldier. Laurence, who seems to probe 

for the truth 'simply to embarrass his auditors, causes the 

inarticulate Gerald to reveal hidden layers of colonizing 

hubris. Pretending he really wants to know what Gerald 

thinks, Laurence· forces Gerald to reveal himself: 

Well ... the situation's rotton. But right is 
right. 
Why? 
Well . from the point of view of civilization. 

Laurence asks, 

What do you mean by the point of view of 
civilization? 
Oh--ours. 

Laurence smiles, but Gerald continues, "we do seem the only 

people. . . . And we are giving them what they really want" 

(114). After Lois agrees to marry Gerald, he can write, 



now that she is "all mine": "what I am doing this morning 

[attempting to put down the rebels] seems so important-

although it keeps me away from you--becsl.u~e I am doing' it 

for you" (201). Lois's eagerness to marry Gerald, to be 

his perfect Eve-woman, to embrace his rule as England 

wished Ireland to embrace English rule, allows him to see 

as worthy this civilization which colonizes women and 

nations. 

The pivotal mill scene, which links sexual and 

political violence, awakens Lois simultaneously to her own 

sexuality and to the language of her female personality. 
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In a complex, sensitive interpretation that identifies 

Bowen as a Chr-istian Jungian, Harriet Blodgett reads entry 

into the mill as entry into the "deep well of personality." 

Blodgett sees the Irish rebel hidden therein as the 

"archetypal image of man in the depths of the psyche." 

Associating this male level of the psyche with Lois's 

artistic abilities, Blodgett thus sees Lois's awakening 
23 

as an awakening to the male in her own psyche. Although 

recognizing- the myth Bowen recreates as a fall, Blodgett 

identifies the archetypes with Greek mythological figures 

and Lois-'s "fall" as that of the young woman-who by denying 

the god Apollo/Gerald denies her mature (hetero) sexuality 

23. 
(The Hague: 

Patterns of Reality: Elizabeth Bowen's Novels 
Mouton, 1975) 9-45. 
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and her creative abilities. The struggle, she suggests, in 

Lois is that between the lure of Marda, which is 

pernicious, and that of Gerald, which is salutary (40-44). 

Although the mill scene echoes into deep layers of the 

unconscious, it rebounds more from Christian and Miltonic, 

rather than Jungian, images, I suggest. The conflict is 

that between Lois's old romantic "conceptions" and"the 

frightening realization of the real nature of those ideas-

and hence the acceptance of female autonomy and sorority. 

Like Danielstown the mill is constantlY personified, and 

thus acts as another displaced representation of the 

patriarchal order" of Anglo-Ireland. In its decaying state, 

however, the mill is a frightening reminder of the 

fragility of the new artificial order imposed on the body 

of nature. Again the narrator rather than the young 

heroine' draws the reader's attention to the place of the 

mill in the country's history. "Banal enough in life to 

have closed this valley to the imagination," the mill, we 

are told, was transfigured in death, taking "on all of a 

past to which it had given nothing" (152). Lois identifies 

the mill as her "nightmare"; the narrator, linking the 

buildings through personification,· provides the reason for 

Lois's fears: this other big house does not like 

Danielstown stare insolently, rather, these "brittle, 

staring ruins" grin "with vacancy: corpse of an idiot" 

(153-5). This is Lois's nightmare because, like th~ fools 
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in Shakespeare, this idiot speaks the truth--the transitory 

nature of all orders of men, specifically of the 

patriarchal order, on whose endurance and inevitability 

Lois would have made her life. Nightmare because it 

suggests that Lois's goal and the design in which she wants 

to have to be are illusions. 

"Deliciously" enticed, Lois goes "as near as she 

dared, " but does not want to enter; in eff ect, . she pI ays 

the mental tease. Marda, however, will not tolerate the 

immaturity: 

Marda put an arm round her waist, and in an 
ecstacy at this compulsion Lois entered the mill. 
Fear height'ened her gratification; she welcomed 
its inrush, letting her look climb the scabby and 
livid walls to the frightful stare of the sky. . . 
'Hate it?' said Marda. 
'You'd make me do anything." (153) 

The fear and gratification suggest the novice's sexual 

initiation, but it is not acceptance of heterosexual love, 

or of the male in her own psyche, but a rite of shared 

female experience. Hidden in the deep recesses of the 

mill, of the displaced Big House, the rebel is the 

political dis-ease, Heaney's "battering ram," which 

threatens the stability of the very structure which houses 

him. When the rebel awakes, warning the women to stay in 

Danielstown "while y'have it," Lois in panic reverts to 

the child: "I must marry Gerald," she thinks (154), 

retreating from the nightmare to the Edenic illusion, or 

--------,.--_._. - ... -~-~ 
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dream, and linking, without thought, her political and 

sexual situations. The awakening is not a linear 

progression, but a series of stops and starts. The 

accidental physical violence of the rebel's gun going off 

and the bullet's striking Marda coincides with Lois's 

realization of the violence of sexual passion, as Hugo 

betrays himself in his urgent shout for Marda. The 

narrator, the adult looking back "down the perspective of 

time," notes that on hearing Hugo: "Lois, as though the 

mill were falling, went white, then crimson" (156)--not 

such an odd simile if we see the personified mill as a 

surrogate here for the personified house, which physically 

and metaphorically speaks the patriarchal order. Coinciding 

with 'the pistol shot·, Hugo's call acts as a "revelation" 

to Lois, betraying his "being awful" about Marda, jolting 

Lois into a recognition of the violence endemic in both 

political and sexual situations. 

Asserting both her' sexual and political independence 

simultaneously, Lois bars Hugo's entrance to the mill, 

preserving the women's secret, and, not incidentally, 

preserving the Irish rebel's secret. The bandaging of 

Marda's hand which follows, when "Providence" herself seems 

to have "provided" Lois with a clean hankerchief, is a 

sororal ceremony of adulthood. The women promise to keep 

their secret, even from Marda's fiancee, and Lois abandons 

her old romantic notion that Hugo could have been her 

------------_ .•.. __ ._---_ .. _--"-_. _.-_ .... 
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father, could have been her romantic iniator into sex. 

Instead, she "generously" accepts the company of the 

middle-aged man, as after her next revelation she will 

again accept, neither romanticizing nor condemning, the 

company of Laurence, and of her family and friends (250). 

In Marda's absence nature itself intervenes to alert 

Lois to the danger of being drowned in marriage. After the 

ball at which she had agreed to marry Gerald, Lois tries to 

suppress her anxieties as she reads of Gerald's happiness 

that she is all his: "If this is so perfect to anyone, can 

one be wrong?" (202). But the narrator points to the 

nature Lois offends: 

An escape- of sunlight, penetrating the pale sky in 
the southwest, altered the room like a revel~tion. 
Noiselessly, a sweetpea·moulted its petals on to 
the writing table, leaving a bare pistil. The pink 
butterfly flowers, transparently balancing, were 
shadowed faintly with blue as by an intuition of 
death. Lois bowed forward her forehead against the 
edge of the table. (202) 

This revelation evokes the earlier one, for the reader and 

now also for Lois. Then Lois knew that Hugo was awful to 

Marda. The association suggests Lois's realization of the 

"death" in both "old conceptions"--in an affair with the 

romanticized lover of her mother, or in marriage with the 

romantic representative of indulgent patriarchy. But 

pushing as'ide her doubts " Lois assumes "a placidness, a 

sense of being located" (212), as she pictures her marriage 

to Gerald. However, when Gerald fails to understand 
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Marda's engagement, Lois worries: "was Gerald, sublimely, 

the instrument of' some large imposture?" (213). Again 

Nature herself seems to warn Lois: Gerald says, "You are 

everything. I want so much of you," and kisses "her with 

frightened violence." This time Lois rather than the 

narrator senses the disharmony: "The laurels creaked as, in 

his arms, she bent back into them. His singleness bore, 

confusing, upon her panic of thoughts [sic] her physical 

apprehension of him was confused by the slipping, cold 

leaves" (213). In the final interview with Gerald, the 

memory of Marda will not allow Lois to agree with Gerald, 

though she agonizes to do so. 

A light ran almost visibly up inside him. She saw 
now where they 'were, why he had come today. ' 

She thought of going, hesitating with delight, 
to the edge of an unknown' high up terrace, of 
Marda, of getting into a train. 'No,' she cried, 
terrified. (236-7) 

The "hesitating with delight" and the "high up terrace" 

verbally echo the entry to the mill, awakening Lois, as did 

the mill episode, to the realities of male passion, 

Gerald's in this instance, and the price this passion 

entails for women. The juxtaposition of the memory of 

sororal unity (implicit in the mill memory) with that of 

Marda's surrender, her embrace of marriage as security, 

provokes Lois's "terrified" no. 

Gerald's death, as Bowen notes in the preface, is not 

Lois's tragedy, for Lois has matured beyond Gerald, and it 
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would now be impossible for her to picnic in Eden. Gerald, 

rather than Lois, "falls" in Bowen's myth: as Daventry 

tells Lois of Gerald's death, the narrator notes, "They 

both saw the amazed white road and dust, displaced by the 

fall, slowly settling" (250). 

The sacrifice of Gerald acts rather like that of 

Septimus Smith in Mrs. Dalloway--it allows Lois to 

experience both life and death vicariously and, for the 

first time, to consciously connect colonization with the 

paradigms of patriarchal marriage. "She went into the house 

and up to the top to find what was waiting. Life, seen 

whole for a moment, was one act of apprehension, the 

apprehension of death" (250-1). Lois goes into the house of 

the father', looks out at maternal nature, and experiences 

the total relationship. Meeting Laurence, who shies from 

an emotional encounter, a new mature, awakened Lois 

responds to Laurence's conventional condolence, "'there 

are things that one can't--'[get over] (She meant: He 

loved me, he believed in the Britj,sh Empire.) 'At least, I 

don't want to'" (252). In Gerald's death, Lois sees 

reverential, romantic. marriage as a part of the paradigm of 

British colonization, which, like the marriage pattern it 

modelled itself on, believed in a God-given right to 

enforce its values, its civilization, on those not chosen 

by God. And, like the Adam/Gerald who would cherish and 
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love the wife who did his bidding, the British empire would 

be similarly benevolent to the nation which did its 

bidding. The magic of Eden, the romance arid security, is 

dispelled once Lois comprehends the illusion. Maturity 

demands "not getting over" this knowledge and that of her 

own sexuality, and the novel of awakening appropriately . 

concludes at this point. 

Eden for the imaginative child, Elizabeth Bowen has 

told us, consisted in accepting books, in accepting the 

word, usually of the father, as fact. Maturity is not 

achieved without loss: "The young person is then thrown 

out of Eden; for evermore his brain is to stand posted 

between his self and the story. Appreciation of literature 

is the end of magic" ("Book" 264). Hence the young woman 

like the young reader tries to deny her reason and linger 

in the father's house. Lois's realization that paternal 

colonization and paternal marriage both involve the 

suppression of female creativity poibts the reader to the 

artist narrator and ultimately to Elizabeth Bowen herself, 

who has drawn our attention to her own role in the preface. 

The Miltonic echoes and displ~cements suggest the 

narrator's passage to maturity through her refusal to any 

longer accept the' word and paradigms of those "forgotten 

books" which infected the child. Like her friend Virginia 

Woolf, Bowen realized the extent to which Milton's great 

epic had influenced both literary and religious 

---------------------.---------------- -.. -- . -.---. -- .---. 



presentations of women and, like Maria Edgeworth, Bowen 

also realized the extent to which women had internalized 

these representations. 

But Milton has an even more personal connection to 

Bowen's family and to Bowen's Court, the "house from which 
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Danie1stown was drawn" (Preface xii). As the puritan Milton 

dictated his poem to his dutiful daughter in England, 

another 'puritan, Oliver Cromwell, subdued Ireland, the 

reluctant consort of England. And with that other puritan 

came Elizabeth Bowen's ancestors, those "new settlers" 

whose imposition betrayed an "inherent wrong." Indeed, I 

would suggest, the burning of Danielstown in The last 

September might be read as Bowen's symbolic expiation of 

the original sin. In a night of Miltonic apocalypse, 

Daniel stown , the personified, personally loved house of the 

f,athers, is "executed" (255): 

it seemed that an extra day, unreckoned, had 
come to abortive birth that these things might 
happen. . . . The roads in unnatural dusk ran 
dark with movement, secretative or terrified; not 
a tree brushed pale by wind from the flames, not a 
cabin pressed in despair to the bosom of night, 
not a gate too starkly visible but had its place 
in the design of order and panic. (245) 

As the "executioners" leave, even the sounds of their cars 
~ 

are "demolished" in "the open and empty country"--the same 

"wide country" from which the Montmorencys escaped to the 

shelter of Danielstown in the opening page. And nature, 

the dispossessed mother, (re)claims her own: "the first 

----------------------------_._----_.---_ .. __ ._---
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wave of a silence that was to be ultimate flowed back 

confidently to the steps. The door stood open hospitably 

upon a furnace" (258). As Lois's abandonment of her dual 

illusions involves a recogn.ition that both illusions inhere 

in and are integral parts of the same paradigm, so Bowen's 

abandonment of th& father's word involves her recognition 

of the relationship between ~ilton's ethics and the 

patriarchal foundation of Bowen's Court. In the Eden of 

Anglo-Ireland, Lois experiences the effects of the 

relationship Bowen recognizes, but in her novel of 
24 

"destruction unto reconstruction," Bowen herself 

celebrates the triumph of the repressed country, the 

"unwilling bosom," maternal Ireland. 

24. Blodgett 25. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE "NEW" FAMILY IN THE "NEW" NATION 

"If we wer~ only just ourselves, not bits: and 
pieces in a scheme of someone else' s. ", 

Denis to Christina in: Without 112;' Cloak 

"And:, be the judge of your own soul; but never for 
a second, I implore you, set up as the judge of 
another. Commentator, annotator, if you like, but 
never judge." 

Mother Superior to Anna in Land'of Spices 

Kate O'Brien, the first Irish woman to write from 

personal knowledge- of the Irish Catholic middle-classes, 

earns her place in my review on this count alone., More 

importantly, however, she also continues to explore the 

concerns of her ,literary foremothers: woman's role in 

marriage and woman's education. These topics no longer 

seem new, and O'Brien's techniques, as I shall show, are 

the oldest'in fiction: both faots probably contribute to 

the current neglect. of her work .. But there' are reasons, 

other',than historical, to read O'Brien: the extent, of her 

insight'into, and sympathy with, women's condition and her 

bel'ief in women '~S education: and sorority have never been 

adequately recognized. 0' Brien is coupled with Bowen, here, 

both because of their contemporaneity: and: because of their 

mutual con~ernwi th women' s positions" a concern that 
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O'Brien, by emphasizing sorority, takes further than Bowen. 

Awareness of her own tradition, and of the need for a 

li terary tradition, -are- -evident in " Imaginative Prose by 

the" Irish, 1820-1970," an essay written in response to an 

Oxbridge dan's comment on the paucity of Irish writing in 

English. O'Brien recalls how the don's remark had silenced 

her momentarily, but then a "vast catalogue" of Irish 

writers streamed from her lips. The surprise, she 

asserts, is not that there are few, but that there are many 

Irish writers. Wearily she acknowledges the old saw that 

Irish literature in the nineteenth century and earlier was 

the product of the Protestant ascendancy--unsurprising, 

given the repression of language, and the denial of 

educational, religious, and economic liberty to Catholics 
1 

prior to Emancipation in 1829. In the nineteenth century, 

of course, newly English-literate Catholic Ireland was 

engaged in a struggle for land and for political freedom. 

Had this struggle left room for the imaginative and 

discursive power of Ireland to bloom, the great potato 

famine which devastated_ the country for five years, leaving 

a shrivelled and bitter land, would have blighted this 

also. Kate O'Brien understands, as her don did not, the 

futility of attempts to divide Anglo-Irish literature into 

1. ~ and Reality in Irish Literature, ed. 
Joseph Ronsley (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfred Laurier 
University Press, 1977) 305-15. 

----------------------------------------



Protestant/English and Catholic/Irish camps. Reminding us 

of the jagged boundaries of "Irishness" in a sketch of her 

family, O'Brien echoes Elizabeth Bowen in asserting the 
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common background of many who were, and still are, labelled 

either Anglo- or Gaelic-Irish 

In the 1650's, a soldier of Cromwell's army named 
Thornhill, having fought at the sieges of Limerick 
and Clonmel, was garrisoned awhile at Kilmallock, 
and at the allocation of the lands of the 
conquered decided to take his share and settle 
down on the western face of Ardpatrick. He 
married a girl of the neighbourhood, and almost 
certainly, if to his surprise, became a Papist. 
Or if he did not, his children, without doubt, 
were Papists to a man. And three hundred 
years later to the very decade, my grandfather, 
Patrick Thornhill, then only a boy, was having to 
fight with guile and energy--in common with uncles, 
brothers, cousins--to hold on to the same lands 
which the-original conqueror had given to their 
Plantation ancestor.2 . 

I presume O'Brien means "two hundred years later" and 

refers to the famine of 1847-1850. She has cause to be 

proud of these ancestors who 

throughout the crazily difficult and tragic 
nineteenth century . . . kept on farming and 
raising good cattle stock with intelligence and 
success; so that they were' able to hold to their 
lands, meet the fant'astic extortions of agent and 
absentee landlord, keep the trust and respect of 
their own class and kind, and put money in the 
bank. (P.P. 14) 

Happily, O'Brien does not identify her literary 

ancestors by either religion or politics, but claims Maria 

2. Presentation Parlour (London: Heinemann, 
1963) 13. Hereafter referred to in text as P.P. with page 
number. 



154 

Edgeworth as the first of modern Irish fiction writers. 

O'Brien emphasizes Edgeworth's power to hear and write what 

others were unable to--seeing Edgeworth as auditor and' 

editor of the "muted" voice of repressed Ireland. "She 

heard how we spoke, and she knew what we were talking 

about; us, the ordinary peope of Ireland. She broke 

through, most amazingly at that time, from all the 

artificiality of novelists" ("Imaginativo Prose" 307). 

All of the nineteenth-century names, Protestant as well as 

Catholic, O'Brien lists as her ancestors. Somerville and 

Ross perturb her conscience, though she admits "one really 

good novel":'-alarming in a way"; Somerville and Ross, she 

says, never laugh quite fairly, or quite truly. But again 

what O'Brien senses .in these ancestors is the ability to 

hear the "muted" voices, to understand and represent this 

silenced segment as their brothers, for whatever reason, 

did not: "But God knows those ladies had an ear for our 

rural idiom" ("Imaginative Prose" 314). The amusement at, 

and tendency to caricature, the Irish Catholic peasant to 

which O'Brien objects is, I suggest, a larger part of the 

R.M. series than of The Real Charlotte: Somerville and 

Ross's concerns with gender roles in this work anticipate 

O'Brien's, though she extends hers to small-town Irish 

Catholic middle-class society. 

To appreciate O'Brien's extension one need but glance 

at the subjects of British and Irish nineteenth- and early 
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twentieth-century literature. Dickens and Hardy roused 

England to concern for the plight of the urban and rural 

poor. The middle-classes had been sympathically portrayed 

by "Eliot, Trollope, Bennett, and Galsworthy. But these 

middle-classes were, in the main, both educated and several 

steps removed from the trade of an embryonic middle-class-

they were not the sons or grandsons of working class, but 

of middle-class, parents. The Catholic middle-class that 

emerged in Ireland at the end of the nineteenth- and the 

beginning of the twentieth-century was not, however, either 

cultured or educated. This new class was the direct 

descendant of working-class and peasant parents, nearer to 

the soil and to trade than were the industrialists 

Galsworthy, for example, celebrated. Nineteenth-century 

Irish writers explored the Protestant ascendancy, in 

general, though Someville and Ross did introduce the 

Protestant middle-class. The endurance of Catholic 

peasants was recorded by the Banim brothers, Gerald 

Griffin, and William Carleton; the romance of historical 

figures by Lady Morgan; and the stifling and sometimes rich 

life of the slum-dwelle~s by Sean Q'Casey. Noting her 

literary ancestors, O'Brien recalls Yeats, who was "growing 

into a great poet, round Coole" ("Imaginative Prose"· 311), 

but O'Brien could hardly have sympathized with Yeats's 

vision of Ireland. For Yeats, as Seamus Deane notes, is 

almost single-handedly responsible for the myth "of the 



greasy philistinism of the Catholic bourgeoisie and of the 

intellectual fragrance of the aristocratic Protestant 
3 

tradi tion. " But 0' Brien continues, "A more diff icul t 

thing was happening" in Dublin, Joyce ("Imaginative Prose" 

312). Despite the suggested awe, however, O'Brien, in 

taking a Catholic small-town, shop-keeping family as the 

subject of her first novel, Without ~ Cloak, must have 

been aware that she, like Joyce, asserted the possibility 
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of human interest and sensitivity in a class that had been 

hitherto unexplored or grossly oaricatured. Indeed, in the 

last Mellick novel, Land of Spices, O'Brien not only 

analyses the same segment of Irish society as Joyce, she, 

in fact, presents a female bildungsromane that carefully 

parallels Joyoe's Portrait of the Artist as g Young Man, 

while at the same time asserting the increased difficulty 

for the artist as a young woman. 

In exploring O'Brien's significance in a female 

tradition, I consider three of her Mellick novels, Without 

~ Cloak, The Anteroom, and Land of Spices, focusing on 

the critique that underlies the traditional patterns. 

O'Brien has been misread as the matriarch who celebrates 

the "supreme matriarchy" of the Catholic ohurch and the 

family modelled on it, beside which "All else is of little 

3. Seamus Deane, "The Literary 
Revival: A Case for their Abandonment," 
in Irish Literature, 319. 

Myths of the 
~ and Reality 

-------------- ._----_._._-_._-----_. __ ._--------
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passing significance." Certainly, this writer focuses on 

both family and church: the origin of the patriarchal 

family is the subject of the first novel cited, but this 

origin and this family is not lauded. Again,the exigencies 

of a Catholic conscience are examined in the second novel, 

but these very exigencies are by-passed; they are not 

finally the ultimate basis on which decisions are made. 

And the third novel, while again centered on family and 

religion, suggests more the gender-injustices inherent in 

patriarchal families than anything else. The picture of 

the "matriarch" has unfortunately prevailed, blanketing in 

its heavy sweep the fine distinctions and qualifications 

O'Brien has so carefully painted. 

Without mz Cloak presents the generations of an Irish 

Catholic family from its founding in 1789 by the "Horse-
5 

Thief" to the peak of economic success in 1877. Although 

dramatized, the story is sufficiently close to that of 

O'Brien's own family, and of many successful Catholic 

families, to serve as an Irish Catholic myth of origin. 

Indeed, I suggest that O'Brien deliberately employs epic 

devices to draw attention to her mythic purpose. The 

description in the "Prologue" of the arrival of the Horse-

4. "Matriarchs," The School of Feminity (Toronto: 
Musson Books, 1972) 244. Hereafter referred to in text by 
page number. 

5. Without ~ Cloak ( New York: Doubleday, Doran, 
1931). Hereafter referred to in text by page number. 
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Thief, Anthony Considine, establishes a modified version of 
6 

the distance M. M. Bakhtin finds essential to epic. The 

past of which the singer speaks must, says Bakhtin, be 

inaooessible to both speaker and hearers. This 

inaccessibility allows of no point-of-view but that of the 

speaker, who usually celebrates the heroic clan and their 

traditions, valorizing them with reverential language, 

effectually isolating the heroes and their world, its 

meaning, values, and content, from contemporary times. 

The horse-thief's arrival at Mellick· resonates with echoes 

of arrivals of heroes and founders of myth and legend: 

"The light of the October day was dropping from afternoon 

clarity to softness when Anthony Considine led his limping 

horse round the last curve of the Gap of Storm and halted 

there to behold the Vale of Boney" E3). The man's beauty 

is "nature's heedless quality," while that of his stolen 

horse is the work of "art. . . .' [brought] to the thresho'ld 

of degeneracy" (3). This horse is clearly not a natural 

creature, but the highly-trained, delicately-bred, product 

of a leisured class. The peasant's appropriation of the 

horse, that symbol of Anglo-Ireland celebrated by 

Somerville and Ross and ridiculed by Brendan Behan, thus 

suggests the rightful accession of the new, natural man 

6. "Epic and Novel" The Dialogic Imagination, ed. 
Michael Bolquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Bolquist 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981) 14-20. 



7 
over a decadent civilization. Considine has come from 

the "treeless, lovely west," and he surveys the whole 
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fruitful vale sheltered by hills "from the Atlantic-salted 

wind" and watered by "a great river" (3-5). Despite the 

"grey smudge of a town," the picture is one of an 

untouched, new land, a rich, warm, and beautiful natural 

shelter. The elevated language also bespeaks distance, a 

distance which is preserved in the epithetical naming of 

the characters: the horse-thief, Honest John, and John 

Aloysius Hennessy, the Grand Old Man of Mellick. Distance 

is further suggested by the narrator's insistence on the 

pastness of these events, not only the horse-thief's 

arrival, but also the final events, the dance of Denis 

Considine and Anna Hennessy, which the narrator notes was 

the "discreet waltz of their day" (469), and by the story-

teller's ability to see, as the characters cannot, a future 

consequent on the recorded action, a future which is itself 

history at the time of the narration (417). 

These distancing devices·· are repeated in The 

Anteroom, O'Brien's continuation of the Considine story. 

Here again the narrator reminds' the reader of the pastness 

of the events: the manners of 1880 are not, she notes, 

7. Some Experiences of im IrishR.M. (London: 
Longmans, Green, 1889); Brendan Behan's explanation of an· 
Anglo-Irish man as "A Protestant on a horse" is widely 
quoted--see Terence de Vere White, The Anglo-Irish (London: 
Victor Gollancz, 1972) 17. 
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. those of today. The fictional nature of the narrative is 

stressed by the narrator's picking-up of one character's 

thought to reveal another character. Thus the omniscient 

narrator reflects on Dr. Curran's unexpressed opinion of 

his rival, Vincent O'Regan, and uses this reflection 
8 

herself to definitively establish Vincent's character. 

The deliberate narratorial interjection recalls the 

"apostolic succession" contamination in The Real Charlotte, 

but the device is not uisturbing in O'Brien because the 

reader is always kept aware of narratorial omniscience, is 

expected to trus·t rather than question, is indeed placed in 

the position of a child being told the story ·of her 

origins. 

Another device of the myth-maker is the rendering of 

total character-description. The establishment and 

preservation of the values and traditions the myth 

celebrates necessitates the reader's exclusion from 

independent judgment and evaluation of character and 

incident. Hence the hero or protagonist can only be what 

the speaker says he is. The protagonist is male, o·f course. 

He is, Bakhtin say, his essence (35). Everything he i~ is 

seen by both himself and his peers and passed on to the 

listener, leaving no surplus to spillover into the 

present, no loose ends for the contemporary reader to 

8. The Anteroom (New York: Doubleday Doran, 1934) 
101, 107. Hereafter referred to by page number in text. 

---------



extend. The hero of the epic, along with the rest of the 

characters, must be enclosed in the isolated circle of the 

epic. Claiming these epic powers, the narrator of Without 

~ Cloak, the "excellent housekeeper" who puts people and 

things into '·proper spheres" (Lawrence 214) paints her 

characters completely. John Aloysius Hennessy, the Grand 

Old Man of Mellick, is, she tells us, the same age as the 

century, and 

a fair example of the qualities and achievements 
that the majority of its important people stood 
for. But he inherited all their proud blood that 
had known power and pride in other centuries, and 
was tinged with their traditions, a blood in which 
the attributes of soldier and priest and fanatic 
and worldling and wit ran with the attributes of a 
successful merchant. He stood for the autocracy of 
wealth and the supremacy of the bourgeoisie, but he 
was in spirit; faintly and deprecatingly as he 
might suggest it, an aristocrat. He- cared little 
for the distinctions of rank, which seemed to him 
to settl& themselves arbitrarily in the womb, but 
he cared much for the traditions of fine behaviour 
and fine breeding in the Hennessys (452). 
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Although Bakhtin does not include it, the epic or myth 

of origin frequently includes a "Deus ex machina," a 
9 

contrived, unprepared ending. The ending of Without ~ 

Cloak, and to a lesser extent The Anteroom, is deliberately 

9. The gods intervene in Homer's epic to arrange 
the elements of plot; the Greek playwrights who followed 
Homer used arbitrary devices, not always gods, to shape 
their plots, for example, the timely arri.val of the messenger in 
Oedipus Rex, the only person who can tell Oedipus that his 
father was not Polybos. The Oedipus Cvcle, translated 
Dudley Fitts and Robert Fitzgerald (New York, Harcourt, 
Brace and World, 1949) 50-3. 
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fashioned. The story lines are all neatly tied as in a 

nineteenth-century novel, but the meeting of Denis and 

Anna, which concludes Without Mt Cloak, recalls the endings 

of fairy tale or of 'epics rather than realistic novel. 

Magic is evoked by the strangeness of the scene: Denis, 

weary of family pressures, dusty and a little drunk, 

crosses the moonlight garden on his way, he thinks, to say 

goodbye to his father and to his father's plans for ever. 

Beautiful Anna Hennessy, the expected fiancee of Denis's 

cousin Victor, waylays and enchants Denis. La Belle Dame 

calls Dennis to stay home, and he, "drowning," has no other 

choice. The representation of Anna and Dennis as 

transfigured lovers whose brilliance escapes and blinds the 

ordinary human, points to the artificial ending (469). In 

the origin-myth of the Catholic middle-class, O'Brien 

asserts a belief in that class's own qualities, in its 

members' ability to create worth from their own stock. 

Therefore Dennis does not marry, as the hero of romance or 

of the pioneering, novels of the New World might have done, 

the illegitimate, beautiful Christina, daughter of an Irish 

peasant and an English aristocrat, but a girl approved by 

both his clan and his religion. Such an arrangement is not 

simply the material of myths of origin; indeed, Levi

Strauss has argued that the social, political, and economic 

binding of families in marriage is the basis of human 

-------------- ------ .--
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civilization, the reality on which myths of origin are 

constructed. More recent theorists, however, have noted 

that what Levi-Struass has shown is that the dominant male-

civilization has erected itself on the bodies and the 

unpaid labor of women, not that such an erection was the 
10 

only path to civilization. Anna, who appears as if by 

magic, is the impetus and reward for Denis's assumption of 

the place reserved for him in the Considine scheme. In the 

excitement that the literary experimentation of the early 

twentieth century created, these epic techniques must have 

seemed old-fashioned, but I suggest these tools were not 

simply the signs of a novice writer, but were essential if 

O'Brien were to draw attention to the male-bias inherent in 

both legendary epic and contemporary, psychological or 

anthropological, myths of origin. 

Perhaps it was the form that led critics to ignore 

O'Brien's devastating, yet subtle, critique of the toll 

these systems of civilization, which she had seemed to 

reify, take on women. If on the one hand the Irish 

Catholic middle-class had been deprived of what 

philosophers, historians, and democratically-inclined 

people would see as their' rightful place both in their 

country and in their literature, this place carried with it 

10. Gayle Rubin, "The Traffic in Women: Notes on 
the 'Political Economy' of Sex," Toward sm Anthropology of 
Women, ed. Rayna R. Reiter (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1975) 157-210. 

,-------- ------------. 
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a repression of women that philosophers, historians and 

democratically-inclined people have been slow to recognize. 

O'Brien has been read as the spokeswoman for marriage and 

for the matriarchal Roman Catholic church, her writing 

suggesting the "relative unimportance of revolution" 

(Lawrence 244). But the revolution O'Brien dreams of is 

far more radical than the transfer of political power from 

one patriarchal government to another. At best, O'Brien's 

approval of marriage is qualified, the imbalance in the 

relationship is always evident. The reifying of the 

"family," be it national or personal, in myths of origin 
, 

and in Without ~ Cloak, is seen to take a heavier toll on 

women than on men. The lovely Molly dies bearing yet 

another heir for the Considine dynasty; Christina, the 

inappropriate, is abandoned to 'loneliness in New York 

while her fickle lover is rewarded with magical love in 

Ireland, presumably by the Almighty Father in league with 

the earthly onei and Caroline's flight from her insensitive 

husband provokes the united action and fury of her 

brothers. Her misery is dismissed: "The pitiful antics of 

a woman not far'from her dangerous time," important only as 

a threat to the Considine name, and to the marriage 

alliance, that powerful economic, social, and political 

bond, sought by the Considines with the Hennessys (317). 

Her despair, if it could have been imagined, would have 
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been ignored. The narrator notes wryly, "It would occur to 

neither of them [Anthony and Tom] to set his sister 

Cal."oline above his surname" (159) .-And the men angrily ask 

who" is responsible, what man is to blame, since they can 

think of no other reason a woman would leave her husband. 

Teresa, long married herself, laughs: "If she's been so 

mad ... as to run away from one man after twenty years of 

it for no better reason than to go straight to another" 

(160). This makes the brothers suspect that Teresa as well 

as Caroline may be mad! But the narrator always knows more 

than her characters: "It was beyond the span of Considine 

thought that a wife should leave a husband. A husband 

might conceivably desert a wife--but--oh, well, what was 

the good of raving?" (158) 

Indeed, in suggesting that the old Considine employees 

remember and boast of a "legend" of Honest John far removed 

from the reality of the man (441), the narrator suggests 

that, in the nature of things, similar transformations take 

place over time in all stories, myths of origin included. 

