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Michael M cAteer
Péter Pazmany Catholic University, Budapest

Post-revisionism: Conflict (Inresolution
and the Limits of Ambivalence
in Kevin McCarthy’s Peeler

ABSTRACT

This essay considers a historical novel of recent times in revisionist terms,
Kevin McCarthy’s debut novel of 2010, Peeler. In doing so, I also address
the limitations that the novel exposes within Irish revisionism. I propose
that McCarthy’s novel should be regarded more properly as a post-
revisionist work of literature. A piece of detective fiction that is set during
the Irish War of Independence from 1919 to 1921, Peeler challenges the
romantic nationalist understanding of the War as one of heroic struggle
by focusing its attention on a Catholic member of the Royal Irish
Constabulary. In considering the circumstances in which Sergeant Sean
O’Keefe finds himself as a policeman serving a community within which
support for the IRA campaign against British rule is strong, the novel sheds
sympathetic light on the experience of Catholic men who were members
of the Royal Irish Constabulary until the force was eventually disbanded
in 1922. At the same time, it demonstrates that the ambivalence in Sergeant
O’Keefe’s attitudes ultimately proves unsustainable, thereby challenging
the value that Irish revisionism has laid upon the ambivalent nature of
political and cultural circumstances in Ireland with regard to Irish-British
relations. In the process, I draw attention to important connections that
McCarthy’s Peeler carries to Elizabeth Bowen’s celebrated novel of life in
Anglo-Irish society in County Cork during the period of the Irish War of
Independence: The Last September of 1929.

Keywords: Royal Irish Constabulary, detective, war, revisionism.
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Kevin McCarthy’s debut novel, Peeler, received enthusiastic praise from
the Ireland correspondent for The Observer newspaper, Henry McDonald,
when it was published in 2010. Reviewing the novel in The Belfast Telegraph,
McDonald considered it “a brilliant first novel . . . that rescues from the
margins of Irish history a group that the future Free State and official
Ireland airbrushed from national memory: the Royal Irish Constabulary”
(38). The novel deals with the experiences of officers serving in the Royal
Irish Constabulary (hereafter, RIC) during the course of the Irish War of
Independence, 1919-21. The title is deceptive in its simplicity: “Peeler”
was a derogatory term for Irish-based officers of the Metropolitan
Police Force, founded by Sir Robert Peel in 1829. The term “Peeler” was
commonly used by Republicans and some Loyalists in Northern Ireland
for the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) up to the 1990s, until the force
was reformed as the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) under the
terms of the Patten Report as part of the Northern Ireland Peace Process.
Considered in this context, the title of the novel creates the expectation
of a narrative that will be inflected with a Republican perspective of the
old RIC as part of a repressive colonial state apparatus in Ireland under
British rule. However, the title also names the protagonist of the novel,
RIC Sergeant Sean O’Keefe. The novel traces a murder investigation that
O’Keefe leads in the West Cork region in 1920 at the height of the guerrilla
war that the Irish Republican Army (hereafter, IRA) were then fighting
against the RIC and the British Army. The story of this investigation is
pursued under the shadow of O’Keefe’s emotional de-sensitization, having
been exposed to the horrors of trench warfare during the First World War;
de-sensitization exacerbated by the death of his brother when serving with
the 16™ Irish Battalion of the British Army.

In many respects, McCarthy’s novel answers to a central tenet of
Irish historical revisionism as inaugurated by historian T. W. Moody and
developed most influentially in the work of R. F. Foster. This concerns the
need to de-mythologize Irish history as it has been perceived in nationalist
terms, bringing to light the wide spectrum of Irish historical experience—
particularly at local level—that has been silenced or suppressed in the
interests of retaining a public official consensus concerning the political
legitimacy of the war fought for an independent Irish Republic in the 1919-
21 period.! In the critical spirit of historical revisionism, historian Peter
Hart has made one of the most distinctive interventions in showing just

1

Regarding the revisionist approach, see essays by T. W. Moody, R. D. Edwards,
R. F. Foster and Alvin Jackson in Brady (Intepreting). For criticism of revisionism,
see pieces by Desmond Fennell, Seamus Deane, and Anthony Coughlan in the
same volume.
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how dirty the Irish War of Independence actually was. In his introduction
to The I.R.A. and Its Enemies, “The Killing of Seargant O’Donoghue,”
Hart presents the case of an old-time RIC officer from County Kerry who
was murdered one evening in Cork, provoking a murderous backlash from
a British Army Auxiliary unit that left three people dead in the Marshes
district of Cork city, including one of those involved in the attack on
O’Donoghue. Hart proposes that the case shows how civil war had already
started in Ireland during the years of the Irish War of Independence:

It was a civil war, fought not just between Irish people, but between rival
visions of Ireland. James O’Donoghue loved and served his country.
He was a good Catholic and good Irishman. The same can be said of
the O’Briens. The sergeant’s death represented a clash between the
old loyalties of the policeman and the new certainties embraced by the
gunmen. (18)

McCarthy’s novel centres on the figure of RIC Sergeant Sean O’Keefe
as he investigates a sex-crime murder in the west Cork region just as the
IRA were consolidating their control of the area in late 1920. In this aspect,
the novel addresses in its crime-fiction form some of the real-life historical
events that Peter Hart’s studies have brought to light. Of course, there is
an extensive number of works of literary fiction over the past forty years
that have challenged the traditional nationalist ethos of the Republic of
Ireland, particularly as it was consolidated under the rule of Eamon De
Valera from the 1930s. One need only consider such celebrated novels
as Jennifer Johnston’s How Many Miles to Babylons, John McGahern’s
Amongst Women or Sebastian Barry’s The Secret Scripture by way of
example. McCarthy’s novel, however, is distinguished by the crime fiction
genre that the author adapts in creating what Edna Longley has identified
as a revisionist form of literary work.? Addressing deeply fraught political
and historical considerations through the medium of crime fiction, Peeler
lies open to the objection that the genre may not be sufficiently capable
of addressing the complex range of emotional and psychological layers
that literary revisionism peels off (excusing the pun), particularly through
the ambivalences and complexities of modern Irish poetry as Longley
discusses it. Reviewing the novel in The Irish Times, Declan Burke hints
at this when he comments that McCarthy “hasn’t made things easy for
himself in choosing for his protagonist an RIC sergeant who is a veteran
of the Great War and who works alongside Black and Tans” (49). Yet Burke

regards the novel as a success, praising the characterization of Sergeant

2 See, in particular, Longley’s reading of poetry and revisionism (50-68).
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O’Keefe as sympathetic “in a compelling narrative” (49). In this essay,
I argue that Peeler represents a post-revisionist moment in contemporary
Irish writing. In the sympathy that the novel engenders for its protagonist,
Peeler contributes to the ongoing recovery of personal historical memories
that had been effectively rendered subterranean in much of Irish society
from the 1930s to the 1990s. In this respect, it can be located within
a general context of historical and cultural revisionism. However, it is
also a novel that steps beyond the revisionist pre-occupation with the
repressive or distorted nature of traditional Irish nationalist narratives,
as revisionists have regarded them. It does so in two ways. First, Peeler
brings to the surface the limitations of ambivalence, a central aspect of the
revisionist critique of nationalism in Ireland, as an ideology that demands
certitude (see, for example, Hart’s reference to the “new certainties” in
the quotation above). Second, in its crime fiction form, the novel stretches
beyond the ethno-religious framework through which intellectual alliances
and enmities have been sustained in various guises over many decades in
Irish political and cultural debate.

The narrative of Peeler gives rise to two questions of legitimacy. The
first of these concerns how a crime can be investigated by the police when
the forces upholding law and order have lost the consent of the communities
to which they are assigned, whether that loss derives from the sympathy
for, or the threat from, an organization such as that of the IRA. The second
question relates to this in raising the issue of the conditions under which
the role of the police is transferred from an existing civic administration
like that of the RIC to an organization that was founded to overthrow it.
By highlighting the politicized nature of policing in the context of a state
of guerrilla warfare, the novel tests the genre limits of crime fiction itself.
In so doing, it diverges from the major works in the tradition such as
Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone or the Sherlock Holmes series of Arthur
Conan Doyle. Having said this, Peeler contains all the elements of a crime
thriller. The narrative includes a gruesome murder, a scattering of clues,
the digression of “the wrong suspect,” and the case of a serial sex killer. As
a consequence, the novel is more concerned with character-type than the
evocation of affective complexity. It presents to the reader the “old-timer”
RIC-man Logan reminiscing about the good-old days; the seedy brothel-
keeper Barton; the stereotypical Anglo-Irish gentry-type Major Wallace
Burleigh; the clinical gentleman-surgeon Matthew-Pare; the knowingly
brutal barmen operating under the protection either of the IRA or the RIC
Special Branch; most of all, the serial killer Bill “Birdy” Cole. The eight
sections of the novel correspond to the eight-day time span of the events
that it addresses. Each of these sections is concluded with some discreet
passages describing the growth of a pathological mind. Apart from these
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passages, McCarthy foregoes the highly interiorized narrative form that
readers encounter in John Banville’s major work of crime fiction, The
Book of Evidence (a form that Banville abandons for the most part in his
crime fiction written under the name Benjamin Black). Nevertheless, the
typological conventions of the crime fiction form are undercut from behind
and from before in Peeler: from behind, in the backdrop of generalized
brutality arising out of the human slaughter of the First World War; from
before, in the immediate crisis of civil society in Ireland during the course
of the War of Independence.

Particularly given the County Cork setting of Peeler, there is one
very important precedent for McCarthy’s novel: Elizabeth Bowen’s
1947 novel, The Heat of the Day. Bowen’s novel is regarded primarily
as a treatment of London society during the Blitz in World War IT and
also as part of literary modernism in Britain. However, it is essentially
concerned with a criminal investigation of Robert Kelway passing
information to Germany. From this perspective, it shares with Peeler
a concern with the problem of legality and the operation of systems of
justice during the course of a state of emergency. In contrast to Bowen’s
work, Peeler presents a relatively conventional narrative form that does
not test the limitations and possibilities of language itself as a medium of
representation in the fashion of early to mid-twentieth century literary
modernism. McCarthy’s narrative approach is justified by the fact that,
unlike The Heat of the Day, he is dealing with an additional element:
guerrilla warfare. To some extent like the Northern Irish Troubles of the
1970s—1990s, the Irish War of Independence was a war that was not quite
awar, in the sense that it operated on a fault-line between the maintenance
of civil society and the imposition of military control. Considered in this
aspect, it could well be argued that if the backdrop of the First World War
to the Cork setting for the Irish War of Independence in Peeler carries
the influence of The Heat of the Day in the connections that Bowen
draws between the London of the Blitz and rural Cork, McCarthy’s novel
carries a deeper relation to Bowen’s earlier work The Last September,
set predominantly in Cork during the 1919-21 period. Undoubtedly
containing Bowen’s distinctive stylistic features that place her writing
in relation to Virginia Woolf and Samuel Beckett, The Last September
is nonetheless a more conventional narrative than The Heat of the Day.
In the concluding scene of an RIC barracks in County Cork burning
down at the end of McCarthy’s Peeler, there is a palpable reminder of the
Naylors” Anglo-Irish residence at Danielstown in Cork burning to the
ground at the end of The Last September (Bowen, Last 206).

Peeler begins with a crime scene: a woman’s dead body on a country
roadside near Ballycarleton in west Cork, her legs wide apart, her arms

13
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in the posture of an embrace, one breast cut off and the word “trator”
marked in tar across her chest. She is later identified as Deirdre Costello,
a young woman who had dated an IRA member, Seamus Connors—with
a reputation for brutality—before becoming involved with an affluent
English gentleman resident in the up-market Montenotti area of Cork
city. The location of the body is open to IRA sniper-attack so O’Keefe
and his colleague require a team of Auxiliary soldiers (infamously known
as “the Black and Tans” because of their uniforms) to secure the area
before the location of the body can be secured in turn as a crime scene.
From the outset, therefore, the narrative inaugurates a field of conflict and
interaction between three autonomous ideological spheres through which
plot, topology and characterization are developed: the sexual, the legal and
the political. This is made evident immediately in the connection that is
drawn between posture and photography, a connection that will lead the
narrative into the realm of the sex industry as it opens out the ambivalent
juxtapositions between state power and cultural allegiance. While the
narrative in its entirety might be taken as an account of the last days of the
RIC, the opening murder scene announces a whole new form of evidence-
gathering that would change the nature of police investigation and legal
process in the early-twentieth century through the mass production of
cameras:

Not every murder scene in Ireland was photographed, but it was
becoming increasingly common. Juries and coroner’s courts were
requesting photographic evidence on a regular basis and O’Keefe, a keen
amateur photographer, could not imagine examining a crime-scene—
particularly a murder—without his Kodak Box Brownie (McCarthy,
Peeler 12)

Photographing the semi-mutilated body of a woman to the end of
identifying the culprit, O’Keefe throws into relief the contradiction that is
triggered by a new confluence of visual technology and state power. Born
from the voyeuristic gaze of the sex-criminal “Birdy” Cole—through
which the female body is made into an object of desire through distance
rather than intimacy—the crime demands the same representational
form through which it is to be solved. In other words, a level of de-
sensitization is necessary for a proper collation of evidence. In contrast
to the rookie RIC officer Keane, Sergeant O’Keefe’s capacity to study the
dismembered body dispassionately has been formed through his exposure
to widespread bodily mutilation during the battles of the trenches in the
First World War. In this respect, he shares one thing in common with
the perpetrator of the crime, “Birdy” Cole: de-sensitization as a result of
traumatic experience. Watching his mother work as a prostitute while his
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father was away fighting in the British Army during the Boer War in South
Africa, forced to scavenge for food around a hen-house, Cole has been
subject to regular violent beatings in his childhood. He has withdrawn into
a voyeuristic gaze upon women working as prostitutes as a result, a habit
that becomes compulsive in adulthood. Ironically replicating “Birdy”
Cole’s depersonalized observation of these women, Sergeant O’Keefe’s
capacity for calculating observation—amplified by the technology of the
camera—enables him to recognize that the posture of Deirdre Costello’s
body was arranged in such a manner that it was deliberately intended to be
photographed:

Too much care had been taken in the positioning to be the random work
of gravity or rigor mortis. The pose reminded him of the French picture
postcards of whores or North African harem girls that soldiers had
bought and traded during the war (Peeler 12).

This association of a forensic with a pornographic image develops in
the novel through its exploration of the underworld of a Cork city brothel
and a private club styled in the manner of the infamous Hell Fire clubs of
which commanding officers like Major Burleigh and Detective Inspector
Masterson were members.” The intrigue that this generates recalls the
late-nineteenth-century sensation crime-fiction of Arthur Conan Doyle,
particularly Doyle’s story, “The Sign of the Four,” but the crime-narrative
format is troubled throughout Peeler by the political context of the murder
investigation with which Sergeant O’Keefe is engaged. Indeed the sexual
aspect of the murder of Deirdre Costello straddles the border between
sexual violence as a criminal offence and as an act of war. Early into his
investigation, O’Keefe comes across the case of Katharine Sheehan, an
egg-woman who had been warned on several occasions by a local IRA unit
to stop selling eggs to the police at Bandon RIC barracks and to members
of the local British Army garrison in the town. After refusing to stop,
Katharine Sheehan was assaulted by two men and a pig-ring was inserted
into one of her buttocks. The doctor’s report indicated that she had been
raped (Peeler 63). Reading this report, a feeling of self-disgust wells up in
O’Keefe as he confronts the inability of the RIC to offer protection or
justice for people like Katharine Sheehan, a woman violated for continuing
her business of selling eggs to local police and soldiers: the only means
of earning a living that was available to her. However, when he enquires

3 The first Hell Fire club in Ireland was founded in Dublin by the 1* Earl
of Rosse, Richard Parsons, around 1737. For a history of the clubs in Ireland, see
Ryan (Blasphemers).
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of surgeon Mathew-Pare as to whether or not Deirdre Costello was raped
before she was murdered, O’Keefe is reminded of the prevalence of sexual
violence in war:

The surgeon said, “I"d lean more towards a sex-crime than execution,
myself. But there’s no reason to say that it wasn’t both. Rape and war
have come as a matched pair for as long as they have existed. Sometimes,
I imagine, it’s rather difficult to separate the two.” (Peeler 129)

In this aspect of the narrative, McCarthy probes something other than
the Irish War of Independence as the consequence of circumstances of
generalized brutality emanating from the horror of the First World War.
More immediately, Peeler brings out the distorted loyalties that turn the
order of emotional value on its head. This makes itself most manifest in
the mutual suspicion of the state and individual families. When Deirdre
Costello’s parents come to the RIC barracks to identify her body, Constable
Keane offers her father a glass of whiskey. He stubbornly refuses “to take
soup from Crown spies like yerself.” This is a reference to those instances
of starving Irish Catholic children during the years of the Irish Famine
(1845-48) who were fed in schools set up by Protestant Bible societies on
the condition that they received Protestant-based religious instruction.*
O’Keefe is left with a feeling of intense anger at the father’s response:
“The man’s ignorance angered O’Keefe. He was trying to help him and
his wife, and all the farmer could do was dredge up the rebel posturing
of his youth” (Peeler 183). Deirdre Costello’s father undoubtedly regards
his distrust of the police as consistent with a need to protect his family
during a period of guerrilla warfare. However, Sergeant O’Keefe sees his
attitude as an example of putting loyalty to the Irish nation above any
concern to find justice for a murdered daughter. From this perspective,
the exchange between Mr Costello and Constable Keane exposes the same
contradiction evident in the violation of Katharine Sheehan. In fighting
for the rights of Irish people against British domination, the IRA violently
degrade members of the community that they claim to be defending.