Denis's despairing cry to Christina, "If we were only 

just ourselves', not bits and pieces in a scheme of someone 

else's" (310), exemplifies Levi-Strauss's theory of 

marriage as the glue of western civilization. O'Brien's 

recognition is similar, but she also recognizes the 

victims. The psychological interdependence Denis senses is 

paralleled by the intertextuality of O'Brien's own texts 

----- -----_._-_.- ._-_. 



and indeed by that of O'Brien's texts and those of her 

literary precursers. Denis's cry foreshadows both the 

literary and psychological inheritance that·will bind 

future O'Brien characters back to Denis and the 

inheritance O'Brien herself has received from all her 

literary and physical mothers and fathers. The Anteroom 

continues to develop the idea of this psychological 

intertextuality, mellowing the picture as the legend 

mellowed that of Honest John. The Land of Spices goes 
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further, presenting an optimistic, redemptive vision of the 

potential of such psychological and textual 

i.nterdependence. 

As if responding to the belief of the male Considines 

in the naturalness of·their being the center of women's 

lives, O'Brien ~rites in The Anteroom of the sorority that 

could prompt a"woman to reject not simply marriage but 

union with the beloved. O'Brien's minute examination of 

Agnes Mulqueen's conscience in this regard is, as Benedict 
11 

Kiely says, as detailed as that of any "zealous Jesuit." 

Whereas Elizabeth Bowen asks us to imagine the interior 

life from a limited observer's representation, O'Brien 

attempts, in the manner of Henry James or Edith Wharton, 

to register every movement, every conscious response. 

Although this realism was unfashionable even at the time of 

11. Modern Irish Fiction A Critique (Dublin: 
Golden Eagle Books, 1950) 87. 

-------------- --------------------- ._ ..... _. 
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writing, O'Brien believed that "English genius is rooted in 

realism and derives from the least common multiple of every 
12 

day, and of things understandable by the least of us." 

Agnes's options are very limited, and her painstaking 

exploration of her conduct demands the reader's 

concentrated attention. The detailed struggle with 

conscience causes one critic to misread Agnes as finding 

"religious belief as natural and as difficult to sacrifice 
13 

as passion." Agnes's original struggle is not with 

passion, however, but with her own fantasies, for at this 

point she has not experienced passion and is unaware that 

Vincent returns her love. When she does realize the power 

of her love for Vincent and his for her, it is not religion 

which' forbids acceptance, nor is it the fact that Vincent 

is married to her own sister, Marie Rose. But sorority with 

this s~ster-friend will not countenance betrayal. Wanting 

Vincent more than anything, except life, Agnes tells him 

that she could never forget that it was Marie-Rose she 

hurt, that if Vincent were capable of making her forget, 

she would hate him for it. The bond of loyalty goes back 

to her first year at school when her older sister, Marie-

12. "Introduction," Impressions' of English 
Literature, ed. W.J. Turner (London: Collins, 1944) 18. 

13. Susan Vander Closter, "Kate O'Brien," 
DictionarY of LiterarY Biography, Vol ~ British 
Novelists. 1930-1959 (Detroit: Bruccoli Clark Books, 1983) 
392. 
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Rose ,- publicly and quixotedly, Agnes thinks, maintained 

Agnes's beauty in defiance of the "popular vote" that she 

was "the plainest girl in the school" (6, 271). Agnes 

remembers this scene early in the novel, and the friendship 

and loyalty engendered in the past are manifested by both 

women throughout the novel, the friendship itself 

determining the final action. Recognizing the depth of 

their sorority, Agnes tells Vincent that it is not 

depriving Marie-Rose of him that prevents her acceptance of 

his love, but the consequent depriving Marie-Rose of 

herself, of friendship with Agnes (269). 

The story of Diana and Actaeon, which can also be read 

as a tale of sorority in the nymphs' shielding of Diana 

from Actaeon's view, shadows' that of Agnes and Vincent. 

References to the gods, to Greece, to moonlight, symbol of 

the chastity of which Diana is goddess, cluster around 

Agnes and Vincent. When she first met Vincent, Agnes 

thought him- "Bellenic in his perfect balance of gaiety, 

intelligence, and beauty"; Dr. Curran sees him as a "God 

in marble"; and Sir Geoffrey as a "cold and glorious

seeming god" (32,98, 286). Agnes's virginity is 

emphasized, not as the naive, ignorant, perhaps romantic 

condition of a young girl, but as the considered position 

of a mature' woman; Vincent hunts, not deer but snipe, prior 

to his encounter with Agnes ( 90-92, 183); and, rejecting 

the implicitly male "you" god, Agnes prays to another Diana 



figure, the Virgin Mary, prior to her encounter with 

Vincent (245). As prologue to the climactic garden scene, 

Vincent thinks' he is caught in an anteroom "to truth, or 

fate, or any of those awful abstracts. And she was all of 

them, entangled in their moonshine, making both sense and 

nonsense of their echoes" (239). The truth Agnes reveals 
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is also their fate--that she and Vincent love each other as 

they can no other; that Agnes is incapable of betraying 

her friend, and that Vincent, though he desires such 

betrayal, could not love her were she so capable. Vincent, 

whom the narrator sees as stunted emotionally, a failed 

artist (103-6), fails to read his own and Agnes's fate, 

until such reading is too late. Actaeon-like, he has 
14 

rambled "without any especial object," until espying 

Marie-Rose he felt compelled to possess her (104). Agnes 

for her part is forbidden by the conventions of this "hunt" 
15 

from speaking her love. 

The narrator emphasizes the protective moonlight, 

Diana's symbol, which separates and shields Agnes from 

Vincent. Having questioned her own motives in "running out 

. 14. Thomas Bulfinch,. The Age- of Fable (New 
York: Signet Classics) 66. 

15. Agnes Mulqueen is also connected to the 
Christian Saint Agnes, the virgin mart~r on whose feast day 
legend held that if'unmarried girls, virgins, performed 
certain rites they might dream of their future husbands-
virginity, as always, strangely interwoven with passion; 
see, for example, Keats's version, "The Eve of St. Agnes." 
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into the moonlight with a message of purity," Agnes seeks 

and apparently receives the· Virgin's protection (244-5). 

As Vincent accuses her of loving Marie-Rose more than him, 

a charge she does not refute, and as Agnes suddenly swerves 

away, the narrator notes "Moonlight made a dividing stream 

between them" (270,). Separated from Vincent, as the nymphs 

separated Diana from Actaeon, Agnes can think of her 

options. Vincent, for his part, seems powerless to cross 

the stream and can only study Agnes, apparently without 

~nderstanding (272). But when Agnes crosses the stream to 

impart "a caress of resignation" which she hoped would "set 

them free," she sunders Diana's protective shield and is 

punished by an intense awareness that "she could not do 

without what she must never have" (274-7). 

In the next Mellick novel, The Land of Spices, O'Brien 

charts middle-class Irish Catholic society's attempts to 

model a young girl into an appropriate wife for the "new" 

Ireland. Anticipating here Simone de Beauvoir's extended 

work on the distortion and re-creation of compliant women 
16 

from resistant girls, O'Brien presents an Irish Catholic 

female bildungsromane which mirrors in a mis(s)-shapen, 

16. The Second Sex, translated and edited H.M. 
Parshley (1953; rpt. New York: Vintage Books, 1974) 
301. 



parodic female'fashion Joyce's Portrait of the Artist s§ s 
17 
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Youns Man. There is in Portrait and again in UlYsses 

a moment when Stephen Dedalus almost transcends his self

interest, a brief occasion when the reader almost likes the 

hero. This occurs in Portrait as Stephen returns to the 

dirty, poor shelter that houses' his impoverished brothers 

and sisters. Seeing the poverty, Stephen realizes that 

"All that had been denied them had been freely given to 

him, the el~est; ·but the quiet glow of evening showed him 
~.. -.". \ .. ,' 

18 
in their faces no sign of rancour." Financially secure 

and intellectuallY nurtured with his university education, 

Stephen, in UlYsses, comes across his shabby sister, whose 

mind he may have stirred with tales of Paris, buying a 

second-hand copy of a French primer for one penny. Momentarily 

remorseful, Stephen asks, "I suppose all my books are 

gone." "Some, Dilly said. We had to." But Stephen moves 

away from pity: "She is drowning. Agenbite. Save her. 

Agenbite. All against us. She will drown me with her, 
19-

eyes and hair." In The Land of Spices, Kate 0' Brien 

takes up her pen to write, in effect, the sister's story--

17. O'Brien was as familiar with her material as 
was Joyce. One of the aunts described in Presentation 

-Parlour, for example, shares many qualities of character 
with Mother Superior. 

_ 18. A Portrait of the Artist s§ ~ Youns Man (1916; 
rpt. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1968) 163. 

19. UlYsses (1922; rpt. London: Bodley Head, 
1960) 312-13. 



not, as Virginia Woolf did, the tragic story of 

Shakespeare's sister, nor even the pathetic tale of the 

poor Dilly Dedalus Stephen left. But harking back to 
20 

Charlotte Bronte's Jane EYre; O'Brien prescribes for her 

-heroine, Anna, an alternate family, one that would nurture 

that god-given curiosity which Stephen had simply 

titillated, one t~at would train Dedalus's sister not 

according to a model based on patriarchal concepts of 

utility, but rather on that of the relationship between an 

individual soul and its creator--would train her, in other 
21 

words, primarily for her own sake. 

Before considering the differences in the male and 

female bildungsroman, let us briefly note the parallels 

that'suggest O'Brien's deliberately revisionist treatment 
22 

of Joyce. O'Brien follows Anna from her arrival at 
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boarding school at the tender age of six, like Stephen, the 
. . '.: .. 

youngest child at'the school, to her realization that a 

20. Jane EYre (1847; rpt. New York: Airmont 
Books, 1963) 292. 

21. Land of Spices' ( Garden City, New York: 
Country Life Press, 1941) 181. Hereafter referred to by 
page number in. text. 

22. Joan Ryan notes in "Women in the Novels of 
Kate O'Brien: The Mellie Novels," Studies in Anglo-Irish 
Literature ed. Hein3 Kosok (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag Herbert 
Grundman, 1982) that Anna is paralleled to Stephen in her 
love of words and that O'Brien employs stream-of
consciousness and even echoes Joyce, 330. She does not, 
and neither does any reviewer or critic whom I have read, 
note the detailed parallel that runs throughout or the 
revision of the male bildungsroman. 
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beautiful girl could be "a motive in art" (304). Anna goes 

through the same stages of experimenting and playing with 

words; she too is the subject of a grave injustice at 

school; she must also learn, not only academic lessons, 

but the more difficult lessons of class distinctions; 

the world of adults is to Anna also a world of giants; 

like Stephen, she must use "cunning"; and her sexual 

education is also distorted and oblique (91,97,118,146-

7,40,221,192,226-9). Anna's mother is ineffective, her 

father a drunkard, and the entire family deprived so that 

Anna's oldest brother, Barry, can like Stephen attend 

Clongowes Wood College (221). O'Brien verbally echoes 

Joyce in several scenes: for example, the child Anna likes 

her mother's embrace better than her father's, just as the 

child Stephen prefers the smell of his mother (Land 52, 

Portrait 7); again the suggestion of German spying in 

Portrait is echoed in Land of Spices (Land 236-240, 

Portrait 226). The larger thematic concern with language 

and intrusive national politics is evident in both works. 

Finally Anna's story opens in 1904 and concludes in 1914, 

a date which is emphasized (249, 277-8), parallelling 

Joyce's final double dates, "Dublin 1904, Trieste 1914." 

If the world was difficult for the growing boy, however, 

O'Brien shows that it was twice as difficult for the girl, 

who was trained only to be his wife. 
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In O'Brien's story of "Stephen's sister," the family 

as institution is of primary importance, not only because 

it first trains the young child, but also because it acts 

as model for national, religious, and education 

institutions. In early 1914, Mother General of the French 

order of Sainte Famille writes to the English Mother 

Superior of the Irish convent that Germany seems intent on 

breaking the "Entente Cordiale" by invading the smaller, 

weaker Belgium (250). England will go to war, allegedly to 

protect the rights of small nations, while trampling on the 

rights of Ireland and imprisoning and force-feeding its own 

women. England acts the role of patriarch whose will is 

law for 'his family .. Thus England feels betrayed when 

English women demand the right to vote and when Ireland 

rebells as England is under pressure, forgetting its 

hist9ry of exploitation of Ireland and of its own women. 

But Irish men have also learned to model their 

behavior' on England. Boys, Nancy Chodorow writes, must 

learn to model themselves on a role, that of the usually 

absent father, while girls learn to identify with the 
23 

personality as much as the. role of the mother. 

O'Brien's Bishop, in fretting that the French convent of 

Sainte Famille, is free of his pastoral control (102), 

23. Family Structure and Feminine Personality," 
Women. Culture. and Society, edited Michelle Zimbalist 
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1974) 43-66. 

---.--------------.---------- --
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demonstrates his identification with English colonial 

patterns. The independence of a group of women is suspect, 

rightly so, since indeed this exploited, overworked area is 

the"site of potential instability. The family must be 

exclusionary to be safe, hence both the Bishop and Father 

Conroy suspect the English Reverend Mother. Everything 

-must serve the cause of a new Ireland, which they perceive 

to be synonymous with Catholicism. Education, then, must 

train girls in nationalism and the Irish language, train 

them, not to develop their talents and widen their 

horizons, but, corresponding both to the political model of 

family adopted by England and to the utilitarian model of 

civilization outlined by Levi-Strauss, train them to be 

appropriate wives for Irish men (103). To this end, both 

the relatively enlightened Bishop and the presumptious 

priest would force-feed children with nationalism and the 

Irish language, much as England forcefed the resistant 

women. 

Traditional education, in which students passively 

receive the word from the teacher, also parallels the 

patriarchal family model. Such was Stephen's education, as 

presented by Joyce, in Clongowes Wood. But even this 

education is dependent on money, on power. Stephen, as the 

eldest son, expects a university education, just as Anna's 

brother Harry does. Anna too looked forward to expanding 

intellectually at university, but as a daughter, her 

._-_ ... -_. _ .... --_ .. _--



chances are slim. Control in the Murphy family has passed 

f"rom the drunken, idle father to the moneyed Grandmother, 

Mrs. Condon, the linguistic "veil" or "shield," as one 
24 

observer notes, of phallic power. But if Stephen was 

dependent on scholarships because of his father's 

background, Anna cannot even rely on those. Enforcing the 
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dictum which both priest and Bishop had seemed to endorse, 

Mrs. Condon insists that Anna become a bank clerk; 

education "being wasted on girls" (218,230). Intellectual 

and political liberty are conn~cted as Anna replies to this 

judgment, noting that Miss Robertson, the suffragette, does 

not think this way (218). As her mother and grandmother 

dismiss Miss Robertson, Anna realizes the need for cunning 

and silence: "if a girl sees liberty as the greatest of 

all desirables, she will have to spin it out of herself" 

(221). Anna must not only win scholarships, she must speak 

out for herself on the "side of her rash champion," Mother 

Superior, fully aware that such honesty and courage may 

cost her years of "cruelty and unforgiveness" from the 

power in her own family, Mrs. Condon (288). Political, 

gender, and intellectual liberty again clash in the 

conversation Anna witnesses between the bishop and Miss 

Robertson, a conversation that marks a positive stage in 

Anna's awakening, evoking an expression of solidarity with 

24. Susan Hardy Aiken, English Department, Univer
sity of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona, private communication. 
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the Mother Superior, whom Anna had not realized she liked 

(232-5). It is the very "detachment of spirit" so desirable 

in education, that seems to the Bishop, in Mother 

Superior's case, "to stand in the way of nationalism" 

(233) . 

Political freedom being no guarantee of personal 

liberty, O'Brien again emphasizes the importance of 

sorority. When Anna's mother, because of her own mother's 

hostility to Anna, fails to defend her daughter's 

university ambitions, Reverend Mother steps in as a 

powerful surrogate mother. The duty of the educator, she 

asserts, is to take care of her children (293); in this 

care-taking, usually the mother's task, Reverend Mother 

. presents a maternal rather than patriarchal aim in 

education. Unlike the priest who would train girls as 

tools in a wider scheme, Mother Superior believes in the 

introduction of European culture and "optional Irish 

language" and culture, "indifferent alike to the future 

needs of Gaelic Leaguer or British officer. She still 

thought it necessary to train girls, for their own sakes 

and for the glory of God, to be Christians and to be 

civilized." (187). The Sainte Famille O'Brien presents 

ironically resembles the original Holy Family in the 

similar displacement of the authority of the father, 

neither the Bishop nor Joseph performing the traditional 

patriarchal role in either of the Holy Families. The 



ensuing flourishing of individual liberty in the void of 

patriarchal power is hardly accidental. 
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In Portrait, Joyce presents" Stephen as' identifying 

with that most absent of fathers, Dedalus, in his artistic 

ambition, identifying with the role of artist, and with the 

hubristic goal of Dedalus, as Nancy Chodorow's study has 

shown male children to identify with the roles, rather than 

with the persons, of the absent fathers. Although the boy 

has shown an interest ira words from his earliest days, and 

although the language of Simon Dedalus and indeed of the 

Roman Catholic church is colorful, no living artistic model 

is presented, so Stephen identifies with a literary 

fiction. O'Brien, on the other hand, allows her heroine 

respond, albeit unwittingly, to the careful moulding and 

to the personality of Mother Superior. Anna's interest in 

words is encouraged; Mother Superior selects the finest 

poetry for the small child to memorise; Anna is not 

limited, however, but devours all kinds of writing. We are 

shown Anna's realization of the necessity for cunning, and 

allowed to see Mother superior use that same weapon of the 
25 

weak in dealing with Mrs. Condon. We see Anna close in 

on herself, so that teachers and peers declare her cold, 

after the death of the only person with whom she had had an 

25. 
( New York: 

Elizabeth Janeway, The Powers of the Weak 
Knopf, 1980). 
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emotional relationship. In the contrapuntal moyement of 

Mother Superior's life, we see Mother Superior, too, close 

in on herself-and deny human relationships after her father 

"dies" to her, when she discovers he has a homesexual 

relationship with his student. 

Given the familial model Ireland has so dutifully 

adopted from England, and given the collaboration of her 

own mother in this scheme, Anna can only escape the pattern 

through outside intervention. O'Brien replaces the magical 

god-mother of fairy-tale, she who guided her daughter 

through the forest of female jealousy to the prince's 

garden, with the mother in religion, Mother Superior, a 

more appropriate surrogate in a twentieth-century, female, 

Catholic tale. Anna can emerge from her retreat because 

Mother Superior, who has learnt from her own experience, 

protects Anna, "at long range" from the "assaults" of well

meaning intruders (257). Wise in the needs of the 

developing woman, Mother Superior "was confident that a 

soul, left to itself, has good chances of recovering in 

some measure-from any sickness--whereas rash manipulation 

may establish a deformity" (257). But Reverend Mother ia. 

there when Anna's soul has recovered sufficiently for her 

to approach another-, and it is through her sympathetic 

acceptance without any compulsion that Anna recovers (252-

270) . 

-------- --.-~----.----. 
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Indeed, both Anna and Mother Superior express a 

belief in the tenets of naturalism, a belief that the body 

of O'Brien's work also suggests. Mother Superior remembers 

that even through Anna's detached periods, she has always 

found something to like in the girl, and unlike those who 

find Anna severely changed after Charlie's death, she does 

not see "change but the violent disturbance of the 

individual that had hitherto been in no hurry to uncover 

itself but had lain defensively still so long, so wisely 

young and content" (254). Anna too comes to see that all 

the "magical" things Reverend Mother has done for her in 

the year after Charlie's death, the healing of Anna's soul, 

the battle for Anna to follow her individual destiny, "were 

after all only sudden strong lights, flashed and gone, on 

something that was always there and might never be seen 

fully or appreciated" (298). 

In The Land of Spice, O'Brien shows the individual's 

full personal development, despite cruel obstacles, 

because the potential has been nurtured by a wise (god) 

mother. Although the personal family betrays and sells 

Anna, the family of Sainte Famille act as true mothers, 

RevGrend Mother herself understanding Anna "as hysterically 

perhaps as if she were the child's mother" (253), and 

Letitia,." Mere Martine, and MollY Redmond defending their 

"daughter"--a service that Anna returns for Molly. The 

biological tie does not of itself constitute maternal 

-----..!-----------------------------------------
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sorority: even old Sister- Simeon discovers that the 

incubator makes a better "foster mother" than the mother 

hens and begins "to despise the natural ways of hens" 

(141) . 

The question of nationalism and 'language· overshadows 

both Portrait and Land of Spices, as indeed they did with 

the earlier writers discussed. The Anglo-Irish writer, 

whether of Gaelic or English ancestry, consciously wrote 

for a predominantly English audience. Thus these writers 

felt theJdselves to be something of "outsiders," who had to 

explain, perhaps justify, their position, much as the women 

I have discussed felt the need to explain their female 

position. In the Epilogue to Castle Rackrent, for example, 

Maria Edgeworth notes that she lays the work "before the 

English reader as a specimen of manners and characters, 

which are perhaps unknown in England. Indeed the domestic 

habits of no nation in Europe were less known to the 

English than those of their sister country, till within 
26 

these few years." Somerville and Ross's irritation with 

their over-shadowing neighbor is frequently expressed in 
27 

Iri·sh Memories, and is dramatized in The Real Charlotte 

in the caricaturing of Miss Hope-Drummond, the English 

26. 
Press. 1964) 

Castle Rackrent ( 1800; 
97. 

rpt. london: Oxford 

27. Irish Memories (London: Longmans, Green & 
Co. 1918) 310-11, and elsewhere. 

--------_._--_ .. -_ .. 



28 
visitor. Elizabeth Bowen's Lady Naylor asserts the 

superior intelligence and wit of the Irish country-person 

over her English counterpart. She also dramatizes 

Som~rville and Ross's irritation, with the tendency of 

English visitors (in the persons of the English officers' 

wives) to know all about Irish problems and how best to 

solve them. In another, more subtle, instance Laurence, 

the aggressive Oxford student, in Bowen's work, forces the 

shy, inarticulate but deeply patriotic Gerald to admit 

that what he and the other servants of the crown are 

fighting for in Ireland is nothing less than the 

preservation of civilization, by which he means "ours, of 
29 

course." O'Brien also uses the English visitor, in her 

early work, to point up both the prejudices and 

182 

condescension she too believes inherent in the British view 

of Ireland. She mocks Sir Geoffrey's vision of a , 

barefooted, wild colleen, whom he will delight with easy 

imitation of her lilting brogue--unlike Edgeworth and 

Somerville and Ross, Sir Geoffrey, we may assume, had no 

ear to hear how or what the people spoke. Faced with the 

reality of the graciousness of his hosts, the elegance of 

the home, and the sophistication of the women, Sir Geoffrey 

28. The Real Charlotte (1894; rpt. London: 
Quartet Books, 1977). 

29. The Last September (1929; rpt. New York: 
Avon Books, 1979) 53, 112. 



is mute (T.A. 216-9). This concern with the English 

reader, revealing as it is of the writers' sensitivities, 

and suggestive as it is of the women writers' ability to 

speak at least doubly, has happily disappeared in The Land 

of Spices and in contemporary writing. 

A Portrait of the Artist ~ S Young Man charts 
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Stephen's growth from awareness of, through experimentation 

with, language to resentment at his outsider status with 

his native language, English, and to final determination to 

employ that foreign tongue to "forge" the "conscience" of 

his nation (Portrait 188-9, 202-3, 253). Stephen's final 

assertion is therefore a will to control, both the.foreign 

language and the consciousness of the Irish people as seen 

by themselves and others--an urge similar in hubris, if not 

in effect, with the English urge to control the weaker 
, 

island, with the political, religious, and familial 

patriarchal desire. 

Foregoing the defensive need exemplified in The 

Anteroom, a need not unsimilar to Stephen's, the narrator 

of The Land Qt Spices, on the other hand, welcomes a 

diversity of languages. French is the first language of 

many of the the Sainte Famille nuns, one which becomes an 

easy second language to all the girls (210). Anna's 

enjoyment of the German "Wallensteins Tod" at the concert 

suggests a very real appreciation of the language as well 

as the drama (188-191). Taking the sentimental songs the 



fat priest sings so ridiculously at their surface value, 

the young would-be Jesuit cannot understand the girls' 

. amusement, their ability to perceive the, indeed, obvious 
. . 

disconnection, any more than he can understand the foreign 

tongues the girls so easily adapt. Mother Superior even 

introduces the Irish language, that of her potential 
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oppressors, though she will not make it compulsary, as the' 

nationalists in O'Brien's novel seem to wish 

(10,16,103,108), and, indeed, as they did in fact do, 

contributing to generations of distressed Irish students. 

Anna's appreciation of the shape, color, and balance of 

words begins, however, with the lovely poetry of Vaughan 

which the six-year-old memorizes from a Christmas card 

(93), an appreciation which is encouraged by Reverend 

Mother and by later explorations into foreign languages. 

There is neither in the narrator nor in Anna any discomfort 

with the English language. Indeed such discomfort in Land 

of Spices is defensive, as with the Bishop and priest, and 

at a more serious level suggests imbalanc~ or even 

irrationality. When the German exiles sing "Die Lorelei" 

in the Irish seaside town, one of the locals invariably 

loses "his control," expressing his hatred by roaring and 

kicking at the band (236-240). Such behaviour is clearly 

irrational, a mad transference of anger from individuals to 

language, a transference which would ultimately deprive the 

-------------- ._---------------- ---,,----~ 
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attacker. ,In contrast, Anna and Mother Superior 'do not 

speak one tongue simply but are, like O'Brien herself, at 

home in many languages, can move freely between languages, 

can'he~r other languages, as, O'Brien suggests, Irish women 

writers have in the past both heard and spoken another, 

foreign, repressed language. 

The healing moment comes to Anna through a blending of 

both the words of "Lycidas" and the beauty of Pilar, the 

lovely, foolish girl whom Anna helps to read the poem. In 

this Anna's moment is not unlike Stephen's epiphany in the 

climactic scene with the wading girl in Portrait: "So Anna 

beheld her; something that life can be about, something 

with power to make life compose around it." Anna realizes 

that "this moment was a long-awaited, blessed gift;" 

realizes that "she was encountering, alone and in terms of 

her secret need, a passage of beauty as revelatory and true 

as any verse of the great elegy" (304). Peace comes to 

both Anna and Stephen, peace and a sense that life can be 

art. But Stephen's moment is transitory, romantic. His 

bildungsroman moves from vision to the squalor of self, 

family, and home, to the rejection of "nationality, 

language, religion" (203), to the rejection of life for 

art, to the intellectual hubris of Dedalus forging "the· 

uncreated conscience" of his race (253). Anna's 

bildungsroman moves to the Te deum, to the understanding of 

all that "school"--the shorthand for the family Reverend 

--------------------_._-----------_. 
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Mother has provided--has meant, and to the expression of 

the debt to this "Mother" (318). In direct opposition to 

Stephen's goal, Reverend mother's last words call for 

familial acceptance, not rejection. "And be the judge of 

your own soul;" she tells Anna. "but never for a second, 

I implore you, set up as judge of another" (317). Soul, as 

O'Brien makes clear here, can be read as text: Concluding, 

Reverend Mother advises Anna to be the "Commentator, 

annotator, if you like, but never judge" (317). We recall 

that this (god) mother has read Anna's soul correctly, has 

refused to force the text, but has waited patiently for the 

text to reveal itself. And, of course, the mutual reading 

by Mother Superior and by Anna of each other's text, soul, 

psycholo8Y, recalls Denis's despairing cry in Without ~ 

Cloak. The approach Mother Superior recommends, though 

difficult and demanding much patience, is a positive, 

realistic alternative to Denis's surrender, to his 

abandonment of Christina and of the effort that a new 

fiction, a new myth of origin demands. Accepting the magic 

of traditional epic, Denis eschews the creative power which 

Bakhtin has identified as the reward of those comics who 

parodied the values and principles enshrined in the epic. 

Summarizing one vision of Kate O'Brien, Margaret 

Lawrence reads her as the matriarchal conscience that sees 

revolution as unimportant, the author who sees that "wars 
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come and go. . . . But one thing remains unchanging--that 

human beings must be born of two parents--a man and a 

woman, which constitutes family, and that they must worship 

God"with dignity, which constitutes the place of the Church 

in life." But O'Brien also sees the human being as always 

an individual, in whom, as Lawrence notes, "The soul must

go alone on its great adventure" (244). The implied 

contradiction is resolved by Lawrence, and by critics who 

have dismissed O'Brien, in favor of the institution at the 

expense of the individual. I suggest, instead, that 

O'Brien deplores the contemporary world's tendency to 

privilege the institution over the individual; without 

condemning the institution, her work constantly reveals the 

terrible destruction of the individual soul sacrificied for 

the good of the community. Ber point is surely that the 

whole is no more than the sum of its parts, that the heal"th 

of the whole organism, and O'Brien believes in an organic 

world, can only be maintained by attention to the health of 

the individual elements. If the domestic family is the 

model for the international family, O'Brien asks that we 

apply the same standards to its members that we apply to 

the individual nations in the international family. An 

Ireland which violently sunders its unequal relationship 

with England must accord all the members of its domestic 

family the same status that it seeks for itself in the 

international family. Only this regard for individual 
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members will produce a healthy domestic and international 

family. Lawrence is certainly correct in suggesting that 

Kate O'Brien sees revolution as unimportant--unimportant, 

that is, if all it entails is the passing of the reins from 

one unjust, pragmatic government to another. The 

revolution O'Brien looked to--the dignity accorded equally 

to each human soul or text within the whole body of the 

family or literature is of course more radical and still 

more distant than that to which Irish nationalists aspired 

and aspire. 



CHAPTER 6 

MARY LAVIN'S TEXTS: SEWN GARDENS 

What was it worth--a happiness bought that dearly? 

Mother had never questioned it. And once she told 
us how on a wintry day she had brought her own 
mother a snowdrop. It was the first one of the 
year--a bleak bud that had come up stunted before 
its time. "I meant it for a sign. But do you know 
what your grandmother said? 'What good are 
snowdrops to me now?' Such a thing to say! What 
good is a snowdrop at all if it doesn't hold its 
value always, and n~ver lose it! Isn't that the 
whole point of a snowdrop? And that is the whole 
point of happiness, too! What good would it be if 
It could be erased without trace? Take me and those 
daffodils!" Stooping, she buried her face in a 
bunch that lay on the table waiting to be put in 
vases. "If they didn't hold their beauty a15solute 
and inviolable, do yoti think I could bear the sight 
of them after what happened when your father was in 
the hospital?" 

"Happiness" 

The confident assertion and celebration of life in 

this passage, the botanical metaphor, and the mother-

daughter situations are familiar to the Mary Lavin reader, 

the same affirmation ringing throughout all Lavin's work, 

from the first stories published in 1943 to the most recent 

volume, published in 1985. The familiarity is not 

accidental. Lavin's stories re-enact her organic world 

view, a view of the interdependence of all life--spiritual 

as well as material--barely implicit in the early stories, 

but nurtured throughout forty years writing, into this 
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1 
triumphant .declaration. Indeed, the writing reenacts 

Lavin's vision structurally as well as thematically, 

individual passages revealing the interdependence of the 

elements within the passage and within the story, and the 

story itself playing an integral part in the corpus of 

Lavin's writing. Further, the textual situation, as in so 

much of this writer's work, leads the reader to, around, 

and away from the writer's life, weaving the two in 

intricate patterns, coloring one with the other so that 

finally neither strand may be separable. 

A brief consideration of the central images and of 

single words in the epigrammatic passage above reveals its 

tightly meshed organic structure. The delicate snowdrop, 

first sign of "life," braves snow and ice, and in 
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penetrating the frozen, January clay suggests the 

apparently impossible victory of fragile life over heavy 

death, and the cyclical transforming power of a world where 

life dwells in death. The narrator remembers her mother's 

attempt to explain her vision with this familiar symbol of 

resurrection. The snowdrop strand seems to be abandoned, 

only the idea remaining, but a later resurrection image is 

clearly another manifestation of this thread. Ardently 

defending her vision, the mother, as her daughter recalls, 

1. Tales from Bective Bridge was published in 1943; 
"Happiness" first appears in a collection in 1969, but 
these themes are continued into Lavin's most recent 
collection, A Family Likeness (London: Constable, 1985). 



explained ~o her friend Father Hugh, 

I don't think you realize the onslaughts that were 
made upon our happiness! The minute Robert died, 
they came down on me--cohorts of relatives, 
friends, even strangers, all draped in black, 

'opening their arms like bats to let me pass into 
their company .... They weren't living in a real 
world at all; they belonged to a ghostly world 
where life was easy: all one had to do was sit and 
weep. It takes effort to push back the stone from 
the mouth of the tomb and walk out.2 
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Life itself, we understand, demands the constant effort of 

resurrection, the pushing back of the huge stones, the 

uneven struggle of the snowdrop. 

The image acts as the textual manifestation of the 

growth of the idea--the effort of the snowdrop, of life, 

growing in the text into the effort of Christ. Similarly 

the grandmother in the opening passage is transformed into 

the resurrection-deniers in the later passage. The 

simple "now" in this passage, like so many simple words in 

Lavin, like the snowdrop itself, works very hard. On the 

one hand, the grandmother suggests that the snowdrop has 

lost its meaning because her own husband is dead. Thus she 

asserts her right to sit weeping at the mouth of the tomb, 

dis-spiriting her daughter and granddaughters constantly 

with the reminder of her widowed status and her dead 

husband. Refusing all effort, she, like the heavy clay, 

2. "Happiness," Collected Stories ( Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1971) 408. Hereafter identified 
parenthetically by page number and C.S. 

,----------------- '--"-" ~--' 
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leans on h~r daughter, expecting frequent, twice-daily 

attention from the busy, tired, widowed mother of three. 

But the "now" is itself dishonest: the narrator reports her 

grandfather's failure to provide the grandmother with 

happiness, and all indications point to her ceaselessly 

demanding, unsatisfied nature (C.S.403). Provide, of 

course, is a tell-tale word, for happiness cannot be 

provided: the stones must be rolled back from the inside; 

the snowdrop push its own way through the earth. The 

grandmother may seem pathetic and harmless in the opening 

pas5age, but, structurally demonstrating the organic theme, 

her figure in this strand grows into that of the bat-like 

creatures, the blind who, unlike the women who proclaimed 

the resurrection, deny the reclaimed life. 

The final image in this passage, the daffodils, is 

also well woven into the whole text. Connecting the reader 

to the narrator's father's death, the daffodils also take 

us further back, to the "happiness bought" so "dearly." 

All these images-- the happiness, the father's death, and 

this passage of explanation--will be gathered together in 

the final daffodil image at the mother's death. Despite 

her weariness and loneliness, the mother has always 

insisted that she had a "lion's share" of happiness, but 

the narrator has to strain hard to account for this 

assertion. "Perhaps," she says, weaving her own text, 

"there were times when she had had a surplus of it--when 
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she was young, say, with her redoubtable father, whose love 

blazed circles around her, making winter into summer and 

ice into fire. Perhaps she did have a brimming measure in 

her early married years .... 'Our father, while he lived, 

had cast a magic over everything, for us as well as for 

her" (C.S.407). The narrator has not understood her 

mother's point, that her happiness was "inviolable"; she 

simply pictures, and thus confirms, her mother's memory of 

a glowing past. The "dearly" refers to the awful vigils 

the narrator and her sister sustained following their 

father's death, when, terrified lest their mother should 

commit suicide, the girls awaited her return from solitary 

swims. The basis for such a fear, apart from the childrens' 

understanding of their mother's loss, is sown earlier in 

the story. Remembering another instance .. of their 

mother's telling of her happiness, the narrator notes that 

one of the happy images her mother had entertained as a 

young girl was that she would swim the channel. "Did you 

swim that well?" the girls ask. "Oh, not really--just the 

breast stroke,. And then only by the aid of two pig 

bladders blown up by my father and tied around my middle" 

(C.S.406). The childrens' fear, then, was based on 

knowledge, which, though unexamined, continued to resonate 

in their lives and in the text. 



Besides confirming for the reader the narrator's 

distant memory of the great happiness her parents had 

shared and leading us to the father's death, the daffodil 

image leads to an early manif·estation of the grandmother 

figure. As their father lay in a city hospital, dying, 
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though neither he, his wife, nor his children knew this, 

the mother left him briefly to visit their children at 

their farm in the country. There the sight of the 

daffodils blooming, "in the woods, under the trees, and 

along the sides of the avenue" saddened her, as she thought 

of Robert's missing this loveliness. So gathering a "great 

bunch" to delight her husband, the mother ha~rushed back 

to the hospital. As she approached the room, however, a 

nun pounced on her, grabbing the flowers, causing many to 

fall and be crushed underfoot. "'Where are you going with 

those foolish flowers, you foolish woman?' she said. 

'Don't you know your husband is dying? Your prayers are 

all you can give him now!'" (C.S.409) Clothed in the black 

garb of denial, this figure achieves textual maturity at 

the tombside. 

Despite the mental association of daffodils with 

this harsh awakening to her husband's imminent death, the 

flowers- hold their· intrinsic value for the mother. 

"Stooping," the narrator notes, "she buried her face in a 

bunch" (My italics,C.S. 408). Unlike the weeping women at 

the tomb, and the grandmother who now has no use for the 
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snowdrop, ~his mother understands that the daffodils are 

always the symbols of spring and beauty, of life and the 

effort of life. Rather than burying herself with the past, 

she" symbolically embraces beauty, happiness, and the 

future. As she lies dying herself, she worries, 

incoherently both narrator and reader think, "What will be 

done with them?" She continues, asking that "they" "be 

put in water," and "peremptorily," "Don't let that nun take 

them; she'll only put them on the altar. And God doesn't 

want them! He made them for Y,§---not for Himself!" 

(C.S.416-7). It is sceptical Bea, the middle daughter, who 

finally understands that her mother is now back with her 

father, time having collapsed for her, and she having 

regained what she had lost temporarily. Although the mother 

had not condemned the nun in her earlier explanation to her 

daughters, she definitively associates her here with the 

figures of denial. Bea reassures her mother, apparently 

suddenly inheriting her understanding. Not'comprehending, 

the narrator explains what she sees: "over her [Bea's] 

face came the light that had so often blazed over Mother's . 

. 'It's all right, Mother. You don't have to face it! 

It's over! .. You've finished with this world, Mother,' 

she said, and, confident that her tidings were joyous, her 

voice was strong" (C.S.417). At this point, the narrator 

notes, "Mother made the last effort of her life and grasped 

at Bea' s meaning," and "her head sank so deep into the 



pillow that it would have been dented had it been a pillow 

of stone" (C.S.417). The Mother's effort gathers into 
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itself the many narratorial remembrances of efforts at life 

whioh constituted happiness. For "Happiness" is the 

dominant unifying image, and the mother's final effort of 

understanding, of living, brings her to the knowledge of 

death and of having earned the right to die. That this 

knowledge is knowledge of the organic nature of all things 

is suggested in the final image, which linguistically 

unites the dying woman with the Christ figure. The "pillow 

of stone" also, as one reader has noted, evokes that other 

stone pillow on which Christ's head lay within the tomb 

and, thus, suggests not death, but the renewed life, which 

Christ claimed and which, by extension, all living 
3 

creatures can claim, the resurrection. 

Like the widow in "Happiness," Mary- Lavin was 

widowed as the young mother of three daughters, whom she 

raised on her own, farming in Meath and running a small 

home in Dublin so the girls might attend school. Although 

she had published her first stories before her husband's 

death, writing did not offer quick recompense and finances 

were always a problem. Finding both the time and necessary 

money to continue writing, and consequently to make a 

living for her family, was a constant anxiety. Many 

3. Susan Hardy Aiken, University of Arizona, 
private communication. 
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writers, male as well as female, are, of course, only too 

familiar with financial pressures. Somerville and Ross 

come to mind immediately. And women writers in particular 

have had to fight for "a room of their own" in which to 

work--I think not of Virginia Woolf, who coined this 

phrase, but of Jane Austen, Maria Edgeworth; and Somerville 

and Ross again. Elizabeth Bowen and Kate O'Brien, like 

some women writers in the mid-twentieth century, had rooms 

of their own. But Mary Lavin differs from all these women 

in being a mother, further, in being a widowed mother, 

poor and totally responsible for three small children. 

This fact, one would think, might make sensitive, detailed 

work well-nigh impossible. But again Lavin differs. 

Unlike Somerville and Ross who resented, understandably, 

the intrusions on their limited writing time, Lavin 

welcomed, and continues to welcome, all the people and the 

interruptions that make up her life. Her children, she 

asserts, were never a distraction, and the auditor catches 

the same note of pride that the mother expresses in 

"Happiness." Describing herself as a "one-armed writer," 

one hand stirring the pot, the other steering the pen, 

Lavin sees her extra-literary duties as enrichment rather 

than sacrifice and blesses the mothering, gardening, 

farming, and even management that, while nourishing her 

4 

4. Bonnie Scott Kime, "Mary Lavin and the Life of 
the Mind," Irish University Review 9, 2, Autumn 1979, 265. 
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writing, at the same time prevent her from writing more 

than she "ought to," by which Lavin seems to mean more than 
5 

she- has craf.ted to her standards of "artistic economy." 

Welcoming all aspects of life fully, Lavin enacts in her 

life what she celebrates in her text, the nurture spilling 

from one area into the other--consequently biography is of 

some· importance in dealing with her work. Elizabeth Peavoy, 

the "real" eldest daughter, confirms this impression: 

As mother's writing is so intrinsic to her life, it 
always seemed to me that there were no visible 
distinctions between the time she gave to writing 
her stories and the time she gave to us. Her 
duties to her family, her writing, the making of 
her lovely garden and a considerable amount of hard 
work on the farm are so closely knit that they 
could not be disentangled. She almost always wrote 
in our company as we played and chattered around 
her, evidently not feeling the need to shut herself 
away in another part of the house. 6 

That motherhood was for Lavin both a personal 

decision and a rewarding experience may account for the 

difference in her response to her responsibilites, a 

difference that became in turn a difference not only in 

theme, but also in structure. Discussing women writers, 

Margaret Lawrence is one of the several critics who relates 

women's genres to their maternal duties: the necessity of 

breaking off a children's story to attend to some household 

6. Personal interview with Mary Lavin, Dublin, 
June 1985. 

7. Elizabeth Peavoy, "Life Styles," Inside 
Tribune, 24 March, 1985, 4. 
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duty, she believes, led to a casual, episodic style, 
. 7 

suitable for serialization. We can, I think, see a 

similar to-and-fro pattern in even the opening passage I 

quote from Lavin, but this pattern is incorporated into a 

broad organic framework, where the apparent digressions are 

both stages of progression, duplicating the organic process 

itself, and individual elements that retain their own value 

and integrity. 

Such integration results, of course, not from the 

hurried and casual writing of a woman preoccupied with 

other duties, but from the painstaking efforts of· a 

demanding stylist--hence Lavin's remark on not writing more 

than she ought. The biographic details that Lavin chooses 

are rarely ~xact reflections of events. Indeed, such 

reflections would be neither artistic nor organic, for it 

is the mutual nurturing between life and art that is 

important in an interdependent world. Peavoy's conclusion 

that there are no "visible distinctions" between Lavin's 

life as mother and as author, between, as one reader notes, 
8 

the text of the life and the life of the text, suggests 

againthe inadequacy of a mimetic thory of art in this 

instance. Lavin herself has said that she responds to an 

7. Margaret Lawrence, "Matriarchs," The School of 
Femininity (Toronto: Musson, 1972) 216. 

8. Susan Hardy Aiken, University of Arizona, 
personal communication. 
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intuitive f!ense of "that happens," by which she means that 

a certain effect or event is not an isolated, anomalous 

incident but a recurring human situation. After 

interviewing with Lavin and reviewing her manuscripts, 

Janet Dunleavy notes that "the real-life images and 

incidents that were coloured by the authorJ s memory, 

embroidered by her creative imagination, and molded by her 

to fit 'Happiness' were introduced into the story only 

after the author had the idea of it clear in her mind; 
10 

they were not the source of the idea itself." What 

happens in one part of Lavin's cosmos can happen in any 

other part, for it is all a unity. This interplay of art 

and a woman's life enriches and distinguishes the texts and 

gives Lavin's work the very "sensual richness" which, one 

critic suggests, leaves the Irish man even more at a loss 
11 

than a foreigner in an alien plot. 

And indeed Lavin's first collection of short 

stories, Tales from Bective Bridge, did seem, despite 

Lord Dunsany's appreci.ative introduction, such a foreign 

9. Janet Dunlea,\'"Y, "The Making of Mary Lavin's ' A 
Memory,'" Eire-Ireland 12, 3 (Autumn 1977): 90. Hereafter 
identified by article title. 

10. Janet Dunleavy, "The Making of Mary Lavin's 
'Happiness,'" Irish University Review, 9, 2 (Autumn 1979): 
230. 

11. Frank O'Connor, "The Girl at the Gaol Gate," 
The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story ( Cleveland: 
World Publishing, 1963) 203-4. Hereafter identified by page 
number. 
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plot when published in 1942. The disappearance of the 

Irish revolution and of what had come to be seen as 

contemporary Irish symbolism, and its substitution by the 

for~ign materials of women's experience, seemed not so much 

an expansion as an implied criticism, even a betrayal. 

Perhaps the exponents of the very young native literature 

can be pardoned for their insularity and defensiveness; 

what critics saw, and see, as the luminaries of Irish 

literature, from George Moore to Liam O'Flaherty, did 

indeed deserve high aesthetic praise, and their work, which 

reproduced undeniably Irish problems in Irish settings, was 

structured on identifiable, and hence valued, literary 
13 

patterns. Indeed, even Elizabeth Bowen's The Last 

September could be read as a view, albeit from "the other 

side," of contemporary Irish history, and Kate O'Brien, as 

I've suggested, was also misread as the unquestioning 

spokeswoman 'for the Irish family, which like the embroyonic 

state, was modelled on the Roman Catholic church. Small 

wonder then that as late as 1963, the Irishman Frank 

O'Connor, despite his disliking for Lavin's one political 

stoJ:'Y, feels at home here, "on familiar ground, the [male 

plot ground of O'Flaherty and 0' Casey, " and complains, 

12. Lord Dunsany, "Preface," Tales from Bective 
Bridge. 

13. Robert W. Caswell makes a similar point in 
"Irish Political Reality and Mary Lavin's Tales from 
Bective Bridge Eire-Ireland, 3, 1 (Spring 1968): 59. 

-------- .----- .. __ . 



plot grounq of 0' Flaherty and 0 "Casey," and complains, 

apparently unaware of the irony, of Lavin's "sensual 

richness" (203). 

Happily for literature, Mary Lavin ignored her 
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critics. Indeed the beginnings of her writing career itself 

hint at her interests, characteristic mode, and style. 

Preoccupied with the creative process while working on 

Virginia Woolf for her doctoral dissertation, Lavin decided 

to write a story herself to experience the phenomena first 

hand. The story was published; the dissertation, never 
14 

finished. Not only does this episode suggest that Lavin, 

like Woolf, was interested in the subtle nuances of human 

emotions and affections, it also exemplifies the 

thoroughness that was to become a Lavin trademark. Lavin 

has frequently described the long gestation period during 

which her work often swells to novel size as the writer 

gets to know her characters and their situations. Following 

this period, her "editorial conscience" takes over and 

shapes and prunes the huge work into an elegant short 
15 

story. As Janet Dunleavy notes, "For her, craft is 

artistic economy. To be able to suggest what is stated or 

14. For biography see, A. A. Kelly , Mary Lavin: 
Quiet Rebel: A Study of her Short Stories ( New York: 
Barnes & Noble, 1980); Richard F. Peterson, Mary Lavin 
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1979); and Zack Bowen, Mary 
Lavin (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1975). 

15. Personal Interview. 



explained, .to replace with a single right word the ten 

previously used to describe an object or situation, to 

substitute gesture for action; these, to her, are the 

skills of a literary artist" ("The Making of Mary Lavin's 

'A Memory'" 96). This condensation accounts for much of 

203 

the richness of Lavin's work. The empirical method, which 

suggests the blending of life and writing that was to be so 

much a part of Lavin's work, also contributed to making the 

stylist and was, we see, thus present from the writer's 

beginnings. 

In focus too, Lavin is, like Woolf. and Elizabeth 

Bowen, an art.ist of the barely registered emotion. But 

Lavin's characters, often almost insensate and unaware, 

superficially akin to those of Kate O'Brien, being Gaelic 

Irish and Catholic, are far removed from the intellectual, 

self-conscious characters of Woolf and Bowen. Some critics 
16 

fault her for this, but I suggest that these somnolent 

beings are essential to Lavin's organic view: in an 

interdependent world, everything and everyone must be 

considered. Lavin's view is also, I believe, humane, 

recognizing potential in even the lowest matter. In the 

accidental turning to fiction, too, we can see traces of 

the mystery that is so much part of Lavin's cosmos and of 

16. Joanne Driscoll, "Mary Lavin and the Irish 
Split-Personality," The Critic, 22 ( Dec. 1963-Jan. 
1964): 20-23; and Thomas J. Murray, "Mary Lavin's World: 
Lovers and Strangers," Eire-Ireland, 7 (1972): 123-131. 
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her work. ,Given the huge volume and range of this work, 

one cannot hope to give it a full critical consideration. 

We can, however, consider some aspects of the organic 

theine, on the one hand because this theme is arguably the 

most pervasive in Lavin's work, and on the other because 

this theme is the most distinctive in Lavin's work. 

Indeed, I would argue that this organic theme is in Lavin, 

as it was in O'Brien, a representation of what Nancy 

Chodorow and others have seen as the pattern of female 

children identifying with, sometimes over much, the persons 
17 

of their mothers. "Happiness" suggests a positive 

identification: Bea suddenly breaches her own and her 

mother's ego boundaries and understands, as a result, her 

mother's needs, falls back, as it were, into the primary 

identification, which in a girl-child's case, is rarely 

abandoned completely. Later Lavin stories, however, such 

as "Senility" and "A Family Likeness," sub"c.lyand extremely 

sensitively, demonstrate the negative effects of the over-

identification, mother and daughter feeling mutually 
18 

embarrassed and ashamed for each other. 

17. Nancy Chodorow, "Family Structure and Feminine 
Personality" Women, Culture, and Society, ed. Michelle 
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1974); Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and The 
Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1977); and Carol-Gilligan, "In a Different 
Voice: Women's Conceptions of Self and of Morality," 
Harvard Educational Review 47 (1977): 481-517. 

18. "Senility," The Shrine and Other Stories 



"The indestructibility of human love, given 

generously, is," as Augustus Martin notes, " a constant 
19 

energizing principle" in Lavin's world. Mis-reading 
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Lavin, Frank O'Connor found this concern "old-fashioned" in 

1963, suggesting that for Lavin's women, failure of love in 

a- romantic relationship meant failure in life, whereas a 

man would not so judge his life (209). While it is true 

that many of Lavin's characters have love tested in 

romantic, heterosexual relatioships, their failure in these 

affairs is not simply a failure with men, but a failure 

with love itself. The marriages of the Bedelias in "The 

Little Prince" and "Frail Vessel" and of the mother in "A 

Cup of Tea" are failures, but are also continuations in 
20 

patterns of failed love. Recalling Chodorow, I suggest 

that the Bedelias' inability to either give or receive 

affection is in part the result of the early loss of their 

mothers. Forced :i.nto premature adulthood, these young 

girls must identify with the roles and not the human 

persons of their absent mothers. The result is what 

Chodorow and Gilligan have seen in male deve1opment--an 

excessive adherence to arbitrary principle at the expense 

(London: Constable, 1977), and "A Family Likeness," 4. 
Family Likeness and Other Stories (London: Constable,1985). 

19. Augustine Martin, "A Skeleton Key to the 
Stories of Mary Lavin," 52 Studies (Winter 1963): 400. 

"" 20. "The Little Prince," "Frail Vessel," and "A 
Cup of Tea," The Stories of Mary Lavin (London: Constable, 
1964). Hereafter identified by page number and ~. 

------- ---- ----
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of human need. The mistake is to think one can isolate 

and separate oneself and a chosen one from the web of 

life. Indeed, as A.A. Kelly notes, the failure of men in 

love is also viewed by Lavin as failure in life: James in 

"A Memory" and Matthew in the early story "Love is for 

Lovers" are as incomplete, as barren, as any of Lavin's 
21 

unloving women. Seamus Deane sees Lavin rightly as a 

"social writer," who considers not "singular individual 

relationships with the mediocre world," but "the closely 

meshed nexus of feelings in which the protagonists are 

bound." Love is her subject, Deane argues, and "love 
22 

dema~ds relation." This intuitive apprehension 

underlying all of Lavin's work may, I suggest, spring from 

her personal situation as 'a widowed mother/writer, who 

welcomed and saw as healthy the integration of all the 

elements of her own organic life. That love should be the 

superior binding force in an organic world is not 

surprising; Lavin's difference is her celebration of love 

as "indestructible," of the preservation and transformation 

of both material and spiritual in a wholly organic cosmos. 

Significantly, the gardening metaphor, appropriate 

to this vision, which grows in importance in the course of 

21. Kelly 77. 

22. Seamus Deane, "Mary Lavin," The Irish Short 
Story, ed. Patrick Rafroidi and Terence Brown ( Lille, 
France: University of Lille, 1979) 245. 



Lavin's work but is implicit even in the early stories, is 
23 

also used to describe her own work habits. The 

mother, farmer, gardener, writer sees the human being as a 

plafit replete with potentiality, responsive to care, 

surroundings, and, to the tricks of the "sensate 
24 
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cosmos." "At Sallygap," a story that as Robert Caswell 

notes could easily have become an almost cliched "Irish 
25 

story, " by relying on well-recognized metaphors of Irish 

experience, is the tragedy of two people who mutually 

deprive each other of the essential nutrient, love, and 

whose world is as a consequence brutal and ugly. Caswell 

calls our attention to the Joycean elements--indeed, I 

suggest, that we might see ~he story as an ironic comment 
26 

on A Portrait of the Artist ~ ~ Young Man. Manny's 

23. Dunleavy, "The Making of Mary Lavin's 
'Happiness'" 225. 

24. Catherine A. Murphy, "The Ironic Vision of 
Mary Lavin," Mosaic, 12, 3 (Spring 1979), 77. Hereafter 
identified by page number. 

25. "Irish Political Reality ,and Mary Lavin's 
Tales from Bective Bridge," 53. 

26. Critics have likened Mary Lavin to Joyce: 
Caswell calls attention to Joycean elements in "The Human 
Heart's Vagaries," Kilkenny Review 12-13, Spring 1965, 67-
89; and Kelly finds Lavin close to Joyce in "attempts to 
enlarge area of consciousness, but at once ,more ironic and 
less allusive" (176); Thomas Murray seems to be alone in 
finding that Lavin's work does not "lyricize self through 
poetry into some grand design which creates out of its 
minutest parts cosmological and metaphysical schemes of 
reality" 123. 



initial action, his jumping off the boat to be with Annie, 

is motivated both by compassion and weakness. He is sorry 

for Annie and he cannot resist 4er mute de~and. ,This 

duality is, Lavin suggests, essentially human. Compassion 

is the other side of weakness, beauty of ugliness. 
27 

Exerc'ising that sympathy which V.S. Pritchett admires, 

Lavin reveals the unlovely Annie as a child of Dublin's 

slums. She has, like the children Manny evokes 

disapprovingly, sat "among the trodden and rancid cabbage 

butts on the edge of the pavements, repeating the gossip 

they had heard when they crouched unheeded under some 
28 ' 

public-house counter." Neglected, unnurtured, Annie 
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looked to marriage for release, and when "the marriage bed" 

fails her, she, seeks excitement in "the throbbing pulse and 

rippling flux of anger" (B.B. 106). Annie is to be pitied 

as she eavesdrops on the screams and noises of brutality of 

the tenement,' envying the battered women their 

confrontation with "life" (B.B. 107). 

As, in a later story, the 'seeds which lie forgotten 

in the corner of the gardening shed still preserve their 
29 

potential, this duality, this potential for good or bad, 

21. "Introduction," Mary Lavin: Collected 
~tories, ix-xiii. Hereafter identified by page number. 

28. "At Sallygap," Tales from Bective Bridge," 
103. Hereafter identified by page number and B.B. 

29. "The New Gardener" in The Collected Stories. 



beauty or ugliness, can survive even the ravages of the 

vicious life of the slums. Thus Manny, despite years of 

brutality, can respond to the loveliness of nature: 

'Be felt a happiness and richness that confused his 
mind. The dark hills and the pale silk-shining 
sky, and the city pricking out its shape upon the 
sea with starry lights, filled him with strange 
feelings of sadness and joy mingled together. And 
when the· sky flowered into a thousand stars of 
forget-me-not blue he was strangled with need to 
know what had come over him. (B.B. 102) 

From Sallygap, Manny has seen the world, even his squalid 

Dublin, as beautiful. Without comment, the narrator 

reveals Manny's mind turning from this vision to his 

habitual perception of Dublin and of Dubliners: "the 

209 

loathing he'd felt for the city_years before, stole 

over him." "Dublin Jackeens, " he cries, the memory of "a 

buttercup field . . . gave him the right to feel 

different from them" (B.B. 103). This act of separation, 

the act of Stephen Dedalus, always destructive of human 

communion, is particularly unjustified in one consistently 

presented as unable, or unwilling, to distinguish the 

important from the trivial. Annie alone is not 

responsible. Before facing her, Manny has surrendered the 

vision whose retention demands strength, demands the energy 

of life, of the snowdrop, and has opted instead to separate 

himself hubristically, as if superior to his peers. 

Indeed the narrator alerts the reader throughout to 

Manny's responsibility. ·At Sallygap, Manny thinks that 
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he'll return to the country when he gets "sick of himself" 

(B.B. 104). When he returns home and Annie hands him a 

filthy teacup to which heobjectsj the pun in Annie's words 

recalls Manny's thoughts: "It's a queer thing when a man 

disgusts to himself" (B.B. 112). The story ends with 

Manny's trying to remember what it was Annie had said to 

him. Appropriately, he fails, "But he did remember, 

distinctly, thinking at the time, that whatever it was, it 

was true" (B. B. 113). 

The duality of the world is constantly evoked, but 

Manny is unable to reconcile the doubleness. Annie's 

eyes, he remembers, 

used to remind him of' the sea at Howth, where they 
went went walking while they were courting. They 
were the same color still, but now they reminded 
him suddenly of the green water under the landing 
stage at Dunlaoghaire. And as the sticky sea had 
that day been flecked with aplinters of a broken 
fiddle, Annie's eyes above him now were flecked with 
malevolence. (B.B. 112-113). 

As primal ocean, the sea is a familiar organic image, a 

Woolf favorite also, and an image which immediately 

suggests Manny's error, the seas not being different, but 

the same united body of water. The clear water off Howth 

is self explanatory, but may also recall Joyce's Leopold 

and Molly at Howth, and Molly's benediction, her 

acceptance, however qualified it may become, of Poldy's 

love. The other vision of the garbage-strewn water at 

,Dunlaoire, was, the reader remembers, that of the sea 



wrecking and devouring Manny's fiddle, his pass to a wider 

world. Perhaps most ironic is the move from the 
30 
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"epiphanic" image of the city pricking itself out in the 

lace of the sea and the sky flowering into stars to that of 

the dried, unappetising dinner, the plate showing through 

the brown lace of the gravy "doily." "'It looks good,' 

Manny said appeasingly, 'and it smells good'" (B.B. 111), 

refusing to make the effort of life, refusing to attempt to 

roll back the stones of Annie's contempt. The final 

deceit, the surrendering of the lovely cosmic perception of 

an organic universe, where cities prick themselves out in 

fine lace, for that of the ugly static microscosm, where 

potatoes are "stuck fast" to the brown gravy, is the 

acceptance of easy non-living in place of difficult life, 

of ugliness in place of beauty. It is ultimately, in 

contrast to Annie's hideous, misguided efforts for contact, 

even if only physical 1 the rejection of the difficult task 

of human communion, of relation. 

The lovely Joycean echoes and images are rich in 

implication, but the short story can also be read as a 

critique of", if not Joyce, the Stephen of Portrait. As 

Manny'S "epiphany" at Sallygap revealed, the world of 

Ireland, indeed of Dublin, offers both the squalid and the 

beautiful. The different, exciting, and rewarding life 

30. Caswell, "The Human Heart's Vagaries" 80. 
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that Manny, like Stephen, thought r.'10uld be his away from 

Ireland is also available in Ireland; Hubristically 

Stephen cut himself off, physically establishing distance 

botween himself and those whom he thought distant from 

him at aesthetic, emotional, and intellectual levels. 

t1anny, though he does not separate himself physically,. 

separates himself emotionally and intellectually from the 

Dubliners. It is no accident that Lavin selected Sallygap 

as the site of Manny's epiphany; in the final scene in 

Book Five of Portrait, the scene in which Cranly tells 

Stephe~.that he (Stephen) need not think of himself as 

"driven away" from Ireland, Stephen recalls an earlier 

discussion with Cranly, a discussion in which Stephen had 

revealed to his friend his own "great" goal. That 

discussion took place, Stephen recalls, as Cranly and 

another student argued about "the shortest way from 
31 

Sallygap to Larras." In a later diary entry, Stephen 
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notes that he had told Davin that "the shortest way to Tara 

was Via Hollyhead," or that one approached closest to 

Ireland through emigration (250). In allowing.Manny 

experience his epiphany at Sallygap, Lavin, like Cranly, 

suggests the dishonesty of Stephen's rationalizations. 

Indeed, we may be justified in extending Lavin's implied 

criticism to Joyce himself, to the artist who did indeed 

31. Portrait of the Artist .9.2 S Young Man, 245. 



leave his country, professing a need, in total opposition 

to Lavin's own practices, to distance himself from the 

subject of his work. 
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It should be obvious that the writer who suggests 

that Stephen Dedalus created his own compulsions would not 

espouse naturalism. The triumph of ugliness in "Sallygap" 

is not predetermined. The microcosm of Annie and Manny's 

world can reflect both the beauty and the squalor of the 

city. Failing to integrate these dichotomies, Manny rejects 

the. one as "dreams," bears the other as awful reality. 

Balancing the opposites is essential. Failure to develop 

this balance, particularly in love, is often the result of 

premature, or.too-sudden growth in one direction. When 

yoUng women, for example, are obliged, usually by the death 

of the mother, to assume parental authority prematurely, 

they often force their growth in one direction only. 

Handling the physical needs of the family very well, they 

neglect to feed their own emotions. Depriving themselves 

of love, the sunlight of humanity, the human plants who 

ingest the authority not of their experience but of their 

interpretation become over-large, distorted forms which in 

their turn attempt to destroy more delicate plants. They 

succeed when the feebler plants, like Manny, cling 

passively to the secure dark they know, the dark of the 

tomb, becoming stunted and mis-shapen. They fail when the 

feebler plants, like Liddy in "Frail Vessel," feed not on 

-------_._--------_ .... __ ... -- .. 



the dark of cowardly acceptance, the determinism of 

accepting the "stones at the mouth of the tomb," but 

energetically partake instead of the light of human love. 

Denial of the ugly or of the mundane, of the 

existence of the stones blocking the opening of the tomb, 

is not Lavin's creed--indeed, such denial predicates a 

rejection of the organic nature of the world. But 

acceptance of natural, and unpleasant, conditions must not 

negate the beauty that dwells in close proximity, often 

dependent upon, the unlovely. From the early stories on, 

successful characters, usually lovers, understand, even 

welcome, the integration of all parts of life. Phelim in 

"The Lilacs" embraces a unified vision of the organic 
32 
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relationship of all life. Although the young Rose, whom 

he loves, objects to the smell of the fertilizer, it is 

this animal waste that makes possible their marriage, 

allows them to celebrate their love in the privacy of a 

home unshared with in-laws, makes possible the new life, 

and ironically even the education that distances the 

daughters from their father's trade, and, of course, 

nourishes the lilacs of the title. Although Phelim's "Ode" 

evokes smiles, "Sometimes," he says, "when I'm driving 

along the road I look down at the dung that's dried into 

the road and I think to myself that you couldn't ask much 

32. "The Lilacs" in Tales from Bective Bridge, 16. 
Hereafter identified by page number and B.B. 
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prettier than it, the way it flashes by under the horses' 

feet in pale gold rings" (B.B. 21), Phelim himself is not 

the subject of ridicule. His act is a positive act of 

imagination·, similar to that of a poet who transmutes the 

ordinary into the beautiful and who embraces the wholeness 

of his world. Rose accepts Phelim's vision, but their 

daughters cannot: Kate becomes a veritable virago in 

managing the trade, accumulating sufficient money to get 

away from what she sees as the offensive, shaming 

situation. Stacey, on the other hand, exerts no energy, but 

ineffectually pines for a lilac tree whose blossoms would 

outnumber its leaves, pines for an artificial, static world 

where beauty would be isolated, not related to, dependent 

upon, and renewed by the offensive waste of an organic 

world. 

Because the world is organic, the human being who 

mirrors· this structure cannot elect to embrace only a , 

section of life, cannot survive as a separate strand in 

this woven garden. The other side of this picture is 

optimistic: the human plant who responds to love, or to 

happiness, even of the briefest duration, is forever 

strengthened and nurtured by this force. In "Frail 

Vessel," the powerful,. authoritative sister Bedelia, 

acting, she wishes to think, out of love for her sister, 

connives to banish the spendthrift husband of pretty, 

young Liddy. Liddy's radiant relationship with Alphonsus 
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constantly underscores for Bedelia the poverty and 

thinness of her own relationship with her husband, but 

Liddy's refusal to condemn Alphonsus, her pleasure in 

having spared him the torture of knowing he was leaving her 

pregant, infuriates Bedelia. Her anger must feed on Liddy's 

dismay, for it cannot digest her joy. So Bedelia attempts 

to goad the pregnant Liddy with suggestions of Alphonsus's 

fecklessness, and the likelihood of his grasping his 

freedom--an awful prospect for Liddy, who will then be 

dependent on the dominating Bedelia. But Bedelia cannot be 

sure that Liddy has understood her malice: "Certainly her 

reply, when it came in a whisper, was absolutely 

inexplicable. 'Even so!' Liddy whispered. 'Even so!' (~. 

19) "It is not simply the memory of love which gives the 

warmth and radiance to Liddy: the "Frail Vessel" retains 

more than the physical evidence of Alphonsus and Liddy's 

love, it retains the love itself. 

That love does survive, as implied in Liddy' 

acceptance, the absence of the lover is a point Lavin's 

later stories develop in detail. This belief is nowhere 

more clearly enacted than in the figure of the widow, a 

character whose experiences often correspond with Lavin's 

own. The survival of both love and the dead lover is more 

than a survival of memory; though, as the widow makes 

clG~"r in several stories, she must battle to save her image 

from the distortion of the pious, who would canonize the 
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dead. But Lavin's characters imply that the dead and love 

itself exist in a space other than that of memory: Mary, 

for example, in "In a Cafe," finally understands that she 

need not struggle to hold on to her picture of her dead 

husband, Richard, but "She had a sense of having all the 

time in the world to look and look at him" (§.. 359). And 

the widow in "In the Middle of the Fields" assures Bartley 

Crossen that he is not responsible for his actions, but 

that the dead girl he loved so passionately is punishing 
34 

him for his attempt to forget her. 

Extending her organic vision beyond the material 

world in these later stories, Lavin again intertwines life 

and art, revealing, in the process, the anamolous condition 

of the widow in modern society. This preservation of 

love, and of non-material elements, is mysterious, as it 

must be: Lavin does not attempt to explain; she simply 

draws the truth as she has seen it, the "extended 

dimension," the "double vision,_" the reality which can 
35 

only be sensed through the veil of life. In the seamless 

life to which Elizabeth Peavoy attests, the experience of 

widowhood become transmuted into art only after many 

33. "In a Cafe," The Stories of Mary Lavin; and 
"The Cuckoo-Spit," The Collected Stories. Hereafter 
identifed by page number and~' or C.S. 