The circumstances in Peeler are complicated even further by a piece of
news that is passed on to Sergeant O’Keefe by Detective Inspector Masterson.
‘T" Division has received information that the Sergeant’s sister is to marry
into one of the most well-known Republican families in County Dublin.
The intrigue of the narrative involves Detective Masterson as an ally of the
culprit “Birdy” Cole in the Deirdre Costello murder-case. In confronting

* For a consideration of souperism in the cultural memory of the Famine,

see, for example, O’Grada (Black 212, 221).
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Sergeant O’Keefe with the disclosure that the security services are aware of
a family-member association with the IRA, Masterson sets O’Keefe up. If
the Sergeant’s investigation strays away from the IRA as the chief suspects,
then O’Keefe himself lies open to the suspicion that he is engaged in a cover-
up in order to protect his sister. This circumstance highlights the precarious
nature of kinship ties that both the insurrectionary guerrilla army of the
IRA and the state security force of the RIC proclaim to protect and defend.
As a police officer, O’Keefe feels a duty of obligation to bring the killer
of Deirdre Costello to justice, if only for the sake of her grieving parents
(despite what her father thinks of the RIC). Yet Detective Masterson’s
intimidating disclosure raises in O’Keefe a fear for the welfare of his sister.
It is a circumstance that underlines the Civil War aspect to the Irish War of
Independence that Peter Hart brings to light: a circumstance that presages the
divisions that occurred within Irish families during the War of Independence
that followed the ratification of the Anglo-Irish Treaty in 1921. Through
Masterson’s role in this aspect of the narrative, however, it also points to
a feature that Hart’s study overlooks: the degree to which these family and
community divisions within Irish society were amplified—even engineered
in some instances—by members of the British state security forces.

The structural ambivalence of Sergeant O’Keefe’s performative
identity in Peeler carries three conflicting dimensions: 1) fidelity to his
role as a police officer providing the state’s guarantee of protection against
the violation of citizens’ inalienable rights; 2) tacit recognition that the
state apparatus within which he functions as a police officer finds itself in
a situation of crisis: one that demands that Sergeant O’Keefe suppresses
any regard for the political grievances that motivate support the IRA
guerrilla campaign; 3) further recognition that to switch his allegiance to
the Republican cause, in the process of solving the Deirdre Costello murder
case, would involve betraying those RIC colleagues of his who have been
killed by the IRA. The narrative is sustained by the tension between these
aspects of O’Keefe’s position. The story of Lieutenant Smyth, veteran of
the King’s Own Scottish Borderer, is a case in point. Appointed Divisional
Police Commissioner for the province of Munster early in 1920, Smyth
provokes the only-recorded mutiny in the RIC during the Irish War
of Independence. During a speech that he delivered to RIC officers in
Listowel barracks in County Kerry, Smyth declared that it would please
him mightily the more Irishmen they shot. A month later, Smyth himself
was shot dead in the City and County Club in Cork. The story is based
on the facts of the Listowel mutiny of RIC officers that began on 17 June
1920.> O’Keefe’s feelings about the execution capture the conflict in

5 Forawitness-based account of the Listowel mutiny, see Gaughan (Memoirs).

17



18

Michael McAteer

loyalties very precisely: “O’Keefe wasn’t alone in the Constabulary in that
the man might have had it coming, but he kept such thoughts to himself”
(Peeler 213).

The ambivalence of O’Keefe’s feelings and circumstances endures
right to the end of Peeler, when the RIC barracks at Ballycarleton comes
under attack from an IRA “flying column” and is burnt down as a result. As
noted earlier, this conclusion is strongly reminiscent of that of Elizabeth
Bowen’s The Last September of 1929, a novel also set in County Cork in
1920. As a contemporary work of crime fiction, McCarthy’s Peeler is vastly
different in style and tone from The Last September, a novel bearing strong
affinities with the fiction of Virginia Woolf and, in some respects, a work
that anticipates Samuel Beckett’s obsession with negation in his fictional
works of the 1950s. Having said this, both Peeler and The Last September
draw the reader’s attention to the impact of the Irish War of Independence
on women. In stark contrast to The Last September, all the characters in
Peeler are men. Yet the novel pivots on one woman, the murdered Deirdre
Costello. She haunts the narrative, her death provoking a race between the
RIC and the IRA to claim that she had been murdered by the other side.
The Last September examines Irish-English relations at the time through
interactions between Anglo-Irish landowning society and members of
the English upper middle-class. While Bowen’s focus on character is
more widely and deeply distributed than that of McCarthyj, it is plausible
to contend that the central figure is Lois Farquar, the eighteen-year old
daughter of Laura Naylor Farquar—sister of Sir Richard Naylor, owner
of the estate at Danielstown. In observing a correspondence between the
ambivalence in loyalties and attitudes that we encounter in Peeler with the
ambivalence in feeling that we find in The Last September, it is notable how
important women are to its generation.

In Peeler, O’Keefe’s growing doubt that Deirdre Costello has been
murdered by the IRA derives from his knowledge of the fact that she had
not only been intimate with IRA man Seamus Connors, but also with
Major Wallace Burleigh of the First Royal West Kent Regiment. In the
course of The Last September, Lois Farquar explores an old abandoned mill
in the Cork countryside with her friend Marda Norton while out on an
afternoon walk. Here they are surprised to come across a sleeping man.
He is armed, and evidently an IRA member. When he asks them where
they are from, Lois tells him that they belong to the estate at Danielstown.
This disclosure may be the piece of information that leads to the burning
of Danielstown estate at the end of the narrative. The man tells them that
they shouldn’t be out walking and that if they “had nothing better to do,
you had better keep in the house while y’have it” (Last 125). Hearing
this, Lois feels that she has nowhere to go now, given how restrictive she



McCarthy’s Peeler

feels society at Danielstown to be. As a consequence, upon hearing the
IRA man’s threat, the first clear thought that comes to Lois’s mind is that
she must marry Gerald. This is Gerald Lesworth, a British soldier from
Surrey: marriage to Gerald would mean a new life in England for Lois away
from the pressures of Anglo-Irish decorum and the tensions of political
insurrection in the country. The trouble for Lois is that she finds Gerald to
be uninteresting. In a way, her predicament is the same as that of a much
less sympathetic character, Major Wallace Burleigh, in McCarthy’s Peeler.
When Sergeant O’Keefe comes to question him about the Deirdre Costello
case, he finds Burleigh with the blinds down pouring himself a whiskey,
denouncing “Shinners” (Sinn Féin rebels) with a tear in his eye about the
state into which Ireland has fallen. This prompts in O’Keefe that thought
that the time would eventually come “when pulling the shutters over and
drinking himself senseless just wouldn’t do any more and Major Burleigh
too would have to pack himself off to England” (Peeler 313). The thought
might well be read as a blunt appraisal of the determination in the Anglo-
Irish society of Bowen’s novel to ignore the IRA threat as much as possible
and carry on with social gatherings.

There is another aspect to Lois and Marda’s encounter with the
gunman in The Last September who is hiding in the abandoned mill. As the
man looks at the two young women, they “feel framed, rather conscious,
as though confronting a camera” (Last 125). In view of the fact that it is
a man in hiding who is staring at the women, Bowen’s way of describing
the circumstance is deeply prescient of the opening to McCarthy’s Peeler.
As noted above, when Sergeant O’Keefe first observes the dead body
of Deirdre Costello at the crime scene, he gets the distinct impression
that she has been positioned as if for a photograph. This lends a deeply
unsettling aspect to O’Keefe photographing the body at the crime scene
as part of his investigative duty. Thus we find a congruence between The
Last September and Peeler on the topic of women in situations of threat
or violation that are framed through photography. The feeling of the two
women being photographed in the scene inside the old mill in The Last
September is also strongly reminiscent of the opening act of Chekhov’s
Three Sisters. In the drawing room of Prozorov’s house, Fetodik, a second
lieutenant in the Russian Army, photographs the sisters when he enters
with his fellow lieutenant Rode (Chekhov 92-93). The gesture is significant
in capturing the sense that the sisters feel being trapped in the boredom
of life at Prozorov’s estate far from the glamour of Moscow. However, it
also captures a moment of Russian history that is about to disappear with
the loss of Prozorov’s estate by the end of the play. Historical change is
represented through the camera as a new technical instrument replacing
older artistic forms of representation in painting. In a strikingly similar
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fashion, the women’s feeling of being framed by the gaze of the gunman
in The Last September captures the sense of entrapment that Lois Farquar
feels generally at Danielstown estate. The simile of being photographed
that Bowen uses to communicate the women’s unease also presages the
passing of the old Ascendancy world of Danielstown with the arrival of
new technologies like that of the photograph. In this respect, the encounter
with the IRA gunman links to a wider decline in the stature of the English
aristocracy during the years immediately following the First World War.

Considering this precedent of the scene at the old mill in The Last
September and the current of Three Sisters’ influence in the figures of Lois
and Marda, the significance of photography in Peeler becomes palpable.
The opening to McCarthy’s novel captures the paradox in the nature of the
photograph that Roland Barthes identifies. Apart from the social and cultural
means of transmitting a photograph, Barthes sees the photograph in itself as
carrying a denotative and a connotative aspect. As a purely technical means
of capturing a moment, a photograph is devoid of any code through which it
may be interpreted: Barthes calls the photography “a message without a code”
(17). It 1s precisely this aspect of the photographic image that Sergeant
O’Keefe tries to capture through his Box Browning photograph of the
dead Deirdre Costello. Devoid of any aesthetic dimension in its scientific
configuration of light in real-time, the photograph carries the potential to
be received as a piece of judicial evidence (in a way that an artist’s sketch
of the scene could not). However, O’Keefe is also alert to the connotative
aspect of the same photograph when the scene that he photographs reminds
him of those French erotic picture-postcards that soldiers had traded during
the First World War, as noted earlier. This carries what Barthes describes
as a “historical grammar” through which a photographic image carries
connotations because of the existence of ahost of stereotypesand associations
(22). In this instance, we might think of the panoply of paintings, drawings,
poems, novels and plays within which the prostitute or the Arabic harem girl
has been represented erotically. It is likewise with Lois and Marda before the
gaze of the gunman in The Last September. They are literally framed by his
look, without any recourse to the poses or disguises practiced as part of the
decorum of Anglo-Irish society. In this sense, the photographic quality of
their circumstance in the old abandoned mill gives the impression of a return
to nature (an effect of the photographic in its denotative aspect, as Barthes
understands it) (20). Yet in this apparent simplicity of actual circumstance,
the denotative aspect of the image generates a series of connotations: Lois
and Marda representing feminine nature at odds with masculine order; the
decayed mill a backdrop that insinuates the dislocation that both women feel
in the society of Danielstown; Marda’s curious desire to remain before the
man and Lois’s desire to flee immediately.
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Both The Last September and Peeler conclude with the burning of
buildings that are associated with the British governance of Ireland
up to 1921. Bowen’s novel ends with a description of the Big House at
Danielstown in flames on the same night that Castle Trent and Mount
Isabel have also been burnt down by IRA flying columns. Peeler ends in
the RIC barracks at Ballycarleton coming under IRA attack just as RIC
Sergeant O’Keefe is in the process of confronting Detective Inspector
Masterson with the evidence that he covered up the murder of Deirdre
Costello. Apart from the generic differences of style, both novels are also
set apart in the attitude to these events that is imparted to the reader. Sir
Richard and Lady Naylor are so horrified at what they witness that they
dare not look at one another as the house burns (Last 206). In contrast,
Sergeant O’Keefe watches with indifference as Ballycarleton police
barracks burns, more preoccupied with those involved in the Deirdre
Costello cover-up having made their escape. In The Last September Lois is
sent off to England following the killing of Gerald Lesworth in an ambush
on his army patrol in the local area. Sir Richard is horrified at the thought
that friends of Peter Connors, a son of the Connors couple with whom
he has been on friendly terms but who was captured by Gerald and his
comrades, might have had some involvement in the attack (Last 203). By
an odd coincidence, Connors is also the name of the chief suspect in the
Deirdre Costello murder-case. Knowing that he is not guilty, Sergeant
O’Keefe has him imprisoned in Ballycarleton RIC barracks to protect
him both from the agents within British security who were involved in
her killing, as well as from the local IRA brigade who regard Connors as
the culprit. In the melee of the attack on the barracks, Connors is shot
dead by one of the agents. The conclusion to Peeler carries no sense of the
unspeakable that we are given in The Last September. McCarthy’s novel
concludes with Sergeant O’Keefe conversing in a laissez-faire manner with
local IRA commander Liam Farrell concerning what transpired following
the attack on Ballycarleton barracks.

While both novels bring ambivalent attitudes to the surface during
the course of the Irish War of Independence, their conclusions also
identify the limits of this ambivalence. In this way, they move beyond
Irish historical and literary revisionism, concerned as revisionism has been
with the simplification of Irish history in nationalist narratives. In The Last
September, the reader sees ambivalence reach its limit with news of the
killing of Gerald Lesworth. Denise Rolfe, who had organized a dance in
the hut where her father was stationed, struggles to express her outrage in
conversation with her closest friend, Betty Vermont. Saying that the killers
of Gerald should be tortured rather than simply shot or hanged, she becomes
inarticulate: “Oh, I do think, I mean, I do think when you think—" (Last

21



22

Michael McAteer

199). The unspeakable in this instance serves three functions: it indicates
the incomprehension of the women at the news of Gerald’s violent death;
the willingness of Denise to break all lady-like decorum in speaking of
a need to torture the local native Irish who were guilty of the killing; the
end of the cultivated ambivalence through which Anglo-Irish society
sought to sustain its relation to England during the course of guerrilla
warfare in Ireland. Yet the women’s horror is also undercut by the seeming
indifference that Betty Vermont (or possibly Lois Farquar) voices later
to the loss of Gerald (surprising even herself). The manner in which the
sentence is written leaves it unclear whether the thought is that of Betty or
Lois: “What I mean is, it seems so odd that he shouldn’t really have meant
anything” (Last 200). This indifference relates back to enormous loss of
life suffered by British regiments in the First World War, atomizing the
significance of a single soldier’s death. Yet it also anticipates the burning of
Danielstown at the novel’s end as inevitable, however incomprehensible it
might seem to its owners and to the guests who stayed there. Betty’s (or
Lois’s) sentiment expresses surrender to the course of history, both local
and international, with a note of resignation. However much the burning
of Danielstown leaves Sir Richard and Lady Naylor speechless at the end,
the final two chapters of The Last September (beginning with the news of
Gerald’s death), carry the same indifference that Sergeant O’Keefe displays
at the very end of Peeler to the course of events as they have unfolded.
The momentary indifference of Betty or Lois to the death of Gerald is
felt more expansively and obviously in Peeler in the image of O’Keefe
watching Ballycarleton barracks burning while he smokes a cigarette. The
novel concludes with banter among the policemen as to where they will be
transferred or whether they would be pensioned off. Officer Daly offers to
buy O’Keefe a drink, to which O’Keefe responds: “at my funeral” (Peeler
479). Calling O’Keefe “a jammy bastard” for having survived all that he
has, Daly ends the narrative by declaring that O’Keefe will outlive them all.

Particularly when considered in the light of Bowen’s fiction, Peeler is
important as a novel that recovers the personal histories of members of
the RIC, histories that were neglected at official levels in Ireland through
the course of the twentieth century. It testifies to the complex nature of
policing in Ireland during the years of the War of Independence, exploring
the issue of betrayal on many levels. These include the perception of IRA
supporters in the local area that O’Keefe himself is a traitor in working
for the British Government as an Irish policeman. O’Keefe himself feels
that Deirdre Costello has been betrayed by her local community in their
refusal to help with the investigation of her murder. There is the ultimate
betrayal of discovering that the killer is a member of the Black and Tans
who is being protected by a secret, powerful cabal of Englishmen within
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the upper-ranks of the police-force in Ireland, the force for which he
himself works. All of this is encapsulated in the misspelt word “trator”
that has been tarred on the body of Deirdre Costello. By the end, these
conflicting senses of betrayal, coupled with the loyalties that they employ,
prove unsustainable. Watching Ballycarleton police barracks burning as
so many other police barracks have been burnt, O’Keefe’s resignation is
a sign that the circumstances of the RIC in places like West Cork could not
be sustained indefinitely. His conversation with local IRA leader Farrell
points already to McCarthy’s sequel to Peeler, Irregulars, in which O’Keefe
is now a demobbed RIC man working alone on a missing-person case in
the early years of the Irish Free State. Set in relation to the killing of British
soldier Gerald Lesworth towards the end of Bowen’s The Last September,
Lois Farquar being packed off for a Tour abroad in consequence, and the
final burning of Danielstown house, the conclusion to Peeler presents
the reader with a narrative that finally extends beyond the revisionist frame
of interpretation. Neither McCarthy’s novel nor Bowen’s long before it
endorse a rebel nationalist account of Irish history by which British rule
in Ireland was considered oppressive and undemocratic. Yet both works
suggest that, however important the ambiguities in Irish-English relations
were right into the War of Independence, circumstances as they emerged
in the 1920s rendered inevitable the end of the Anglo-Irish Big House as
a force of social significance, just as they also made it impossible for the
RIC to function as a regular police force any longer. Describing this as
a moment of decolonization erases the range of emotions that an RIC
constable like Sergeant O’Keefe experiences, a range that reminds us of Lois
Farquar’s conflicting feelings about Ireland and Irish-English relations in
The Last September, particularly through her dissatisfaction at the prospect
of married life with Gerald in England. Yet to describe Peeler as a revisionist
literary work of historical recovery is to neglect how ambivalence itself
goes up in smoke in the conclusive burning of Ballycarleton RIC barracks.
It is a moment in which revisionism itself reaches a terminus as a frame of
historical understanding, from within rather than from without.
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“No Country for Old Men”? The Question
of George Moore’s Place in the Early
Twentieth-Century Literature of Ireland

ABSTRACT

The paper scrutinizes the literary output of George Moore with reference
to the expectations of the new generation of Irish writers emerging at the
beginning of the twentieth century. Although George Moore is considered
to belong to the Anglo-Irish ascendancy writers, he began his writing
career from dissociating himself from the literary achievements of his own
social class. His infatuation with the ideals of the Gaelic League not only
brought him back to Dublin, but also encouraged him to write short stories
analogous to famous Ivan Turgenev’s The Sportsman’s Sketches. The idea of
using a Russian writer as a role model went along with the Gaelic League
advocating the reading of non-English European literature in search for
inspiration. However the poet’s involvement in the public cause did not
last long. His critical view on Ireland together with his uncompromising
approach towards literature resulted in a final disillusionment with the
movement. The paper focuses on this particular period of Moore’s life in
order to show how this seemingly unfruitful cooperation became essential
for the development of Irish literature in the twentieth century. The
Untilled Field, though not translated into Irish, still marks the beginning
of a new genre into Irish literature—a short story. More importantly, the
collection served as a source of inspiration for Joyce’s Dubliners. These
and other aspects of Moore’s literary life are supposed to draw attention
to the complexity of the writer’s literary output and his underplayed role
in the construction of the literary Irish identity.