34. "In the Middle of the Fields," The Collected 
Stories, 373. Hereafter identified by page number and C.S. 

35. Murphy 69, and Pritchett ix. 
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years' gestation. "Villa Violetta," for example, 

published in 1972, many years after the death of Lavin's 

first husband, William Walsh, presents the confusion and--

anxieties that face the young widow, who brings her three 

young daughters to Italy for the summer, as Lavin did 

indeed do, on trips which, as Peavoy tells us, were a 

source of both joy and fun for the children. The fears of 

the children, which the daughter of "Happiness" relates, 

may, of course, be imagined, for the elements of biography 

do not exclude invention. "In a Cafe," the first widow 

story I examine, was written in 1960, seven years after 

Walsh's 'death, and examines the problems of a new widow who 

must rebuild her individual identity. The last story in 

which the widow figure dies, "Happiness," was written in 

1969, the year the widow Mary Lavin metaphorically "died" 

through Lavin's marriage to her long-time friend, Michael 

MacDonald Scott. I wish also to look briefly at two 

intervening stories, "The Cuckoo-Spit" and "In the Middle 

of the Fields," considering how the widow, both sees 

herself and is apparently seen by society, as an anomalous 

element, and how finally it is the indestructibility of the 

love she has enjoyed which sustains her in this humiliating 

36. "Villa Violetta," A Memory and Other Stories 
(London: Constable, 1972). 



situation. The blurring of the line between "inside" -and 

"outside," between "life" and "art" is nowhere more 

emphasized than in the widow stories, which, I suggest, 

expand Mary Lavin's organic vision to its widest extent. 

Examining the condition of women in many early 

societies, Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo notes that, excluded 

from the male-ordered system, or culture, women in "early" 

societies were/are often seen as anomalies, as necessary 

but disruptive to "the formal articulation of social 
37 

order." Elsewhere, Rosaldo continues, women in 
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conventional roles, that is, in roles where their status is 

assigned in relation to men, as mother, wife, sister, are 

not threatening. As widows, however, women are anomalous, 

marginal figures, potentially disruptive to the cultural 

choreography, hence the terrible mourning rituals 
38 

prescribed for widows from India to New Guinea. The 

Western response to widows may be more subtle, but is also, 

as Lavin shows, more insidious. The very subtlety of the 

widow's situation in these stories is part of the problem--

for how can one counteract that which is not overtly 

articulated? The problem· for society, however, is the 

37. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo, "Woman, Culture, 
and Society: A Theoretical Overview," Woman, Culture, and 
Society, 32-34. 

38. Rosaldo; and Mary Daly, GYn/Ecology: The 
Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1978) . 



same as that encountered in the early work--the necessity 

of accepting all life, even apparent anamolies, into the 

one organic whole, the necessity of realizing the value of 

each organism, as an independent entity as well as as part 

of some sanctioned partnership. The problem for the widow 

is more severe: she must attempt to reshape herself into 

an independent form in face of a society that denies, or 

ignores, her right to do so. In "In a Cafe," Mary 

expresses this two-fold problem that confronts all widows: 

the need to find one's individual identity on the death of 

a beloved spouse, and the question of the existence of the 

love shared with the dead one. "What use was it, she asks, 

"to have lived the past, if behind us it fell away so 

sheer?" (.§. 349) . 
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The need to create a new identity is both 

psychological and physical, Lavin suggests. Cut off from 

unity with Richard, a unity similar to grafting in 

agriculture, Mary is separated both from her pre-marital 

independence and from the totality she and Richard once 

made. Her attention caught by some paintings, Mary 

thinks she knows what Richard would say about them, but 

"she and Richard were no longer one. So what would she say 

about them? She would say--She would say" (.§.348). She 

cannot say. No longer at one with Richard, Mary has no 

identity, having internalized the negation and the subtle 

ridicule accorded the widow in West,ern society. Awai ting 
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Maudie, Mary cringes: The "incongruity of their 

both being widowed came forcibly upon her. Would Maudie, 

too, be in black with touches of white? Two widows! It 

was like two magpies: one for sorrow, two for joy" (.e. 

348). Whereas Richard and she would never have come to 

this rather shabby, arty cafe, Mary alone can come: "Say 

what you liked, there was something faintly snobby about a 

farm in Meath, and together she and Richard would have 

been out of place here. But it was a different matter to 

come here alone. There could be nothing--oh, nothing-

snobby about a widow" (§.. 347). This despite Mary's still 

retaining the farm, the overt emblem of snobishness. The 

truth is that as a widow, a marginal, displaced woman, Mary 

can have no reason for pride. Her panic is the result of 

internalizing the "absurdity", that isolates her from 

society. 

Money, Mary realizes, eases this isolation; Maudie 

has money. Youth, too, is on Maudie's side: "Looking at 

her, [Maudie] it seemed quite inaccurate to say that she 

had lost her husband: it was Michael who had lost her, 

fallen out, as it were, while sh~ perforce went outward. 

She didn't even look like a widow. There was nothing about 

her to suggest that she was in any way bereft or maimed." 

So Mary rushes in impulsively, with "You'll marry again, 

Maudie" (S. 351). Maudie can resume a position within 
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society, because rich, young, and beautiful, she is a 

valuable object of exchange in a culture that defines women 

in relation to men. Without these attractions, on the 

othf:tr hand, Mary is seen and sees herself as "bereft or 

maimed," her anamolous condition being as obvious in her 

socieity as that of the physically maimed New Guinea girls 

Rosaldo cites. Mary's condition is not unique: the widow 

in "In the Middle of the Fields" is subject to the 

patronizing of a basically decent man, Bartley Crossen, and 

Vera Traske is similarly humiliated by the sophisticated 

travel agent in "Villa Violetta." 

Successful marriage is itself responsible for the 

limitation of women, Lavin suggests. The imagery she uses 

to describe this restriction is similar to that of 

Charlotte Bronte's Shirley, as she complains that Milton 

has blocked God's clear light from women, an image that 

must have passed across Virginia Woolf's mind also when she 
39 

in her turn smarted under "Milton's bogey." Lavin's 

imagery, however, is more ambiguous, less explicitly 

negative in its connotations. The husband is at once 

lovable and impeding: Mary recalls that she knew Richard 

was dead when she heard a bird call sweet and clear outside 

his hospital window," because not for years had she really 

39. Rosaldo; and Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The 
Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1978). -
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heard bird-song or bird-call, so loud was the noise of 

their love in her ears" Ce. 349). Bird-song is, 

unfortunately, replaced by the roar of panic, a roar that 

still drowns life for Mary. The widow Vera in "The Cuckoo

Spit" has a similar experience: looking over the beautiful 

countryside, she is filled with longings. As a girl she 

remembers having these feelings, but never during her 

married life, for "Always, no matter what the day or the 

night, there was him blocking out all else"(C.S. 387). 

Successful marriages, we understand, like grafting, entail 

the interdependency of those joined, and while positive in 

the total unities, necessarily deprive each partner of a 

measure of individual development. Widow-hood and the 

consequent financial strains force a woman to refill this 

measure, but society, rather than assisting, regards her 

effort as "strange" (C.S. 366). 

, Restoration of identity, Lavin suggests, is both 

mysterious, related to the perception of all life as 

organic, and the result of individual assertion. The 

widows struggle to stem the "fall" of the past, but the 

harder they try to regain the memory of the dead one, the 

more it escapes them. Mary aches in "In a Cafe" because 

she cannot recall Richard completely. Her concern on 

handling the small coffee bill, trivial in itself, 

underscores her anamolous position, and calling for the 

bill demands an invocation of all her "spiritual resources" 



(~.355). However painful, this act is Mary's first re-

assertion of her individuality, a step towards shaping her 

own environment, rather ·than acquiescing l.n tradition. 

MarY's situation is doubly awkward: his gender demands in 

"polite" society that the artist, despite his poverty, pay 

the women.' s bill. Mary, however, aware of his poverty, 

realizes the unfairness of such tradition, for the man as 

well as for the woman. Maudie, on the other hand, rich, 
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young, still a valuable potential property, never considers 

this question. Indeed Mary is aware of Maudie's placing of 

her (Mary) in limbo, the margin outside the sphere of 

"normal" society, and therefore outside the etiquette that 

governs this society. As she turns for Maudie's opinion on 

the artist's work, Mary recognizes Maudie's response: 

Maudie was waiting to be introduced! To be 
introduced, as if she, Mary, did not need any 
conventional preliminaries. As if it was all right 
that she, Mary, should begin an unprefaced 
conversation with a strange man in a cafe because . 

it was all right for a woman of her age to 
strike up a conversation like that, but that it 
wouldn't have done for a younger woman. (B.353) 

Following her act of assertion, Mary attempts 

another uncharacteristic action--she seeks the young 

artist's company. As she moves down the tunnel-like cul-

de-sac towards his flat, Mary recalls childhood fantasies 

of doors in great trees, leading "into rooms of impossible 

amplitude" (.2.:.. 357), fantasies like those of Alice when she 

fell through the tunnel into wonderland. Looking through 
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the letter-box, however, Mary now sees only the mundane 

evidence of reality, the "little room" of maturity, of 

reduced-opportunity.' Having knocked bravely on the door, 

Mary panics when a voice asks who is there. Opinion-less 

earlier when confronted with the pictures, Mary is now 

voice-less and identity-less: "But where was she to find 

a voice with which to reply? And who was she to say what 

she was? Who--to this stranger--was she?" (.§.35a). Flying 

from the reality that has usurped fantasy, and like Alice 

from the uncertainty as to who she is, Mary catches sight 

of her own reflection in a mirror. "That face steadied 

her. How absurd to think that anyone would sinisterly 

follow this middle-aged woman?" (2.359). Into her head 

ironically comes the answer to the artist's query, "I'm 

lonelY." Lonely.!§ Mary's identity now, but the attempt of 

the middle-aged woman to assuage this loneliness is as 

doomed as was Alice's attempt to find justice in 

wonderland. Shame follows, but Mary, again like Alice, 

realizes that her arbitrary society, not she, is 

"unnatural" in its edicts (.§.359). Awakened to her own 

condition, Mary, who has been unable for two years to 

recall Richard's face, is distracted by a sudden awareness 

of the integrated life of the busy people, the trees in the 

park and the birds within the trees. Involuntarily she 

remembers that this was the time she usually met Richard: ' 

"Oh Richard!" she cries, "it's you I want.' And as she 
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cried out, her mind presented him to her" (§. 359). Now MarY' 

realizes that neither passion nor compassion help her, for 

it not what Richard gave her she needs, but Richard 

him~elf. Whole in her knowledge, though crying for 

Richard, Mary seems to sense that her love still lives, 

despite Richard's death. And for the first time since this 

death, she goes to the driver's seat of the car, not 

"stupidly" to the passenger's. Intuitively aware of what 

marriage is and of how her marriage is part of the organic 

whole of life, Mary, as an individual, has "got back her 

rights" (E. 360). 

The same pattern. emerges in "The Cuckoo-Spit." The 

widow Vera in this story tells Fergus, the nephew of her 

neighbor, of her panic following Richard's death that his 

relatives would obliterate his memory under the "whitewash" 

they indiscriminately applied to all the dead. For Richard 

did not need their euphemisms. This panic was dispelled 

one wet evening, when, puncturing a tire on a lonely dark 

stretch of the road, Vera, true to her real relationship 

with Richard, turned on the dead presence and berated him 

for abandoning her "in this mess." Fergus supplies the 

ending: "I know what happened next. . You had him 

back again--just as he always was--unchanged, amused at 

you" (C.S. 383). In a world both material and non-

material, these healings, though explicable in 

psychological terms, also suggest mysterious preservation, 
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interference from the "sensate cosmos," in which all life 

partakes. The healing comes from the resumption of one's 

own life, the effort of happiness, and also from an 

intuitive consciousness of the interdependence and 

endurance of all life, a consciousness that can heal 

because it asserts both the value of the individual and the 

value and endurance of the shared relationship. 

In "The Cuckoo-Spit" and "In the Middle of the 

Fields" I.avin combines water imagery with her gardening 

metaphor to illustrate the mysterious preservation: In "At 

Sallygap," the unity of the water was emphasized; here the 

protean quality of water suggests the changing face of 

life, and the blurring of distinctions, the melding and 

preservation in the primeval oceans. The image works, of 

course," not only within the context of the stories, but 

also, and beautifully, within the wider context of the life 

that is woven into the art, the art that is woven into the 

life. The ambiguous nature of the fields introduces "The 

Cuckoo-Spit": "Drenched with light under the midsummer 

moon, the fields were as large as the fields of the sky. 

Hedges and ditches dissolved in mist, and down by the river 

the thorn bushes floated-loose like severed branches. Tall 

trees in the middle of the fields streamed on the air, 

rooted by long, dragging shadows" (C.S.374). Finding 

walking in the grass like "wading through water," Fergus 

asks if it never gets "eaten down." And, suggesting the 



life, richness, and endurance of the primeval ocean, and 

indeed the Irish Bulls Maria Edgeworth explored, Vera 

replies: "It would take all the cattle in Ireland to graze 

it down at this time of the year" (C.S.380). The same 

protean quality is suggested in "In the Middle of the 

Fields": "Like a rock in the sea, she was islanded by 

fields, the heavy grass washing about her house, and the 

cattle wading in it as in water" (C.S.357). The 

distinctions between physical objects disappear in the 

water, but the objects themselves do not disappear; 

similarly, Lavin suggests, non-matter is also preserved. 
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In "In the Middle of the Fields" Bartley Crossen, 

whose mundane qualities Lavin emphasizes, returns to the 

fields where long ago he had begun a relationship which 

grew into a brief and passionate marriage. His young wife 

dead, and Bartley himself long since contently remarried, 

his memories "are awakened by the sight of "the small string 

of stunted thorns that grew along the riverbank, their 

branches leaning so heavily out over the water that their 

roots were almost dragged clear of the clay" (C.S.359). The 

thorn trees, like the tall trees in "In the Middle of the 

Fields," seem ready to move from one element into another. 

Similarly Bridie's wild love, for which Bartley abandoned 

material ambition, almost dragged him clear of his physical 

rootings. Later that night when the widow is dressed for 

bed, Bartley returns to ask, unfairly, for permission to 
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postpone the work he had been hired to perform. Seeing the 

widow in her night clothes, her hair loose, Bartley, 

loosed, as it were, again from his moorings, ac·ts totally 

out'of character and attempts to kiss her. Rebuffed, he is 

instantly ashamed of his actions and berates himself, 

unable to understand how he could have betrayed himself so. 

In a flash the widow is inspired: 

'It's got nothing to do with any of us--with you, 
or me, or the woman at home waiting for you. It 
was the other one! That girl--your first wife-
Bridiet It was hert Blame her. She's the one did 
it!' The words had broken from her. For a moment, 
she thought she was hysterical and that she could 
not stop. 'You thought you could forget her,' she 
said, 'but see what she did to you when she got the 
chance t ' " ( C . S . 373 ) 

As Catherine Murphy notes, "Passion is not a force 

within the human spirit but beyond it. . . . The dead who 

had in life yielded to this force, become one with 

that force, influencing the imaginations of those whom they 

have loved" ("Ironic Vision" 76). The dead passionate girl, 

existing in the "extended dimension," still has the power 

to affect Bartly as she did in life. In the great 

macrocosm, Bridie and the wild love of Bartley and Bridie 

are preserved, and in the microscosm of Bartley's life, 

that love can still compel. Fergus in "The Cuckoo-Spit" 

also senses that "there is a kind of happiness that is 

indestructible; it lives on no matter what comes after" 

(C.S. 381). And like the (unnamed) widow of the earlier 

story, Vera concludes: "I sometimes think love has nothing 
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to do with people at all ... It's like the weather!" 

(C.S.399). The past exists not only as memory: shaped by 

that which seems to have disappeared, Bartley acts again as 

he did in its visible presence. 

In "Happiness," in what I see as a culmination of 

her vision, Lavin integrates the protagonist's death into 

the organic picture. The earlier stories grew towards this 

conclusion: Clem of "The New Gardener," for example, 

reprimanding the young Jimmy who had shunned killing, but 

not the giving of pain, notes: "Death and pain are two 

different things. Learn to distinguish, boy!" (C.S. 424) 

That the widow in "Happiness" dies in 1969, the same year 

that the widow Mary Lavin died by marrying Michael Scott, 

contributes to the suggestion of the story itself that 

death, like re-marriage, is transformation, not conclusion. 

The vision of happiness that the widow of this story 

constantly attempts to explain to her three daughters 

closely resembles the concept of the organic world of 

matter and non-matter developed in the corpus of Lavin's 

work. Happiness, the textual widow suggests, has nothing 

to do with laughter or health, sorrow or pain, but with the 

acceptance of indestructibility. We remember her question: 

"What good is a snowdrop at all, if it doesn't hold its 

value always, and never lose it!" Love and happiness are 

not wiped out by the death of the loved one, but are still 

inviolate. Neither is memory, "dry longing," the locus of 
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this preservation: for one's own death is also a part of 

the organic vision, and death being the end of memory, 

memory cannot be the residence of spiritual preservation. 

As Vera lies dying, beset by temporal worries, the face of 

her second daughter, Bea, suddenly becomes irradiated with 

the light the narrator has often seen on her mother's face. 

Like the earlier intuitive understandings, Bea's also is 

mysterious. And Bea's understanding, and that of all the 

widows noted, mirrors the dissolution of ego boundaries 

between mothers and daughters (Chodorow), mirrors the 

blending of boundaries that takes place in nature, mirrors 

the dissolution that the moon effects between "the fields" 

of·the earth and the "fields of the sky," mirrors the 

dissolution of the boundary between the "riverbank" and the 

"sky" (C.S. 374; 359). Similarly, Bea now understands, 

death is but the movement from one state to another. 

The unity of Lavin's craft and subject is 

remarkable. Working for over forty years towards an 

expression of her organic vision, she unerringly selected 

and developed the metaphor of gardening to demonstrate the 

human need for love. Pushing beyond the material, however, 

she incorporates her belief in the permanence of the 

spiritual as well as the tempororal with images of primeval 

seas. Nurtured by her gardening, mothering, scholarship, 

marriages, friendships, Lavin's work structurally re

enancts as well as expresses this constant theme, from 
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Liddy's tentative murmur to Vera's and Bea's confident 

assertions. The organic nature of the life she celebrates 

is reified by the organic, reflecting nature of her work, 

each part of each story being dependent on others, and each 

story developing the ideas uncovered in earlier stories. 

Though stylistically closer to Bowen, Lavin's 

concentration upon the whole, upon the community between 

elements rather than the personal, places her thematically 

nearer to Kate O'Brien than Elizabeth Bowen. That Lavin's 

subject is not so grounded in Irish politics as some might 

wish is, in fact, praise rather than criticism: focusing on 

women, but not solely on women's concern, Lavin's work is 

firmly and importantly grounded in the particulars of 

Ireland, but ultimately rises above purely national--hence 

ultimately confining--interests to the sphere of universal 

humanity. 



CHAPTER 7 

.. MOLLY KEANE'S FEMALE BILDUNGSROMAN--A GLOBE 

REVOLVING 

"You are a woman if you have had a lover in your bed." 
Aroon, Good Behaviour 

Molly Keane's writing career began in the late 

1920's with the first of the pseudonymous M.J. Farrell's 

series of popular and risque novels. Keane, whom one 

suspects is an inveterate story-teller, suggests, 

punningly, that she wrote only as she needed pin-money, and 

that the ambiguous pen-name (male or female, Anglo- or 

Gaelic Irish?) was essential in the horsey world of Anglo-

Ireland: "For a woman to read a book, let alone write one 

was viewed with alarm, I would have been banned from every 
1 

respectable house in County Carlow." Perhaps in Carlow--

though one doubts that--certainly not in all Ireland: when 

one of her books made the bestsellers' list, Molly Keane 

met Elizabeth Bowen, and though Keane was initially 

unsympathetic to literary people, Bowen became her greatest 

friend, and Bowen's Court one of the lovely, gracious 

houses the memory of which delights Keane even now, years 

1. Polly Devlin, "Introduction" The Rising Tide 
(1937; rpt. London: Virago Press, 1984) v. 
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after its demise. Thus, although Keane draws Anglo-

Ireland in hilarious, philistine garb, she was aware of 

the existence of the cultivated Anglo-Ireland of Elizabeth 

Bow~n, to be depicted from yet another perspective in the 

1970's by Jennifer Johnston. 

But Keane's own background is reflected in her work. 

The daughter of landed, and therefore relatively wealthy, 

Anglo-Irish parents, Keane remembers the "dreadful neglect" 

of her childhood: her mother, the poet Moira O'Neill, 

dwelt in a nineteenth century world, and her father cared 

only for horses and hunting. "You can't think how 

neglected we were, by our parents. I mean they didn't do 

anything with us at all, they simply didn't bother. They 
3 

were'utterly reclusive." Horses and riding were the most 

important things in the children's lives: "I really 

disapproved of people who didn't ride, it was the only 

thing that counted" (vii). Of her mother, she notes: "I 

fought her every inch of the way . She really didn't know 

how to treat us" (ix). Keane's world opened out when the 

Perry family invited her to live with them in Tipperary: 

in their gracious house Keane encountered, and responded 

to, elegance, civilization, and the fringe of ~ondon 

2. Molly Keane, "Elizabeth of Bowenscourt," The 
Irish Times, March 20, 1985, 19. 

3. Devlin ix. 
page number. 

Hereafter identified in text by 
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literary society. This was the milieu that developed the 

wry, humorous, sometimes scandalous M.J. Farrell. Although 

these early novels combine wit, alert intelligence, and 

willingness to broach controversial issues (lesbianism, for 

example, in the 1934 Devoted Ladies), I wish to concentrate 

here on Keane's masterpiece, Good Behaviour, the novel she 
4 

published in 1981, aft~r more than thirty years silence. 

Almost bridging the century, this brilliant text, which 

enacts the development of a young woman in the Ireland of 

1900-1920, in the years of Molly Keane's own childhood and 

adolescence, should indeed become, in the words of one 
5 

reviewer, "a classic among English novels." 

Before turning exclusively to Good Behaviour, 

however, I want to explore briefly its kinship with the 

tradition 6f Irish women's novels we have been examining. 

The shocking and grotesque occurrences of Good Behaviour 

take us back to Castle Rackrent and to a lesser extent to 

The Real Charlotte: all three novels give us an apparently 

casual recording, without authorial comment, of gross 

cruelties to women and to servants. We recall Thady's calm 

acknowledgement that neither he nor any of the other 

servants either saw or spoke to Jessica for seven years and 

4. Good Behaviour (1981; rpt. New York: Knopf, 
1983). Hereafter identified in text by page number. 

5. Rachel Billingtron, "Fictions of Class," The New 
York Times Book Review, August 9, 1981, 13. 

------------ - ~ ---
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his, more sympathetic, but equally passive acknowledgement 

of the tenants' poverty. Somerville and Ross suggest that 

Lady Dysart's coercion into marriage with a much older, 

rather hateful, man is a commonplace, as is Charlotte's 

rough treatment of her savant, Norry the boat. In Keane's 

novel, the protagonist Aroon St. Charles, deprived and 

eager for any display of affection is treated by her 

homoosexual- brother, Hubert, and his lover Richard as a 

spectacle. Indeed, we migh~ say that Aroon is, to use Luce 

Irigaray's word, the ultimate victim of the foreign, for 
6 

the woman, male "scoptophilic lens." In turn, Aroon is 

both brutal and dismissive of the human needs of her 

servant. J.G. Farrell comes closest to this sang-froid in 

the twentieth century, but he is indiscriminate in 
7 

dispensing brutality to both genders and to all classes. 

Julia O'Faolain will also draw grotesque situations, again 

without the class, but often with the gender, 
8 

distinctions. 

But narrative style most clearly nonnects Keane's 

Aroon with Edgeworth's Thady. In Good Behaviour, as in 

6. This Sex Which Is Not One, 
Porter and Carolyn-Burke ( 19-77-;- rpt. 
University Press, 1985) 23-26. 

transl. Catherine 
New York: Cornell 

7. J.G. Farrell, Troubles (1970; 
Fontana Paperbacks, 1984). 

rpt. London: 

8. Julia O'Faolain, Man in the Cellar (London: 
Faber and Faber, 1974); and Daughters of Passion (Middlesex: 
Penguin Books, 1982). 
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Castle Rackrent, the reader must constantly search behind 

the biased, unreliable narrator's words for some truth, 

and, as in the earlier novel, clues thrust weedlike through 

the"textual cracks of parataxis, contradictions, and 

apparent irrelevancies of which the narrator seems unaware. 

These similarities are all the more striking in view of 

Keane's insistence that her work owes no allegiance to 

Edgeworth's Castle Rackrent, which, she notes, she has not 
9 

read. Although the unreliable narrator is no longer a 

novelty in the twentieth century, Keane's is, as far as I 

am aware, the first Anglo-Irish work in which the 

protagonist/narrator adopts so clearly the tactics of the 

repressed "other," the Gaelic-Irish. In part, of course, 

this 'depiction is the result of the first-person 

narration--the story-tellers, Thady and Aroon, being 

superbly confined by their creators to appropriate, limited 

perspectives. But in the context of an Anglo-Irish 

narrative, however, I suggest that more is at stake. 

Edgeworth's Rackrents, all but Condy, who was nurtured in 

the Gaelic-Irish environs of Thady's own family, are 

figures of a large, rather than petty and furtive 

malevolency. Charlotte, too, is overt and "grand" in her 

designs, and Bowen's Naylors are serenely removed from the 

consequences of their actions. In her pettiness, in her 

9. Personal interview with Molly Keane in Ardmore, 
Waterford, June 1985. 
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flattery of more powerful figures than she, in her lies, 

Aroon is matched only by Condy and Thady. The Anglo-Irish, 

as it were, are finally· blended---totally with their Gaelic 

couftterparts, not in Aroon's mind, of course, but in 

Keane's depiction of Aroon as Anglo-Irish. 

The links to Castle Rackrent may testify to a 

shared inheritance rather than to intertextuality, but the 

ties to The Real Charlotte would seem to be deliberate. 

These ties are at once more obvious and less important, as 

are those to The Last September. In her physical and 

personal unattractiveness Keane's Aroon could be Charlotte 

Mullen's biological and social twin. But as Keane points 

out, Aroon is upper class, Charlotte, middle, and that made 
10 

a great difference. Indeed, it did; it was after all 

Aroon's exposure to the deceptive practices of upper class 

"good behaviour" that allowed her build, first in her 

memory, later in her text, the fiction of her successful, 

worthwhile life. Charlotte's bildungsromane would have 

been, we suspect, more overt, less tricky, less fictional. 

Despite the difference in style, which is what the 

difference in class amounts to in this instance, neither 

Charlotte nor Aroon are rich enough to compensate in the 

marriage market for their negative qualities. This fact 

decrees a similar fate in a society that continued to use 

10. Personal interview. 



women as objects of exchange. Elizabeth Bowen's Lo.is, on 

the other hand, is of the same class as Aroon, but 
11 

beautiful and therefore valuable. Aroon's nostalgia, 

while always humorous, is as pervasive as that of Bowen's 

narrator. Indeed Keane's work extends or complements 

Bowen's vision by presenting the other Anglo-Ireland. 

Keane's September could also be that of 1920--the year in 

which Danielstown and many lovely Big Houses burned. 

Keane's own home, as I noted already, was burned (Chapter 

1). The tolerance which Keane's father exhibited on th~t 

occasion was inherited in large measure by the daughter, 

who suggests her own sympathy with the "boys"--the Irish 
12 

Republican Army--who destroyed her home. In bequeathing 

to Aroon those character defects that previous Anglo-Irish 

writers had reserved for the Gaelic-Irish, Keane, I 

suggest, extends her sympathetic identification. Further, 

in setting her novel in the turbulent years of the early 

1920's and in ignoring these events, Keane, like Mary 

Lavin, suggests the unimportance of political upheaval in 

the lives of her characters. Neither world nor national 

war will affect women's lives as much as will traditional 

social and financial constraints. 

11. Keane has Aroon allude to her (Keane's) own 
favorite Bowen novel when obliged to sell Richard's gift-
"It was the death of my heart" (167). 

12. Personal interview. 
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I have said Good Behaviour is a masterpiece. On the 

most obvious level we are aware of mastery when a narrator 

as pompous, self-centered, and inhumane as Aroon, a liar 

and " a matricide J wins her readers from revulsion to 

support. First person narration is, of course, a good 

technique· to win reader sympathy. A first person narrator 

can best explain, for example, the awful let-down the 

character felt when the eagerly-awaited "lover" wished only 

to look at, not to love, her. Of more importance, however, 

is the bildungsromane form itself: through it we see the 

psychological abuse to which the child was SUbject, and as 

the child develops, the form also reveals the distorting 

effects of this abuse on the victim's personality. Indeed, 

the genre itself further complicates Aroon's already much 

mentally-revised text. The novel is replete with self

reflexive references to its own status-as bildungsromane, 

references which repeatedly call our attention to genre. 

The opening death scene, for example, the only scene in the 

present tense, concludes with Aroon's explicit statement of 

purpose: "At fifty-seven my brain is fairly bright, 

brighter than ever I sometimes think, and I have a cast-iron 

memory. If I look back beyond any shadow into the 

uncertainties and glories of our youth, parhaps I shall 

understand more about what became of us" (10). Moving from 

present tense into her statement of purpose and then into 

past tense, Aroon is made to emphasize the bildungsromane. 

----------------------------------_.-------
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In another instance, describing the visit of Richard and her 

brother Hubert, Aroon again calls our attention to genre, 

and perhaps more importantly to her own previous experience 

with this form. The three ex-pupils of the governess, Mrs. 

Brock, Aroon tells us, constantly attempted to revive her 

~mage that climactic summer, as they recounted repeatedly 

"the separate childhoods, which had left us the people we 

were" (31). Proust's famous bildungsroman is evoked as if 

by accident, as if the narrator were unaware of the origin 

of her phrase, "remembrance of time past" (219). And, 

perhaps most intrusively, Aroon puns on the name of the 

genre, telling the reader that she does not need details 

spelled out because "I know how to build the truth" (142). 

Presenting Aroon as an obtuse, unreliable narrator, Keane 

complicates her picture by implying that this narrator is 

also a competent story-teller, one who might very well be 

aware of the sympathy-gaining possibilities of her chosen 

genre. 

In claiming the bildungsromane for her own, Aroon 

lays claim to a traditionally male genre. In his classic 

study, Jerome Buckley enumerates the characteristics of 

what he calls the "typical" work. Buckley suggests that-. 

the child of the bildungsroman is one of "some 

sensibility," who grows up in an environment hostile to his 

imagination, whose father, in particular, impedes his 
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progress. Schooling will be inadequate or frustrating, 

the real education beginning when the child leaves school 

and home to explore his social environment. This education 

invOlves at least two love affairs, "one debasing, one 

exalting, and demands that in this respect and others the 

hero reappraise his values" (16-17). The end of the 

bildung, Buckley' suggests, is the hero's recognition of who 

he is, and the integration of this individual into society, 

values intact. Integration may take place with a society 

other than that in which the hero matured: Stephen 

Dedalus, for example, leaves Ireland in search of a society 

less inimical to what he sees as his needs. 

As this definition makes clear, Buckley's depiction 

is resolutely androcentric. The psychological development 

he charts, as the editors of a recent volume of fictions on 

female development stress, is not human, but male. Recent 

psychoanalytical theorists, as well as analysis of 

bildungsromane with female protagonists, suggest an 

alternate--different rather than inferior--pattern of 

female development, one that valorizes relatedness rather 
14 

than separation. Secondly, the editors note that women's 

13. Season of Youth (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1974) 17. 

14. Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch, and Elizabeth 
Langland, "Introduction," editors, The Voyage In: Fictions 
of Female Development (Hanover: University Pres of New 
England, 1983) 3-19. See also Carol Gilligan, "In a 
Different Voice: Women's Conception of Self and of 
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fictional development often occurs late, frequently after 

conventional expectations of marriage and motherhood have 

been fulfilled and found wanting. Further, the exploration 

of envil.·onment and lovers, was, of course, denied young 

women of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries. Yet 

another important distinction is that female development 

may be chronological, as in Jane EYre, for example, or may 

be "compressed into brief epiphanic moments," "flashes of 

recognition," rather than the "continuous unfolding of an 

action" (7-12). Again the development may be drawn in a 

sub-text of dreams or memories, juxtaposed against a 

conventional plot. Noting significant continuity as well 

as difference with the genre as defined by Buckley and 

others,· the editors summarize the results of their 

exploration of fictions of female development: 

Belief in a coherent self (although not 
necessarily an autonomous one); faith in the 
possibility of development (although change may be 
frustrated, may occur at different stages and 
rates, and may be concealed in the narrative); 
insistence on a time span in which development 
occurs (although the time span my exist only in 
memory); and emphasis on social context (even as 
an adversary). (14) 

In this context, I suggest that Keane's Good Behaviour is 

an ironic bildungsroman, ironic in the way Joyce's Portrait 

is, in that it will not allow us to simply invert Aroon's 

viewpoint, but doubly ironic, in its expropriation and 

exploitation of the androcentric genre. This expropriation 

Morality," Harvard Educational Review 47 (1977): 481-517. 
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results in a change of perspective for the female 

protagonist, a change equivalent in scope--to use Aroon's 

phrase--to that of a globe's revolving. 

The intricate relationship between autobiography and 

bildungsroman is well documented. The philistine values of 

the world Aroon describes are certainly similar to those 

Molly Keane recalls from her own childhood. The neglect of 

Aroon and Hubert, the shame of their father at their 

"cowardice" with horses, the artistry and atavism of the 

mother, the inhumane treatment of the servants, the sense 

of superiority in a code. of social behavior, all are part 
15 

of the Anglo-Irish world Molly Keane remembers. Aroon, 

like Bowen's Lois, is also about the age Keane would have 

been. But she is not Keane. The escape to Tipperary, the 

happy marriage, the successful writing career, and the 

wonderful friendships shaped the warm Molly Keane rather 

than the cold, harsh Aroon. Instead, Aroon, like Lois and 

perhaps Stephen Dedalus, is a portrait of what the artist 

could have become. Given these similarities, and despite 

the hilarious humor, Keane's portrait is a grim one--her 

Aroon lacking even the role models available to the less 

privileged Anna Murphy in Kate O'Brien's novel. Rose, the 

maid in Good Behaviour, is the only person whose actions 

15. See Devlin interview already referenced, and 
"Introduction," Devoted Ladies (1936; rpt. London: Virago 
Press, 1984). 
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are motivated by decent, if rough, humanity. Here again we 

have an ironic kinship with a predecessor--Kate O'Brien 

provided her Gaelic-Irish heroine with an English role 

mod~l, and Molly Keane provides her Anglo/Aroon with a 

Gaelic servant--a model that, given her tendencies, Aroon 

will, of course, ignore. 

The earliest stage of human development that 

psychologists chart is that of preoedipal primal unity with 
16 

the mother. The terms currently used to describe the 

early stages of development are common to both 

psychoanalysis and literature. Dorothy Dinnerstein, for 

example, notes that the very young child does not 

distinguish him/herself either from the people or the world 

around her/him--all are part of the one continuum. But as 

the child matures, s/he learns to see his/her "I"ness in 

relation to another perso~, to an "It," which is not 

clearly an "I," usuallY, the primary care-taker, the 

"other," mother. Having initially seen the mother as "It," 

children never fully allow their mothers assume the 

distinctive individual status they themselves attain. 

Girls, however, Dinnerstein concludes, transfer some of 

16. See Nancy Chodorow, "Family Structure and 
Feminine Personality," Women, Culture, and Society, edited 
Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Standford 
University Press, 1974), particularly 45-54. 
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this "It"ness to themselves. In other words, girls tend 

to see themselves in some ways as they see their mothers. 

This is also Chodorow's point: women's development entails 

relatedness while men's entails separation. Consequently 

these early stages and the nurturance received at this time 

would seem to be of primary importance to the female child 

if she is to be able to relate to other human beings. 

Stephen Dedalus's first recorded sensations, although 

brief, enact the primal unity, Stephen seeming to be 
18 

. unindividuated from the world around him. Aroon's first 

memory, on the other hand, is that of alienation from the 

mother--an isolation extending indeterminately back so far 

as to seem "natu.t:al." 

The first time Aroon recalls this isolation, she 

seems to be invoking not a particular memory, but her 

early, already-accepted sense of the world and of her own 

place, or lack thereof, in this world. The word "crusted" 

releases the memory: 

Why do I hate the word "crusted"? Because I feel 
with my lips the boiled milk, crusted since the 
night before, round the rim of the mug out of which 
I must finish my breakfast milk. . . . I am again 
in the darkness of the nursery, the curtains drawn 
against the winter morning outside. Nannie is dragging 

17. Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and The 
Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1977). 

18. 
ms!! (1916; 

. ,_. --------------

James Joyce, Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
rpt. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1985) 1-2. 



on her corsets under her great nightgown. Baby 
Hubert is walking up and down his cot in a dirty 
nightdress. The nursery maid is pouring paraffin 
on a sulky nursery fire. I fix my eyes on the 
strip of morning light where wooden rings join 
curtain to ourtain pole and think about my bantams. 

' ... Even then I knew how to ignore things. (13) 
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Only three years older than the dirty baby, Aroon is hardly 

more than a baby herself, yet has already retreated into a 

~orld isolated from both humanity and environment. 

The first specific memory reinforces the reader's 

sense of the ohild's isolation and reveals the mother as 

the likely source of Aroon's separation. On an evening 

when the governess and all the servants are away, Aroon, 

oompelled only by the deadly illness of her younger brother 

Hubert, braves the sanctuary of the dining-room. There, 

"In spite of the desperate importance of my mission, I 

stood in the doorway for a whole minute, stunned and 

silenced by the munifioent quality of their [parents'] 

int.imacy" (15). Even as a child, Aroon is distracted by 

odours as Stephen is by words; the adult Aroon will become 

an artist of both food and words, and the child Aroon noted 

that the "tide of musky, womanly scent from the wet 

Portugal laurels drifted in, strong against· the del.icate 

smells of strawberries and candle smoke and a breath of 

past roast chicken." She looks to her father first: 

The austere outdoor look I knew had melted from him 
·into the air, like the glass in the cupboard. 
Sitting there, he seemed extraordinarily dulled, 
dulled and happy. Both their glasses were full and 
his eyes were downwards on her arms, their flesh 



firm as partridge breasts. He was speaking to her, 
asking some question I did not hear. When they saw 
me in the doorway, when I said, "I think Hubert's 
dead," he raised his eyes from her arms (it seemed a 
longtime, while Hubert and I were shut out) to her 
shoulders, to her eyes, and then he visibly let her 

'go. If my dressing-gown had been in flames round me 
it would have taken them just as long to part. 
Although they weren't near each other I could not 
have walked, unless they called me, any nearer to 
that circle they made. (15-16) 

The language enacts the reluctance of the father: 

the unimportant, parenthetical children must pry his gaze 

from the beautiful and frigid object of his affections. 
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The adult narrator, mistress of both language and good 

behavior, skillfully implies her mother's sexuality, by the 

focus on arms, at once displaced and erotically displayed 

as "partridge's breasts." The substitution of the food 

metaphor, loveliest of all to starved Aroo~, begins the 

long process of substitution and displacement which recurs 

throughout the novel. Already the daughter sees herself 

pitted in unequal struggle with her mother for the 

attention necessary to survival. We are given no reason to 

doubt this memory, unlike the later reminisces of the 

"affair" with Richard, which grow alarmingly in Aroon's 

memory between recitations. This exclusion, even in deadly 

danger, from the mental circle the parents make, becomes a 

controlling motif, haunting Aroon and her text, causing her 

to become, in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, an 

outsider, a perpetually frightened child. Deprived of 

primal unity from a very young age, Aroon's development is 
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distorted. It is she, Aroon, who is the "It," or "Other"-

the presence outside the unified circle of mother/father, 

mother/ Hubert, father/Mrs.Brock, father/Rose, 

mother/Rose. Denied the sense of relatedness nourished in 

a mother/daughter relationship, Aroon cannot as child or 

adult empathize with those around her. 

This sense of negative difference, of unimportance, 

often overwhelms Aroon, but is most potent and most 

enfeebling in her mother's presence. After Hubert's death 

and Richard's departure, when life seems to offer only her 

mother's contempt, her father's disinterest, and her own 

private fantasies, Aroon responds in delight to what she 

wants to believe is a "show of affection and concern" from 

her father. Her mother enters the room, however, and the 

new companionship is shattered by her consciousness and 

Aroon's of that much stronger mental and marital bond. 

"She sat down on his right hand and looked at him, deeply 

amused. A whole relationship was in her eyes. It expelled 

me from any secrecy with Papa" (120). Feeling betrayed by 

her father's silence, which she interprets as acquiescence 

in the mother's amusement, Aroon notes that, as on the 

night in childhood, her father'S look at her mother is 

almost sensory, seeming to cover her "mouselike 

paw." On the night of the disastrous ball, Aroon, who 

tries to see her reality, her self, as "mignonne" rather 
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than "massive" (185), comes to show this "real" self, this 

text she tries to create, to her bed-ridden Papa. "Before 

my moment had time to live," Aroon reports, "it fell and 

shattered round me. Mummie was sitting with him, as though 

she had guessed I would be doing just this" (194). Seeming 

to join in Papa's admiration, Mummie admits that Aroon is 

"Stupendous," recalling, of course, as she knows, all 

Aroon's fears on account of-her immense size. Even on her 

father's death, Aroon is aware that her mother has again 

excluded her by aligning with Rose: "Again a circle was 

forming--it had alreadY formed. I was back in the 

diningroom on a summer night, on a hot September morning; 

the circle was closing to hold me out" (239). 

The advent of Mrs. Brock, a surrogate mother, opens 

the world a little, allowing Aroon to glimpse alternate, if 

limited, possibilities. The world, and food, of the 

dining-room becomes the children's, at least for lunch

time, and Mrs. Brock introduces warmth, treats, and fun to 

the school-room. Teaching the children to ride, through 

bribing the ponies with chocolate, gift of Papa, Mrs. Breck 

earns Papa's gratitude-, and not incidentally, sows the 

seeds that blossom into friendship, one that will attempt 

to exclude Mummie, between Aroon and her father (55). 

Equally important for the children are Mrs. Brock's 

"stories of her past pupils" (17)--indeed the story of 

Richard's childhood occupies almost half the childhood 
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portion of Aroon's bildungsroman (18-43, 10-63). The fat 

Aroon identifies rapidly with the fat governess, and we see 

her begin to adopt Mrs. Brock's rather silly verbal 

niceties, her pleasure in "designer" labels, and her belief 

in her singing ability (18,17,20,44). The positive quality 

of the life Mrs. Brock gives Aroon is epitomized in a 

recollection of one "ravingly glad day by the sea," when 

Mrs. Brock, "sea1"-like in her armoured, black bathing

dress, teaches Aroon to swim (49-50). Having swum four 

strokes more than Hubert, Aroon is consumed with happiness 

at her sense of complicity with the governess, a sense of 

for the first time being favored and preferred to Mummie's 

pet, Hubert (50). In psychoanalytical terms, the 

identification that takes place between Mrs. Brock and 

Aroon is a miniature, diluted version of that primal 

identification which Aroon has been denied. 

The optimistic "epiphanic flashes" which this 

mother substitute bequeaths Aroon, and which compete as 

reality in Aroon's perception of herself with the circles 

of- isolation she inherits from Mummie, are not 

uncontaminated. Since, as Abel et al note, women's 

training was designed not to make them independent but to 

teach them to find someone to care for them, the lessons of 

sensuality are· of utmost importance (Abel et a1 8). These 

lessons are inculcated from an early age, though the code 



of good behaviour disguises both their nature and their 

end. The mice, an essential feat~re in every 1912 school-
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room, are, as Richard's Nannie notes, a way "of breaking it 

to them nicely," but Mrs. Brock, Aroon notes, seems to have 

failed in sex education (28). Bursting with curiosity, 

Aroon questions the governess, to no avail, on the 

pregnancy of the gatekeeper's wife. Significantly, 

younger Hubert does not share her ignorance (57). 

the 

The 

mice, or what they represent to Aroon, sex, taint all the 

positive memories. On an evening when Aroon is aware of 

Mrs. Brock's disappointment, engendered by Papa's 

surrendering his time with the governess and the children 

for a drive with Mummie, Aroon visits the schoolroom and, 

she expects, her governess. But the classroom is empty, 

and the mice in an uproar as the male attempts to mate with 

the female. Not understanding, Aroon is terrified that the 

smaller mouse will be hurt. Mrs. Brock enters, however, 

takes care of the mice, and comforts Aroon, nursing her 

like a baby and feeding her milk and biscuits. Noting the 

governess's joy, Aroon focuses on Mrs. Brock's lovely, 

flowery hat, gift of Richard's mother, Lady Grizel, now 

thrown on the table, looking "as if it had lain in wet 

grass" (59). And, although Mrs. Brock has treated Aroon 

so specially, the child is aware that "Again, as on an 

evening by the sea, I knew that a space widened between us" 

(59). The day by the sea is perhaps Aroon's primary 



positive moment; on that day also, feeling the need to 

give to the beloved, Aroon had confided her father's 

delight in the repair job Mrs. Brock had performed on his 

coat. Given the rigours of good behaviour, Aroon's father 

could not acknowledge this service financially, Mrs. Brock 

being a governess, not a servant. But Aroon remembers that 

as she told Mrs. Brock of Papa's gratitude: "I knew she 

was tense with pleasure; and, while I glowed in its 

bestowal, the story was hardly out of my mouth before I 

knew too that her reception of it was on a different level 

from mine--a foreign, secret level, leaving me outside, a 

messenger, not a participant" (50-1). The moments of 

identification are thus tainted by an intuitive sense of 

the surrogate mother's stronger identification with 

another, and, again intuitively, the child associates this 

latter identification with sexual attraction. 
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Sexuality, then, while essential to a woman's 

survival, is associated in Aroon's mind with exclusion, if 

not danger, a link reinforced in the climactic scene which 

ends the childhood section. Sensing Mrs. Brock's 

loneliness on Papa's rejection, Aroon comes to console her, 

but the governess betrays the code she has herself 

inculcated in Aroon. Angry, hurt, and presumably almost 

frantic, given her latest dismissal and the absence of 

prospects for a genteel woman, Mrs. Brock forces Aroon to 

.- --. ------------- ---
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look at. Minnie's "disgust.ing" babies. In t.he crudest 

manner, t.he surrogate mot.her now acquaints Aroon wit.h the 

fact.s. of intercourse, concluding, "It.'s a t.hing men do, 

it.'s all they want t.o do, and you won't like it" (62). 

Although Aroon attempts to repress this memory (she reminds 

us frequently that she never t.old Richard of the mice, 

19,91), it haunts her t.ext, as does t.he subsequent drowning 

suicide of Mrs. Brock. Indeed, of course, the very 

suppression of the never-fully-explained, frightening 

incident.s makes t.hem more pot.ent.. Chronogically,. 

identification was followed by betrayal, by a bet.rayal 

linked to sexual attract.ion between t.he people most 

responsive t.o Aroon--Papa and Mrs. Brock--and ult.imat.ely by 

death. This frightening cluster of unexamined event.s 

constant.ly directs Aroon's responses and shapes much of her 

reaction t.o the world. 

Childhood over, the bildungsromane moves to 

educat.ion. In referring t.o Aroon's schooling in only t.wo 

-half-sentences, sentences which appropriat.ely refer not t.o 

t.he cont.ent of t.he education, but. t.o it.s encroachment. on 

Aroon's life, Keane almost parodies t.he t.radit.ional 

bidungsroman int.erpretation of formal education as 

inadequate (65-7). For education, or the lack thereof, 

will mean less t.han not.hing in a woman's achieving 

maturity, a condition associat.ed with marriage in Aroon's 

societ.y. The phot.ographs Aroon inspects in Tatler 

-------------- -----_ .. _-------_ .. _------ --_ ...... . 
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demonstrate the acceptable paradigm: "A full-page picture 

changed all the fugitive glamour of the chase and the 

ballroom to a quiet contemplation of marriage and 

motherhood as understood by the proper sort of English 

family" (206). These historical realities remind us that in 

suggesting the unimportance of formal education, Buckley 

betrays a bias that only the accessibility of male 

education allows: Stephen Dedalus, however inimical he 

finds his education, is yet enabled by this training to 

live independently as he seeks some other life. No 

vocational training is available to Aroon and all the women 

like her, however, despite the-lessons of the desperate 

Mrs. Brock's and Miss Crowhursts. For a society that 

professes to cherish women and to see marriage as their 

destiny, such women, like Lavin's widows, are embarrassing 

anomalies. 

Given this goal of female development, training in 

sensuality and charm will form the real core of a woman's 

education. In this respect the lessons of Mrs. Brock's 

suicide and of the Crowhurst twins are ever-present warning 

memories to Aroon, the huge girl who, at parties, shuts 

herself up for hours in a lavatory or sits chattering 

"hysterically with the unwanted, like myself" (77)., 

Because her prospects are so dim, Aroon vacillates between 

images of her likely future as the "powerless . . . 



daughter at home--a child of the house living in the grace 

and favour of' unexplored obedience" (164), or illusions of 

a successful marriage, with Aroon herself being accorded 

ele~ated status as the cherished and rich wife of Richard 

(229). While she awaits that golden era, however, Aroon 

ignores, denies, or represses knowledge of the sexually 

active world around her. Aroon's gullibility in the 

presence, or in the interruption, of sexual activity, is 

the source of the reader's enjoyment, and perhaps also of 

her occasional misgivings as to Aroon's real naivete. 
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For although Aroon's "ignorance" is the dominant joke 

in Good Behaviour, her narrative play often suggests a 

knowledge which good behaviour will not allow spoken, a 

point I shall return to, and the sexual situations 

repressed pose varying:degrees of danger to Aroon. With 

the death of her father, Aroon imagines her "grief for Papa 

and ... lost love for Richard as joining together" (215). 

The emotion she sustains for both these men is presented as 

similar, and as Papa's sexual relationship with first 

Mummie and then Mrs. Brock threatened by excluding Aroon, 

so his continued. relationships suggest danger which is bes·t 

repressed. Rose's early affair with Papa could be ignored 

under the pretense of culinary matters, but even here 

reality encroached: "There were pauses," Aroon notes, 

"dragging out the time of giving and taking orders for 

luncheon; their voices had another world beyond them"(76). 
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As we have seen, food and sex are always closely 

associated in Aroon's narrative--one pleasure often 

substituting for the other (115). When Papa becomes ill, 

Rose takes him over entirely" and Aroon represents her doing 

so as an act of rivalry. Refusing to admit, perhaps even 

unaware of the nature of this rivalry, Aroon pictures 

herself as an innocent. To the reader, nurse, and Mummie 

she confides the" story of Rose's warming Papa's phantom 

foot, the foot of the leg he lost during the war (159-

60,161,219), and she admits sadly that her father looks 

forward more to Rose's visits than to hers, rationalizing 

that it's to the whiskey-Rose gives him. 

Besides protecting Aroon from facing the threatening 

riva~ry, her refusal to acknowledge the sexual reality Mrs. 

Brock had so unambiguously revealed allows her to pretend 

she has achieved maturity through receiving male approval 

as a desirable sexual object. Ignoring all the evidence of 

Richard's and Hubert's homosexuality, Aroon "builds" the 

memory of her illusionary affair (an ironic instance of 

female mental development), just as she has nurtured her 

positive memories of Mrs. Brock. The "affair" begins on 

another glad day at the beach of childhood, a day during 

which Aroon and Hubert fill Richard in on all the details 

of the previous trip with Mrs. Brock. Now, as then, Aroon 

is made to feel privileged above Hubert: as her brother 
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calls, "Come on, old Sea Cow, unpack the tea," Richard 

turns to Aroon. Richard's gesture is originally recalled 

thus: "When he pulled me up from the sand and towards 

himself, I shall always be sure that his lips touched the 

sandy, salty crook of my arm" (100), which becomes at next 

airing,after Richard's letter a1."rives: "I felt as nearly 

as could be back in the moment when I had run along the wet 

sand, when he had touched the inside of my salty arm. 

Linked with this was the other afternoon when I had first 

learned to swim" (137). And, brooding on the letter, Aroon 
,/ 

wishes he had thought of her in connection with a herd of 

gazelles rather than a bull elephant, because then she 

would have known he had "remembered our running on the 

sands and that he had kissed my salty arm." "Had he?" she 

asks (141). The bedroom scene grows in a similar fashion, 

from Aroon's feeling "cherished and defrauded" at what she 

intuitively senses is Richard's exploitation (107), to 

asserting, "I can never look on myself as a deprived, 

inexperienced girl. I've had a man in my bed. I suppose I 

could say I've had a lover. I like to call it that. I do 

call it that" (108), to pitying the Crowhurst girls, who 

will always be· .. girLs," whereas Aroon is a "woman." "You 

are a woman if you h~ve had a lover in your bed as I have 

had" (172). Having coped with the two "lovers" required in 

the definition of bildungsroman--Mr. Kiely, in Aroon's 

mind, playing the carnal, Richard, the pure--Aroon can 



assert her maturity in the only terms the male 

bildungsroman allows a woman (211). 

During Papa's illness, the two competing versions, 

or mental texts, of Aroon's reality emerge fully. No 

longer needing to please her husband by extravagant foods, 

Mummie decides to economize on heat and food--an economy, 
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of course, that takes Aroon, although she does not note 

this, back to the nursery. "Rabbit," rather than butcher's 

meat, should be used at table, Mummie decrees, just as 

awful rabbit stew was nursery diet (178, 12). Shivering, 

Aroon reads and unfortunately responds to her mother's 

unspoken view that fat people don't feel the cold. 

Pityingly, Mummie replies, "My poor girl--don't let's talk 

about your size. . . . They say whales can live for months 

on their own fat--do they call it blubber? Or is it 

seals?" (180) "Seals," Aroon replies: 

The memory of a summer day came to me, unlocked and 
visible in that word II seal. " It was Mrs. Brock, 
diving and plunging and playing in the water. Kindness 
was the word linked with seal. Under my hand, 
tonight, the texture of my blue velvet dress stood up, 
electric with cold; this was the present, and that 
time, before I knew I was ugly, was a myth. Careful 
love, milk and biscuits, her f.eet buried in sugary 
sand, her best hat with roses were false assurances. 
Such things as they gave or promised had no material 
body. Tonight was real, with my cold hands on my 
cold dress and my longing for food ... (180). 

Returning humiliated from the ball at which she learned of 

Richard's engagement, Aroon seeks comfort from Papa, only 

to interrupt, to his obvious anger, Rose's ministrations. 



Resorting to the only cOmIort that never fails her, food, 

Aroon waits for the kettle to boil for her tea: 

In the space of waiting there came a reunion with a 
moment nearer than the present, when mice had 

'flickered in their- cages and I could smell the 
faint appropriate marriage of hot milk and Marie 
biscuits. Then love and trust had swelled the air 
round me, and there had been a wild nonchalance 
expressed by a hat flung down with its wet pink 
roses. For a breath I was held in that time before 
love and trust had failed me. Now, as before, the 
moment broke into ugliness and terror. (213) 

Berft of those with whom she had made her only attempts to 
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identify, Mrs. Brock, Richard, and Papa, Aroon's "epiphanic 

flashes" would seem vanquished by Mummie's cold circles of 

memory. 

The sub-text of Good Behaviour, however, suggests a 

more optimistic development. While love, accompanied of 

course by marriage, is the obvious, indeed the only, route 

of female maturity and fulfillment in Aroon's society, and 

in that of the traditional bildungsroman, Aroon is exposed 

and responds to another tradition, a female culinary 

tradition. Inheriting her father's palate, the child Aroon 

has responded to the- delicious aromas of adult meals, her 

interest fostered by continued exposure to Mrs. Brock's 

conoisseur tastes (15,18,36,53). The portrait of the first 

cook-, Mrs. Lennon, is that of an inspired, treasured artist 

(12)--not entirely parody either: Keane recently published 

a beautiful cookbook, Molly Keane's Nursery Cooking 



19 
(1985). On Mrs. Lennon's death, Aroon links Mummie's 

power over Papa to her ability to please his palate, and 

again speaks of the culinary tradition as of art: . 
Her death made a dreadful change, a real chasm in 
one of his greatest pleasures, a weakening of one 
of Mummie's unspoken influences. Mrs. Lennon's 
secrets died along with her, for she despised 
receipts and the ignorant and mean-minded who 
cooked by them; she never wrote anything down and, 
if possible, shut the door against any inquiring 
kitchen maid while she composed her greatest 
dishes. No inheritance was left from her years in 
office. She could not speak the language of her 
skill (nor did she wish to). "Partridges Mrs. 
Lennon . . . "some friend might say years after her 
death, and Papa's eyes would drop and his face 
darken. (72) 
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By a happy accident, Rose is called on to make dinner, upon 

the unannounced departure of one of the many "undedicated 

cooks" who attempt to take Mrs. Lennon's place (74). Rose 

lives up to Mrs. Lennon's tradition, her power over Papa 

beginning in the "cheerful ambiguous morning talk" of 

menus, "talk of food inspiring them both with thoughts of 

the necessary pleasures" (115). The Aroon we meet in the 

opening section is the culmination of this tradition, 

having moved from the appreciative critic, to the mistress 

who suggests the perfect menu, to the artist who creates 

the dish itself, the delicious quenelles (244,3). 

Ironically, the .inherited female tradition finally gives 

Aroon the ultimate power over the most unmotherly mother 

19. Molly Keane's Nursery Cooking (London: 
MacDonald, 1985). 



who had depended on another tradition, and the weapon 

itself is, of course, rabbit. 
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A second, at once more obvious and more subtle, 

development takes place in the sub-text of Aroon's 

bildungsroman. Aroon's childhood, we remember, has been 

spent in listening, avidly and delightedly, to Mrs. Brock's 

narrative- of Richard's childhood (17), and Aroon's own 

narrative style is the result of those stories. (The Aroon 

whom the reader sees build her story, leavening the facts 

with fiction, ironically recalls the author who has also 

engaged in a similar creation.) The fact that Aroon 

reports both Mrs. Brock's narrative and her own does not 

negate this inheritance, for Aroon can only know the 

details and the irrelevancies of Mrs. Brock's days at Stoke 

Charity from Mrs. Brock herself. The narrative style, 

then, the fantasy, bathos, irrelevancy, and snobbery, would 

seem to be the product of Mrs. Brock's surrogate 

mothering. A few examples should suffice: as, dressed in 

Lady Grizel's clothes, fat Mrs. Brock walks and stands "in 

the same careless, rather flighty way" of Lady Grizel (20), 

so Aroon, responding to the "charity" of Richard, changes 

her self-image from "sea cow" to antelope (100). Although 

frightened at her- precarious financial situation on being 

dismissed from Stoke Charity, Mrs. Brock is distracted 

crossing the hall by the animal rugs, remembering how the 
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dogs love to pee on those heads, and though "overtaken by a 

violent diarrhoea," she yet remembers to tell Aroon of the 

"mahogany seat," the "D-shaped hand-fitting," and the . 
"blue-flowered basin" in the bathroom (35). Similarly Aroon 

deflates her accounts of her own tragedies: on discovering 

Richard's engagement, Aroon too feels "the absolute need of 

getting to the lavatory" (207), and once there, she too 

observes the details (208). Constantly she pulls the 

narrative to bathos, with the "po" cupboard in her chamber 

of love, with Rose's "spreading her bottom on the wet 

ground" in the account of Papa's stroke (105,145). Mrs. 

Brock's obsession with name-dropping~ the Yapp shoes, the 

Busvine suits, re-emerges in Aroon's interrupting her 

narrative to note the tray from Harrod's, the fox rampant 

(20,5,6). 

The most significant feature of Good Behaviour is 

the narrator's power of self-deception, a power derived 

from Mrs. Brock and the need to survive, but attributed to 

the code of good behaviour. I have already noted Mrs. 

Brock's ability to re-envision her figure; her ability to 

believe that the Lady Grizel who dismisses actually loves 

her is also repeated in Aroon'a belief in Richard (41,106-

8); and Mrs. Brock's lies, her pretense to occult powers, 

will become Aroon's explicit lies (to Mummie about the 

quenelles, for example) and her narrative "building" 
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(23,5). From Mummie,Aroon has learnt the survival power 

of silence: having sold her horse, Aroon wonders how she 

will break the news to her mother. "Don't tell her, don't 

tell her anything," she counsels herself. She concludes 

this particular soliloquy, "I was learning t'o keep 

everything to myself now that I was a woman of means" 

(172), almost betraying the code and making the direct 

connection between means and power. I suggest, however, 

that Aroon does know more ,than she pretends, though her 

narrative control is so beautifully balanced we cannot 

measure the exact extent of her knowledge. Ber language in 

the many instances noted earlier would seem to suggest a 

knowledge barely suppressed by the code, a knowledge 

repressed by survival instincts'. Of Mrs. Brock's affair 

with Papa, for example, Aroon notes, while never overtly 

acknowledging the affair, "This happy familiarity was begun 

in innocence and was chaperoned, for a time closely, by our 

constant presence" (55). Again, in a nice slip of a 

consonant, she recalls Mrs. Brock's being "beflowered" bY' 

happiness (62). The boys' "secret" game, Aroon notes, was' a 

"violation" of Mrs. Brock (91), and memc,,:t'y of this game 

returns to Aroon as' she awaits Richard,' s "ravishing" (107). 

Requesting Dr. Coffee to forbid Rose's administering 

whiskey to Papa, "So that it's not just me . against 

them," Aroon is upset at his response, "Just you spoiling 

his bit of pleasure," realizing that "Be understood more 

-~~------------~--.-------- -----
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than I had meant" (189). And finally, she notes that Papa 

was "The doll I was not allowed to play with. I had fought 

for my rights of possession in him and I suppose I had 

lost" (222). At her father's funeral, Aroon is explicit, 

acknowledging Rose as a second "widow" (234). 

Aroon's text is a triumph of, good behaviour. 

Playing the part of innocent, Aroon protects herself from 

the knowledge of the dangerous sexual activity and can yet 

assert that she has maintained maturity in the terms of the 

male bildungsroman, in the terms of her own society, and is 

therefore not an object of pity. Further, the code of good 

behaviour allows her to describe, without acknowledging her 

responsibility for, the murder of her rival, Mummie. And 

the code disguises the important lessons Aroon has learnt: 

female survival is dependent on male approval and such 

approval can never be hers while she lacks physical charm 

and/or money. Control of discourse, however, allows Aroon 

to conceal, perhaps a reflex action by now, and to present 

herself again as a joke, this time the reader's and, thus, 
) 

to gain the reader's sympathy, as she had once' won 

Richard's and Hubert's by becoming their joke. 

But Aroon's epiphany is the ultimate triumph of 

"Good Behaviour" in that Aroon overtly attributes her 

euphoria to knowledge of her father's love, but in fact 

celebrates her liberation through financial independence. 



I wondered if I could go on breathing naturally, 
through the delight that lifted me. Twice over now 
this euphoria of love had elevated my whole body; I 
was its host. Then the vision changed; it was as 
though. the face of myoId world turned away from 
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'me--a globe revolving--I was looking into a changed 
world, where I was a changed person, where my love was 
recognised and requited. . I was claiming what 
was mine--his love, his absolute love. I wanted them 
to understand that he had loved me most. (243-4) 

The convention of "Good Behaviour" allows this exultation, 

but does Aroon mean love? The "globe revolving" transforms 

the frightened child into the adult in control, a 

revolution that re-enacts in larger terms that achieved 

through the sale of Richard's horse. The transformation 

is not however the effect of love: Mrs. Brock's and Papa's 

had been ineffectual while Aroon's rival, Mummie, 

controlled the finances. It is financial independence, not 

love, which alone bequeaths Aroon "the mild, wonderful 

power to be kind, or to reserve kindness" (244), which 

allows her to become the exchanger rather than the object 

of exchange, which allows her finally to see herself in 

relation to her mother as "I," rather than the "It" object 

of derision. 

Financial control bestows on Aroon control of 

discourse, as was also the case in Castle Rackrent. This 

swing from Mummie to Aroon is another instance of the 

globe's revolving; to liberate Aroon's illusionary text, 

Mummie must be speechless, as indeed she finally is (245). 

In the battle between the cold circles of reality and the 
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warm world where Aroon sees herself as loved, the narrator 

has always depicted Mummie as the force that shattered t~~ 

optimistic text. In silencing her mother, initially by 

asserting the power of discourse that economic control 

granted and ultimately by feeding her the fruits of the 

alternate female culinary tradition, the tradition to which 

Mummie gave nothing, Aroon has asserted the victory of her 

chosen text, her bildungsromane. In this fictional world, 

the possibility of Richard's returning can still be 

posited. In this fictional world, too, Aroon can write 

that optimistic bildungsromane amd can gain her reader's 

sympathy. Indeed, the transfer of power is quickly. 

recognized: Mr. Kiely responds at once, re-reading the 

will at Aroon's request, despite her mother's objections. 

Even the awesome Rose, who has served the poor sherry Mrs. 

St. Charles decrees for subordinates, is forced to respond 

to Aroon's demands. 

Aroon's epiphany is, in a way, also that of the 

surrogate mother, Mrs. Brock. If we think of the 

relationship in psychoanalytical terms, the ego boundaries 

between Mrs. Brock and Aroon having blended or dissolved, 

Aroon is, at one level, Mrs. Brock, or at least Mrs. 

Brock's representative. Indeed, Aroon is herself aware, at 

some level, of the identification: partaking in Richard 

and Hubert's textual "violation" of Mrs. Brock, Aroon 
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acknowledges, "Everything I remembered was a denial and a 

betrayal of the other things she was" (91). The Brock 

substitute is also violated, is violated by becomi~g, like 

Mrs: Brock, an object of amusement in the scopic male 

economy of Richard and Hubert (107). Aroon's· victory over 

her rival, Mummie, who was also Mr. Brock's rival, in a 

sense vindicates Mrs. Brock. A nice sense of displacement 

here: the frigid mother who used other women's affections 

to secure and strengthen her power over her straying 

husband, now has her property expropriated to become the 

source of her rival's power over her. The epiphany Aroon 

celebrates demonstates her absorption of the lessons of 

power, of economic and discursive power, the real lessons 

of the female bildungsromane, distinct from those of the 

traditional bildungsroman in which a woman must, to use 

Aroon's words again, subdue her "genius to his pleasure," 

as does Jane Eyre, or die, as does Maggie Tulliver or Mrs. 

Brock. Appropriating the male genre, Molly Keane frees her 

protagonist from its restraints and allows her to act 

according to the logic of female education, a release that 

like a "globe revolving" changes all perspectives, utterly 

transforming the bildungsroman. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE IMAGINATIVE" CRUCIBLE 

The bog was pagan and the nuns saw in it an image 
of fallen nature. It signified mortality, they said, 
and the sadness of the flesh, for it had once been the 
hunting ground of pre-Christian warriors, a forest 
which had fallen, become fossilized and was now dug 
for fuel. 

No Country for Young Men 12. 