Keywords: Gaelic Revival, George Moore, Ivan Turgenev, The Untilled
Field.
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In his latest publication, Vivid Faces. The Revolutionary Generation in
Ireland 1890-1923, Roy Foster discusses the emergence of the generation
which led the Easter Rising. The 1916 generation, as Foster calls it,
construct their identity, first and foremost, in opposition to Parnell’s
generation, whose failure in the negotiations with the British parliament
for Home Rule in 1914 marks the symbolic end to the role of the landed
gentry and the Anglo-Irish ascendancy in Irish politics and cultural
life. The topos of a compromise is replaced by a call for military action
so that the world once again would hear about Ireland’s struggle for
independence. However, as Foster rightly points out, the 1916 generation
were not as homogenic in their views as it is usually portrayed. Especially
in its early stage, it comprised divergent approaches towards the future
of the country from the social, political, and most importantly, from
the literary point of view. At the turn of centuries, two main paths of
development of Irish literature might be observed. They are represented
by two distinct organizations—the Irish Literary Theatre, and the Gaelic
League—and two literary persona—William Butler Yeats and Douglas
Hyde, respectively. At first glance, it seems natural for George Augustus
Moore as the son of the famous George Henry Moore—an MP in Parnell’s
government, and an Irish nationalist—to join Lady Augusta Gregory since
he shares with her an Anglo-Irish Ascendancy background. However,
in his early career, George Moore rebels against his father’s heritage and
leaves Moore Hall for Paris, preferring art to politics. So how does the
Anglo-Irish writer find his way to the Irish Literary Theatre and the Gaelic
League, an organization whose actions predate the political rebellion? This
paper aims to answer this particular question, as well as other inquiries
concerning Moore’s cooperation with William Butler Yeats, his fascination
with the Irish language, together with his short literary liaison with
Douglas Hyde. The analysis of these aspects ought to disclose the writer’s
literary path of development, as well as his changing expectations towards
literature concomitant with his place in the Irish literature of the time. In
what follows, the discussion will dislodge Moore’s continuous urge for
experimentation with form and the aestheticization of Irish literature,
which, on the one hand, forces the writer to become an inner emigré of
the Irish literary scene, but on the other, allows him to pave the way for
Irish modernism. The analysis of Moore’s literary output predominantly
focuses on the collection of short stories The Untilled Field, which serves
as an example of the writer’s futile attempt at reviving Irish language and
literature according to his vision of how modern literature should be
composed. Despite its initial failure, the collection served as a source of
inspiration for the young James Joyce to write his Dubliners. Therefore,
the discussion on Moore’s text also includes its modernistic potential.
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George Moore’s stay in Dublin and his Irish fervour marks the third
turning point in his literary career, preceded by the French and English
periods.! The success of his Independent Theatre Society attracts W.B.
Yeats’s attention. This results in Yeats’s and Edward Martyn’s (Moore’s
old friend and an Irish “neighbour™?) visit at Moore’s flat in London. They
ask Moore to participate in the founding of a Literary Theatre in Dublin.
Moore’s first reaction is rather negative, as he does not think much of
the Irish capital: “to give a Literary Theatre to Dublin seemed to me
like giving a mule a holiday,” is the writer’s immediate reply (Hail and
Farewell 77). However, “the thought of an Irish Literary Theatre, and [his]
own participation in the Celtic Renaissance” (78) is so pleasing an offer
that Moore decides to ignore the call of reason, even whilst saying that
“it never does an Irishman any good to return to Ireland” (77). Moore
does not participate in the famous summer party at Tillyra Castle, and
then Coole Park, when the idea for the Celtic Literary Theatre is brought
about. However, another name considered for the organization is the Irish
Independent Theatre Society (Frazier 264—65), which clearly testifies to
Moore’s indirect influence on the concept, with his London theatre project
laying the foundation for the Irish Literary Theatre in Dublin.

The theatre as a bridge of communication between Yeats and Moore
results in a short but rather intense collaboration on the production of new
plays. The most controversial seems to be the case of Edward Martyn’s
play The Tale of a Town, which, dismissed by Moore, becomes one of
the victims of the writer’s constant revisions with the accompaniment
of Yeats. They change it into a completely new text, and thus they have
to provide it with a new title—The Bending of the Bough’>—since Martyn

! The reasons for his sudden decision to return to Ireland predominantly

stemmed from his disenchantment with the Victorian prudery in English society,
which prevented English literature from following the French path of development.
Tired of his fruitless efforts to introduce naturalism into English prose and of his
losing battle with the circulating libraries’ censorship (A Mummer’s Wife, Esther
Waters, and Evelyn Innes caused a moral scandal in London), Moore turned to
drama. His idea of reviving the English theatrical scene led to the creation of the
Independent Theatre Society, which analogously to Théitre Libre, would go on to
promote unconventional, original and literary plays (Frazier 218).

2 George Moore and Edward Martyn were cousins who knew each other
from childhood, still living in family houses in Ireland. They both shared their
Anglo-Irish Catholic descent together with their interest in literature, and
later they also both became Irish landlords of Moore Hall and Tillyra Castle,
respectively (Frazier 99).

3 The most controversial change Moore introduces into the play is his
satirical comment on Dublin society, as each character resembles someone from
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does not accept the new content. This situation already discloses Moore’s
lack of desire to collaborate, preferring to play the dominant role in the
theatre rather than taking a back seat with Yeats capturing all attention.*
Critics chase after the best expression to convey Moore’s approach
towards the Irish Literary Revival by calling him “a disappointed John
the Baptist” (Kenner 8) or a reversed version of St Patrick (Foster, Telling
Tales 19); nonetheless, the need to prevail over the movement discloses
no intention to monopolize it, but rather to manifest his personal vision.
Nonetheless, other members of the movement frown upon Moore’s
overwhelming decisiveness. Lady Gregory comes to the conclusion that
Moore is “resolving himself into a syndicate for [the] rewriting [of] the
plays” (353), by this token, enforcing his vision of a politically involved
theatre upon other playwrights, especially Yeats. She would rather the
Irish poet remained a folklore gatherer, a mystic and a propagator of
cultural revival, whereas Moore intends Yeats to resemble his own idea
of a writer: a politically engaged and progressively satirical critic of the
contemporary Dublin literary scene. Furthermore, Lady Gregory begins to
fear that Moore is too controversial a figure for the Irish audience with his
socio-political involvement and fame as a scandalist, which consequently
may threaten the reputation of the new theatre. Yeats, at the beginning,
recognizes the need for a public controversy over the theatre, and therefore
he uses Moore to write a preface to the edition of Martyn’s plays Meave
and The Heather Field, which are to be staged at the opening of the theatre.
However, Moore’s open letters to Queen Victoria, in which he criticizes
her for the Boer War, add to the growing dissatisfaction of Lady Gregory
with Moore’s negative influence on Yeats’s talent (Frazier 278-88).
Moore’s Anglo-Irish background together with his anticlericalism are
other threads which keep Yeats interested in the Irish landlord. Moore’s
speech during the famous dinner at the Shelbourne Hotel’ clearly dislodges

the public life of the capital (Frazier 280). Such socially involved and critical
plays are what Moore understands as belonging to Independent Theatre. Edward
Martyn and Augusta Gregory are far from this opinion.

* Other plays meet the same fate of rewriting: Yeats’s Countess Cathleen,
Shadowy Waters, Diarmuid and Grania, Martyn’s The Heather Field, Hyde’s
Casadh an tSigdin. Moore even attempts to have his say in Alice Milligan’s The
Last Feast of the Fianna (Frazier 282).

> The dinner was organized by T. P. Gill on 11 May 1899, the editor of the
Daily Express, to celebrate the success of the first season of the Irish Literary
Theatre. Among the invited guests are Lady Gregory, Edward Martyn, W. B. Yeats,
Douglas Hyde, George Moore, John O’Leary, T. W. Rolleston, J. F. Taylor, John
Eglinton, William P O’Brien, Max Beerbohm, and many others (Dunleavy and
Dunleavy 216).
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the writer’s aristocratic approach towards the Celtic Renaissance. For him,
the Irish Revival is possible thanks to the finished Land War between tenants
and their landlords. While the peasants have won their rights, the aristocracy
has won the opportunity for a further development of the country, with
Home Rule being one of its consequences (Moore, Hail and Farewell 137—
38). Moore’s approach goes in accordance with the unionist line of Augusta
Gregory and Yeats’s views on the Irish class system, which the poet clearly
delineates in an article “The Academic Class and the Agrarian Revolution”
(qtd. in Frazier 537).° It is Moore’s genuine belief in the redemptive role
of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy in the Irish revival which brings Coole Park
and Moore Hall together. Moore in his early life serves the function of an
absentee landlord; whereas, when back in Ireland he tries to turn his Moore
Hall into a cultural centre, analogously to Lady Gregory’s Coole Park and
Edward Martyn’s Tillyra Castle. In 1902 he decides to organize a Gaelic lawn
party with the staging of a play An Tincéar agus an tSidheog (The Tinker and
the Fairy): “I want to have a Gaelic speaking audience. I think this would be
a very good thing, and I think it would annoy Dublin society very much,
which will add considerably to my pleasure” are the words Moore writes to
his brother when he is planning the party (qtd. in Kiberd, “George Moore’s
Gaelic Lawn Party” 21). To a certain extent, Moore begins to associate himself
with the Anglo-Irish aristocracy, despite the fact that he has never followed
the views of his father. This is visible in Moore’s urge to write about his own
social class, which springs from the assumption he shares with Balzac that:
“the history of a nation as often lies hidden in social wrongs and domestic
griefs as in the story of revolution, and if it be for the historian to narrate
one, it is for the novelist to dissect and explain the other” (qtd. in Genet
120). To him, as to other Anglo-Irish writers, the history of their class is part
and parcel of the Irish cultural heritage, which many decades after Ireland
gains its independence is challenged by such critics as Seamus Deane.”

¢ Yeats also expresses his approval for the involvement of the Ascendancy

in the shaping of Irish culture in The Countess Cathleen, where he underlines the
bond between the landlord and the tenants in the form of a female martyrdom,
in this way opposing the emerging Catholic bourgeoisie in Ireland (Smith 32).
Yeats, despite his partial middle-class origin, aspires to be treated as a member of
the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy by participating in the cultivation of its intellectual
freedom. Thus, his approach towards the Easter Rising is at least ambivalent: “At
the moment I feel that all the work of years has been overturned, all the bringing
together of classes, all the freeing of Irish literature and criticism from politics”
are the words, which best illustrate his fear of the possible aftermath of the rising
(qtd. in Longley 22).

7 Deane notoriously accuses Yeats of misjudging the role of the Protestant
Ascendancy by associating it with “the spiritual aristocracy of the Catholic and
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What is important to note is the fact that Moore’s collaboration
with Yeats in the Irish Literary Theatre is partially triggered by his
wish to create an Irish speaking theatre. His new vocation of the Irish
language revivalist leads Moore to a short infatuation with the Gaelic
League. Moore’s growing involvement in the revival of Gaeilge, although
appreciated by Lady Gregory and Yeats, brings second thoughts due to
the political underpinning of the Gaelic League. Lady Gregory manages
to discourage Yeats from participating in yet another idea of Moore’s, this
time of going on a lecture tour in the USA “as Gaelic League missionaries
and anti-war protesters” (Frazer 291). With time, Moore’s engagement in
the language campaign results in him acting too unpredictably. Contrary
to his anticlericalism, Moore starts cooperating with the clergy, first, in the
case of the theatre, then, in the production of short stories. Thus, Yeats
states in the pages of the United Irishman in 1901 that “the revolutionary
initiates bent on overthrowing a decadent modern civilization” are allegedly
working upon the Church’s errand (qtd. in Foster, Vivid Faces 4). A similar
remark concerning his lack of acceptance for the production of plays under
the censorship of priests published in Freeman’s Journal several days later
may be read as the last warning for Moore (Frazier 306). Such declarations
serve as an example of the literary society becoming divided between
the followers of the national and the cosmopolitan visions of art, with
the Gaelic League being more and more often accused of “boyscoutish
propaganda” (Kiberd, Inventing Ireland 157). Still it is the argument about
the rights to the idea for a new play Where There is Nothing that is read as
the end of the friendship between the two writers and as the main source
of later accusations and snipes.®

While still participating in the Irish Literary Theatre, George Moore
becomes engrossed in the Irish language campaign organized by the Gaelic
League. He treats seriously the words of Douglas Hyde from the article
“On the Necessity of De-anglicising Ireland,” welcoming all those who
want to teach the native language, write new literature in Irish or translate
the already existing one into the mother tongue. His first idea concerns the

Celtic peasantry—defining aristocracy in each case as a mark of Irishness and
Irishness as a mark of anti-modernism—that he distorted history in the service of
myth” (Celtic Revivals 32). A similar comment may be found in the critic’s other
monograph Strange Country (163). This stems from Seamus Deane’s republican
views and his postcolonial stance on the issue of the Anglo-Irish (protestant)
aristocracy as the descendants of the colonizer.

8 According to Cantwell, the layout for the play, which Yeats later claims
to be his, has been constructed by Moore. For the justification of Moore’s line of
argument, the critic provides the reprint of Moore’s letter to Yeats, in which the
plot is clearly sketched (103-04).
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participation in the creative process of other activists, among them Thomas
Ua Concheanainn, whom Moore intends to lend a hand to in writing an
autobiography (Frazier 284). As even Hyde finds Moore’s enthusiasm
problematic, the Gaelic League prefers to direct the Irish landlord’s energy
into other actions, for example, putting a play on in Irish, giving prizes
to his tenants for speaking Irish or writing a composition in the native
tongue, organizing for Hyde a publication of his poems, or having his
nephews be taught Irish (Frazier 292). However, it is the public campaign
against professor John Pentland Mahaffy—a great opponent of the Irish
language entering schools (Pierse 88)—that shows the power of the Irish
landlord’s public image. Moore’s ironic article “Plain Words to Party Men”
published in Bat in 1901 by such people as George Russell is read as a sign
of “a new Voltaire” arriving in Dublin, whereas Hyde is rather shocked how
easily the reputation of a well-established public persona may be destroyed
at the Gaelic League’s command (Frazier 302). Since Maurice Moore is
sent to fight in the Boer War, his brother—George—turns against all the
manifestations of the British establishment, the Trinity professor being
one of them. Therefore, it seems difficult to decipher whether Moore is
led by his missionary vision of Gaelic Ireland or private grudge against his
family’s forced involvement in a war.