Although the daughter of Gaelic-Irish revivalists, 

Julia O'Faolain has turned her back firmly on "that 
1 

chapter" of Irish life, and focuses instead on the often 
2 

"fetid" "relationships between men and women, to find "the 

opposition, duality, and paradox" she needs to energize the 
3 

plot. By "that chapter'· O'Faolain means the image of 

Ireland embraced by poets and patriots, who, from 1878 on, 

imbibed the "forest" of Celtic myths salvaged by Standish 
4 

O'Grady from the "bog" of forgotten Gaelic culture. The 

1. Ces Cassidy, Interview with Julia O'Faolain, 
Irish Independent, 6 September, 1984, 6. 

2. "Man in the Cellar," 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1974) 

Man in the Cellar 
40. 

3. Personal Interview with Julia O'Faolain, Los 
Angeles, December, 1985. 

4. The H~"stor:v of Ireland: The Heroic Period 
(London: Sampson, Low, Searle, Marston, and Rivington,1878) 
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O'Grady image--Ireland as ancient, noble, romantic, and 

Gaelic--was readily embraced by Yeats and his followers and 

has attained a reverence and acceptance in modern Ireland 

out"of all relationship with the reality of the country 
5 

itself·. Although the post-revolution writers are more 

sceptical than Yeats or Synge, they too find the myth 

intoxicating: witness Frank O'Connor's insistence that 

patriotic and poetic reverence for Ireland are the 

essential materials of Irish literature. O'Faolain's own 

parent's gaelicised their names, spoke the Gaelic 
6 

language at home, and actively espoused the new republic. 

Yet despite--or perhaps because of--her father's efforts to 

expose· her "to the romantic Ireland of his youth 

which did and didn't exist," O'Faolain repudiates that 
7 

image. Affirming the value of "detachment," O'Faolain is 

a long way stylistically from her father, or indeed from 

her Gaelic-Irish predecessors, Kate O'Brien and Mary 
8 

Lavin. What strikes the reader most about O'Faolain's the 

layers of tradition, affection, and affectation to 

5. See for example, W.B. Yeats, Cathleen Ni 
Houlihan (1902; rpt. The Collected Plays of W.B. Yeats, 
London: Macmillan and Co. 1953); and John K. Synge, 
Riders to the ~ (1904; rpt. New York: Vintage Books, 
1937) . 

6. Brenda Maddox, Interview with Sean and Julia 
O'Faolain Sunday Times Magazine, 1 April, 1984, 8-9. 

1. Maddox, 8. 

8. Personal Interview. 

------- .. - .... - . 



expose and ridicule the often grotesque core. In this 

O'Faolain seems akin to Maria Edgeworth. Similarly, 

O'Faolain's use of colloquial, expressive, and 

unforgettable language often recalls Edgeworth's creation 

of Thady M'Quirk. In her fearless approach to sensitive 

topics--the heroes of 1916, for example--O'Faolain again 

seems closer to the Anglo-Irish writers, Somerville and 

Ross, who exposed the imbecility of the very class and 

system they sought to preserve, than to her Gaelic 

predecessors. Perhaps because she lives in London and Los 

Angeles, O'Faolain can write of her society with the same 

detachment and eye for the ridiculous that Molly Keane 

turns on the past: indeed, the hilarious bedroom scene in 

"A Pot of Soothing Herbs" anticipates Aroon's equally 

preposterous scene in Keane's Good Behaviour. Only 

O'Faolain's intimate knowledge of Gaelic society and its 

repressions and exaggerations suggests her heritage. 

Whether one admires O'Faolain or not, it is 
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difficult to remain detached and untouched by her exuberant 

writing. John Mellors, for example, finds "Man in the 
9 

Cellar" "brilliant~o~ disturbing," while Robert Hogan 

calls the same work "horrific." It is worth quoting 

Hogan's comment fully, for it reveals the refusal of 

critics to distinguish, indeed their unawareness of any 

9. "Kites and Aeroplanes," The Listener (26 
September, 1974): 416. 
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distinction, between the creations of men and women. To 

the male mind, there appears, Hogan notes of the stories of 

the "new" women. writers, an occasional horrific "story such 

as the Julia O'Faolain one in which the wife chains her 

husband in the cellar, but generally the content of these 

[women's] stories and novels is adding' a sane new dimension 

to Irish literary experience. Molly Bloom is long over-due 
10 

some sisters." Apparently overcome by the humiliation of 

the husband in "Man in the Cellar," Hogan misses 

O'Faolain's irony and humor, indeed, her point. Further, 

in suggesting that the female characters O'Faolain and 

other contemporary women writers create are the sisters of 

Joyce's totally sensual Molly, Hogan fails to distinguish 

the differences in genealogy and in development between the 

fictional daughters of women- and of men-authors. 

Yet even while rejecting romantic Ireland, O'Faolain does 

not ignore t-he shaping effect of these and of all myths on 

the lives of the- "mythic" descendants. Neither, howev-er, 

is she interested in making alternative myths; "my 

interest," she asserts', .. is to demystify, not mystify. 

Myths, like le80 constructions, can be taken apart," a 

"double bonus" for the writer: "the magnifying effect of 

invoking myth in the first place, plus the energy involved 

10. "Old Boys, Young Bucks', and New Women: The 
Contemporary Irish Short Story," The Irish Short StorY, 
edited James ~ Kilroy i Boston: Twayne, 1984) 202. 

----------------------------------_. --- .-~ 



in revoking its agreed values. Destruction releases 
11 

energy. " O'Faolain does not limit her deconstruction to 

ancient, or indeed to Irish, tales, but dismembers the 

fictions of history and of contemporary culture along with 

those of myth. Because contemporary myths are as 
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pernicious, perhaps more so in a age or country which often 

ignores his.tory, the "Macho" and the romantic images of 

Hollywood and Italy are subject to the same acid, 

penetrating scrutiny as traditional myths. Uncovering what 

one of her characters calls the "cage of assumptions," the 

mythic, national, religious, and familial deposits that 

shape and color a people, O'Faolain releases the confined 

energy, the alternate materials repressed by these central 
12 

cultural layers. 

The diversity of O'Faolain's subjects partially 

obscures the continuity in this author's activity. The 

title of the British edition of her first novel, Godded and 

Codded (1970) (published in the United States as the more 

mundane Three Lovers), suggests both O'Faolain's pervasive 

irony and-her interest in mythio- and contemporary roles. 

An early story lOA Pot of Soothing Herbs," (1988), 

demonstrates both the author's desire to uncover layers and 

her refusal to create alternate myths. Conflating the 

11. Personal Interview. 

12. The Obedient Wife (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 
1982) 33. 

._-----------_. __ . __ . 
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activities of the myt.hic Irish warrior Cuchulain with those 

of the Irish Republican Army in the early twentieth 

oentury, O'Faolain suggests a similar exaggeration in the 

laudatory accounts of both sets of heroes. Indeed, 

recalling Cuchulain'sambiguous sexual exploits, O'Faolain 

links, and consequently parodies, the conflioting moral 

messages passed on to her protagonist, Sheila, by the 

survivors of the twentieth-century struggle, with the 

ridiculous feats of Cuchulain. Finally, in presenting her 

heroine as writing the. story of her own experiences as she 

struggles wit.h the Irish intoxication with "talk," 

O'Faolain ironioally undercuts the very story she writes, 
13 

and thus refuses to confirm Sheila's discovery. Women in 

the Wall (1973) imagines the story of historical, sixth-

century nuns in Gaul and suggests 0' Faolain I_ s impatience 

with idealists who elevate their principles at the expense 
14 

of the human community. Stereotypes, Italian and 

American, are undercut in Man in th& Cellar (1974), and in 
15 

The Obedient Wife (1982)-. 

I wish to consider- here No Country for Young Men 

(1980), the novel which, more than any of the other work, 

(1968; 
13. 
rpt. 

"A Pot of Soothing Herbs,".in Melancholy ~ 
Dublin: Poolbeg Press, 1978) 57. 

14 .. Women in the Wall (1973; rpt~- London: Virago 
Press, 1985): -

-15. See "Man in the Cellar," and The Obedient Wife. 

-------....;,:.!...~ ...;..'----- ---_.--
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uncovers multiple layers of myth--ancient, historical, and 

contemporary-- and the novel which reenacts in its own 

development the preservation and transformation of these 

deposits. Further, in the context of this study, No Country 

for Young Men implies a gender difference in the perception 

of a people's myths. Again O'Faolain's title is teasin~ly 

provocative. Yeats' complaint, of course, was that Ireland 

was "no country for old men," in that the "aged monuments" 

received no respect. O'Faolain suggests, in· both her title 

and her work, that it is the young not the old who are 

threatened in a country, which, pace Yeats, valorizes 

history, or a particular version of history, rather than 

humanity. Indeed, by aligning himself with Oisin, the poet 

of the Fianna, Yeats collaborates with another myth-maker, 

and mythmakers in general and this one in particular are 

negative f~gures in O'Faolain's personal pantheon and in No 

Country for Young Men. 

Concentrating on the two recent sequences of Irish 

"Troubles," of the 20's and '70's, O'Faolain traces a 

pattern in Irish life, a pattern that is read differently 

by men and women, a pattern that reaches back through 

history into Irish myths, a pattern that is ultimately 

destructive. Cuchulain, of "A Pot of Soothing Berbs, " was 

merely sterile, a domesticated hero in a particular tribe, 

but Fionn, whose myth shadows the novel; and his warrior 

Fianna were a group of fighting men, not part of any tribe, 

----------------_._----_ .. _--_ .•. _ ..... _._ .. - ... __ .. 
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but lending their services whEJre needed. Grainne O'Malley, 

the protagonist in O'Faolain's novel, alerts the reader to 

the myth when she tells the American film-maker James Duffy 

that she is named after the central figure in the Diarmuid 
16 

and Grainne legend. According to legend, Fionn Mac 

Cumhall, the general of the Fianna warriors, decided to 

assuage his lonelinesss by marrying Grainne, the beautiful 

daughter of King Cormac. But Grainne, reluctant to marry 

the aged Fionn because she loved Diarmuid, one of Fionn's 

young warriors, put a geasa (similar to an Arthurian 

obligation of necessity and of honor) on Diarmuid, and the 

lovers fled together. Furious, Fionn pursued them with 

hosts of the Fianna. Years of war ensued; men and land 

were destroyed before Fionn succeeded through magic in 

killing Diarmuid. But the Fianna was still demoralized, 

for their leader remained away wooing the "reluctant 

Grainne. Finally, for the sake of her children, Grainne 

returned with Fionn to the warriors. Oisin, Fionn's son 

and Yeats' model, bitter at the destruction, blamed not 

Fionn for the indulgence, despite honor and duty, of his 
17 

whim, but Grainne. The myth itself, despising the 

16. No Country for Young Men (Middlesex: Penguin 
Books, 1980) 170. 

17. loin Neeson, "Diarmuid and Graine," The Second 
book QL, Irish Myths and Legends (1966; rpt. Cork: The 
Mercie~ Press, 1915) 109. 
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obvious logic of the events it recounts, thus concludes 

with an irrational masculinist interpretation. 

The restoration of order to the Fianna, then, 

dep~nds on Grainne--whos'e name as Grainne O'Malley notes 

means love--foregoing her own desires and accepting the 

principle of conquest. As a woman, Grainne (of myth and of 

O'Faolain's novel) can be related to Ireland; "Mother 

Ireland," "the old woman," or "Dark Rosaleen" in much Irish 

literature. Exemplifying in miniature the intoxicating and 

addictive power of national myth, O'Faolain has a young 

warrior sing "Dark Rosaleen"at the Clancy house during the 

Civil war~ When "In the last verses, the softer sentiment 

disappeared and menace pounded on alone," a listener 

remembers, "the boy had caught the mockers in his cadences. 

Rapt, they nodded to his beat and even the Da [who loathes 

the violence] applauded" (224). Jennnifer Johnston too, as 

we shall see, considers this mindless, emotional espousing 

of war disguised as love to be a form of intoxication. The 

image of Ireland as injured woman, whose wounds call her 

sons- or lovers' to war, is not unlike the sexual paradigm of 

territorial conquest that Annette Kolodny "unearths" in 

American "herstory" and suggests a universality in this 
18 

pattern. The· Irish myth-makers, whether considering Fionn 

or historical Irish kings, pictured Ireland-as a woman 

18. 'The Lay of the Land ( Chapel Hill, Carolina: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1975). 



constantly in the need of male protection and represented 

woman on her own, Ireland or Grainne without a lord, or 

without the one "righteous" lord, as a source of 
-19 

disorder. 

When the novel opens in the 1920's, Ireland, 

country and woman, has little choice but to submit to the 
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demands of the competing force of warriors. But within the 

country, as within women themselves, uncertainty, perhaps 

the residue of another order, stirs. This potential 

disruption is configured initially in the person of Judith 

Clancy, Grainne's great-aunt and the connecting link 

between each period. We first meet her as a young woman 

contemplating from the rigorously ordered garden of her 

convent school the untamed aspects of nature: 

This 'region [the bog] was as active as a compost heap 
and here the millenial process of matter recycling 
itself was a-s disturbing as decay in a carcass. 
Phosphorescent glowings, said to come from the chemical 
residue of bones, exhaled from its depths. "Bog" was 
the Gaelic word for "soft" and this one had places izito 
which a sheep ora man could be sucked without trace. 

The bog was pagan and the nuns saw in it an image of 
fallen nature. It si~~ified mortality, they said, and 
the sadness of the flesh, for it had once been the 
hunting ground of pre-Christian warriors, a forest which 

19. Recent studies demonstrate the contradicton in 
the conception of woman as a potential instrument of public 
disorder, and hence best confined, and as the instrument 
for inculcating morality in the home. Indeed in "'The 
Disorder of Women': Women, Love, and the Sense of Justice" 
Ethics 91, 1 (October 1980): 20-34, Carole Patemengoes 
further, demonstrating that the family itself "is 
simultaneously the foundation of the state and antagonistic-
to it." "; 

-------- ---- '-' '--



had fallen, become fossilized and was now dug for fuel. 
(12) 
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A natural palimpsest, the bog can be read as the repository 

of a nation's culture and as an archetypal feminine place. 

In this latter context the bog becomes a particularising of 

that peripheral area that Sherry Ortner finds assigned to 

women "outside and around" male culture, and of' the "wild" 

area Elaine Showalter sees as the crescent of female 
20 

culture-unknown to men. In its ability to devour men, 

the bog is also symbolic of the ancient male fear of the 

female, a fear perhaps of the older matriarchal tradition 

of the great Goddess, discussed in Chapter Four. The Irish 

Goddess was Danu, ·and the ancient, pre-Celtic inhabitants 

of Ireland were called the tuatha de Danann, the people of 

Danu, who were in their turn displaced, as was Danu, by the 
21 

new race, the Firbolg and the male Gods. The depiction 

in Irish legends of the overthrow of female oppressors by 

male heroes, Queen Maeve, for example, by Cuchulain, can be 

read as a re-enactment of the overthrow of the Goddess. 

The heir to this military and political tradition in 

20·. .. Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture? Women, 
Culture, and Society, edited Michelle Rosaldo and Louise 
Lamphere ( Stanford: Standord University Press, 1974) 85; 
and "Feminist Ori ticism in the Wilderne.ss," Critical 
Inquiry, 8, 2 (1981): 200-205. 

21. Helen Lanigan Wood, "Women in the Myths and Early 
Depictions," Irish Women: Imalle and Achievment, edited 
Eilean Ni Chuilleanan (Dublin: Arlen House, 1985) 17; and 
Edmund Curtis, A History of Ireland (1936; 'rpt. London: 
Methuen, 1968) 1-3. 

_ .... _--- ._-- ----.. -.--~----..... - .. -.' .. _ .. --.--.-----... -~-... -----_ ..• __ . 
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No Count~ for Young Men is Owen Roe O'Malley. This 

descendant of the "hero" Owen O'Malley, who is depicted as 

having fought the British government in the early 1920's 

and'then his own countrymen when they accepted the treaty 

negotiated with England, is a devious politician. The 

first Owen arrogantly refused to accept his~government's 

and his people's wishes and, like his mythic ancestor, 

Fionn, insisted on fighting a war that would ruin his 

country. Carrying on the tradition of the poet Oisin, 

Michael O'Malley, Owen's grandson and Grainne's husband, 

writes the revisionist history of the "hero" Owen O'Malley. 

Owen Roe also contrib'_ltes to the glorification of Owen, 

expecting to inherit the mantle of Owen's political office, 

and willing, like his ancestor, to plunge the country into 

civil war again, if this would achieve his goal. Intent, 

like Oiain, on squashing the matriarchal tradition, Owen 

Roe initiates Cormac, son of Grainne and Michael O'Malley, 

into the secrets of war and of "riding" the bog. It is no 

accident that Judith and Grainne O'Malley are linked 

referentially throughout to the bog: Judith's memory 

frequently being described as having the bog-like power of 

absorbing, concealing for years, and regurgitating--an 

action also symbolic of creation. Grainne thinks that 

"dealing with Owen Roe was like walking across a bog. You 

never knew when the ground might given way under your feet" 

(165), and worries that Cormac is endangered doubly as his 



ruthless uncle takes him to ride on the the dangerous bog 

(151, 238-9). Although James wishes to exploit Judith's 

memory and Owen Roe to suppress it, it is, appropriately, 

Grainne who will explore that female place, crucible of 

individual and racial memory. 

Within the bog of the Irish communal memory Julia 

O'Faolain traces the patterns of the Diarmuid and Grainne 

myth in the male and female imagination. The mythic 
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·triangle is represented in the 1920 grouping of Owen 

O'Malley, founder of the political dynasty, Kathleen 

Clancy, the woman he marries, and Sparky Driscoll, the 

American fund-raiser Kathleen wishes to go away with, but 

who is killed to prevent his interfering with Owen's plans. 

The-young Kathleen has loved Owen, but years in prison have 

made him, as Kathleen tells her sister Judith, "cold as 

ice. A machine run on will power" (323), a man who cares 

for causes rather than people. From the bog-like depths of 

Judith's mind, whence most of the 1922 story comes, we are 

allowed to see that Kathleen is correct, that O~en is 

another' Fionn. Determined to ignore the Treaty which the 

legitimate representatives of the Irish party have signed, 

Owen, to advance his own political future, fights on, 

despite the people's desire for peace. Explaining his 

stance to Sparky, who opposes fighting against the people's 

wishes, Owen notes: 
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The people are cl'ay. You can do what you like in 
their name but, as Aristotle said of men and women, 
the formative idea comes from the male and the clay is 
female: passive, mere potentiality. The clay here is 
the people who has no self and no aspiration towards 
determining anything at all until we infuse it into 

. them. We are their virile soul. We are they. (314) 

This convenient rationalization allows Owen act like 

Fionn, ignoring the resistance of women, people, and 

country in pursuit of indi~idual desire. 

O'Faolain suggests that just as the bog has accreted 

materials through the centuries, so too has the 1920 

representative of Fionn .. Laid down over the early mythic 

layers, Irish history is affected by them. The young Judith 

Clancy is depicted in 1922 remembering the history lesson: 

"the frail morals of a woman were first responsible for 

bringing the English to Ireland in 1169--so women bore 

inherited guilt" (34). Irish women thus bear a double load 

of guilt--the fall of "mankind" and the fall of Ireland. 

Given the placement of this wry reflection in a story that 

demonstrates the manipulation and interpretation of recent 

Irish history, the reader is certainly meant to consider 

the events that led to Ireland's "fall," to "her" being 

"possessed" by an alien warrior. In 1169 the woman in 

question, Dervorgilla, was married to the Lord of Brefni 

whose political rival was Diarmuid Mao Murragh, Lord of 

Leinster. Dervorgilla left Brefni for Mac Murragh, and 

though she returned to Brefni, he never forgave Diarmuid 

for his loss of faoe. When internecine feuding resumed in 

-- ------------ -----_._---_. - ... ---



the 1160's, Brefni took the opportunity to invade 

Diarmuid's land. Diarmuid was forced to flee to England, 

where he sought Henry II's help, and proffered his 

daughter, Eve, as gift to the leader of the revenge 

expedition, Strongbow. Thus began the English 
22 
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occupation. And like Oisin of old, historians, as Judith 

notes, blame Dervorgilla for the devastation wrought by her 

jealous lovers on country and people. Imaginative 

patterns, especially those that justify particular courses, 

change very slowly. The Aristotelian "principles" that Owen 

quotes simply justify manipulating human beings for one's 

own benefit. Control is obviously necessary, the 

interpretations imply: witness what unfettered women, 

Grainne and Dervorgilla, wrought. The ascetic Irish 

Catholic church, as Grainne O'Malley realizes, adds its 

layer to the justification. Considering why neither frigid 

men like her husband Michael, nor virile ones like her ex-

lover Owen Roe, can discuss sex, Grainne blames the church. 

"Monas·tic tradition described woman as a bag of shit and it 

followed that sexual release into such a receptacle was a 

topic about as fit for sober discussion as a bowel 

movement" ( 155). The· legends of Ireland's ascetic monks, 

St.Kevin of Glenda~ough, for example, do indeed suggest the 

22. Curtis, 43-46. 



righteousness of the saint's disposing of, killing, woman, 

the fallen temptress. 
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Unlike the myth- and history-makers who write 

Grainne and Dervorgilla out of their texts, O'Faolain reads 

the fate of her women characters in the bog of Judith's 

memory. A quick learner, Judith absorbs all the lessons. 

She knows woman's duty, one reinforced in her school days 

by the warrior priest home from World War One who 

counselled the'girls to go forth as inspirations, lamps 

held up to light men's ways. Virtue, he tells the girls, 

can only be preserved by ignorance. "Desiring knowledge-

Eve's sin--and naming things," they (unlike Elizabeth 

Bowen's Lois) understand, are prime threats to their virtue 

(302). Inspired by this ideal, Judith admires what she 

sees as Owen's ascetic purity, what Kathleen sees as death

giving ice (312). When Kathleen protests to Judith that 

she loves the American, Sparky Driscoll, Judith even thinks 

in Owen's idiom: "Sparky was a spoiler and a giver of bad 

advice.' In Kathleen he had found soil only too receptive" 

(332). Judith sets the two men up as good and evil, and 

Sparky "proves" her hypothesis by kissing her, making her 

body. behave "wildly," so that she wonders if she is "mad" 

(260). Judith's reaction is the result of absorbing the 

ascetics' lessons, of accepting the theory despite the 

evidence of her own body. Whether the early church' fathers 

really believed female sensuality was evil matters little 

--,-----------' -'-' . ---_ .. _-----



now. They promoted this useful idea and, as Phyllis 

Chesler shows in Women and Madness, psychiatrists and 

. ----psychologists have continued to treat female sensuality as 

unfeminine, deviant, recognizing in it a threat to 
23 

established institutions. Having adopted the male 

paradigm of the good woman being asexual, Judith sees her 
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o~~ reaction as a response to evil, which helps justify her 

killing of Sparky when she fears his plans might deter 

Owen's war. 

Baving repressed her own psyche, Judith is forced 

into a convent by Owen, where electric shock is 

administered to quiet the dangerous memory. But the 

recollections surge back, and Judith tells Owen she fears 

for- her sanity, as not even her confessor will believe her 

story. Fearful lest anyone should, Owen, unaware of the 

irony, tells Judith that the priest "probably thinks it's 

sex, ... Half the women in here are probably suffering 

from suppressed sex" (189).. But although Judith's adoption 

of the male paradigm with its subsequent repression of 

forbidden knowledge has driven her to the verge of madness, 

O'Faolain suggests a triumph. Judith. does recover her 

story, for the bog is a potent preserver, as the 

"phosphorescent glowin&,s," Judith's story in O'Faolain's 

work, attest. 

23. Women and Madness ( New York: Doubleday, 1972), 
especially, Chapters 1 and 2. 
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If madness threatens Judith for accepting 

definitions other than that of her own psyche and her own 

intelligence, deletion, another kind of madness, is 

Kathleen's fate as it was'Grainne's, In Judith's memory, in 

-the bog o~ Irish history, no trace of Kathleen arises after 

her marriage but those registered by her male relatives. 

Years after 1922, Owen attempts to prevent Judith's leaving 

her convent: "What's wrong with being here? . You·' . 

should see poor Kathleen struggling with the kids. She 

looks ten years older. than you do" (192). Judith asks if 

Kathleen is "still pretty," and if she is happy. Owen 

retorts: "Kathleen. ~ . is the mother of six children 

with another on the way" (193). As for her happiness, "She 

has her children. She knows she is useful" (194). Owen 

Roe confirms this pictu~e to Grainne many years later. 

Repressive marriage~ then, even more so than con~ent-life, 

effectively negates the independent woman, neutralizes her 

sense of self, her sensuality, indeed, essentially solves 

the problem of "women's disorder." Kathleen's sole 

purpose, a private one, is to give birth to the clay which 

O'Malley has infused. 

In the final triad, Grainne, Michael, and James, 

O'Faolain takes her characters to the point of awareness, 

but will not define, finish, or circumscribe their story. 

Married to Michael when little more than a romantic school 

girl, Grainne has been sacrificied, albeit happily and 
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ignorantly, to protecting the O'Malley name from the 

scandal her alcoholic, free-living husband might attract. 

Ensconsced by his powerful family in a "safe" job, Michael 

continues his drinking and offers Grainne only a half-life. 

Weary of this, Grainne turns to Owen Roe, not so much for 

erotic gratification, but for "more through sex" (141). In 

the tradition of the lusty warriors of myth, however, Owen 

Roe takes his sexual affairs lightly: "Your trouble," he 

tells Grainne, 

was scruples. Making mountains out of molehills .... 
The wrong woman for a politician. Do you know that 
the Sicilians say "politics is sweeter than sex."? Yes. 
Well, no reason not to combine them--until one starts 
to threaten the other. That happens when the woman-
always the woman--makes a big production out of going 
to bed. Bed's simple really. (151) 

Grainne reflects, "He talked with assurance, driving, 

mashing up things--love, politics--the way a garbage-

disposer mashes them to unrecognizable, recycleable, grey 

fritters" (151). This process, as one reader notes, is the 
24 

opposite to the preserving activity of the bog. Owen Roe 

destroys, the bog transforms; Owen Roe reduces all the 

ugliness, the bog transmutes even the violence into life-

giving warmth. Owen Roe's linguistic destruction is 

paralleled by his own, and Owen O'Malley's, refusal even to 

recognize sensuality and their consequent violation of 

24. Susan Hardy Aiken, University of Arizona, Tucson, 
Arizona, personal communication. 
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women's sexuality, Owen O'Malley by incarcerating Judith in 

a convent an'd by treating Kathleen as an object (indeed, as 

a duplicating machine), and Owen Roe by his exploitation of 

woman's body. 

With the foreigner, James Duffy, however, Grainne 

establishes a fulfilling sexual relationship, one which 

threatens Owen Roe's political empire as the mythic 

Grainne's relationship with Diarmuid threatened Fionn's. By 

making this relationship primarily sexual ( therefore 

ultimately limited), O'F~olain again stresses the 

importance of responding to sensual needs', so long denied 

women in Ireland. The warrior figure has not improved 

through the centuries: Cuchulain, the mythic hero of the 
25 

Irish Republican Army in 1916 , killed his only son rather 

than risk his own boasting honor; Fionn tricked Grainne 

into living with him by promising to protect her children; 

Grainne O'Malley promises to stop seeing James Duffy in 

return for Owen Roe's promise not to take her son, Cormac, 

to dangerous republican gatherings. When Owen Roe refuses, 

Grainne, having lost her son either way, decides to escape 

with James. Once again, as. in the case of Judith and 

Sparky, the irrational interferes on the side of the law. 

25. The association between the Irish Republican Army 
of 1916 and Cuchulain has been emphasized by the 
government's placing of a statue of the mythic warrior in 
the General Post Office in Dublin, the site of the 1916 
rebellion. 
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Patsy Flynn, whose madness is evident in his acute sexual 

suppression, kills James, much as Judith did Sparky, to 

'preserve the O'Malley name, and hence dynasty, which is 

threatened equally by the outsider's sensuality and by his 

political stance. But, indeed, sensuality is political 

in Ireland--not a quality to be associated with mythic, 

historic, or fictional heroes, neither with Fionn or 

Cuchulain, nor with, for example, Cuchulain's spiritual 

successor, Patrick Pearse, or Fionn's fictional successors, 
26 

Owen and Owen Roe O'Malley. 

Yet Grainne is not absorbed as her physical and 

mythic ancestors were. As she shares a drink with Michael, 

who is deeply enmeshed in her life, Grainne feels that he 

is trying to "web her in. '.' "Fate, he was implying, 

fatigue, habit, heritage, were stakes planted around her, 

holding her there, limiting her choices. Poor Michael, she 

thought, how wrong he was. She could go anytime she liked" 

(327). What Grainne realizes is the existential freedom 

Stephen Dedalus achieved when he thrust aside nets of 

country, religion, and family. But these stakes, though 

unfairly binding, ~ powerful, and the sexual relationship 

with James, like that of a later O'Faolain heroine with her 

foreign lover in The Obedient Wife, is ultimately a poor 

26. See Ruth Dudley Edwards, Patrick Pearse: The 
Triumph of Failure (1977; rpt. London: Faber and Faber, 
1977) . 



thing compared to the deep, rich, though twisted, 

relationship Grainne has with her husband. O'Faolain sees 

no need to supply defining endings: the text leaves 

Grainne, who has said goodbye to Michael and Cormac, 

searching for James, whose body has been absorbed in 

another bog, the river Liffey. She may act on her 

existential realization, or like Carla in the later work, 

she may return to Michael. If the latter, the text of 

290 

Judith's memory awaits her. What seems important, however, 

is that the writer releases her character, refuses to 

constrict her as did the myth- and history-makers. The 

text, as one observer notes, falls from Grainne, not she 
27 

from the text .. 

Because her characters are always complex human 

beings who, like Mary Lavin's widows, often feel deep 

affection for the symbols of their repression, O'Faolain 

offers no alternative myth, no simple equation of current 

female liberation with mythi.cal and historical 

incarceration. Indeed, she expresses deep fear of "myth-

mongers, whether religious or political." Believing that 

they alone have the answers to the great questions makes 
28 

them, she thinks, "dangerous, and in the end unlovable." 

The reader sees that Grainne's and Michael's bonds, woven 

27. Lynda Zwinger, University of Arizona, Tucson, 
Arizona, personal communication. 

28. Personal Interview . 

. _--- .. _--_ .... __ . __ ._--------_ ... __ . __ .-
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over fifteen years, are elastic enough to take the strain 

of Grainne"s defection. Grainne O'Malley, more independent 

than her ancestors, can seize more freedom than could-they. 

But-as mythic and historic patterns cut their own shape in 

a nation's imagination, so long-standing sexual 

relationships cut their patterns in individual 

imaginations. Julia O'Faolain sees the human as essentially 

a social creature. Leo, Carla's lover in The Obedient 

Wife, places his own soul, his individuality, first. 

Carla has been waiting for him to get close to her, but he 

has never seemed to need to: "You're invulnerable, strong 

fenced in. You believing Christians have an enormous ego, 

massive pride. I imagine it comes from the notion that 

your first duty is to save your own soul--that's 

breathtaking egoism, after all, and yet you learn it as a 
29 

duty, a maxim and foundation-stone to your moral system." 

Although the strands are very twisted and although the 

sacrifice of the individual is rejected, the O'Faolain 

novel ultimately, I believe, valorizes' communal over 

individual values, in contrast with those Anglo-Irish 

female ancestors to whom I linked O'Faolain·already--Maria 

Edgeworth, Somerville and Ross, and Molly Keane. This 

valorization contrasts too, as-we shall see, with the 

heroines in the later Jennifer Johnston novels, heroines 

29. The Obedient Wife 228. 



who believe that the communal relationship is subordinate 

to that soul-saving activity of writing or painting. But 

O'Faolain's Carla refuses to stay with Leo because his 

"giving" does not bring them close: "Fighting and 

wounding," Carla asserts, do engender a human empathy. "A 

flowing together takes place. It's not just rational. 
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It's more intimate, almost tangible. I can't explain it in 

words. Lots of life evades words, Leo, but you live by 

them" (229). Life, O'Faolain reminds us constantly, is not 

art. 

Similarly the bond between Grainne and Michael has 

cut into their individual psyches. Returning to their home 

after she has left Michael for several months, Grainne 

feels '''bereft.'' "Why wasn't Michael home?" she wonders. " 

She had a physical illusion that she would be-whole again 

only when she held him in her arms. Did that merely mean 

that he was to her as routine was to laboratory mice" (89). 

Michael too, when he suspects Grainne will leave him, 

agonizes at the idea of a break in their pattern (47). Yet 

another O'Faqlain heroine, Una of "The Man in the Cellar," 

tries to explain the "fetid bubble of dependence and 

rancour" that encircles marriage: "between a man and a 

woman who are deeply involved sexually--atrocious injuries 

can be forgiven" (40,30). The intimate marital 

relationship carves its pattern as indelibly on individuals 

as does the mythic pattern on a nation. Altering either 

--------------------
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pattern, though ultimately beneficial, is a painful 

operation. 

The bog in Julia O'Faolain's work can be read as the 

universal crucible which melds a nation's myths and history 

into national imaginative patterns. All elements are 

preserved within this reservoir, though transformed by 

contact with each other and by time. Thus the top layers 

of this palimpsest show traces of the earlier writing: the 

great Danu is not only preserved, but she has acted 

throughout the centuries, so that the comic Maeve, the 

warrior queen whom Cuchulain fights, the repressed Grainnes 

and Dervorgillas, and the Judiths, Kathleens, and later-day 

Grainnes all bear her mark. An early O'Faolain character 

complains that "The depressing thing about our talk is that 
30 

it is not about activity. It is about talk." Exactly. 

So the literature, the stories of the historians, the 

myths, all the shaping material in the bog is ultimately 

not the material, the reality of the past situations, but 

the talk, the words, the literature about the material. 

And O'Faolain's texts, along with those of other 

contemporary women writers, add a new reviving, 

ameliorating, restorative layer to the palimpsest, a layer 
I 

which will not only alter the future, but which also 

restructures the literary past. This is the optimism of 

30. "A Pot of Soothing Herbs" 53. 

-----------------_._---_._------------------



0' Faolain 's essentially comic image. In thf.;; feast that 

ends comedy, that harmonizes without the domination of any 

single melody, the contradictory visions of Cuchulain and 

Emer, Fionn and Grainne, Grainne and Michael co-exist 
31 

and temper each other. As I have noted elsewhere, the 
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unexplained geasas may be nothing more than the harmony of 

opposites. But what more could we ask? The magic does not 

simply belong to a golden age, however; O'Faolain suggests 

it is present in the "phosphorescent glowings" for our 

taking: "In memory as in matter, Nothing is lost. 

comes back in another form" (164). 

31. "Diarmuid and Grainne Again: Julia 
O'Faolain's No Country for Young Men," Eire-Ireland, 21, 
1, (Spring 1986): 89-102. 

It 



CHAPTER 9 

FROM GORTNAREE TO KNAPPOQUE--JENNIFER JOHNSON'S 

FICTIONS 

Perhaps . . . in a hundred years' time someone 
somewhere someone my read one of your books 
and say then . . . say once there was this Jewish, 
Polish, British man called Jacob Weinberg and today 
he has become a part of me. Today I am different 
extended. 

The Christmas Tree 

In 1977 Seamus Deane deplored what he saw as the 

tendency in modern Irish fiction to feed on the literary 

myths of the Irish revival, suggesting that the most 

pernicious of these may be Yeat's legacy of the "greasy 

philistinism of the Catholic bourgeoisie and (of) the 

intellectual fragrance of the aristocratic Protestant 
1 

tradition." In creating the myth of "no petty people," 

Deane notes that Yeats ignored some very petty and 

vindictive people--John Wilson Croker--for example. The 

Protestant ascendancy tradition ~ bourgeois in the 

eighteenth century, he continues, but with the fall of 

Parnell and the rise of Yeats's mythology, the picture that 

survives is that of "the Big House of the Ascendancy 

1. "The Literary Myths of the Revival: A- Case for 
their Abandonment," Myth and Reality in Irish Literature, 
ed. Joseph Ronsley ( Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfred Laurier 
University Press, 1977) 319. 
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surrounded by the mean spirit of the gombeen Irish" (321). 

Deane sees this picture reflected in Elizabeth Bowen's The 

Last September and in the new novels of the seventies, like 

Aiden Higgins's Langrishe Go Down and ,Tennifer Johnston's 

How Many Miles ~ Babylon? The Irish novel has not, Deane 

suggests, explored the "wider questions about fiction, its 

nature and status, its methods and its philosophy"; 

contemporary Irish novelists, ignoring the literary 

innovations of Joyce, Beckett, and Flann O'Brien, have 

resorted either to the drained image of the Big House or to 

the glamorized one of the alienated artist, symbolized in 

the Parnell figure. Deane calls for new directions, new 

concentration on the reality of the middle classes, and new 

Irish symbols. The identification and rejection of 

Yeats's seductive images is certainly essential in 

liberating the imagination. But I take issue with Deane 

on Jennifer Johnston's How Many Miles to Babylon? Contrary 

to his dismissive critique, I would argue that rather 

than repeating, however beautifully, the patterns of her 

ancestors, Jennifer Johnston has in this work explored, 

reconsidered, and reinterpreted that tradition; indeed, 

the body of Johnston's work enacts pioneering textual 

journeys from the Big House of 'traditional Anglo-Ireland, 

Gortnaree, in the first novel, to the nameless Donegal 

cottage of the widow Helen in the last--journeys which 

might themselves be enactments of Deane's implied program. 



The daughter of Abbey actress Shelagh Richards and 

play-wright Dennis Johnston, both prominent figures in the 

literary revival begun by Yeats, Jennifer Johnston is heir 

to the traditions and myths of Anglo-Ireland, but, as she 

notes herself, though "nominally Protestant," she is 
2 

"chiefly Irish." Her early work, set in Anglo-Irish Big 

Houses (much like the lovely home she shares with her 

husband David Gilliland on the banks of the river Foyle 
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outside Derry) led critics, while admiring the poetic style 

that could suggest so much in so few words, to see her 

subject as limited, recalling in its way Jane Austen's two 
3 

inches of ivory. The comparison is unfair,·I suggest, 

because Johnston does not hesitate to traverse the 

treacherous, mined ground of Irish division, domestic and 

national, registering with a continually refined 

instrument the depths of disturbance. Married, the mother 

of four, Johnston began her writing career in London and 

was, she says, unaware of controlling themes but aware of 

individual characters. Looking back, Johnston identifies 

her first two novels, The ·Gates and The Captains and the 

Kings, as attempts to confront Protestant roots in the 

south of Ireland. When forced to make a hard choice in her 

2. Fleda Brown Jackson, "Jennifer Johnston," 
Dictionary of Literary Biography Vol 14: British Novelists 
Since 1960, Part 2 (Detroit: Gale Research Co., 1983) 445. 

3. Mark Mortimer, "The World of Jennifer Johnston: A 
Look at Three Novels," Crane Bag, 4,1 (1980): 91. 
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personal life, Johnston examined and re-assessed her work. 

The Old Jest, written after this decision, is the story of 

choic-e,_--the story of the assertion of control by the 

exercise of conscience and responsibility, an exercise 
4 

that, Johnston notes, came late in her own life, 

paralleling the late development of women in many female 
5 

bildungsromane. Having made her decision, however, 

Johnston imagines no plateau of comfortable achievement and 

knowledge; rather she insists on the constant need to re-

evaluate both the self and the situation and to move 

appropriately. Her fictions reflect this movement. I 

propose to consider Johnston's seven novels as a map of 

artistic and thematic progression, a chart of Johnston's 

own thematic and structural development. That development 

is itself a fairly common paradigm in the contemporary 

awakening of women, an awakening, both in an out of 

fiction, that entails a recognition and frequently a 

rejection of the practices and habits inherited from their 

mothers. After · a relatively brief consideration of the 

earlier texts which establish the au:thor' s direction,. I 

4. Personal Interview with Jennifer Johnston, Derry, 
June 1985. 

5. Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch, and Elizabeth 
Langland, "Introduction," The Vovage In: Fictions of 
Female Development, edited by Elizabeth Abel, Marianne 
Hirsch, and Elizabeth Langland ( Hanover: University Press 
of New England, 1983). Hereafter referred to by page 
number in text. 
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want to devote more detailed analysis to the structure and 

theme of the most experimental and recent works, The Old 
6 

Jest, The Christmas Tree, and The Railway Station Man. 

Perhaps in oblique acknowledgement of the ghosts of 

history which pursue the writer, ghosts relentlessly 

pursue the protagonists of much of Johnston's work. These 

protagonists are all artists, frequently writers, limited 

authorial representatives. Johnston suggests that she does 

indeed write about herself, but she also cites her early 

and constant exposure to artists' minds and notes her 

subsequent belief in the variety and agility of those 
7 

minds. Maggie, the young Anglo-Irish girl who comes home 

to her uncle's-run-down Big House, Gortnaree, in The Gates, 

is haunted by her own ghost, which goads her from a mirror; 

Mr. Prendergast, the old Anglo-Irish man in The Captains 

and the Kings, is haunted by the ghost of his mother. 

Wordsworth's words help structure Maggie's narrative, 

Tennyson's, Mr. Prendergast's. The lack of development in 

the peripheral characters in the early novels-- the overall 

6. The Captains and the Kings (-1972; rpt. Glasgow: 
Fontana Paperbacks, 1982); The Gates (1913; rpt. London: 
Coronet Books, 1974); How ~ Miles to Babylon? (1974; 
rpt. London: Coronet Books, 1975); Shadows on ~ Skin ( 
Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1978); The Old Jest 
(1979; rpt. Glasgow: Fontana Paperbacks, 1980); The 
Christmas Tree (Glasgow: Fontana Paperbacks, 1981); and 
The Railway Station Man (London: Hamish Hamiltoan, 1984). 
All hereafter referred to in text by page number in 
parenthesis. 

7. Personal Interview. 

----------------- -_._---_._----------_._----- -------



polarization, for example, into civilized Anglo-Irish and 

brutal Gaelic-Irish camps and the betrayals of the Anglo-

Irish friendships--is probably the source of Sean 

MacMahon's complaint that Johnston betrays a "residual 
8 
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inclination to take sides." CertainlY the material is not 

as finely polished, nor as complex, as the later work, but 

exploration is already afoot. 

In the first place, the big house is more than the 

dilapidated relic of a past civilization, emblem of 
9 

nostalgia for what might have been. Neither is it the 

caricaturing of a civilization, as one could argue is the 

case in that mother of Big House novels, Castle Rackrent. 

Gortnaree is a place of division which extends beyond 

political into class loyalties. Maggie's father's 

political waywardness, his adoption of the Gaelic cause, 

is, though infuriating r tolerated; his marriage to a 

"tinker," "a girl he could [not] bring into the house," is 

unpardonable, however, and for this betrayal of his class, 

he is banished from the family home (148, 80, 42). Again 

the Big House of the Prendergasts in The Captains and the 

Kings is a place of bitterness, the probable result of what 

Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill long ago saw as the 

8. "Anglo-Irish Attitudes: 
Johnston," Eire-Ireland ,10,3 (1975) 

The Novels of Jennifer 
140. 

9. Brian Donnelly, "The Big House in the Recent 
Novel," 64 Studies, Summer 1975, 137. 

---------------------------------------------- -



"demoralizing" influence on the character of husband and 
10. 

wife engendered by the wife's dependency, an economic 

dependency enshrined in law. Deprived of legitimate 

outlets, Mrs. Prendergast exercises her control viciously 

in the limited family arena (as will Mrs. Moore in a 

similar situation in How Many Miles to Babylon?), 

301 

preferring her romantic son, Alexander, to the more mundane 

Charles (112). Charles, in his turn, recreates for his 

wife the misery his mother created for her husband, but 

with an important difference--a wife cannot escape, being 

economically dependent. Clare, Charles Prendergast's wife, 

recognizes her condition: when Charles finally acquaints 

her with their daughter's "double first" at Cambridge, and 

the subsequent opening of opportunity, she observes, "She 

won't have to rely on getting married, then" (130). 

The legacy these characters carry is that of English 

literature, for they have not attempted to assimilate with 

Gaelic Ireland, and the historical and domestic patterns 

they enact are also compulsive repetitions: with seeming 

inevitability, war follows war in both novels, as marriage 

follows marriage. No good reason is presented in either 

situation. Minnie's Uncle Frank in Gates had "enjoyed" the 

first world war, and, exempted from the second, he pines at 

10. "Enfranchisement of Women," Essays on Sex 
Equality, ed. and introduced Alice S. Rossi (Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 1970) 113. 
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his exclusion from "life", while condemning his brother's 

activities in the Irish war against El:tgland (10). Mr. 

Prendergast and his brother Alexander engaged in World War 

One. almost as they engaged in social activities, as the 

"natural" commitment of Anglo-Irish gentlemen (112). And, 

re-playing the wars of old with Diarmid, reciting 

Tennyson's absurdly romantic "Charge of the Light Brigade," 

and willing his medals to the boy, Mr. Prendergast passes 

on the "romance" of the military tradition. But in 

selecting as title a line from Kipling's "Recessional"--the 

hymn to empire's end--Johnston suggests a larger, more 

complex picture and casts an ironic light on the old man's 

preoccupations. The literary tradition simply embodies and 

preserves cultural values, of course; it does not create 

them. The same compulsion is evident in the violent 

marriages of the Gaelic Kellys and Toorishs. But despite 

the awful example he has been set, Diarmid, like Mr. 

Prendergast, seems to see the marital situation as 

inevitable (49). As the ghost who in life charted Mr. 

Prendergast"s domestic and political course is only 

repelled by the old man's final assertion of his own worth 

and his love for Diarmid, so, one might suggest, the texts 

finally imply that the living artist must also wrestle with 

the ghosts of literary history, neither rejecting them 

totally, nor being drowned Qz them. 

Set in a Big House at its height of glory, How Many 

----------- --_._--_._--- ---- ---- ------------------------------



Miles to Babylon?, another story of the attempt to bridge 

the gulf between Anglo and Gaelic Ireland, might again 

seem a regression, a nostalgic glimpse into the unity that 
11 

might have been. The beautifully appointed house, the 
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ceremony of living, the swans on the lovely lake--all evoke 

Yeats's picture of the Gregory estate at Coole. The image 

seems to be reinforced as Alexander Moore, the only child 

of this Big House, recites Yeats's nostalgic "Rose" poetry. 

But Johnston does not reify Yeats's vision of paternal 

accord between Big House and peasants. The Alexander Moore 

who tells the only story he knows, his own, warns the 

reader to measure carefully the written word: "I can 

juggle with a series of possibly inaccurate memories, my 

own interpretation, for what it is worth, of events" (5). 

Such an interpretation, the text implies, is inherent in 

all history, poetry, and fiction. At the canter of this 

ceremonious world is not Yeatsian harmony, but hatred. 

Cold dislike binds Alexander's mother to Frederick Moore, 

and again, as so often in Anglo-Irish novels, the isolated 

child must seek companionship outside the approved circle. 

Indeed, although Alexander notes his parents' friends, he 

never mentions their' offspring, his potential friends. 

Instead, the stable boy Jerry Crowe becomes his companion, 

11. The age, width, and terrible permanence of this 
gulf is first expressed by Kate Alcock in Lennox Robinson's 
The Big House (London: Macmillan, 1928). 
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a relationship that Jerry fosters as much as Alexander, and 

one of which both the senior Moores disapprove (29.-30). 

In another departure from the characters' acceptance 

of traditional values in the early work, the Anglo-Irishman 

Frederick Moore sees no reason for Irishmen to become "Food. 

for cannons" in England's war (36). Objecting to his 

wife's insistance that service is Alexander's duty, he 

notes, "I have never aspired to being an Englishman. Nor 

have I such aspirations for my son" (39). This re-

envisioned Anglo-Iri.shman regards his country with an 

individual's sense of responsibility which does not entail 

the automatic acceptance of his cultural values. He 

councils his son: "In this country the land is our most 

important asset" (33) and, bidding Alexander goodbye, 

suggests a new day Yeats would have deplored: 

I would like to know that you will always do what 
is best for the land. Not for you or her or the 
strange dreams that may come into your head. Here, 
the land must come first .... It is this country's 
heart. It was taken from the people. We. . . I must 
be clear . We took it from the people. I would 
like to feel that it will, when the moment comes, be 
handed back in good order. (41-2) 

Whether conscious or intuitive, the imagery of seizure, of 

murder in fact, is the faulty foundation Yeats ignores and 

on which his cermonious liouse must rest uneasy. Through 

simultaneously-revising both her national and literary 

heritage, Johnston implies that the received impression of 

historical events is the product of historians and poets, 



both juggling wit.h "possibly inaccurate memories." 

Ironically, in a work that exposes the tragic 

consequences of repeating historical patterns, but 

predictably in·a world where tradition and history are so 

important, the human being deprived of personal and 

national history is lost. Although he agrees with his 

father on the justice of abstaining from a war he neither 

understands nor cares about, Alexander, despite his 

convictions, decides to enlist. This decision is the 

result of Alexander's "dispossession," engendered by his 

mother's revelation that Frederick Moore is not his 

father. Deprived of his genealogy, his country, his 

tradition, his history in fact, Alexander by default 

embraces the impoverished traditions of his mother, the 

traditions of Anglo-Ireland and of previous Johnston 

heroes. As I noted in the chapter on Elizabeth Bowen, the 
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orphan was a common symbol for Anglo-Ireland, the race who 
12 

often saw themselves as "faithful to the pitch of folly," 

yet abandoned by the natural parent, England. Reversing 

traditional wisdom, Johnston's texts argue that 

identification with this parent" at the expense of the other 

(Ireland) is destructive rather than redemptive. Only 

through death can Alexander preserve his decency, his 

human dignity, represented by his friendship with the 

12. E.OE. Somerville and Martin Ross, Irish Memories 
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1918) 91. 
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stable-boy. Having moved out of living history by 

embracing the patterns of the past, Alexander's story is 

circumscribed by the relentless inhuman logic of those 

patterns and ends where it began--in the prison cell. This 

novel may, as Mark Mortimer asserts, be a triumphant 
. 13 

"declaration of faith in Ireland," an attempt to bridge 

Lennox Robinson's awful "gulf," but it is also a re-

examination and a recognition of the deadliness in the very 

mythic patterns Seamus Deane deplores. 

The constriction and restriction of early Johnston 

characters within the crumbling houses of marriage or the 

prison cells of national history emblematizes the 

constricted routes they have followed. Shadows on ~ 

Skin; in moving to contemporary Derry, suggests a similar 

compulsion in Gaelic Ireland. Focusing on a Catholic 

family, on a hero who translates Gaelic poetry, on 

tenements rather than big houses, and on the ancient Celtic 

ruin of Grianan Oiligh, the Grianan of Ailech, Johnston 

suggests the universality of compulsive repetitions. 

Regurgitating the rebel songs of Ireland, the Logans, 

father and son, justify their activities with the history 

and songs of the past, the Irish equivalent to Tennyson's 

paean to fruitless slaughter (66). The link between 

national and domestic violence is, in the early works, 

13. Mortimer 94. 
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barely implied, the suggestion perhaps of the muted voice 

of a double discourse; but in Shadows QB ~ Skin the link 

is emphasized. Mrs. Logan, who performs menial, hard work 

to feed her young son, responds to her husband's delight in 

the death of two British soldiers by denouncing his talk of 

"glory and heroes. II "Freedom," he begins, but she cuts him· 

off. "What's freedom?" Logan evades by evoking Pearse, 

the hero of 1916. But Mrs. Logan will not be quiet: "Have 

they any more freedom in the south than we have up here?" 

she asks. "Is there a job for every man? And a home for 

everyone? Have all the children got shoes on their feet? 

Are there women down there scrubbing floors to keep the 

home together because stupid, useless old men are sitting 

around gassing about freedom? Singing their songs about 

heroes? (159) Logan's reference to the poet Pearse is 

especially interesting in the light of references by later, 

sympathetic, Johnston characters to Pearse or to his 

sentiments. Jerry Crowe, no romantic, but a soldier who 

fights for, only to get the experience necessary to fight 

against, England, also quotes Pearse, and Angus Barry 

echoes the same Pearsian views (Babylon 94-5, Jest 100), 

all of which suggests the difficulty of interpreting the 

muddied pages of history. 

Shadows Qn ~ Skin also introduces Kathleen, 

Johnston's first fully-drawn ethical woman. Engaged to a 

British soldier, this orphan comes from the Republic, and 

.-.~-~--
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in coming to the war-torn "north," attempts, like 

Alexander, Mr. Prendergast, and Minnie, to reach across 

national division. Kathleen is finally defeated, not by 

the inevitable forces of history, but by human jealousy and 

failure, by young Joe Logan's anger and by his brother 

Brendan's jealousy. Marriage is now seen, not as economic 

necessity, but as mindless ritual: on Joe's comforting 

her with talk of her forthcoming marriage, Kathleen sighs: 

"That's not purpose, though. It's a sort of routine, 

really. The birth, marrriage, death routine" (123). 

Although betrayed by those whom she had loved, Kathleen 

kisses and forgives Joe.' Her gift to this translator of 

Gaelic poetry, of A Golden Treasury of Verse, is 

optimistic, suggesting a blending of traditions, not 

possible for Kathleen herself, but willed by her to Joe. 

The volume of poetry, in contrast with Mr. Prendergast's 

gift to his betrayer, encourages the poetic rather than the 

military imagination. The point here as in the early work 

is that history which seems so repetitive is not 

inevitable, but simply the product of independent, often 

unimaginative, human beings. 

Although national and domestic strife continue their 

relentless echoing in Johnston's later novels, the focus 

moves to the individuals who question these structures. In 

The Old Jest, the novel written after Johnston's difficult 



choice, the protagonist, another Anglo-Irish orphan, 

finally takes responsibility for her own life, not 

ignoring, but not bound by, her history. Born to the 

daughter of the Big House and to an inappropriate father 

whom she has never met, Nancy Gulliver seeks to find this 

father, marry the staid Harry, her lifelong friend, and 
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continue to live in the Big House the Dwyer family has 

inhabited for centuries. She begins to write a diary on 

her eighteenth birthday, the day she says, "I first began 

to look at the world" (10). Johnston has said that writing 
14 

forces her to live consciously, to think, to explore, and 

like her author, Nancy in writing her journal re-examines 

'and re-thinks her life. "There always seems to have been a 

war"(10), Nancy writes, as if looking back over not only 

over her personal memories, the Black and Tans, the Easter 

Revolution, World War One, and her grandfather's stories of 

the Crimea., but also over Ireland's history and, indeed, 

Johnston's· texts. The young Nancy, despite her resolve to 

begin being a person, sees this development as a recreation 

of the domestic gender patterns of her family. Further, in 

her unthinking acceptance of her uncle Gabriel's stand at 

Ypres and her grandfather's actions in the Crimea, Nancy 

also accepts unquestioningly the received political 

patterns. Like Alexander, then, Nancy seeks her identity in 

14. Personal Interview. 
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her genealogy. Into Nancy's world, however, Johnston 

introduces a sympathetic representative of opposition 

views, Angus Barry, himself a son of &~glo-Ireland who 

served England well in the world war. But Angus now speaks 

and acts against British forces which he believes would 

deny Irish people their liberty. Conversations with this 

alternate father figure and with the surrogate mother, Aunt 

Mary, and reflections in her journal will finally lead 

Nancy to become an independent thinking person. 

Although the slogans of war are always suspect in 

Johnston, whether they be Mrs. Moore's "Dulce et Decorum 

est"(39) or Mr. Logan's "A Nation Once Again" (159), Angus 

Barry in this novel and Mr.Keating in The Christmas Tree 

speak reasonably of the need to counter those who suppress 

freedom, the' suppression of a people's libel1ties being 

overtly connected here as in Julia O'Faolain with the 

suppression of individual liberty. Like their author, for 

whom they might be spokesmen, these figures, though 

engaging in political violence, respect their associates' 

personal freedom of conscience. Angus questions Nancy's 

assertion that "It's the killing" she cannot tolerate, 

pointing out that Nancy's grandfather, the Crimean hero, 

was also a killer. "He wasn't even killing to defend his 

own fatherland, indeed the very opposite. He was taking 

other people's land a~'lay from them. Creating an empire" 

(100). The Misses Brabazon also insist that whether Nancy's 
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Aunt Mary calls it so or not, the activity of the Irish 

guerillas against England is as surely war as was the world 

war in which Mary's brother Gabriel died (144). Indeed, 

Angus connects the violence of legal repression with the 

violence of war: "There are conscienceless men," he tells 

Nancy, "utterly unscrupulous, who will go to any lengths to 

make sure that the world remains the way they want it to 

remain. . ... They crush and destroy ... aspirations" 

(100). Similarly Mr. Keating tells Constance that though 

not an Englishman, his enlistment in 1939 "was a very 

personal decision . . . To defend, in my own small way, 

democracy. . There are many who would totally condemn 

it, but it was the one thing that gave us, [Ireland] the 

freedom to remain neutral, gave me the freedom to choose" 

(114-5). 

Nancy's intuitive resistance to change aligns her 

with the "conscienceless men," whose real ends, Angus 

suggests, are masked by the veneer' of established 

civilization. Given the war circumstances, Nancy's trust 

in the stranger she meets. at the beach is surprising--a 

measure, I suggest, of her anxiety to find the missing 

father. Angus, who nas renounced the loyalties implicit 

in his own parentage, advises Nancy to "get on with the 

job of maturing, exploring, and expanding" her own 

"faculties," background and parentage being unimportant in 

---~------------- .. ----



this quest (56). But finding the father, Nancy suggests, 

will mean knowing who she is, will make the world "less 
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. full of dark corners" (57). Felling ··as anomalous as 

Bowen's Lois, the orphan Nancy imagines the father's 

recognition as the catalyst which would, in some symbolic 

way, call forth and authenticate her identity in a 

patriarchal world. And, as Lois was fearful of exploring 

her own femaleness, so Nancy, too, is afraid of 

penetrating the surface of her world, of breaching the 

artificial patina that protects the observer from the 

shocking roots of national and gender traditions. "I've 

always hated caves," Nancy tells Angus, remembering back to 

her childhood: "They all used to go rushing into any caves 

that might be around. Hurray, they'd shout, lovely, lovely 

caves! I couldn't bear it. I used to stay outside. I could 

hear them calling and laughing inside. I knew I was missing 

something, but I couldn't go in. They used to tease me when 

they came out. You sometimes find terrible things in caves" 

(57). Afraid to peer into the womb-like cave of personal 

psyche and national history, Nancy, rather than embracing 

her own history, seeks the repetitive security of father, 

husband, home, and po~itics, the values that the Dwyer 

women have embraced for centuries. 

The civilized Yeatsian world of the drawing-room is 

firmly connected to national and domestic violence in The 

Old Jest, the novel which reproduced Johnston's personal 

~-------------~----- --.---.--.---------~--------



sense of the need to evaluate traditional patterns. 

Producing his gun to jolt Nancy into an awareness of the 

potential violence underlying the civilized veneer, Angus 

warns: "Life isn't full of sweetness and light and 

gentlemen standing up when ladies come into the room. On 

the contrary, it's full of violence" injustice and pain. 

That's what you're afraid of seeing when you open those 

locked doors, peer into caves. The terrible truth" (59). 

The drawing-room, which Virginia Woolf also saw as 

mirroring and enlarging the warrior, is the opposite side 
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of the coin to the imperialistic war; its preservation, as 
15 

way of life, often the alleged object of war. The 

represssion of women in this drawing-room is a truism by 

now. Nancy's Aunt Mary is a living exemplum of Angus's 

words, recognizing too late for herself that, clinging to 

the traditions pasised on to her, she has never lived. She, 

like Angus, comes to believe that Nancy has cause to 

celebrate the sale of the Dwyer home which frees her to 

select her own role in a world that has begun increasingly 

to open its doors to women, the doors of the university and 

of economic and social independence in Nancy's case (92-

4). Far from mourning the passing of this world, Jennifer 

Johnston, in the novel she wrote after the passing of her 

own particular world, celebrates the beginning of women's 

15. A Room of One's Own (1929; rpt. New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1957) 35-6 . 
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liberation which the demise of the structured world of 

pre-World War One, Anglo-Ireland included, released. 

Nancy's development can be seen as a female version 

of the bildungsroman. One critic, seeing Johnston's world, 

the "hunting games, chivalric and heraldic codes, puberty 

rites, and the law of primogeniture" as m~sculine, suggests 

that Nancy's story "is taken over by the events of his 
16 

[Barry's] life and death," becomes in fact a male 

bildungsroman. I suggest instead that Angus Barry's life 

and death is the text which partially leads Nancy to 

adulthood. The activities in which Nancy engages, the 

acting as messenger, the covering-up to the police, the 

attempt to help Angus escape, the paradigmatically male 

acti vi ties of war, are not ultimately the source of Nancy·' s 

awakening, but its consequences. The awakening itself is 

engendered in the conversations with Angus and with Mary, 

conversations in which Nancy explores the limits -to the 

world she has inherited and which she would initially 

preserve untouched (55-60, 63-4, 66-72, 91-5, 100-4). 

This awakening is also the result of the conscious 

process of analysis demanded by the writing of the journal. 

For although Nancy complains of her inadequacy on this 

account, and although each new section begins with only a 

16. Shari Benstock, "The Masculine World of Jennifer 
Johnston," Twentieth-CenturY' Women Novelists ed. Thomas F. 
Staley ( Totowa, New Jersey: Barnes and Noble, 1982) 217. 
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brief journal entry in first person, the remainder of the 

text is not set off physically from the journal and is 

rendered almost exclusively from Nancy's perspective. This 

structural innovation, similar to the form of the novice 

work, The Gates, suggests that the entire text is a 

convenient representation of Nancy's journal, of Nancy's 

exploration of the boundaries of her life. In this 

exploration Nancy moves from obsession with the "bruised 

ghosts" in the dark corners to acceptance of her father's 

death and to "not minding" about her own "anomalous 

position." "It is hard," she observes, "to be young and not 

quite grasp what it is you are trying to understand, but 

exciting" (96,136). Finally deciding to help Angus, to 

accept Harry and Maeve's engagement and the sale of the Big 

House, Nancy both exercises and enjoys her right "to 

choose," to determine her personal and national destiny--

neither oblivious of, nor, like Alexander, trapped by 

history (158). 

Nancy's development, then, follows the chronological 

steps and time sequences that bildungsroman theorists 
17 

have identified in works such as Jane Eyre. Subsequent 

heroines, however, follow the pattern of later development, 

the pattern Johnston associates with her own life and that 

identified by Elizabeth Abel as the dominant female mode 

17. See Karen E. Rowe's discussion-of Jane Eyre, 
"Fairy-born and human-bred," The Vovage In, 69-89. 
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(7). The most recent novels, Tha Christmas Tree and The 

Railway Station Man, move away from the re-examination of 

the historical past, but reach back into this past with 

inter-textual echoings and formal variations. Forty-five 

when we meet her, the mother of a nine-month old baby, 

Constance Keating is dying of leukemia and.writing her own 

story. Formally then, Constance would seem to be in the 

same position as Alexander Moore, circling back from the 

confinement her story has led to, but ending where she 

begins-:-.-in her father's house. Like Alexander again, or 

like Molly Keane's Aroon, Constance attempts "to make a 

little sense out of" her past (8). Constance's past is, 

however, contemporary Ireland, scarred, of course, as is 

Constance, by history, but removed in time from violent 

upheavals. Moving frequently between the narrative written 

in first person, usually that of the present of writing, 

and the third person memories, Constance's text swings back 

and forth through loose associations, forcing the reader to 

adjust without-introduction to new settings and new 

characters, much as Constance herself must adjust to the 

frequent changes wrought by her dreams and drug-induced 

hallucinations. Like Alexander's, then, Constance's text 

structurally models her situation, but with an important 

concluding' difference. 

As artist figure, Constance is a significant 

development, both as narrative device and as a reflection 
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of an alternative writing role. This figure has long been 

perceived as a problem in Irish art. Yeats, for example, 

believed that Irish fiction was public, centered on the 

ancient Gaelic tradition of the story-teller, exemplified 

as Thomas Kilroy notes in the fiction of the editor 

transcribing Thady's "unvarnished tale" in Castle Rackrent. 
18 

But this public form of art, as Denis Donoghue points 
19 

out, is antithetical to the private art of novelists. 

This may be the reason that many Irish writers embrace the 

Parnell figure: the solitary Messianic figure allows them 

incorporate the dichotomy by delivering the essentially 

private word publically, resigned to the knowledge of their 

ultimate rejection. In some ~nstances, as F.S. L. Lyons 

notes of Yeats ~d Joyce, this image "allowed them to use 

him [Parnell] as an ideal against which the meanness and 

inadequancy of the society that rejected him and them could 
20 

be measured." This transference, of course, leads to 

what Deane has called the "glamorization of the artist," 

which "frees him from the responsibility of actually seeing 

the middle classes" (326). 

18. "Tellers of Tales," Times Literary Supplement 
March 11, 1972: 301-2. 

19. "The Problems of being Irish," Times Literary 
Supplement 17 March, 1972: 291-2. 

20. "The Parnell Theme in Literature," Place, 
Personality and the Irish Writer, ed. Andrew Carpenter 
(New York: Barnes and Noble, 1977) 78. 

-------" .. _------_:.._" -- ---- -._-
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Considering the artist figure in the Jo~~ston novels 

up to The Old Jest, Shari Benstock suggests the the impulse 

to tell stories in Johnston is not social: indeed she sees 

the· "metaphor of trench warfare" in The Old Jest as 

representing the furthest reaches of artistic alienation, 

suggesting a pessimistic conclusion "about the survival of 

human beings in gener~l and of the literary artist in 

particular" (216). Johnston's fiction was, of course, 

that of private stories, up to this point. Minnie of The 

Gates wrote a journal, as did Nancy in Jest. Mr. 

Prendergast's story is told in traditional third-person, 

but framed by the activities of the police coming to his 

house in the introduction., arriving at the conclusion. 

Joe's story in Shadows is also third-person, and Alexander 

Moore writes his story only, we understand, to "kill" time, 
-

for he concludes, "They will never understand. So I say 

nothing" (141). The pretext then is always private, though 

the framing and changing points-of-view would seem to 

emphasize the artificial, structured rather than private, 

nature of the texts. But Constance, the would-be writer 

whom publishers rejected, writes her story.for 

publication, writes i~ despite the pain which cripples her 

fingers (63), asks her friend, Bill, to deliver it to 

publishers (109-10), and finally has Bridie, the young 

orphan who comes to help her, write the last pages and 

deliver the manuscript safely to Bill (158). Constance 

---------------- ------------------- -------------



then is, unlike the Parnell image, a social writer, who 

believes in a community somewhere that can respond to her 

words, as Johnston herself believes in the importance of 
21 

artists' honest recordings. 