A similar blend of vocational and private reasoning is observable
in George Moore’s disappointment with what is happening to English
culture. When in Ireland, he starts criticizing the English language:

From universal use and journalism, the English language in fifty years
will be as corrupt as the Latin of the eighth century, as unfit for literary
usage, and will become, in my opinion a sort of volapuk, strictly limited
to commercial letters and journalism. (qtd. in Kiberd, “George Moore’s
Gaelic Lawn Party” 17)

Moore’s negative comments on literature in English partially stem
from his harboured resentment against the poor reception of his novels by
the English literary scene. Since his mission to introduce naturalism into
English literature failed, Moore tries to find his place in Irish literature.
“I came to give Ireland back her language” (qtd. in Kiberd, “George
Moore’s Gaelic Lawn Party” 14), claims Moore once he arrives in Dublin,
and the fact that he does not speak a word of Irish himself does not cause
any dissonance to him. The Irish landlord looks at the two nations through
the prism of their language, the English embodying the sterile imperialism
of England, its abstraction and commerce, and the Irish expressing the
spontaneity, vividness and freshness of Ireland, untouched by modernity
(Welch, Preface 7). Therefore, his aim is to “make Ireland a bilingual
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country—to use English as a universal tongue, and to save our own as
a medium for some future literature” (qtd. in Kiberd, “George Moore’s
Gaelic Lawn Party” 18). To sound authentic Moore has to make himself
bilingual first. However, his enthusiasm for learning Irish wanes fast, as he
realizes it would take him ten years to master it to the extent necessary for
being able to write literature. He believes he is too old to learn it.
Moore’s inability to speak Irish does not discourage him from
popularizing the language. His cousin, Edward Martyn, is the one who
encourages Moore to get involved in the production of plays in Irish.
However, the growing tension between him and the rest of the Irish Literary
Theatre pushes Moore to the idea proposed by William Kirkpatrick Magee
(known under the pen-name—John Ellington) for the Irish landlord to
become Dublin’s Turgenev (Frazier 306). By this time, Moore, already
disillusioned with French naturalism, has turned to the Russian writer for
inspiration.'® The idea of writing stories about Irish life appears in Moore’s
mind long before the momentous conversation with Ellington; however, it
is the comparison with Turgenev which encourages Moore to collaborate
with Father Tom Finlay on the creation of a text-book for learning Irish
in primary schools based on Moore’s short stories. The first three stories
are successfully translated into Irish by Tadhg O’Donoughue and Padraig
O Stilleabhain and published in the New Ireland Review: the Irish version
of “The Wedding Gown” (“An Guna Phosta”), “Almsgiving” (“An Déirc”),
and “The Clerk’s Quest” (“Toir Mhic Ui Dhiomasuigh”) (Welch, Changing
States 41). However, another two of Moore’s stories—“Home Sickness”
and “Exile”—are already too anticlerical for the clergy to be published in
the Jesuit magazine. Still, this does not diminish the writer’s enthusiasm.
The first version of The Untilled Field is published by the Gaelic League
in 1902 under the title An-tUr-Ghort and includes altogether six stories
in Irish. At the time of the publication, Moore’s involvement in the Irish
language cause is considerable enough to claim that after the translation of
the “The Wedding Gown” from Irish back into English, the sentences are

?  Since Moore is unable to learn Irish himself, he decides to provide Irish

education for his nephews, as suggested by Douglas Hyde. He intends to hire
a nurse from the Arran Islands to teach the children the native tongue. He even
threatens his sister-in-law that he will disinherit the boys if they do not learn
the language. His zealotry shakes Hyde, who claims that there are good teachers
nearby, so there is no need to bring a woman from the other end of the country.

19 Tvan Turgenev becomes an important source of inspiration for Moore
already in the 1880s, with the greatest manifestation of it being the article
“Turgueneff” for The Fortnightly Review in 1888. Richard Cave enumerates the
Russian writer as one of the two long-lasting literary influences of Moore apparent
already in Drama in Muslin (18-19).
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“much improved after their bath in Irish” (Kiberd, “George Moore’s Gaelic
Lawn Party” 21). The booklet, first and foremost, includes the two stories
dismissed by Father Finlay: “Home Sickness” as “Galar Duaithche,” “The
Exile” as “An Deoraidhe.” Apart from them, the publication comprises the
reprint of “The Wedding Gown,” but also three new stories: “A Playhouse
in the Waste” as “San n-Diothramh Dubh,” and two stories, which do
not appear later in the English version. “Tir-ghradh” disappears from The
Untilled Field, whereas the last Irish story later becomes part of “Some
Parishioners” (Cronin 115).

By comparing the Irish with the English version of the stories, one
may easily observe that already in the early stage of the composition Moore
is driven by the urge to rewrite the already existing stories. According to
Cronin’s meticulous comparative scrutiny, “A Playhouse in the Waste”
departs from its Irish original, with the ending being changed—the plans of
the priest are fulfilled: the playhouse is built, but it falls into ruins, for which
the girl and the death of her illegitimate child are held responsible (115).
Still, the 1903 version of the story, with a friendship between a Catholic
priest and a Protestant minister, stands out from the rather satirical view of
the clergy presented in the rest of the collection. Most interesting seems to
be the case of the Irish story “Tir-ghradh,” which focuses on “a heroic figure
who undergoes a mystical experience on a mountainside, feels called upon
to join the Boers in their fight against British imperialism and emigrates
to South Africa to join in the battle there” (Cronin 115). The story, from
which Moore later resigns, clearly embodies the current frustration of the
writer that most probably later, when the war finishes and Maurice returns
back home, stops playing such an importance in Moore’s life. This serves
as yet another example of Moore acting upon emotions. According to
Cronin, the romantic nationalism expressed in the story is too idealistic
for the collection, especially in its English version (116). Yet there might
be a third reason for the writer’s change of mind. The grudge against the
British for the Boer War is quickly replaced by the disappointment with
the state of the Catholic Church in Ireland. The years of absence result in
Moore gullibly believing that “Archbishops are educated men,” thus the
intellectual collaboration analogous to his father’s with the clergy of his
time is still possible (qtd. in Yeats 446).

The embitterment felt for Father Finlay drives Moore back to his
anticlerical views and to his involvement with a new idea concerning
Dublin’s “Parisification” as an act of rebellion against the growing Irish
Catholic bourgeoisie (Frazier 319). Although Moore at this point could
once again be accompanied by Yeats, who shares the dislike for the Catholic
middle class, Moore still feels embittered about Yeats stealing, allegedly,
his idea for the play. His loss of enthusiasm for the Celtic Revival goes
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in accordance with his disillusionment with Irish society, which is clearly
disclosed in a letter to Dujardin: “I have absolutely renounced all my Celtic
hopes. Of the race there is now nothing but an end left over, a tattered rag,
with plenty of fleas in it, I mean priests” (qtd. in Frazier 328). The greatest
manifestation of his dissociation from the Catholic Church is his official
conversion to Protestantism in 1903. He explains his decision to the public
in a letter published in The Irish Times, in which he underlines his lack of
acceptance of the clergy being politically involved in the affairs of Ireland.
Similar to the public protest against the visit of Queen Victoria, this time
Moore expresses his criticism for the Irish Catholic Archbishop’s warm
welcome of King Edward VII.

At the beginning of the twentieth century Moore already rightly
foresees the increase in influence of the Catholic Church on the final
shape of Irish literature. He may not have managed to become a saviour
of Irish literature, but undoubtedly he might be treated as a prophet of
the gradual increase in nationalistic moods visible on the Irish literary
scene with his cosmopolitan vision of Irish literature turning into a lost
battle. Therefore, with time he realizes that Ireland is no country for his
generation of Anglo-Irish writers who dream of revolutionizing the literary
scene in a cosmopolitan sense. His disappointment is shared years later by
Yeats and well resonates in the words: “This is no country for old men”
from “Sailing to Byzantium.” However, what Moore does not manage to
predict is the fact that his experimental collection of short stories, treated
as an apparent failure in the revival of Irish language and literature, still
have a considerable function to fulfil in the history of that literature. The
critical image of the countryside created by Moore is inventive enough for
Joyce to think of his own collection of short stories. There is no denying
that Moore’s collection is a source of inspiration for Joyce’s Dubliners
(Brown xiv). Very tellingly, Joyce also plans a sequel to Dubliners, to be
titled Provincials (Norris 48). This is not the first time Joyce is inspired by
Moore’s work. The Irish modernist sees the first staging of The Bending
of the Bough, which makes him impressed enough to write his own play,
A Brilliant Career, with a similar municipal theme (Frazier 288). Moore’s
novel The Lake, which at first is supposed to be a short story added to
The Untilled Field, marks another of the writer’s experiments, this time
with interior monologue, the method borrowed from Les Lauriers Sont
Coupés written by his friend Dujardin. Interestingly, Joyce, at this time
being in Paris, comes across Dujardin’s novel and discovers the new type
of narration, which Moore already incorporates into his new novel in 1905
(Frazier 323). Yet what attracts Joyce’s attention in terms of The Untilled
Field 1s, first and foremost, Moore’s critical view on the current state of
Ireland.
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At the time of writing the stories, Moore becomes increasingly
disillusioned with the social situation in Ireland, finding the Catholic
Church to be responsible for it. It is not without reason that the process
of rewriting and adding new stories into The Untilled Field is accompanied
by a changing amount of anticlerical remarks. The first edition, as well as
the following three ones, start with the two stories which were previously
dismissed by Father Finlay. While in “The Exile” Moore ponders the
question of false or forced vocation, in “Home Sickness” the writer already
places clear blame on the local priest for the protagonist’s disenchantment
with Ireland. The title of “The Exile” might be treated literally, as James’s
journey to America, but it also connotes a metaphorical exile from one’s
desires and love into celibacy, which happens both in the case of Peter and
Catherine. For a long time Peter does not know what he wants to do in his
life; he therefore chooses priesthood to meet the expectations of his father,
because “there has always been a priest in the family”"" (Moore, UF 7).
Catherine’s case is clearer: “she didn’t go to the convent because she had
a calling, but because she was crossed in love” (Moore, UF 12). In the
first story the opposition between desire and religion, though not directly
implied, emerges as a leitmotif for the whole collection. An analogous
mixture of motifs of exile and forced submissiveness are prevalent in Joyce’s
Dubliners. “Eveline” begins with the desire of the protagonist to leave
Ireland and finishes with a resigned acceptance of her Irish fate. The idea
of a paralysis, which Joyce introduces into his collection, elaborates on this
seemingly paradoxical coexistence of a longing for change accompanied by
a reluctance to act which is already noticeable in Moore’s stories.

In “Home Sickness” the Irish landlord also plays with the double
meaning of the title. At first glance, it seems to express the longing for
Ireland that leads the ill James Bryden back to Duncannon. Although the
surnames differ, the repeated name of James provides a link between the first
story and the second. In the former, the reader sees him leave for America;
in the latter, he is back in Ireland after thirteen years of absence. James’s
reaction to what he experiences during his return might be compared to the
author’s own bemusement at his arrival in Dublin. Duncannon does not
resemble the place James remembers from his youth: “the country did not
seem to be as much lived as it used to be” (UF 25). It turns out that many
young people have left the village. However, it is “the obedience of these
people [who stayed] to their priest . . . their submission of a primitive people
clinging to religious authority” (UF 30) that most strikes the protagonist.
Moore reacts analogously, though for some time he still believes that Ireland
may “awake at last out of the great sleep of Catholicism” (qtd. in Kiberd,

" All quotations from The Untilled Field are marked with the acronym UF.
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“George Moore’s Gaelic Lawn Party” 13). As the story of “Home Sickness”
develops, it transpires that Moore’s fear that the clergy might take the place
occupied by the landlords comes true. The local landlord, to James’s surprise,
no longer plays the central role in the community as he used to do. Now it
is the priest who governs the place. Thus, the letter from an American friend
evokes a true feeling of home-sickness: “When the tall skyscraper stuck up
beyond the harbour he felt the thrill of home that he had not found in his
native village” (UF 34). Moore may share a similar feeling once he leaves
Dublin in 1910 and goes back to London and then to his beloved Paris. The
motif of leaving Ireland reappears in “The Wedding Feast,” “Julia Cahill’s
Curse,” “The Wild Goose” and “Fugitives,” by this token becoming one
of the key associations that Moore ascribes to the state of Ireland at the
beginning of the new millennium. Similarly, in Joyce’s short stories some
characters are determined enough to emigrate. The tone of Moore’s “Home
Sickness” prevails in Joyce’s well-known “The Dead” with Gabriel’s negative
approach towards his own country. Nonetheless, Joyce’s collection includes
another story “A Little Cloud,” which corresponds well with Moore’s “Home
Sickness.” Two friends—Chandler and Gallaher—embody two possibilities
that Joyce sees for young Irish people: stay and live in a paralysis or leave
to meet your expectations. The story, presented from the perspective of
a frustrated good-for-nothing poet, Chandler, who blames his wife and child
for his artistic inertia, embellishes the success Gallaher achieves in London
Press. Those who manage to leave, like Gallaher, visit Dublin occasionally
and have a good time there because they have a home elsewhere.

Other anti-Catholic overtones concern the critical portrayal of
the clergy. Apart from the famous Father Flynn in “The Sisters,” Joyce
devotes a lot of attention to the clergy in the story “Grace.” Mr Kernan’s
conversation with his friends abounds in ironic comments on the Irish
priesthood. In particular, the words “‘T haven’t such a bad opinion of the
Jesuits,” he said, intervening at length. “They’re an educated order. I believe
they mean well too™ (Joyce 127) uttered by Mr Kernan—a Protestant with
anticlerical views, who marries a Catholic, therefore officially having to
convert to Catholicism—echo Yeats’s critical remark on Moore’s gullible
belief that the Irish Jesuits with whom he collaborated to publish the
stories are educated enough to appreciate his literary talent.

It is difficult to decipher whether Moore bears in mind this past
incident while writing the stories, since in his collection several types of
priests are depicted, not all of them negatively. Particularly interesting is the
contrast between Father Maguire and Father MacTurnan, who reappear in
more than one story. As the author explains in the preface to the collection:
“the somewhat harsh rule of Father Maguire set me thinking of a gentler
type of a priest, and the pathetic figure of Father MacTurnan tempted me”
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(UF xx). Indeed, the image of Father Maguire, who forces Kate into an
unwanted marriage (“The Wedding Feast”), who refuses to marry Ned
and Mary for less than five pounds (“Patchwork”), and who intends to
denounce a girl from the altar for delivering a child out of wedlock (“Some
Parishioners”) stands in stark contrast to Father MacTurnan’s progressive
approach. His controversial collaboration with a Protestant minister to
provide his parishioners with some entertainment (“A Play-house in the
Waste”) or his proposition for the clergy to get married and have children
as a solution to the problem of Ireland’s depopulation (“Letter to Rome”)
make him not so much “pathetic,” as Moore claims, but rather too irrational
or revolutionary for traditional Ireland. Interestingly, the reasoning behind
Father MacTurnan’s abolition of celibacy resides in the fact that: “the
priests live in the best houses, eat the best food, wear the best clothes; they
are indeed the flower of the nation and would produce magnificent sons
and daughters” (UF 92). This openly ironic remark by Moore on the great
discrepancy between the poor parishioners and the wealthy clergy points
to another of the writer’s accusations “that the Church had enriched itself
at the expense of the people, and that Ireland would never thrive under
its oppression” (Frazier 309). By this token, Moore places blame on the
institution rather than on individual priests for all the wrongs done to Irish
society. If the clergy takes the place of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, as
Moore claims, it is still the semblance of the feudal system that is partially
to blame. This Moore does not see, since, as an Irish landlord living from
the work of his tenants, he perceives the landlord-tenant relationship
idealistically as a partnership.

Aslongas Moore remains conservative in his assessment of the positive
role of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy in Irish society, his anticlericalism
is not the only reason why he is still treated as a controversial figure in
Dublin. His attitude towards sexuality, shaped during his stay in Paris,
results in his progressive approach towards the role of women in society.
However, here the writer is not the exception to the rule, since such
views are shared by many people, especially those belonging to the 1916
generation. To follow Foster’s argumentation, women who take part in
the republican movement first and foremost fight for their emancipation.
Many of them are daughters of well-established politicians, ambassadors,
or Anglo-Irish Ascendancy landlords (Vivid Faces 20). Joining the cause
has its private dimension, as they rebel against the roles imposed on them
by social norms. The problems they aim to solve concern birth control, the
traditional treatment of motherhood, and sexuality, strongly believing that
“sex feelings are to be expressed as freely as any other kind and more harm
is done in the world by repression of them than almost anything else” (qtd.
in Foster, Vivid Faces 131).
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The progressive approach towards female sexuality proposed by the
1916 generation is in accordance with Moore’s viewpoint on the subject. His
novel Drama in Muslin portrays Alice’s rebellion against her parents’ wish
to find her a husband appropriate for a girl of an Anglo-Irish Ascendancy
background. In Esther Waters the writer focuses on the problems of a working-
class woman who has to raise an illegitimate child on her own. Esther Waters
presents one of the rare examples of a novel of the time, where the hardship
of awoman’s life, together with a detailed description of a case of child labour,
is presented so naturalistically. The problem of female sexuality reappears in
The Untilled Field, where women do not want to sacrifice their lives for the
sake of marriage contracts. In contrast to the male characters, who obey the
rules imposed on them by the Catholic Church, Moore’s female protagonists
manifest their independence in many different ways. One example is Kate
from “Some Parishioners” and “The Wedding Feast,” who is courageous
enough to speak her mind directly to Father Maguire, disagreeing with the
priest’s statement that “those who wish to make safe, reliable marriages
consult their parents and they consult their priest” (UF 45). “I think a girl
should make her own marriage” is what Kate replies. When the marriage is
enforced on her by her parents, she leaves Ireland for America just after the
ceremony, by this token, choosing the “unpredictability of her own nature,
her own odd, aloof freedom” (Welch, Changing States 43).