To return to the important difference in the 

structuring of Constance's and Alexander's texts: in 

entrusting Bridie to complete the story she has begun, and 

to oversee its safe delivery, Constance has ensured that 

the manuscript cannot follow only the limited structure of 

her life, as did Alexander's. However, the structure does 
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mirror the plot of the completed novel, The Christmas Tree, 

the composite work of Constance and Bridie. This is, I 

think, important, given that Johnston's texts constantly 

reflect, refract, restate, and reinterpret the literature, 

songs, folktales, and folkwisdom of her ancestors, of her 

culture. "Masterpieces," Virginia Woolf writes, "are not 

single and solitary births; they are the outcome of many 

years of thinking in common, of thinking by the body of the 

people, so that the experience of the mass is behind the 
22 

single voice." All of Johnston's work, I suggest, has 

paid tribute to the "many years" of common thinking; The 

21. Personal Interview. 

22. Woolf 68-69. 

---.-------------- .. --------



Christmas :I'ree pays especial tribute to the-ability of 

women, in particular, to both think and mother in common. 
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For the structure of The Christmas Tree reflects 

both the pattern of the novel and the alternative, 

composite pattern of mothering Constance embraces--the 

orphan Bridie leaving Ireland with Jacob, to mother, the 

child of the dead Constance. Indeed, Constance's pursuits 

of both a writing and a mothering career show significant 

resemblances: as a young woman, in much the position of 

Nancy at the end of The Old Jest, Constance had to fight 

the inertia of tradition to win her right to live her own 

life as an apprentice writer in England, a fight which 

received the emotional but not the financial support of her 

father (33). At forty~four, Constance exercises what she 

believes is again her right: she engages in a brief 

relationship with Jacob Weinberg, promising nothing for the 

long-term, and leaving Jacob when she becomes pregnant. 

Her refusal to acquaint Jacob with his fatherhood may be 

seen as presumptious, but was motivated by a belief that 

Jacob might feel trapped by such knowledge. When, however, 

Constance discovers her leukemia, she does notify Jacob, 

assuring him at the same time that the baby will be 

emotionally and financially secure should he not wish to 

claim her (2-5). Actually Constance has already verbally 

linked authorship and parenting: comforting Jacob on his 

lack of children in the early days of their relationship, 

---~'-.:-~--'----'------------- ._----- -------- ._-_. 



she tells him: "perhaps in a hundred years' time 

someone. . . somewhere someone may read read one of your 

books and say then . . . say once there was this Jewish, 

Polish, British man called Jacob Weinberg and today he has 
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become a part of me. Today I am different .. extended" 

(84). Bridie's completion of Constance's text, and the new 

family group of Jewish, Polish, English, and Irish heritage 

"extends" the work outwards in time and space, moving it 

far from the limited boundaries that confined Alexander 

Moore's story. Further, Constance's suggestion on the 

value of Jacob's books can be read as Johnston's tribute to 

the books which changed her, to all the mothers and fathers 

she has read back through, and as the self-reflexive 

gesture of the social artist who finds her values in art. 

Framed by the first-person memory of the death of 

Helen's husband on the one side and the first-person 

memory of the deaths of her lover and son on the other, the 

intervening text in The Railway Station Man enacts the 

same old patterns of war and marriage, only the emphasis 

differing. Like the heroines in much early twentieth

century fiction, Helen Cuffe has lived through marriage and 

motherhood without acnieving any significant personal 

development. On her husband's death, an accidental victim 

of the Irish Republican Army in Derry, Helen experiences 

"an amazing feeling of relief, liberation" (11). Moving 
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from both the city and the house she had shared with her 

husband, the contemporary version of the Big House of 

Anglo-Ireland, to a small, nameless cottage in the village 

of Knappogue in Donegal (what we might see as the dwelling 

of Gaelic-Ireland), Helen builds a glass porch for her 

geraniums and, reversing Constance's pattern, begins to 

paint, something she had tried in vain before her marriage. 

When Jack, her son, becomes involved in the apparently 

endless circle of war, Helen does not attempt to force or 

persuade him and is, indeed, reminded by her sensitive 

English lover, Roger Hawthorne, that he too had engaged in 

this activity. Indeed he remains physically and mentally 

s9arred from his experiences at Arnhem (151-2). Although 

Roger qualifies his comfort by admitting that he, unlike 

Jack, had no choice, the reader remains shocked by his 

initial implied acceptance. 

The compulsion to war is again connected with the 

compulsion to marriage--almost as if these were primitive 

forces emerging from the depths of the racial unconscious, 

forces which must constantly be questioned by rational 

people.- However accidental and ironic, the violence of war 

approaches Helen only through the men in her life--her 

husband, son, and lover, a fact she seems to understand as 

she paints the male figure out of her work. Entitling 

her four paintings, "Man on the beach, 1, 2, 3, and 4," 

Helen has painted a figure on the beach in one and in the 

-~ T .... _____ ~. _ _.~ ...... _..- _ .~ .... _ .... _, _ ..... _ • 'T' ___ ._, 
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sea in two. In three, the figure swims. In four, only the 

discarded clothes remain on the beach--the sea and sky are 

empty. On viewing the finished paintings, Roger tells 

Helen that she is a remarkable woman" "To have held all 

that inside you for so long, without driving yourself into 

some state of insanity" (164). The hell of war drove Roger 

into mental hospitals, but unexpectedly liberated from the 

hell of her dreary marriage, Helen treats herself through 

her paintings, the depiction of her accidental release and 

of the cast-off clothes or habits which she has abandoned 

on moving to Donegal. 

But Roger is not so easily painted out. Love comes 

when Helen least wishes it, when she faces, she believes, 

her last chance to express her individual vision. But 

Roger, despite his awareness of Helen's response to her 

first marriage, automatically aligns love with traditional 

marriage. Indeed the terms he uses to propose marriage 

suggest that the institution, so much more attractive to 

the later Johnston men than to the women, still carries 

traditional negative possessive connotations of control: 

"I don't want to take anything away from you. I only 
want to give you whatever you want. Everything." 
"I only want one-thing, you know." 
"I know what you~ re going to say . freedom. . .. 
11ll give you freedom." 
"I don't want you to give me anything. I want my own 
space. I don't want anyone to give me anything. All 
that kindness, all that giving that you talk about, 
offer me, it could be like a prison." (175, my italics) 
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The suggestion that freedom is something a man can give a 

woman in marriage is the logical result of centuries of 

acculturation based on primitive kinship structures. The 

real goal of these structures, as Claude Levi-Strauss has 

shown, was the extension of male bonding systems. 

Ironically, Levi-Strauss sees the kinship patterns as a--

generally successful--attempt to curtail the seemingly 

cumpulsive violence of war, while ignoring the violence of 
23 

centuries of female repression ,begotten in these systems. 

Jennifer Johnston does not see her writing, or that 

of Julia 0' Faolain, whom she admires, as part of an Irish 

female tradition, yet she does see Irish as distinct from 

English writing. The root knowledge within Irish people of 

both a double grammatical and double cultural mode, she 

believes, enriches and energizes their work, allowing their 

Irish readers respond, as outsiders cannot, to the always 

present undertones and qualifications of the second 

culture. But women's work was in the past, Johnston 

suggests, too sparse and ·coo constrained to serve as a 
24 

model. Perhaps contemporary Irish women writers do not 

consciously look to their predecessors, but they have, 

nevertheless, imbibed the fruits of their mothers' labor. 

23. The Elementary Structures of Kinship trans. James 
Harle Bell, Hohn Richard Von Sturmer and Rodney Needham, 
editor (1049; rpt. Boston: Beacon Press, 1969). 

24. Personal Interview. 
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The influence I see is most often a matter of unconscious 

heritage, similar to the very awareness Johnston sees in 

Irish writers and readers of the double culture, or the 

dialectic of the muted voices. Because women's experiences 

in childhood and in marriage are remarkably similar across 

race, religion, and class lines, and because women, like 

colonied peoples, have had to repress their desires, it 

seems reasonable that women's fiction would have been 

subject to the same kinds of repressions as women 

themselves, repressions which forced early writers to 

encode their concerns in a muted or double discourse. Like 

Irish readers of both sexes, women respond to this 

repression by creating a level of feminine discourse that 

encodes comments, jokes, and criticisms--implicit or 

expliot--about their own condition. Yet it is a discourse 

that may have been so widely practiced as to seem 

instinctive, to almost be automatic. 

Looking back briefly over the body of Johnston's 

writing, we see therein some reflections of the traces I 

have uncovered in the palimpsest of Irish women's 
25 

writing. At the most obvious level, the linking of the 

violence of domestic repression with national violence 

runs from Maria. Edgeworth, th~ough Somerville and Ross, 

25. I use the term Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar 
employ in their study of the women writers in the 
nineteenth century: The Madwoman in the Attic ( New haven: 
Yale University Press, 1979). 



326 

Kate O'Brien, Elizabeth Bowen, Julia O'Faolain and 

Jennifer Johnston. The position of women is not examined 

in any detail in The Gates and The Captains and the Kings. 

Women are restricted to reacting in both these early works 

and in How Many Miles to Babylon?--Clare's sad reflection 

in The Captains and the Kings being merely the seed of the 

same doubt that prompted Maria Edgeworth to release to 

economic independence all the wives in Castle Rackrent. 

These works not only enact Johnston's and early writers' 

acceptance, with just a trace of doubt, of gender roles, 

but also suggest the initial acceptance of many 

contemporary women. In Babylon, however, the questioning 

of the national situation, as in Castle Rackrent, though 

subtle, occupies the writer; national policies, in a 

different area, are also questioned in The Real Charlotte. 

Indeed, Alexander's dispossession as a result of his 

bastardy and Charlotte's as a result of her gender are both 

artificial, legal rather than natural restrictions, and as 

such inevitably cast shadows of doubt on the system that 

fostered them. The two violent forms of repression are 

firmly linked in Shadows Qg ~ Ski~, the work we can see 

as that of a woman's dawning awareness, which reminds me of 

Kate O'Brien's tentatively rendered awareness in Without ~ 

Cloak of the limitations national male sagas place on 

women. Nancy's final assertion of her human right to 
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determine her own life, despite domestic and national 

traditions, corresponds in some measure to that of Eizabeth 

Bowen's Lois and Kate O'Brien's Anna, and, of, course, to 

the. awakening of any young woman who has not been coerced 

by economic necessity or acculturation. The later 

development of Constance and Helen not only replays that of 

Mary Lavin's widows and of many nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century fictional women, but, as the statistics 

on divorce, later mothering, single parenting, and women's 

assumption of new careers show, also reflects the 

development patterns of many contemporary women. 

On another level, of course, Jennifer Johnston is 

absolutely correct in insisting that she and Julia 

Q'Faolain are engaged in novel, pioneering work are 

"beginning a tradition." The woman's plot, however 

emphasized in the early work, was always the muted second 

voice of discourse, whereas in Johnston's most recent work, 

as in that of most contemporary women writers, the woman's 

plot is enacted at dominant as well as subordinate and sub

textual levels. Not that Johnston begins to write 

propaganda--she does not; indeed the reader in both 

Johnston's latest work and in O'Faolain's is often pervaded 

by a deep sense of regret at the demise of an institution 

that, despite its injustices, is often seen as a source of 

human warmth and communion in face of a hostile world. 

Given Johnston's emphasis on her dual heritage of English 

.~.----.-'--"-- ---'':'''''-.-":::--- ~-- '.....:...-. -' ---:.......... --.. ~ .. "- - -. ---
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26 
and Anglo-Irish literature-- an emphasis established by the 

repetition of lines from fiction, poetry, ballads, even 

popular songs and rhymes of the culture that has made 

Johnston, her characters, and many of her readers the 

people they are--we should not expect her to reject an 

institution that has served well a great portion, if a 

gender unbalanced portion, of human beings. What we might 

see in the writings of contemporary Irish women is, I 

suggest, an appropriate and natural reversal, in the words 

of Molly Keane's Aroon, a "globe revolving," in which the 

traditional plot, which hinges on war and marriage, has 

ironically itself become the muted or marginal voice in a 

discourse that has focused more securely and confidently on 

women's relationship--not to men only--but to each other 

and to the world. 

26. The term is used here to describe literature 
written in the English language by Irish writers, rather 
than any political group. 

--_.-._------------



LIST OF REFERENCES 

Abei, Elizabeth, Marianne Hirsch, and Elizabeth Langland. 
"Introduction." The Voyage In: Fictions of Female 
Development. Ed. Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch, 
and Elizabeth Langland. Hanover: University Press 
of New England, 1983. 3-19. 

Aiken, Susan Hardy. "Women and the Question of Canonicity." 
College English 48 (1986): 288-301. 

Altieri, Joanne. 
Fiction." 
265-278. 

"Style and Purpose in Maria Edgeworth's 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction 23 (1968): 

Ardener, Edwin. "Belief and the Problem of Women." 
Perceiving Women. Ed. Shirley Ardener. London: 
Malaby Press, 1975. 1-17. 

"The 'Problem' Revisited." Perceiving Women. Ed. 
Shirley Ardener. London: Malaby Press, 1975. 19-27. 

Bakhtin, M.M. The Dialogic Imagination. Ed. Michael 
Holquist. Trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist. 
Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981. 

Barnett. Gene A. "Dennis Johnston." 
Biography. Vol. Ten. Modern 
1900-1945. Part I (Detroit: 
1982) 253-258. 

Dictionary of Literary 
British Dramatists. 

Gale Research Co., 

Barry, P.V. ed. Maria Edgeworth: Chosen Letters. London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1931. 

Barthes, Roland. The Pleasure of the Text. 1973. Trans. 
Richard Miller. New York: Hill and Wang, 1975. 

Baym, Nina. Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels ~ and 
about Women in American: 1820-1970. Ithaca, New 
York: Cor',lell UP, 1978. 

Benstock, Shari. "The Masculine World of Jennifer 
Johnston." Twentieth-Century Women Novelists. Ed. 
Thomas F. Staley. Totowa, New Jersey: Barnes and 
Noble, 1982. 191-217. 

329 



Billington, Rachel. "Fictions of Class." The New York 
Times Book Review 9 Aug, 1981: 13; 34. 

330 

Blodgett, Harriet. Patterns of Reality: Elizabeth Bowen's 
Novels. The Hague: Mouton, 1975. 

Bottigheimer, Karl S. Ireland and the Irish: A Short 
History. New York: Columbia UP, 1982. 

Bowen, Elizabeth. The Last September. 1929. New York: 
Avon, 1979. 

Bowen's Court. 1942. New York: Ecco Press, 1979. 

Collected Impressions. New York: Knopf, 1950. 

Seven Winters: Memories of g Dublin Childhood and 
Afterthoughts: Pieces Qn Writing. New York: 
Knopf, 1962. 

Pictures and Conversations. New York: Knopf, 1975. 

Bowen, Zack. ~ Lavin. Irish Writers Series. Lewisburg: 
Bucknell UP, 1975. 

Bronte, Charlotte. Jane EYre. 1847. New York: Airmont, 
1963. 

Shirley. 1849. Middlesex: Penguin, 1974. 

Buckley, Jerome Hamilton. Season of Youth. Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1974. 

Bulfinch, Thomas. The Age of Fable. 1855. New York: 
Mentor, 1962. 

Butler, Marilyn. Maria Ed2eworth: A Literary Biography. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972. 

Carpenter, Andrew. "Double Vision in Anglo-Irish 
Literature." Place, Personality and the Irish 
Writer. Ed. Andrew Carpenter. New York: Barnes 
and Noble, 1977: 173-189. 

Cassidy, Ces. "Julia O'Faolain: The writer who skipped 
that chapter of life set in parochial Ireland 
. . . .. Sunday Independent 6 Sept. 1984: 10. 

Caswell, Robert. "The Human Heart's Vagaries." Kilkenny 
Review 12-13 (1965): 67-89. 

---- --'--'--'-----'--"-'-'--'----------'-'-' 



331 

Caswell, Robert. "Irish Political Reality and Mary Lavin's 
Tales from Bective Bridge." Eire-Ireland 3, 1 
(1968): 48-60. 

Chesler, Phyllis. Women and Madness. Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday, 1972. 

Chodorow, Nancy; "Family Structure and Feminine 
Personality." Women Cult~ and Society. Ed. 
Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere. Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 1974. 43-66. 

The Reproduction of Mothering: Psycholanalysis ~nd 
the Sociology of Gender. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978. 

Coghill, Sir Patrick. "Opening Address." Somerville and 
Ross: a SYmposium. Belfast: Queen's University, 
1968. 5-7. 

Collis, Maurice. Somerville and Ross: A Biography. 
London: Faber and Faber, 1968. 

Cronin, John. "Dominant Themes in the Novels of Somerville 
and_ Ross.'" ,Somerville and Ross: A SYmposium. 
Belfast: Queen's University, 1968. 8-19. 

Somerville and Ross. The Irish Writers Series. 
Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 1972. 

The Anglo-Irish Novel. Vol.1. The Nineteenth 
Century. Belfast: Appletree Press, 1980. 

Curtis, Edmund. 
Methuen, 

a History of Ireland. 1936. 
1961. 

London: 

Daly, Mary. g~/Ecology: 
Fentini sm. Boston: 

The Metaethics of Radical 
Beacon Press, 1978. 

Davenport, Gary T. "Elizabeth Bowen and the Big House." 
Southern Humanities Review. 8 (.1974): 27-34. 

Deane, Seamus. "The Literary Myths of the Revival: A Case 
for their Abandonment." Myth and Reality in Irish 
Literature. Ed. --Joseph Ronsley. Waterloo, Ontario: 
Wilfred Laurier UP, 1977. 317-329. 

"Mary Lavin." The Irish Short Story. 
Rafrodi and Terence Brown. Lille: 
Lille, 1979. 237- 247. 

Ed. Patrick 
University of 



de Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex. 1952. New York: 
Knopf, 1974. 

Devlin, Polly. "Introduction." Devoted Ladies. 1934. 
London: Virago, 1984. v-xiv. 

"Introduction." The Rising Tide. 1937. London: 
Virago, 1984. v-xvi. 

Dinnerstein, Dorothy. The Mermaid and· the Minotaur: 
Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise. New York: 
Harper and Row, 1977. 

Donnelly, Brian. "The Big House in the Recent Novel." 
Studies 64 (1975): 133-142. 

Donoghue, Denis. 
Literary 

"The Problems of being Irish." Times 
Supplement 17 Mar. 1972: 291-2. 

Driscoll, Joanne. "Mary Lavin and t.he Irish Split
Personality." The Critic 22 (Dec. 1963-Jan. 
1964): 20-23. 

Dudley Edwards, Ruth. Patrick Pearse: The Triumph of 
Failure. 1977. London: Faber and Faber, 1979. 

Dunleavy, Janet Egleson. "The Making of Mary Lavin's 
'Happiness.'" Irish University Review 9 (1979): 
225-231. 

"The Making of Mary Lavin's ' A Memory. ' " Eire
Ireland 12, 3 (1977): 90-99. 

Dunsany, Lord. "A Preface." Tales from Bective Bridge. 
1943. Dublin: Poolbeg Press, 1978. 8-12. 

Edgeworth, Maria. Castle Rackrent. 1800. Ed. George 
Watson. London: Oxford UP, 1964. 

The Absentee 1812. London: Dent, 1893. 

Farrell, J.G. Troubles. London: Fontana, 1984. 

Flanagan, Thomas. "Maria Edgeworth: The Crisis of the 
'Protestant Nation.'" The Irish Novelists: 1800-
1850 1959. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood 
Press, 1976. 53-79. 

"The Big House of Ross-Drishane." Kenyon Review 28 
(1966): 54-78. 

332 



Froula, Christine. "When Eve Reads Milton: Undoing the 
Canonical Economy." Critical Inquiry 10 (1983): 
321-347. 

Gilbert, Sandra M. and Susan Gubar. The Madwoman in the 
Attic. New Haven: Yale UP, 1979. 

Gilligan, Carol. "In a Different Voice: Women's 
Conceptions of Self and of Morality." Harvard 
Educational Review 47 (1977): 481-517. 

"Woman's Place in Man's Life Cycle." Harvard 
Educational Review 19 (1979): 431-446. 

Glendinning, Victoria. 
Writer. London: 

Elizabeth Bowen: Portrait of s 
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1977. 

Graves, Robert. The White Goddess. 1948. New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1966. 

Gubar, Susan. "Mother, Maiden and the marriage of death: 
Women wri ters and an ancient myth." Women's 
Studies 6 (1979): 301-315. 

Hare, J. C. ed. The Life and Letters of Maria Edgeworth. 
Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1895. 

Heaney, Seamus. "Act of Union." Selected Poems. London: 
Faber and Faber, 1980. 125-12,6. 

Heilbrun, Carolyn and Catharine Stimpson. "Theories of 
Feminist Criticism: A Dialogue." Feminist 
Literary Criticism. Ed. Josephine Donovan. 
Lexington: Uni versi,ty Press of Kentucky, 1975. 
62-73. 

333 

Hogan~ Robert. "Old Boys, Young Bucks, and New Women: The 
Contemporary Irish short Story." The Irish Short 
StorY. Ed. James F. Kilroy. Boston: Twayne, 
1984. 169-215. 

Hollander, John. The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion 
in Milton and A~ter. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1981. 

Irigaray, Luce. "This Sex Which Is Not One." This Sex 
Which Is Not One. 1977. Trans. Catherine Porter 
and Carolyn Burke. Ithaca, New York: Cornell UP, 
1985. 23-33. 



Jackson, Fleda Brown. "Jennifer Johnston." Dictionary of 
Literary Biography: Vol 14: British Novelistsd 
Since 1960. Part 2. Detroit: Gale Research, 
1983. 445-451. 

334 

Janeway, Elizabaeth. Powers of the Weak. New York: Knopf, 
, 1980. 

Johnston, Jennifer. The Captains and the Kings. 1972. 
Glasgow: Fontana, 1982. 

The Gates. 1973. London: Coronet, 1974. 

Shadows on our Skin. 
DoubledaY, 1978.--

1977. Garden City, New York: 

The Old Jest. 1979. Glasgow: Fontana, 1980. 

'The Christmas Tree. 1981. 'Glasgow: Fontana, 1982. 

The Railway Station Man. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1984. 

Joyce, James. A Portrait of the Artist i!§. s Young Man. 
1916. Middlesex: Penguin, 1960. 

UlYsses. 1922. London: Bodley Head, 1960. 

Keane, Molly. Good Behaviour. 1981. New York: Dutton, 
1983. 

Molly Keane's Nursery Cooking. London: Macdonald, 
1985. 

Kelly, A.A. ~ Lavin: Quiet Rebel: A Study of her 
Short Stories. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1980. 

Kennedy, Jr., Robert E. The Irish: Emigration. Marriage, 
and Fertility. Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1973. 

Kenney, Jr., Edwin J. Elizabeth Bowen. The Irish Writers 
Series. Lewisburg: Bucknell, 1975. 

Kiely, Benedict. Modern Irish Fiction: A Critique. Dublin: 
Golden Eagle Books, 1950. 

Kilroy, Thomas. "Tellers of Tales." Times Literaq 
Supplement 17 Mar. 1972: 301-302. 

Kime Scott, Bonnie. "Mary Lavin and the Life of the Mind." 
Irish University Review 9 (1979): 262-278. 

--' -.--. 



Kolodny, Annette. 
Carolina: 
1975. 

The Lay of the Land. Chapel Hill, North 
The University of North Carolina Press, 

Lamphere, Louise. "Strategies, Cooperation, and Conflict 
Among Women in Domestic Groups." Women, Culture, 
and Society. Ed. Michelle Rosaldo and Louise 
Lamphere. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1974.97-112. 

Lavin, Mary. Tales from Bective Bridge. 1943. Dublin: 
Poolbeg Press, 1978. 

The Stories of ~ Lavin. London: Constable, 1964. 

Collected Stories. Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1971. 

A Memory. Londem: Constable, 1972. 

The Shrine. London: Constable, 1979. 

A Family Likeness. London Constable, 1985. 

335 

Lawless, Emily.. Maria Edgeworth. London: MacMillan, 1905. 

Lawrence, Margaret. "Hatriarchs." The School of 
Femininity. Toronto, Canada:~usson, i972. 210-
247. 

Lee, Hermione. Elizabeth Bowen: An Estimation. London: 
Vision Press, 1981. 

Levi-Strauss, Claude. The Elementary Structures of 
Kinship. 1949. Trans. James Harle Bell, John 
Richard Von Sturmer, and Rodney Needham, editor. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1969. 

Lyons, F.S.L. "The Parnell Theme in Literature." Place, 
Personality and the Irish Writer. Ed. Andrew 
Carprenter. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1977. 69-
95. 

Martin, Augustine. "A Skeleton Key to the Stories of Mary 
Lavin." 52 Studies (1963): 393-406. 

Madden-Simpson, Janet, selected and introduced. Woman's 
Part: An anthology of short fiction Qz and about 
Irishwomen 1890-1960. Dublin: Arl~n House, 1984. 

Brenda Maddox. "The Romantic and the Realist." Sunday 
Times 1 April, 1984: 8-9. 

• ~ -.t, ", "." .. - --,. _. __ ." ... _. ,". _ • _ .• • • •• ~ '" .~ •• " _. ". _ •• _ 



336 

McMahon, Sean. "John Bull's Other Ireland: A Consideration 
of The Real Charlotte by Somerville and Ross." 
Eire-Ireland 3, 4 (1968): 119-135. 

"Anglo-Irish Attitudes·: The Novels of Jennifer 
Johnston. " Eire-Ireland 10, 3 (1975): 137-141. 

McCormack, W.J. Ascendancy and Tradition in Anglo-Irish 
Literarv Histo~y From 1789-1939. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1985. 

Mead, Margaret. Male and Female. New York: Morrow, 1949. 

Mellors, John. "Kites and Aeroplanes." The Listener 25 
Sept. 1974: 416. 

Mentor Book of Iris~ PoetrY. Ed. Devin A. Garrity. New 
York: Mentor, 1965. 

Mill, John Stuart, and Harriet Taylor Mill. Essays Qn Sex 
Equality. Ed. and introduced Alice S. Rossi. 
Chicago: University· of Chicago Press, 1970. 

Miller, Nancy K. "Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities 
in Women's Fiction." PMLA 96 (1981): 36-48. 

Milton, John. Paradise Lost. JOlm Milton: Complete Poem~ 
and Major Prose~d. Merritt Y. Hughes. 
Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1957. 211-469. 

Mitchell, Hilary. "Somerville and Ross: Amateur to 
Professional." Somerville and Ross: A SYI!lposium. 
Belfast: Queen's University:-I968. 20-37. 

Moers, Ellen. Literarx Women. Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1976. 

Moore, George. A Drama in Muslin: A Realistic Novel. 
1886. Introd. A. Norman Jeffares. London: Colin 
Smythe, 1981. 

Mortimer, Mark. "The World'of Jennifer Johnston: A Look 
at Three Novels." Crane Bag 4 (1980): 88-94. 

Murphy, Catherine A. 
Mosaic 12, 3 

"The Ironic Vision of Mary Lavin." 
(1979): 69-79. 

Murray, Thomas J. "Mary Lavin's World: Lovers and 
(1972): 123-131. Strangers." Eire-Ireland 7, 2 



Neeson, Eoin. 
Cork: 

The Second Book of Irish Myths and Legends. 
Mercier Press, 1966. 

Newcomer, James. Maria Ed~eworth The Novelist: A 
Bicentennial Study. Fort Worth: Texas Christian 
University Press, 1967. 

Ni Chuilleanain, Eilean. "Women as Writers: Danta Gra to 
Maria Edgeworth." Irish Women: Image and 
Achievement. Ed. Eilean Ni Chuilleanain. Dublin: 
Arlen House, 1985. 111-126. 

O'Brien, Conor Cruise. Writers and Politics. 1955. New 
York: Pantheon, 1955. 

O'Brien, Kate. Without ~ Cloak. New York: Doubleday, 
Doran, 1931. 

The Anteroom New York: Doubleday, Doran, 1934. 

The Land of Spices. New York: Doubleday, Doran, 
1941. 

Presentation Parlour. London: Heinemann, 1963. 

"Imaginative Prose by the Irish, 1820-1970." Myth 
and Reality in Irish Literature. Ed. Joseph 
Ronsley. Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfred Laurier UP, 
1977. 305-315. 

0' Connor, Frank. "The Girl at the Gaol Gate. 10 The LI.)nely 
Voice: A Study of the Short Story. Cleveland: 
World Publishing Co., 1963. 202-213. 

0' Faolain, Julia. Women in the Wall. New York: Viking, 
1973. 

337 

Not in God's Ima~e: Women in History from the Greeks 
to the Victorians. Ed. Julia O'Faolain and Lauro 
Martines. London: Temple Smith, 1973. 

Man in the Cellar. London: Faber and Faber, 1974. 

Melancholy Baby. Dublin: Pooleg Press, 1978. 

No Country for Young Men. Middlesex: Penguin, 1980. 

Daughters of Passion. Middlesex: Penguin, 1982. 

The Obedient Wife. 1982. Middlesex: Penguin, 1983. 

:..-...... ..0..-__ '--________ _ 

...... __ ._--------------



O'Faolain, Nuala. "Irish Women and Writing in Modern 
Irish Women: Image ant! Achievement. Ed. 

338 

Ireland." 
Eilean Ni 
127-135. 

Chuilleanain. Dubin: Arlen House, 1985. 

O'G+ady, Standish. The History of Ireland: The Heroic 
Period. London: Sampson, Low, Searle, Marston, and 
Rivington, 1878. 

Ortner, Sherry B. "Is Female to Male as Nature is to 
Culture?" Women, Culture, and Society. Ed. Michelle 
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere. Stanford: Stanford UP, 
1974. 67-87. 

Ostriker, Alicia. "The Thieves of Language: 
and Revisionist Mythmaking." Signs 
90. 

Women Poets 
1 (1982): 68-

Parrish, Paul A. "The Loss of Eden: Four Novels of 
Elizabeth Bowen." Critique 1 (1973): 86-100. 

Pateman, Carole. "'The Disorder of Homen': Women, Love, 
and the Sense of Justice." Ethics 91 (1980): 20-34. 

Peavoy, Elizabeth. "She' was like a scarlet poppy." "Life 
Styles." Inside Tribune 24 Mar. 1985: 4. 

Peterson, Richard F. Mary Lavin. English Authors Series. 
Boston: Twayne, 1978. 

Powell, Violet. The Irish Cousins: The Books and 
Background of Somerville and Ross. London: 
Heinemann, 1970. 

Power, Ann. "The Big House of Somerville and Ross." The 
Dubliner 3 (1964): 43~53. 

Pritchett, V.S. "Hunting Ladies." New StatesmaI},. 24 May, 
1969: 688-689. 

"Introduction." Mary Lavin: Collected Stories. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971. ix-xiii. 

Rich, Adrienne. "Diving into the Wreck." Adrienne Rich's 
Poetry. Selected and Ed. Barbara Charlesworth Gelpi 
and Albert Gelpi. New York: Norton, 1975. 65-68. 

"When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision." Adrienne 
Rich's Poetry. Selected and Ed. Barbara 
Chaz'lesworth Gelpi and Albert Gelpi. New York: 
Norton, 1975. 90-98. 

;:';";';'--'-"~"",--",,-,,-,.....;:...; ........... -'Z,,,-,--=-___ ,_-'--'-" ____ ---'-______________________ ----



Rich, Adrienne. "Toward a Woman-Centered University." On 
Lies. Secrets. and Silence--Selected Prose 1966-
1978. New York: Norton, 1979. 125-155. 

Rob:tnson, Hilary. Somerville and Ross: A Critical 
" Appreciation New York: pt. Martin's Press, 1980. 

339 

Robinson, Lennox. The Big House. London: MacMillan, 1928. 

Rosaldo, Michelle Zimbalist. "Women, Culture, and Society: 
A Theoretical Overview." Women, Culture. and 
Society. Ed. Michelle Rosaldo and Louise 
Lamphere. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1974. 17-42. 

Rowe, Karen, E. "Fairy-born and human-bred." The Voyage 
In: Fictions of Female Development. Ed. Elizabeth 
Abel, Marianne Hirsch, and Elizabeth Langland. 
Hanover: University Press of New England, 1983. 
69-89. 

Rubin, Gayle. "The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 
'Political Economy' of Sex." Toward SB 
Anthropology of Women. Ed. Rayna R. Reiter. New 
York:, Monthly Review Press, 1975. 157-210. 

Ryan, Joan. "Women in the Novels of Kate O'Brien: The 
Mellick Novels." Studies in Anglo-Irish 
Literature. Ed. Heinz Kosok. Bonn: Bouvier Verlag 
Herbert Grundmann, 1982. 322-332. 

Said, Edward W. Beginnings: Intention and Method. New 
York: Basic Books, 1975. 

"The World, the Text, and the Critic." The World. 
the Text. and the Critic. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
1983. 31-52. 

Showalter, Elaine. "Women and the Literary Curriculum." 
College English 32 (1971): 855-862. 

A Literature of their ,Own: British Women Novelists 
!~ Br.r.~te tQ Lessing:-Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1977. 

"Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness." Critical 
Inquiry 8 (1983): 179-205. 



Somerville, E. OE., and Martin Ross. The Real Charlotte. 
1894. London: Quartet Books, 1977. 

Some Experiences of an Irish R.M. London: Longmans, 
Green, 1889. 

Irish Memories. London: Longman, Green, 1918. 

Tanner, Tony. AdulterY in the Novel: Contract and 
Transgression Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 
1979. 

Vander Closter, Susan. "Kate O'Brien." Dictionary of 
Literary Biography. Vol 15: British Novelists. 
1930-1959. Part 2. Detroit: Gale Research, 1983. 
389-396. 

Warner, Alan. 
York: 

Watson, George. 
London: 

A guide to Anglo-Irish Literature. 
St. Martin's Press, 1981. 

"Introduction." Castle Rackrent. 
Oxford UP, 1964. vii-xxv. 

New 

1800. 

340 

Weekes, Ann. "Diarmuid and Grainne Again: Julia 
O'Faolain's No Country for Young Men." Eire-Ireland 
21, 1 (1986): 89-102. 

White, Terence De Vere. The Anglo-Irish. London: Victor 
Gollancz, 1972. 

Wollstonecraft, Mary. A Vindication of the Ri~hts of Woman 
1792. Ed. Miriam Brody Kramnick. Middlesex: 
Penguin, 1975. 

Wood, Helen Lanigan. "Women in Myths and Early 
Depictions." Irish Women: Image and Achievement. 
Ed. Eilean Ni Chuilleanain. Dublin: Arlen House, 
1985.13-24. 

Woolf, Virginia. A Room of One's Own. 1929. New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1957. 