Neither the Irish Literary Theatre, nor the new generation of 1916,
embrace Moore’s literary manifestations of female sexuality. Once again the
presentation of the issue finds an associate in the young James Joyce. Joyce
shares with Moore the aesthetic perception of the human body evoked by
a fascination with classical art. Both also clearly delineate in their literary
works that a Catholic notion of the female body’s sinfulness stands in
opposition to the aesthetic perception of female beauty. This incongruity,
famously grasped by Joyce in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, may
be found earlier in Moore’s short story “Fugitives.” The first English
edition of The Untilled Field from 1903 seems most straightforward in
the depiction of Moore’s opinion of the Catholic Church, sexuality and
art, since the tale of the sculptor Rodney is presented in two stories: “In
the Clay” and “The Way Back.” In both examples Moore clearly condemns
Irish philistinism, partially resulting from the repressive actions that the
Catholic clergy exerted on Irish society (Cronin 117). Therefore, the two
stories provide a tentative conclusion that Moore must have reached in
1903 that “Catholicism and nationhood are incompatible” (Frazier 310).
The two stories are missing from the second 1914 edition, and then in
the last edition from 1931 “Fugitives” is introduced, in which the two
original stories are merged. Still the clear division of the story into two
parts indicates the original partition.
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The story is the last in the collection, and thus it may be treated as
a conclusion of the whole book. The plot focuses on John Rodney, an
artist who tries to make a living from art in Dublin. Already famous for his
talent, which was shaped during his stay in Italy, one of Rodney’s patrons
is Father McCabe, who seems to be deeply fascinated with art, since he
eagerly discusses “the Irish Romanesque, the Celtic Renaissance . . . [or]
the possibility of returning to the origins of art” (UF 202). The priest sees
in Rodney an Italian artist: “he has often told me that I am more Italian
than Irish, that he had seen my narrow eyes in an Italian bust, and that if
I had lived three hundred years ago I should have been one of Cellini’s
apprentices” (UF 197). Father McCabe’s perseverance in obtaining funds
to reconstruct a Medieval Abbey and to enrich it with the finest pieces of
art is supposed to prove his understanding of art in general. However, when
Rodney has to create a statue of the Virgin Mary with a child, it appears
that Father McCabe’s artistic sensitivity prohibits a nude model from being
used. This point of disagreement indicates a real discrepancy between the
priest’s and the artist’s perceptions of art and their understanding of the
role of the human body within it. Rodney is well aware of the fact that
the magnificent statues one may find in the churches of Rome are based
on real female bodies. Therefore, he is happy when he manages to find
a model in prudish Dublin. Lucy, the embodiment of innocence, agrees to
pose naked because she wants to help her cousin, Father McCabe. Once
Father McCabe learns the truth, he prevents Lucy from posing, treating
it as an act of sin, while the destruction of Rodney’s studio together with
the statue of the Virgin Mary by Lucy’s brothers further testifies to Irish
society’s philistinism. The second part of the story clearly illustrates two
crucial conclusions Moore seems to have reached. The first concerns the
lack of freedom of expression in Dublin. Thus, Rodney leaves his country
and goes to London, where he meets two other Irish artists who are
already in exile. The second refers to the role of the artist, who should
follow the rule of beauty and nature. Rodney, as an artist, perceives Lucy’s
physical beauty exclusively in aesthetic terms. However, Father McCabe,
after the affair with Lucy, comes to the conclusion that: “bad statues were
more likely to excite devotional feelings than good ones, bad statues being
further removed from perilous nature” (UF 214). Father McCabe bears
much resemblance to Father Moloney, whom George Moore had occasion
to meet during a Gaelic festival in Galway. As Yeats relates, Father Moloney
presented himself as a specialist on Greek art and tried to converse with
Moore, known as an art critic at that time. When Father Moloney states:
“I have always considered it a proof of Greek purity that though they left
the male form uncovered, they invariably draped the female,” Moore has
one possible reply for him: “Do you consider Father Maloney that the
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female form is inherently more indecent than the male?” (Yeats 404). This
exchange of remarks clearly summarizes the idea behind “Fugitives”: that
of the Catholic Church misunderstanding the aesthetic concept of art and,
consequently, restricting freedom of artistic expression.

Thus, the idea of writing The Untilled Field also ought to be read in
terms of Moore’s search for an appropriate form of artistic expression. This
is a challenge for Moore, who so far has mainly novels to his account. The
short story form is new to Irish literature, with Moore being one of the
first Irish writers to produce a collection of short stories. Nevertheless,
Moore’s constant experimentation with the form is not solely limited to the
genre but also covers the aspect of the language used, which brings Moore
close to modernism. Everything Moore does is governed by the idea that
“through dialect one escapes from abstract words, back to the sensation
inspired directly by the thing itselt” (Hail and Farewell 246). What further
triggers the constant development of Moore’s writing is the change in the
writer’s understanding of nature’s role in the creative process. It is no longer
naturalism which governs the representation in The Untilled Field, but the
idea borrowed from Turgenev: “obey Nature’s laws, be simple and obey”
(qtd. in Cave 52), which rather echoes Pope’s understanding of Nature
inherited from Aristotle. A narrative governs the story, not descriptions.
Real life situations, analogous to Turgeney, are the source of inspiration for
Moore."? Consequently, with The Untilled Field Moore manages to present
a panorama of Irish society, with a special focus on the countryside.

Looking at George Moore’s Dublin period, one may come to the
conclusion that the ten years he spent in the Irish capital mark one of the
many stages in the writer’s self-development as an artist. As Gerber rightly
points out:

Moore may have regarded his invasion of Ireland as a missionary
opportunity. He may have begun by having some Messianic notions of
himself, but he ended by being an artist first and foremost. . . . In the
Field, like his sculptor Rodney, George Moore discovered that the model
is not his vocation, art is. (279)

The time Moore chooses to spend in Ireland is special, as the first decade
of the twentieth century abounds in sea changes in the social, political and
literary life of Dublin. Moore’s views on literature clearly express a need for
a constant experimentation with form together with freedom of expression

12 Moore takes the idea for a plot for the majority of his stories from tales

he hears from other people, among them Edward Martyn and George Russell
(Frazier 308).
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as prerequisites for the emergence of a new Irish literature. Paradoxically,
once this process begins it turns out that there is no place in the new literary
scene for George Moore, since Ireland goes in the very opposite direction
to that which the writer expects from his country. To him, and similarly to
Yeats and Joyce, Ireland loses its intellectual, denominational and literary
freedom once it gains a political one.
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Recessive Action
in Colm Toibin’s Brooklyn

ABSTRACT

Colm Toibin’s 2009 novel Brooklyn accompanies Eilis Lacey, a native of
Enniscorthy, Ireland of the 1950s on a reluctant voyage across the Atlantic.
Her passage reconstructs a common experience of immigration and exile
to New York for the Irish working class seeking to escape the lack of
prospects in small-town Ireland after the Second World War. Caught as
she is between two homes—the traditional Irish culture she emerges from
and the new capitalist society of America to which she emigrates—FEilis is
placed in a polemical relationship to the public sphere, staked on multiple
grounds of in-betweenness: she is a woman, Irish, and an exile. Belonging,
for her, is posited on a complex understanding of the tensions between
national and transnational identities. Eilis’s parochialism, at first, and
cosmopolitanism, later on, are both decisive characteristics that become
driving forces behind her social integration and marriage prospects. She
is initially barred from promising job and marriage opportunities due to
her naivety and lack of sophistication. As an Irish female immigrant, Eilis
becomes in the course of the novel a cosmopolitan from the margins, one
of the newly uprooted, and ultimately a split self.

Keywords: Colm Toibin, Brooklyn, immigration, detachment, minimal
realization.
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Colm Toibin’s 2009 novel Brooklyn accompanies Eilis Lacey, a native of
Enniscorthy, Ireland of the 1950s on a reluctant voyage across the Atlantic.
Her passage reconstructs a common experience of immigration and exile
to New York for the Irish working class seeking to escape the lack of
prospects in small-town Ireland after the Second World War. Caught as
she is between two homes—the traditional Irish culture she emerges from
and the new capitalist society of America to which she emigrates—Eilis is
placed in a polemical relationship to the public sphere, staked on multiple
grounds of in-betweenness: she is a woman, Irish, and an exile. Belonging,
for her, is posited on a complex understanding of the tensions between
national and transnational identities. Eilis’s parochialism, at first, and
cosmopolitanism, later on, are both decisive characteristics that become
driving forces behind her social integration and marriage prospects. She
is initially barred from promising job and marriage opportunities due to
her naivety and lack of sophistication. As an Irish female immigrant, Eilis
becomes in the course of the novel a cosmopolitan from the margins, one
of the newly uprooted, and ultimately a split self.

Much has been made of Eilis’s detachment and downright passivity and
paralysis, and critics have explored the connection between her passivity
and her immigration status. Tory Young diagnoses Eilis’s “watchful
remove from action,” the feeling of “being distanced from not only one’s
surroundings but oneself” (131) as owing to depression. Narratively,
the style of the novel enacts this condition in what Young describes as
a “narrative report”: “the reader is privy to Eilis’s feelings and is often
tormented by her inability to voice them” (131).

In what follows I would like to describe Eilis as trapped in a different
in-between space than that of immigration. Rather, she is trapped between
two different discourses: the Romantic and the realist one. On the one
hand, she enacts a contemplative non-instrumentality. On the other, she
could be read as the passive object of realist capitalism that instrumentalizes
her very act of contemplation and negation. Filis appears to be completely
immobilized and trapped by her environment. Her emigration is decided
for her, her American-Italian boyfriend, Tony, persuades her into marriage
and thus activates the plot, and throughout the text Eilis is dominated by
silence. Young also points to the realistic narrative style as stultifying, to
the point that Toibin, she claims, inhabits Eilis’s mind and he “could tell
us anything he liked about what she is thinking” (137). This points to the
awkwardness of Eilis’s detachment throughout the novel.

It is this detachment that is of interest in the narrative. Because of
its ambiguity, Eilis’s state of mind has given rise to a multitude of critical
interpretations, most of which are aligned with Young’s idea that Eilis
is a trapped, passive, agentless creature, written along the lines of her
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predecessor, Joyce’s Eveline. Eve Stoddard describes Eilis as “trapped as
she faces her reality” (164). Young draws a direct parallel between Eilis
and Eveline as women who lack control over their lives and are not free to
act. Edward Hagan points to a “double consciousness” (33) in Eilis that
ultimately makes her “a marginalized person, left to live in one of those
[two] worlds under compulsion” (40). Hagan is also fond of the similitude
between Eveline and Eilis, though he claims that Eilis’s story reverses that
of Eveline—she does achieve emigration, unlike Joyce’s protagonist—
though with little in way of redemption or liberation from the constraints
of her community. Although Eilis succeeds in getting married, she “will
now have a marriage that she is locked into by her community: Miss
Kelly’s action succeeds in changing Eilis’s act of freedom into a choice
circumscribed by her mother’s and her neighbors’ insistence on marriage
to Tony” (Hagan 42). This, according to Hagan, amounts to “the failure
of emigration as liberation” (42). For Young, the parallel between Eveline
and Eilis is supposed to resonate even at the level of name choice, as well
as that of third-person narrative. They are both passive observers, and they
both watch from a window as life passes them by (124). “Both characters
seem acted upon[,] not acting” (Young 124). Moreover, Eilis is split
between mind and body, with a loneliness that tears at her in Brooklyn,
while Eveline experiences a restrictive world at home. For Young, the
question arises as to whether there might be a “nominative determinism
that indicates how little choice [Eilis] has about where she is going” (134).
And even though Young admits that Eilis changes to an extent throughout
the story, achieving something very close to glamour upon her return to
Ireland, she is still so distant from her actions, so little prepared to take
responsibility, that she does not experience a moral dilemma at the point at
which she contemplates bigamy.

Using the theory of recessive action detailed by Anne-Lise Frangois’s
Open Secrets, in this paper I argue that in Brooklyn renunciation, self-
negation, and weak attachments bring about a type of non-instrumental
fulfillment that manages to subvert the ethics of ambition and productivity.
Frangois’s theory of “recessive action” claims that an event is “the idea
of ‘nothing” as an event made or allowed to happen” (xv). She draws on
attitudes and figures that define themselves against action, “whether this
is understood in the dramatic sense of public performance, in the moral
sense of intervention, or in the economic sense of materialization and
productivity” (xv). These figures are mainly characters from the 19
century who are described in terms of “passivity and inconsequence” (xv),
to the point of appearing almost self-punishing by virtue of their “ethics
of chastity, renunciation, and waste” (xvi). Rather than reading these
narratives as stories of self-denial, however, Francois makes an argument
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for “an open secret of fulfilled experience, where the term open secret refers
to nonemphatic revelation—revelation without insistence and without
rhetorical underscoring” (xvi). Fulfillment is located not in success, or
fruition, or other forms of unmediated satisfaction, but rather in a “freedom
from work” (xvi), whether work be defined in terms of “self-concealment
or self-presentation” (xvi).

Polemically, this theory of the open secret “contests the normative
bias in favor of the demonstrable, dramatic development and realization
of human powers characteristic of, but not limited to, the capitalist
investment in value and work and the Enlightenment allegiance to
rationalism and unbounded progress” (xvi). Frangois continues by
noting the predilection for infusing words like frankness, directness,
transparency, and self-expression with an unambiguous positive
normativity that does not allow for “the reception of the self-quieting,
recessive speech acts and hardly emitted announcements . . . of missed
or declined experiences” (xvi). These small, quiet acts are certainly
aimed against rationalism and the kind of productivity that can be
measured, but not only that. They also rescue contemplative life and
imaginative play from instrumental reason and goal-oriented action.
Francois calls this approach to life the “ethos of minimal realization”
(xvii1) which marks, in Romanticism and elsewhere, a turn toward the
aesthetic experience that offers a “respite from the rushed action of
a modernity so bent on bringing about the future that it leaves no time
for the taking—deferral or postponement—of time” (xviii). In an effort
to define this aesthetic turn, Francois uses concepts like “uncounted
experience,” “aesthetic play,” “reticent assertion” and
minimal contentment often indistinguishable from a readiness to go
without (answer), something that, translated into a psychological
ethos, might look like accommodation to a world that promises one no
return. Such complaisance without hope, akin to the mildness of the
disappointed lover who bears his disappointer no ill will, differs from the
tranquility of stoic self-sufficiency and the stoniness of silent protest,
although it can easily pass for either. More importantly, however, it
represents something more modest, wearier, and less redemptive than
the aesthetic project of reconciling duty and inclination and regaining
via art the immediacy of nature. (xix)

“Benevolent abandonment” (xix) is a gentle, quiet and generous
mode of being, akin to grace, that makes no demands, and expresses no
disappointment with reality, such as it is.

Tenuous attachment is a way for Eilis to subvert productivity, whether
at home or in exile. When her emigration is determined wordlessly, with
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only a tacit agreement on her part (more indecision than agreement), Eilis
is already distancing herself from her future thus decided on her behalf:

And then it occurred to her that she was already feeling that [she] would
need to remember this room, her sister, this scene, as though from
adistance. In the silence that lingered, she realized, it had somehow been
tacitly arranged that Eilis would go to America. (Toibin, Brooklyn 23)

Filis’s silence is akin to recessive action, in itself an event allowed
to happen. While critics talk about feminine passivity in the hands of
a patriarchal culture, priest, and domineering mother, one could also regard
Eilis’s reticence to participate in decisions that determine the course of her
life as a reaction against the uncanniness of her position. Both “home” and
“exile” become uncanny in the novel,and Eilisisa poor fitinboth Enniscorthy
and Brooklyn. Even though Eilis fears that the rest of her life in exile will be
a struggle with the unfamiliar, from the beginning of the narrative she retells
the daily events of her work at the store as if they were narratives meant to
detach her from herself. She dramatizes her performance of productivity
at the grocery shop in order to hide from herself and her family how little
satisfaction she finds in her position there. Eilis’s self-presentation is
a form of self-concealment. Jim Farrell, a promising bachelor who makes
a fleeting appearance in Eilis’s pre-emigration romantic life, sees and does
not see her. The same is true for Rose and her mother. With every move
away from home, Eilis becomes more uncanny to herself. Estrangement is
the condition of the immigrant, but also of the cosmopolitan. Eilis is most
successful in what Francois calls “the ethics of minimal realization,” and
exile dramatizes her ability to achieve the goals of emigration—marriage,
work, property ownership, and social standing—all without trying, and
even while working against these goals. Her process of attachment to places
and people is rather one of dis-attachment. Her emigration is reluctant, and
she is as much undermining and displacing herself as she is situating herself
in her new surroundings.

Even as she strives to comply with all that the priest, her boss, her
landlord, and her family back in Ireland expect of her in terms of productivity,
part of Eilis always lags behind in a mood that could be in turn described
as nostalgic, alienated, depressed, estranged from her surroundings and
herself, in a way that undermines the capitalist values of self-realization,
investment in value and work, rationalism and progress. The narrative
works to distance Eilis from the values of frankness, directness and
transparency by always sidestepping self-expression. Eilis pointedly does
not have a voice. She is silent, and allows herself to be silenced, in a way
that contravenes with the normative narratives of female empowerment in
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the private and public spheres. In the way she retreats in passivity, secrecy
and alienation she pertains more to the sphere of the marginalized and
the overlooked, who miss their chance at goal-oriented action. Her sister
Rose’s death catapults Eilis back into her past in a way that forces her to
come to terms with the onrush of modernity that sweeps through Ireland
as it does through America. What was stalled in the past—a job, marriage,
a home, social standing—comes in flooding in the person of Jim Farrell.
A rationalist, instrumental, and productive modern woman, newly schooled
in the glamour of America, which seems to follow her around like an aura,
would have found a way to secure for herself all the possibilities embodied
in Jim Farrell, including the fact that she would not have previously
contracted an impulsive marriage, based on promises of fidelity and trust,
to Tony. But Eilis remains true to her quiet, recessive self that is more adept
at missing opportunities rather than chasing or landing them, and even
as she entertains visions of familiar normality in Enniscorthy, she knows
instinctively that she will not go through with any plans of self-affirmation.
To a narrative of self-investment, accumulation and victorious encounter
with social forces, Eilis opposes an “ethos of minimal realization,” “reticent
assertion,” and “minimal encounter” (Frangois xviii), all of which is a way
of acknowledging the odd fact that resignation in this narrative leads to
a form of non-traditional fulfillment.

Even though the writing style of the novel is generally described as
realist, in the way he eschews certainty, Toibin undermines realism. In an
interview with Joseph Wiesenfarth, Toibin confessed that he was “terribly
interested . . . in [the] level of moral mistiness surrounding characters”
(8) in the novels of Joseph Conrad, in the idea that “in the middle of the
whole thing he can put somebody at levels of ambiguity surrounding
their moral being” (8). Agnes Kovacs is another critic who points to the
“Jamesian secret” that envelops Toibin’s narrative like an open secret.
Kovacs points out that Brooklyn inherits a Jamesian legacy of “ambiguity
in the complications of this immigrant story” that “enhances the fluidity
and socially preprogrammed nature of the immigrant experience Eilis
undergoes.” As such, Kovacs posits that Eilis is neither a heroine nor
a villain, but a helpless character in a morally ambiguous situation.

Kovacs presents the secrecy of Eilis’s life in terms of the intersection
between the private and public sphere. On one end, we see Eilis projecting
herself in to the existing narratives of women in “mortal moral danger in
America” (Kovacs), mostly due to 19*h-century conventions of the Anglo-
Irish immigrant novel that portrayed women losing their Catholic faith
and moral virtues once they left the security of their own home parishes.
On the other end, Brooklyn itself is portrayed as a public place in which
traditional identities can be reconfigurated, and conventional notions about
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gender, agency and subjection can be problematized. Most importantly, the
meaning of “home” shifts with diasporic identity—“never at home in the
homeland or in the host land” (Kovacs). The private and the public spheres
intersect and collide at the intersection between Irish traditional moral values
and American social expectations that problematize those values. Public
representations of Ireland, Kovics notes, oscillate between “dreary” and
lacking in possibilities to nostalgic, idealized versions. These are constructed
in the States. The third representation is constructed on Irish land, upon
homecoming. As it happens to Eilis, on her return for her sister’s funeral, she
finds herself cast in the role of the popular, glamorous young woman who is
suddenly offered prospects that were not there when she left—a suitable job
position and an attractive marriage offer. Suddenly, the two spheres, private
and public, converge into one, as Brooklyn’s materialistic and social glamour
and Ireland’s moral values coexist in the same setting, with Eilis filtering the
changes through her newfound consciousness.

To navigate the sudden change in consciousness, as she is trying to
separate illusion from reality, Eilis has recourse to silence as a means of
communication. Kovacs points out that Eilis communicates through silence
at important junctures in her life: she keeps silent when her journey to the
U.S. is arranged for her, in her letters to her family regarding her anxiety
about immigration, her relationship with Tony, particularly after her journey
back to Ireland, and about her marital status during Jack’s courtship. Her
secretive propensities escalate to the point where she herself is tempted into
confusing illusion for reality. Kovacs sees proof of Jamesian influences in the
novel because of the way Jamesian moral ambiguity allows for

the presence of two or more possible moral imperatives in a given
situation that cannot be exercised at the same time. . .. Lying, silence, and
betrayal get entangled here in a Jamesian fashion, in a process through
which a traditional referential notion of truth becomes battled. (Kovacs)

Kovacs notes that the morality of Eilis’s decisions is rendered complex
by the fact that she has to choose between competing concepts of duty
that are superimposed on each other. She also considers Eilis’s immigrant
experience and the fact that she has to navigate new cultural contexts
premised on changing definitions of duty:

From the perspective of Jamesian ambiguity it needs to be pointed out
that in Brooklyn the concept of “familial duty” itself changes its meaning
which makes the need to return to duty problematic itself. . . . So the
question of duty becomes more complex than a moral question of right
and wrong, because the two concepts of duty are interposed on each
other. (Kovacs)
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There is, thus, a way in which immigrant experience is entangled with
secrecy, ambiguity, and complex moral decisions found at the intersection
between the call of the new life and its contradictions vis-a-vis the call of
the old one. Such complexities having to do with the new American setting
cannot even be communicated to her family back in Ireland, except through
indirections (as when Eilis first hesitates to accept Tony’s occupation as
a plumber as acceptable to her family back in Ireland, and later deferring
to disclose her relationship to her family, for fear that Tony might be
deemed unsuitable). The same thing happens in reverse: Eilis is unable to
disclose her marital status to Jack, because divorce, while relatively socially
accepted in America, is almost inconceivable to a prosperous middle-class
man such as Jack.

Eilis realizes she is developing a “double self” (Kovacs) that a U.S.
native like Tony does not have to struggle with. As she watches Tony,
she is aware of a transparency and directness that indicates he harbors no
concealed identities:

She discovered a vantage point from where, unless he looked directly
upwards and to the left, he would not see her. . . . Yet somehow that
delight seemed to come with a shadow, and she wondered as she watched
him if she herself, in all uncertainty and distance from him, was the
shadow and nothing else. It occurred to her he was as he appeared to
her; there was no other side to him. (Toibin, Brooklyn 144)

Her double consciousness, first discovered in Brooklyn, when it
resulted in a deep sense of alienation, becomes more profound in Ireland
when she feels as though she is split in two. This constant split leads to
a shift in meaning of terms like home and duty, and this shift, in turn, leads
to helplessness and moral ambiguity. While this might be true, and it is
obvious that immigration and the constant shift between two normative
cultures takes a toll, I would like to argue that this does not necessarily
turn Eilis into the passive, helpless victim that Kovacs and other critics
see. I argue instead that Eilis is not passive because of helplessness or
victimization. This is obvious in the way we see her in control of her choices
through the narrative, and we register her self-awareness and inner critical
voice that are able to rationalize her decisions at each juncture, including
the fact that she is fully aware of the double game she plays, holding both
Tony and Jack in tension at the same time. Rather than characterize Eilis’s
journey as morally ambiguous, I employ terminology of ethic and aesthetic
deferral and benevolent abandonment that is also a “strange modality
of patience, generous even, that leads to odd resignation as a form of
fulfillment” (Francois xix).
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Eilis consciously and strategically retreats into “recessive action,”
thus defining herself against action as it is generally and publicly defined.
Most importantly, she retreats from the very notion of public performance
and productivity, where one’s decision must make social sense to one’s
outer circle of family and community. Such figures appear therefore to
those around them as passive and inconsequential through their “ethics
of chastity, renunciation, and waste” (Francois xv). To the protagonists of
renunciation, however, the retreat into the private understanding of self-
denial as a means of acting and deciding becomes an open secret of a kind
of fulfillment located not in success, fruition, or other types of publicly
revealed forms of self-satisfaction, but rather in the freedom from proving
oneself through self-presentation.

Such public silencing is perceived as succumbing to disappointment
or the reality principle and accepting one’s lack of options and lack of
fulfillment (the way Joyce’s Eveline does). But in rejecting adherence to
social norms and expectations, be they American or Irish, Eilis opts instead
for fulfillment through means other than direct and instrumental. Like
Jane Austen’s Fanny Price, she ultimately gets what she wants, and more,
far from settling for less, and freed from the carefully calculated moves of
the woman seeking to arrange a suitable marriage and social standing for
herself. It seems as if Eilis’s situation is resolved favorably by the end of
the novel—married to a good husband with property in a progressively
developing area of Long Island, education and promising job prospects,
should she choose to pursue them—not despite her passivity, but rather
because of it. It is Tony who insists on marriage, it is the priest who
arranges schooling for Eilis, it is Miss Fortini who offers her a leave of
absence from work and encourages her trip to Ireland, it is Jack who insists
on marriage, and all the while Eilis contemplates her fate as its chain after
meaningful chain link under her very eyes. Her public performance is one
of holding on to the tension of the in-between. Her attachments, while
temporarily maintained, are tenuous at best, but her small, quiet, and
reticent acts produce in the end results as decisive, or even more so, than
any cold calculations could render.

Eilis resolves her disappointments, indeterminacies and contradictions
in her acceptance of her marriage to Tony. The way she embraces a future
with him is, in many ways, the fulfillment of the mythic American dream
promised to immigrants. This is embodied, as Savu (266) points out, in
the specifics of property and consumeristic power—a piece of land on
Long Island and career ambitions that amount, in Eilis’s view, to “much
more than she had imagined she would have when she arrived in Brooklyn
first” (Toibin, Brooklyn 163). On the other hand, Eilis’s fantasy fulfillment
comes about not through the expenditure of productive capitalist energy
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squandered to the molding of the public sphere, to her advantage, but
rather despite Eilis’s lack of capitalist savvy, to the extent that she felt,
and behaved, as if she always belonged somewhere else, moving through
a sense of “dark confusion” (192), mutely and obliquely, always wishing
“she could say something clear” (193). If there is a fantasy taking shape in
the course of the novel for Eilis, it is that of constant negotiation of what is
real and what only seems real, but will prove in the end to be illusory. Eilis
lives in a constant interlude between the old and the new world, and the
way she navigates it is to shut herself off from possibilities of happiness
beyond the immediate: “And not only that, but everything else that had
happened in Brooklyn seemed as though it had almost dissolved and was
no longer richly present for her” (240).

Stoddard notes that migration, and the severing of attachments from
the home base, especially in the case of Irish women, was regarded with
suspicion, and “was a mark of abjection, a sign of empowerment, or
both” (156). If Eilis’s struggle is between “mute obedience and meeting
her own desires” (157), then the ambiguity of her position might just be
areaction to the competitive interests demanded by it. Both places become
unheimlich, or unfamiliar, to her. In turn, she regards America, and later
Ireland, as surrounded by the haze of a dream, and she often acts as if
trapped in a dream-like state. Emigration and living death seem compatible
metaphors at times in the novel, as Stoddard points out (161). “Home”
becomes a place of alienation, no matter on which side of the Atlantic
it is found. Eilis feels like a nobody, or even a zombie in Brooklyn, but
she is also disconnected from the role of the dutiful daughter she feels
it incumbent upon herself to perform in Ireland. In fact, her passive
acquiescence to the romance initiated by Jim Farrell might be a way for
her to cope with the detachment she feels toward her own home, mother,
and Rose’s things and memory. Her moral split does not speak so much
to morality, as to disconnection from any agency—moral or otherwise.
Her ghostly presence unto herself is rendered as a hazy illusion. While in
Ireland, Filis recalls her time in America as

a sort of fantasy, something she could not match with the time she was
spending at home. It made her feel strangely as though she were two
people, one who had battled against two cold winters and many hard
days in Brooklyn and fallen in love there, and the other who was her
mother’s daughter, the Eilis whom everyone knew, or thought they
knew. (Toibin, Brooklyn 218)

The splitting and doubling of the self can be seen as a disconnection
from moral agency, but I read them as a way of loosely holding on to reality.
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Clair Wills notes that there is a type of literature of immigration that
focuses on 1960s Irish working-class realism told from the perspective
of social mobility through a romance plot (110). In these texts, however,
the link between home, family, and social mobility does not maintain its
continuity due to the peripheral and uncertain status of Irish migrants.
Toibin was directly interested in the marginalized groups that were
progressively rendered more visible by the fiction of the 1990s. “If you
surround huge areas of expression with silence for so long and then
a society suddenly opens up . . . a lot of people are going to start writing
clearly and dramatically,” Toibin confessed to Alan Riding at the end of
the 1990s, when he was pointing to a resurgence of Irish fiction focusing
on working-class female protagonists that were for the first time in Irish
literary history moving from the margins to the center. In Toibin’s tale of
immigration, the shift to the center happens along the lines of constructing
anew American self that redefines her Irish public identity as well, moving
her into a new category, which at the time of the writing of the novel
Toéibin described in an interview with Paul Morton as the “New Irish,” an
emerging politicized class: ”Some of the impulse for this [book] is entirely
political. . . . [TThere were times in the last 15 years where I felt alone in
Ireland in my views on immigration. . . . I believed—and I know this is an
unsustainable belief—in an open door policy.”

Brooklyn evokes an “affective experience” as a reminder to Toibin’s
contemporaries of a recent past in which the Irish themselves had once
occupied “the place of the despised or barely tolerated Other: a place
now inhabited in Ireland by the Poles, the Nigerians, the Filipinos, and
the Chinese” (Cullingford 81). As a character closer to the working class,
marginalized categories currently populating Ireland, Eilis embodies future
America as a place where emotional losses are balanced out by the potential
gains (Cullingford 84). This does not conceal the fact that emigration is
closely linked to exile and trauma, and the feeling of displacement gives
rise both to grievance and empathy for the newly displaced Others. The in-
betweenness of emigration points to a reality constituted by the conditions
of late capitalism where economic instability, institutionalized racism and
increased surveillance create a death of the social sphere.
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Masculinities, History and Cultural Space:
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ABSTRACT

At Swim, Two Boys, a 2001 novel by Jamie O’Nelill, tells a story of gay
teen romance in the wake of the Easter Rising. This paper considers the
ways in which the characters engage in patterns of masculine behaviour in
a context that excludes queer men, and the rhetorical effect of transgressive
strategies to form a coherent identity. These patterns include involvement
with the masculine and heteronormative nationalist movement, as well as
a regime of physical exercise, and a religious upbringing in 20""-century
Ireland. The strategies of broadening the practices of masculinity include
their renegotiation and redefinition, as well as attempts to (re)construct
the Irish and the gay canons of history and literature. These strategies,
as exemplified by character development, become a rhetorical basis for
the novel’s main argument for inclusiveness. This analysis deals with
the central metaphors of space and continuity in the novel in the light
of a struggle between identities. It also observes the tradition of parallels
drawn between the emasculated position of the gay man and the Irish man
at the beginning of the 20% century, and O’Neill’s rhetorical deployment
of the shared telos in construction of a coherent gay Irish revolutionary
identity.

Keywords: Jamie O’Neill, queer, masculinity, At Swim, Two Boys, Easter
Rising.
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Ideas of power and masculinity are closely linked in the patriarchal order. The
latter is a social phenomenon related to gender performances rather than an
intrinsic quality; thus, it is not as much possessed as it is perceived, constituting
an unstable element in power relations. It follows that a perceived lack of
masculinity results in a state of powerlessness, and attempts to change power
relations are closely linked to either (re)claiming masculinity or subverting its
privileged status. The dynamics between masculinity and power, manifest as
a cultural space, provide a thematic link between Irishness and homosexuality
in Jamie O’Neill’s At Swim, Two Boys, a historical bildungsroman telling
the story of two gay teenagers set against the backdrop of masculinity
performances leading up to and during the Easter Rising.

In order to reclaim power, both the gay man and the Irishman had to
overcome cultural constructs according to which they lacked masculinity.
Historically, the Irishman was emasculated by his subjugation and his
circumstances were in that way similar to those of the Jewish man:

Both Jewish and Irish cultures were greatly affected by their weakness
vis-a-vis the stronger majority, and Jewish and Irish men faced some
conceptually similar stereotypes about their supposed deficiencies.
Zionism, like Irish nationalism, was also a concerted effort to refute
popular racial stereotypes and create a more prideful image of Jewish
strength and power. (Beatty 5)

Attempts to reclaim masculinity by the Irish took an indirect form of
Gaelic Revival, and manifested through a number of direct power struggles,
such as the Easter Rising. The study, reinvention and popularization of
Irish history and tradition played a critical part in the formation of Irish
national identity which was a precondition for any independence claim.

There are some striking parallels between the struggle of the Irish at
the beginning of the 20" century and the gay rights movement in the 1960s
and ’70s. First and foremost, the gay man used to be perceived as lacking
masculinity:

Patriarchal culture has a simple interpretation of gay men: they lack
masculinity. . . . The interpretation is obviously linked to the assumption
our culture generally makes about the mystery of sexuality, that opposites
attract. If someone is attracted to the masculine, then that person must
be feminine if not in the body, then somehow in the mind. (Connell 143)

The rearrangement of this social construct started with the reconstruction
ofacanon,adiscovery of the ages-old cultural heritage, spanning from Ancient
Greece and the Roman Empire, through the traditions of homosexuality
persevering not only in Europe, but also in the Middle East, China and
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Japan, to the acknowledgement of the 20-century martyrdom of the pink
triangle Holocaust victims.! These history studies fueled the formation of
a shared identity, the defense of which resulted in the Stonewall Riots in
1969, commonly recognized as the beginning of gay liberation, a non-violent
attempt to rearrange heteronormative power relations.

More than a historical parallel, however, the Irish and the gay identity
claims were in active interplay ever since the stable formation of the latter
at the end of the 19" century. First and foremost, the trial of Oscar Wilde
resulted in the introduction of the gay subject into public discourse.
Wilde, an Irish writer known for his witty, dandy style was accused of
gross indecency, a legal euphemism for homosexual sex. The publicity his
trial acquired, as well as its repressive outcome, forced public recognition
of Wilde, his writing, and his style as elements of the homosexual code,
which for centuries had circulated unrecognized in heteronormative
culture. Another case is Roger Casement, an Irish human rights activist
and a supporter of Irish independence, who was caught while aiding the
organization of the Easter 1916 Rising and arrested for treason against
the British crown. His actions and speeches acquired a queer context once
his private diaries were investigated during the trial and an account of his
homosexual love life became public knowledge.

Casement is important for contemporary queer literature not only
as a historical figure, but also as a textual context. In James Joyce’s
masterpiece Ulysses Casement’s biography is a significant background for
the Cyclops chapter. According to Patrick R. Mullen, the scene of Bloom’s
conversation with the citizen draws upon Casement’s “Speech from the
Dock,” representing the exclusionary practices of pure Irish nationalism
and a queer idea of affinitive diverse Irish identities:

With the authenticated chastity of Irish identity achieved, the reactionary
project of cultural, ethnic, and political verification can begin thus the
citizen’s fanatical inquisition of Bloom. The bugger’s tool stages a vital
multiplicity in which such verification makes no sense. Through this
affective multiplicity Casement becomes a figure of intelligent sympathy,
an affective tool, that allows Joyce to dissect critically the contradictions
of the Irish, colonial situation. (108)

Joyce uses the figure of Casement to destabilize the idea of Irishness
and to open it to a queer reinterpretation that is at odds with a hermetic
Catholic, nationalist discourse.

' On various traditions of homosexuality, and reconstruction of a gay

canon, see Gregory Woods, A History of Gay Literature: The Male Tradition (New
Haven: Yale UB 1999).
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Jamie O’Neill follows this tradition, as he draws a parallel between gay
oppression and the Irish colonized situation in At Swim, Two Boys by telling
the story of two gay teenagers and of how their national and sexual identities
form. Doyler Doyle and Jim Mack engage in masculinity performances
related to nationalism and Catholicism, both strong signs of Irishness, while
they explore their sexual identities. The dynamics of participation in and
deviation from prescriptive religious norms in the Irish context are visible in
the title of the novel itself, as it relates to Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds,
and, by extension, to the myth of Buile Suibhne, the prototypical Irish text
about dissent against religion and about deviation from the norm. The main
conflicts in the novel are not the Irish struggle against the British Empire,
or the gay men rebelling against the forces that exclude them; rather, these
elements are mostly suggested by the internal conflicts of the characters who
are torn between their cultural understandings of masculinity performances
and the sexual realities of their bodies.

One of the masculinity performances discussed in the novel isareligious
practice. The novel presents the Catholic Church as an institution that
disciplines society against all breaches in heteronormative perspective. At
the beginning of the 20*-century religious institutions were still powerful
and closely connected to the state, and they bore responsibility in the
upkeep of patriarchy and the exclusion of gay people:

The Greek era’s relative tolerance for select forms of homosexual
activity . .. gave way to very harsh prescriptions against all sexual activity
outside of heterosexual marriage during the Christian era. . . . Fueling
this escalating persecution was the distinct fear that homosexual activity
within religious communities would threaten the involved individuals
primary allegiance to the church hierarchy. . . . Christian theocratic
states [were] determined to repudiate pagan/Greek activities, enforce
a gender order that kept women in a state of sexual and social servitude
to men (and men channeling their sexual energies into creating new
church members), and divide individuals into clear-cut domestic units
that rendered political and social control much easier to achieve and
maintain. (Hall 27-28)

As such, the Catholic Church plays a great role in the preservation of
hegemonic masculinity. As the main characters are involved in religious
tradition through their upbringing, the dynamics between their sexual
development and larger disciplinary practices are crucial to the formation
of their identities.

Atthebeginning of the novel, Jim Mack undergoes areligious education
when he prepares to join the Brothers of Presentation. He is motivated
to pursue this path because he is an orphan ashamed of his sexuality (at
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the time unspecified as homosexuality): “A brother took vows, and if
he kept those vows his mother need never feel shame before the angels”
(O’Neill 106). The Catholic Church is identified as a heteronormative
institution that practices its disciplinary power through control over the
bodies and sexual lives of its members. However, as the story unfolds,
Jim’s mechanisms of repression are challenged when his childhood friend,
Doyler, returns to their hometown of Glasthule. Doyler is a socialist and an
uneducated, working-class boy. Jim recognizes him as an unfit companion:

There was plenty about bad company, however, in most the books
they used at Presentation. In particular a manual called Christian
Politeness which described the proper deportment of a Catholic
gentleman. . . . Doyler might have posed for the thou-shalt-nots. His
hands wouldn’t settle, but swept along a wall or slapped against any
lamppost he passed. He scrunched stones underfoot or scooted them
away as though they posed an obstruction. According to Christian
Politeness, the eyes were the windows of the soul: Doyler’s rarely rested:
proof of a giddy and unstable character. (95)

These observations do not discourage Jim from befriending Doyler.
As a result, the boy is torn between the new friendship and the old
ambition. Challenges arise when Doyler tries to convince his friend to
skip Mass so they can swim together, having the popular bathing place all
to themselves, or when he enters the chambers of Jim’s mentor at school.
Brother Polycarp, who embodies the religious disciplinary practice, has for
a long time been disapproving of Doyler and at this point he decides to
challenge his protégé in the hope of intimidating him into a denouncement
of the troublesome friendship:

“Is this vulgarian to do with you?”

Jim felt the burning on his face. “He’s my friend, Brother. You know
that already.”

“Pal 0’ me heart,” said Doyler.

Jim saw himself weighed in the balance, then bitterly Brother Polycarp
said, “And the half of your soul that is damned. Out of my sight, the
both of ye.” (139)

Jim’s resistance leads to further disagreements with Brother Polycarp
and to a shift in the boy’s perception of the mentor, whom Jim begins to
deem “an ignorant fool” (153) As a result, Jim chooses to fulfill Doyler’s
wish and skip Mass in order to swim together. Thus, the friendship between
the boys begins to dissolve Jim’s engagement with a heteronormative
masculinity pattern of Christian practice even before the boys’ rapport
acquires a consciously homoerotic dimension.
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However, this first change in Jim’s behavior does not resolve the
underlying internal conflict. Jim might no longer plan to escape his sexuality
through the celibate life he intended to live, but he remains sexually
repressed. When halfway through the novel Doyler, publicly denounced by
a priest as a socialist, leaves Glasthule in order to join the revolutionaries,
Jim is left alone and confused about his sexuality. As a result, the boy goes
through a sexual initiation with a random soldier. Dumbfounded, he seeks
repentance in confession, but the religious practice fails him. He discovers
he lacks words to express what he has done and the priest assumes the
boy simply slept with a woman and promptly grants him absolution. Jim
finds himself in a discursive void, unable to see any relevance of his bodily
experience to culture, and believes his sin to be unique:

[N]o sin had been named that covered his wickedness. What he had done
was so sinful, so unspeakably so, of such aberrance, to such unnatural
degree, that the Church, for all her far-seeing and deep-searching, her
vision and penetration, had not thought to provide against its happening.
It was an extraordinary thing that he should have found this chink: he,
the son of a Glasthule huckster, of a quakebuttock, a quakebuttock
himself, should in the majestic vault of Christendom a flaw have found.
(412)

A rhetorical quality of these passages lies not only in the forceful
self-hatred that inspires an empathetic reaction in the reader, but also in
the clarity of Jim’s mistake. He is far from being the first to engage in
homosexual sex, and the Catholic Church is far from being unaware of
that practice. However, cultural censorship renders Jim entirely oblivious
to any history of homosexuality that might enable the formation of his
sexual identity.

Precisely for that reason, Jim’s friendship with the third main character
in the novel, Anthony MacMurrough, has a healing effect on the boy.
MacMurrough is an older man, an aristocrat, who was imprisoned for some
time because of his homosexuality. He assumes the role of a mentor for
Jim, as they talk about past cultural contexts and institutions established
to give homosexual relationships some cultural space. The institutions and
the stories of homosexuality include contexts that Jim has already been
aware of, such as those from Ancient Greece, but with the censorship
practices brought to light:

“The entire world grows up on those stories. Only difference is, I told
him the truth, that they were lovers, humping physical fellows.” Yes,
and Jim had grasped instinctively that significance: that more than
stories, they were patterns of the possible. And I think, how happier my
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boyhood should have been, had somebody—Listen, boy, listen to my
tale—thought to tell me the truth. Listen while I tell you, boy, these men
loved and yet were noble. (607)

Through this education, O’Neill underlines the relevance of history
in the process of identity formation. The suppression of gay history is
a result of the homophobic structures of power, which are set to evoke the
very self-loathing conundrum in which Jim was stuck. Teaching the boy
about his history undoes this disciplinary practice and frees him. This is
a close parallel to various undertakings intended to nurture Irish culture
which are discussed in the novel, such as teaching the Gaelic language or
folk songs. O’Neill posits the two processes of identity formation in close
vicinity, presenting education as necessary in overcoming the institutional
practices of shaming which can then result in the formation of a coherent
identity regardless of the nature of that identity, be it national or sexual.

Curiously, their relationship not only informs Jim of gay history, but
it also openly enacts the institution of pederasty from Ancient Greece,
where the erastes, an adult male, teaches a youth, the eromenos, his
student and beloved. Moreover, it parallels The Picture of Dorian Gray
by Oscar Wilde, where Lord Henry also teaches young Dorian his own,
non-normative values. Significantly, MacMurrough references Wilde on
multiple occasions, showing his sense of affinity with the writer, who at
the time has already become a powerful icon in the homosexual code.
However, while Lord Henry’s philosophy encourages Dorian to follow his
inner desires and ultimately brings about his downfall, Anthony’s guidance
explains to Jim his own sexual experience and helps him to form a healthy,
functional identity. Moreover, Anthony’s desire for Jim is controlled and
halted throughout the novel, departing from the education in hedonism
presented in The Picture of Dorian Gray and presenting a possibility of
a different non-normative guidance. The relationship of the boy and the
aristocrat is connected both to the historical and the literary practices of
signifying homosexuality, thus enacting the very ideas Jim learns about and
forming their praxis.

The discovery of gay historyalso subverts the hegemonic understanding
of male homosexuality as a lack of masculinity. The central metaphor of the
novel, relevant in the context of the rising, is the Sacred Band of Thebes, an
army of soldiers who were lovers and who would rather die than see their
loved ones killed. This story is a radical transgression of a regular military
masculinity practice: in this case homosexuality does not disqualify from
engagement with it, but on the contrary, it is beneficial, as same-sex
love is utilized to support a military virtue of loyalty. This transgression
exemplifies the main rhetorical point of the book; it connects to the Irish
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historic setting, in which the Irishman, culturally constructed as un-
masculine, lays an identity claim through a masculine practice of military
struggle with a need to transgress the cultural construct of homosexuality
as un-masculine in order to forge a coherent identity and claim space for
gay people within culture.

MacMurrough’s own way of thinking about his identity as a gay man
and an Irishman is yet another example of this subversive approach to
history. He tries to renegotiate the patriotic notions by toying with the
idea of Irish identity and using provocative statements to infiltrate the
nationalist discourse with the idea of homosexuality. He delights in public
embarrassments occurring in Irish society: “I was thinking: Parnell and
Wilde, the two great scandals of the age: both Irish. It’s good to know
Ireland can lead the world in something” (308). While the statement is
clearly a joke, Oscar Wilde plays a major role in MacMurrough’s mode
of thinking about Ireland. Provocatively, he describes Wilde’s story to
a Catholic curate, presenting him as an Irish martyr, for the thrill of his
listener’s outrage at the unjust treatment of the writer. In another scene,
asked if he is “an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort” in a scene enacting
a tableaux of coming out, MacMurrough responds: “if you mean I’m Irish,
then the answer is yes” (309). In a similar manner to how Joyce uses the
figure of Casement in Ulysses, O’Neill deploys Wilde in Ar Swim, Two
Boys as a historical element destabilizing the meaning of Irishness and
containing the parallel between the Irish position and the gay situation.

This parallel governs O’Neill’s novel as a whole, as it constitutes an
attempt to reclaim Irish history for gay people. Historically, the position
of queerness in the Irish context has been determined through a colonial
lens:

Alan Sinfeld (1994) has argued the late nineteenth century saw the
association of “effeminacy” with homosexuality and the demonization
of both in the course of the Wilde trials. Keeping in mind that the
conflation of heterosexual maleness and “aggressive masculinity” as
ideals were forming in this period, it is important to note that both the
British colonial powers and the Irish nationalists were using the same
language of “masculinity” and that both wrote homosexuality as a kind
of foreign “pollution.” (Conrad 127)

Homosexuality was conceptualized within the colonial framework
as a foreign influence so that it could be distanced from the everyday
experience of the Irish. Having gay protagonists participate in the Easter
Rising, a foundational event for Irish national identity, and stressing Oscar
Wilde’s Irish nationality, allow for a reinterpretation of Irish history that
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is more inclusive of non-normative sexualities, in a similar manner to how
MacMurrough’s education allows the boys to reclaim history in general
as theirs. Both Irish and gay histories of marginalization are on the one
hand connected by emasculation, and on the other by “zelos of liberation”
(Conrad 126), that is an uneven fight against a stronger, oppressive enemy.
Moreover, even the means to an end are similar, as O’Neill focuses on
cultural aspects of nationalist discourse, i.e. the Gaelic Revival, which is
paralleled by the boys” education in gay history.

The goal suggested by the rhetorical dimension of the novel also
parallels the Irish identity claim, as it argues that it is necessary for gay
people to have space—in this case not geographical space, but cultural. The
representation of gay history serves as a foundation for the discussion of
an inherently political argument between essentialist and constructionist
ideas of homosexuality. MacMurrough presents the work of his mentor,
Scrotes, to introduce this argument:

You asked me earlier were there many of us about. The question for my
friend was, were there any of us at all. The world would say that we did
not exist, that only our actions, our habits, were real, which the world
called our crimes or our sins. But Scrotes began to think that we did
indeed exist. That we had a nature our own, which was not another’s
perverted or turned to sin. Our actions could not be crimes, he believed
because they were the expression of a nature, of an existence even. Which
came first, he asked, the deed or the doer? And he began to answer that,
for some, it was the doer. (O’Neill 283-84)

The speech reflects the shift in the understanding of sexuality that
occurred in the 19 century: a move from seeing same-sex desire as
a singular act to the “invention of a homosexual,” i.e. perceiving any
sexual orientation as a stable quality of a person. MacMurrough’s views
here closely follow the identity politics of early gay activism, arguing
that homosexuality is an effect of nature rather than nurture. This idea
supports the claim for a cultural space for gay people and the argument
against the deeply ingrained cultural perceptions of sexualities other than
heterosexual as perverted and unnatural.

The discussion of disciplinary practices in the novel follows the
emancipative logic of subverting and arguing against the juxtaposition of
masculinity performances and homosexuality. One such pattern is Jim’s
self-loathing provoked by his religious upbringing. A similar repressive
mechanism works against Doyler’s early sexual liberty. Once the boy
runs away from Glasthule and joins the army, he becomes constrained by
the cultural expectations of what it means to be a soldier. Much like Jim,
who did not imagine it possible for his performance of a Catholic man
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to allow for their friendship, now Doyler believes it impossible for their
relationship to grow while he performs his duties: “I try not to think of
him, only I can’t get him off my mind. . . . I try to make him go away,
for I’'m a soldier now and I’'m under orders” (498). However, Jim, who
becomes more and more interested in the revolution because of Doyler,
does not see the two as mutually exclusive:

“We’ll be asked to fight for Ireland, sure I know that.”

“But what is Ireland that you should want to fight for it?”

“Sure I know that t00.” ... “It’s Doyler,” he said.

“Doyler is your country?”

“It’s silly, I know. But that’s how I feel. I know Doyler will be out,
and where would I be but out beside him? I don’t hate the English and
I don’t know do I love the Irish. But I love him. I’'m sure of that now.
And he’s my country.” (435)

Jim’s interest in Ireland and his patriotic feelings are provoked by
Doyler and their relationship, not disturbed by them. Assuming the story
of the Sacred Band of Thebes as a metaphor for their position, he sees
no problem in reconciling their burgeoning love with the masculinity
performance of a soldier.

Conversely, Doyler’s lack of education in Catholic teachings allows
him to inspire Jim’s abandonment of his religious self-discipline. After the
boys make love for the first time, they go to the Easter Mass:

We went to Mass on Easter Sunday. We were at the back with the men
and when it came to communion he stood up. He gave such a look at me
and said, Come on. I thought, you know, after the night we’d spent. But
he was so sure of things. We went up together. I snuck me eyes at him
kneeling there. The priest was beside and he had his tongue out waiting.
He was so sure everything was right and square. (598)

In both cases a lack of cultural awareness on part of one of the
boys allows them both to participate in the masculinity performances
in harmony with their stable and coherent identity. This points to the
idea that the link between masculinity practices and the rejection of
homosexuality is culturally constructed, juxtaposing those practices with
the successful masculinity performances of the boys who remain unaware
of their exclusion.

There is a last, bitterly ironic twist relevant to the theme of Jim’s
religiousness. In the final chapters of the novel, the boys take part in the
Rising and Doyler dies. Jim, in mourning, revokes his faith: “His rosary
beads had dropped by his side and MacMurrough crouched to pick them
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up. You can keep them,’ the boy said. ‘I won’t be needing beads no more.””
(640) At first, it was Doyler who prevented Jim from engaging in the
masculinity practice of a Catholic man when the boy was preparing to
become a Brother of Presentation. Later, however, it was Doyler’s example
that allowed Jim to negotiate a space between his belief and his sexuality,
outside of dogmas discriminating against gay people. Finally, the loss
of Doyler is the reason why Jim decides to disengage from the practice
altogether; it is not, however, due to any insecurities about his masculinity
or his inability to fit into the pattern, but because of a universally human
psychological process of questioning one’s beliefs after suffering a loss.
Ironically, the very same relationship that at first discouraged Jim from
joining the clergy was in the end necessary for him to keep believing in
God. Jim’s sexual and religious identities start as mutually exclusive, but
in the course of the novel they become interdependent. This reiterates
the idea that love, including homosexual love, can amplify a masculinity
performance, rather than render one unable to engage with it.

The boys” eponymous swimming exercise is yet another way in which
the novel subverts the juxtaposition of homosexuality and masculinity
practices. The boys undertake a heavy regime of physical exercise, which
makes their bodies more akin to the ideal, muscled masculine body. On the
one hand, this emblem of physical strength and ability is closely linked to
the image of masculinity and rooted in a cultural belief that men are stronger
and more able to perform physical tasks. On the other, it draws upon the
ahistorical position of the author, referring to the post-emancipative gay
gym culture, in which a muscled male body has become heavily eroticized,
which can be seen in MacMurrough’s comment on Doyler: “Swimmer’s
body, tight, lithe, all of a piece. It really is the best exercise and might
be encouraged more among the lower orders as it costs nothing and the
effects are wholly benign” (179). The characters throughout the novel go
from unconscious appreciation to full acknowledgement of their bodies’
aesthetic quality, which for the hegemonic masculinity discourse of
the period is irrelevant. The swimming exercise has thus a twofold and
unstable meaning, constituting both a masculinity performance, and a gay
performance, similar in its rhetorical consequences and possibilities to the
way O’Neill deploys the figure of Oscar Wilde.

This duality is reflected in their approach to the exercise. Doyler,
who convinces Jim to practice swimming, frames their endeavor with
the discourse of nationalism. Their overarching goal becomes reaching
Muglins, an island located at a considerable distance from the coast. Doyler
makes up a story of two patriots who wanted to claim that land for Ireland,
but failed, and now their ghosts haunt the waters. Thus, their regime of
exercise is not only a part of the masculinity performance by itself, but it
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is also justified with a nationalist narrative. On the other hand, the journey
to Muglins that is the goal of their exercise quickly acquires new meanings.
The boys’ physical development parallels their sexual awakening, which
makes them realize their feelings towards each other. However, Jim decides
that only once they achieve their goal can they act upon their desires:

“Come here to me, you gaum.”

“No,” said Jim. “No,” he said again. “I mean it, Doyler, don’t.”

The shape that had crouched above him stiffened. “No?”

“We can’t.” . ..

“Don’t you want me, Jim?”

Jim reached his hands to Doyler’s shoulders. “Don’t you know we have
to wait until the island?” (506)

Much as the exercise itself is driven by nationalist ideas but also
awakens their romantic and sexual feelings, Muglins, the reason behind
these exercises, becomes not only an Irish space they can regain for their
country, but also a gay space where they might act upon their feelings. For
Jim, who vocalizes this idea, the switch is obvious, and metonymic in its
nature; the Irish space is, in his understanding, their space, because in his
mindset fighting for Ireland means being with Doyler. Muglins serves as
a physical representation of the revolutionary idea that Jim has in mind,
one that would create a space for their love.

This metonymic switch is representative of O’Neill’s whole rhetorical
project in the novel, which involves putting homosexuality in proximity to
masculinity performances, presenting the tensions which naturally would
arise in early 20'"-century Irish culture as a result, and slowly diffusing those
tensions by exploring the idea that the two are not mutually exclusive. The
eponymous boys manage to engage in masculinity practices in a meaningful
way, and their same-sex desire does not prevent them from doing so. This
is possible partly because they learn about historic practices in which there
was no tension at all, and partly because they learn this from one another,
as each of them is unaware of an exclusionary practice that blocks the
other. This allows them to both experience and understand homophobia as
a cultural construct. The novel’s historical background makes it an exercise
in the very process of reclaiming the history it describes. Drawing on the
parallels between Irish history and the gay liberation movement, O’Neill
both creates the fictional and reconstructs the historical Irish homosexual
contexts. In doing so, the novel repeatedly subverts and dissolves the idea
that homosexuality represents a lack of masculinity, along with the cultural
meanings and the power relations relying on such an image.
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Michael Longley and Birds

ABSTRACT

The following essay attempts to shed some light on Michael Longley’s
poems about birds, which form a fairly complicated network of mutual
enhancements and cross-references. Some of them are purely descriptive
lyrics. Such poems are likely to have the name of a given species or
a specific individual representative of that species in the title. Others
make references to birds or use them for their own agenda, which often
transcends the parameters of pure description. Sometimes birds perform
an evocative function (“Snow Geese”), prompt the poet to explore the
murky mysteries of iniquity (“The Goose”), judge human affairs from
the avian vantage (“Aftermath”), or raise ecological problems (“Kestrel”).
Most of the time, however, Longley is careful not to intrude upon their
baffling otherness. Many of his bird poems are suffused with an aura of
subtle yet suggestive eroticism, a conflation of the avian and the amorous.

Keywords: Longley, Ireland, poetry, birds.
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Michael Longley once remarked in an interview that he hoped that by the
time he died, his work would “look like four really long poems. A very long
love poem; a very long meditation on war and death; a very long nature
poem and a playful poem on the art of poetry” (Longley, “As English”).
This essay will discuss one subcluster of his nature poems, namely poems
about birds. That the Irish poet entertains a particular fondness for them
is fully borne out by his own words. Once he went so far as to confess
to being “especially obsessed by birds” (Five Points). He even seems
to believe that birds are bearers of a certain variety of transcendence in
a disenchanted world: “And then, when I hear a bird sing, it goes through
me like an electric shock. And these are the things that matter to me. And
I would call that transcendental” (“Vitality”). It is no accident that his
Selected Poems, 1963—1980 feature a bird in flight on the cover.

Generally speaking, all of Longley’s poems on both animals and plants
flow from a philosophy deeply rooted in respect for their irreducible
otherness. According to Donna Potts, “Longley’s poetry consistently
registers an awareness of the nonhuman otherness of nature, as well as
a realistic acceptance of human position in the world” (77). This is also
true of his poems on birds. There is a tough-minded tenderness and an
open-eyed reverence for the natural world in Longley’s work, which
remains alert to the pitfalls of postromantic sensibility. A Longley poem
creates a space where animals need to have no fear of usurpations from the
human world. What I have in mind here is not only the obvious question
of ecological depredations but also the less tangible dangers of intellectual
appropriation, which is but a misguided attempt to drag the otherness of
animals down into the bathos of human affairs.

On the other hand, the poet knows very well that the symbolic value
of birds has historically carried great weight, and he occasionally has birds
appear on battlefields, where they seem to sit in a horrified judgment over
the baffling follies of humanity. “Aftermath,” a remarkably concise one-
sentence poem from Longley’s first collection No Continuing City (1969),
1s a case in point:

Imagine among these meadows

Where the soldiers sink to dust

An aftermath with swallows

Lifting blood on their breasts

Up to the homely gables, and like

A dark cross overhead the hawk. (Collected Poems 31)

The imperative which opens the poem is also the crucial word here
since it implies that the hard work of forgiving must have its wellspring in
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imagination. At the same time, it may also suggest that it will never leave the
realm of imagination as this touching vision can only be lyrically expressed
but never enacted in reality. To further complicate matters, one should not
be too easily swayed by the deceptively lucid symbolism of the swallows
“Lifting blood on their breasts / Up to the homely gables” as suggesting
nature’s compassion or possibility of restoration. It is not at all clear whether
the swallows should be construed as symbolic of forgiveness. Longley is no
self-deluding romantic and the picture of nature in his work is fraught with
manifold ambiguities which must not be ignored.! In this brief elegy, the
swallows’ blood-stained plumage and skyward soaring may evoke a desire
for reconciliation and ultimate restitution on a higher plane. They could
even be read as salvific, almost Christ-like, emblems of vicarious suffering,
but the sinister presence of the hawk circling above undercuts any tempting
affinities between the operations of nature and the process of human healing.?

The poet’s own commentary on this early poem is rather mystifying.
In his introduction to Secret Marriages, a collection of just nine poems
published in 1968, Longley says the following: “I imagine the possibility
of swallows breeding near a battlefield and using blood as well as mud to
build their nests. On second thought this doesn’t seem quite so likely”
(3). The first sentence comes across as grimly realistic, while the second
seems strangely diffident and somehow subversive of the poem’s message.
This comment may also soberly suggest that for the swallows the soldiers’
blood is little more than building material lying ready to hand (wing?).
What is remarkable about this brief poem is that it activates a variety of
interpretations without committing itself to any one in particular. What it
clearly does do, however, is outline a space of loss with swallows acting as
insignia of lost innocence.’?

' This is the main thrust of Robert Welch’s essay “Michael Longley and the
West.” According to Welch, Longley is often tempted by “the free-fall exhilaration
of romantic vertigo” (57) but he never lets go of sober Protestant reasonableness.

2 According to Tom Adair, the hawk ushers in “the sudden sense of skewed
reality” (18), while Medbh McGuckian sees the predator “as reminiscent of the
Angel of Death marking the Israelite doors” (216).

> Needless to say, Longley has also come to be recognized as one the most
important chroniclers of the political unrest which ravaged Ireland for so many
years, as well as a compassionate advocate for reconciliation. About the former
he writes most movingly in “The Ice-Cream Man,” where the onomastic gesture
of naming flowers is meant to counterbalance the tragic death of the eponymous
victim, while the latter theme gave us the exquisite subtlety of his famous poem
“Ceasefire.” The bird poems discussed in this essay, however, have little relevance
to these issues. Some of them address the problem of man-perpetrated violence
but not in the context of the Troubles.
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“Afttermath” reverberates against “The Choughs,” a poem from the
2000 collection The Weather in Japan:

As they ride the air currents at Six Noggins,
Rolling and soaring above the cliff face

And spreading their wing tips out like fingers,
The choughs’ red claws recall my father

Telling me how the raw recruits would clutch
Their “courting tackle” under heavy fire:
Choughs at play are the souls of young soldiers
Lifting their testicles into the sky. (CP 258)

With its daring admixture of the horrific, the aerial, and the erotic, this
is a more complicated text. It is trying to address several issues at once, one
of them being tacit commemoration of the poet’s father, who was wounded
in the Great War. The startling association which gives the poem its strength
stems from the visual resemblance of the birds in flight to the recruits
clutching their “courting tackle” for fear of emasculation. Despite the horror
of its historical occasion, the conceit is lighthearted enough; consequently,
the airily incorporeal is provocatively matched with the crudely physical—
it is not often that one sees “souls” and “testicles” occupying the space of
a single sentence. While less sanguinary than in the previous poem, the final
image is even more shocking. One hermeneutic possibility is to read these
lines as registering a tragically belated apotheosis, whereby the soldiers are
posthumously wafted up into the empyrean regions in all of their individual
integrity, which comprises both the spiritual and the physical. Despite
the self-confident aura of the assertion in the final lines (self-consciously
flirting with the declarative banality of the alleged synonymy between the
humans and birds), the choughs “are” the souls of young recruits only in
the poet’s desire to see them as such; once again the healing is effected
primarily in the realm of the imagination. The eye of the poet may discern
certain similitude in the carefree pirouetting of the choughs in the sky and
the tragic fate of the soldiers, but—on the strictly literal plane—the process
of restoration ends there. It occurs only poetically, which somehow both
negates and enhances the poignancy of loss. At the same time, the poem’s
playful eroticism and associative audacity almost succeed in redeeming the
manifold horrors of the trenches.*

In spite of Longley’s confession that he generally prefers to write about
ordinary birds, “the blackbird, the meadow pipit, the skylark . . .” (Five

* Barry Sloan remarks that “This elegy is not for his father but for the many

young men who died in World War I” (105).
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Points), there is no shortage of poems about imposing predators in his
work. “The Osprey” is a perfect example of his (occasionally unsettling)
fascination with unmitigated savagery:

To whom certain water talents—
Webbed feet, oils—do not occur,
Regulates his liquid acre

From the sky, his proper element.

There, already, his eye removes
The trout each fathom magnifies.
He lives, without compromise,
His unamphibious two lives—

An inextinguishable bird whom

No lake’s waters waterlog.

He shakes his feathers like a dog.

It’s all of air that ferries him. (CP 13)

It begins with a tongue-in-cheek formality, also mischievously
wrongfooting the reader, as “certain water talents” mentioned in the
opening line are precisely what the bird lacks. Moreover, to describe talents
as “occurring” to an individual is to flout standard usage in the hope of
raising poetic utterance to a higher degree of intensity. “The Osprey” is
not a philosophically challenging or theologically charged poem. Nor does
the poet yield to the temptation of turning the bird into symbol. Quite the
contrary, he is careful to keep the mystifying otherness of the bird intact,
unencumbered by questionable allegories.

As in many other avian lyrics, Longley is out to capture the unique
inscape of the bird. The poem depicts the osprey (identified only in the
title of the poem) as an inhabitant of two distinct dominions, feeling at
home in both, even though it is the sky that is “his proper element.” At
the same time, the amused bafflement signaled in the opening stanza does
not blind the poet to the fact that the osprey is a bird of prey, and it is
rather good at being murderously efficient. The truth is that the osprey is
a perfect killing machine; its wings are adapted for maximum lift off the
water so it can easily get airborne, clutching its prey. Bearing in mind the
numinous majesty of the predator, it is hardly surprising to detect a hint of
quasi-religious awe in the polysyllabic adjective “inextinguishable,” which
is normally accorded to creatures of myth, such as the phoenix.

This being an early text, it flaunts its poetic credentials in a more
emphatic manner than Longley’s later work, where his artistry tends to be
less self-conscious. Here, the parachesis of the final lines works through
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a meticulously woven web of consonants chiming off each other, while the
verb “ferries” in the last line is enriched by the ghost of “carries” which
would be normally used in the context (in the same way as “talents” in
the first quatrain echoes off the ghost of “talons,” its curved claws being
the sea eagle’s most dangerous weapon). Longley’s word pacts a more
powerful punch as it suggests the lethal single-mindedness of the predator
swooping down on its prey (the ocularly “removed” trout, the hapless
victim wriggling for freedom, writhing in agony). It also heightens the
musicality of the text, carried along by suggestive consonances and
assonances, with the surprising “f” of the verb “ferries” ringing off the “f”
of feathers in the previous line.

Perhaps this early text, which exhibits Longley’s preoccupation with

avian cruelty, points forward to “Kestrel,” a puzzling one-sentence poem
from The Ghost Orchid (1995):

Because an electric pylon was the kestrel’s perching

I wanted her to scan the motorway’s long acre

And the tarmac and grassy patches at the airport

And undress her prey in the sky and beat the air

Above grasshopper and skylark as the wind-fucker. (CP 210)

The poem is set in an environment in which man has left his ugly
imprints all over the place. Most probably Longley is looking over his
intertextual shoulder at the famous “Windhover” of Hopkins with a view to
bringing out in sharper relief the difference between the Jesuit’s world and
ours. Where for the Victorian poet the soaring kestrel becomes symbolic
of mystical rapture leading up to God, Longley’s predator is a deracinated
creature, whose native territory has been usurped by man. This is indeed
a world where everything “wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell”
as Hopkins memorably writes in “God’s Grandeur” (Hopkins 66); it is
a world where kestrels are forced to perch on pylons.> A note of strangely
menacing eroticism which enters the poem with the speaker’s desire that
the kestrel “undress her prey” (the poet’s choice of the bird as female is
already telling) later broadens out into the crudity of the kenning-like
“wind-fucker.” This violent term is likely to give offence, but its use is
totally legitimate, as it preserves the old meaning of the verb: “to beat,
strike.”®

5 Stephen Spender’s famous poem about pylons is probably another

intertextual echo.
¢ On-line research reveals that “Windfucker is synonym for a kestrel, which

was used as early as 1599, and giving rise to a variation, windhover, in the late 1600’s
(“Windfucker”). It should be noted, however, that Longley has separated the two
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Normally, Longley is careful to write a poetry which is happy to
accommodate all forms of alterity, but here the poet’s munificence is sullied
by a desire for some sort of commination. The fairly unpoetic initial word
“Because” already indicates that this one-sentence poem will follow a logic
of cause and effect, but its movement appears tortuous and baffling. It seems
that the poet postulates that the falcon become a vengeful deity as if a measure
of salvific brutality could somehow cleanse the man-wrecked world, the only
“solution” being recourse to symbolic violence. What is significant is that its
victim is not the actual human trespasser, but other non-human creatures,
which are made to suffer vicariously instead of the real culprit. On the other
hand, for all its murderous glory, the kestrel remains every bit as vulnerable as
she is threatening. This is pointed up by the prevalence of industrial lexicon
(electric pylon, scan, motorway, tarmac, airport), which is only tenuously
counterbalanced by the natural imagery of the final lines.

Even when Longley writes about less glamorous fowl, as in the
poem “The Goose,” from his 1986 collection Man Lying on a Wall, he
continues to be perturbed by the mystery of violence. In fact, as many
commentators have noted, his entire work wrestles with the question of
the ubiquity of violence in the universe. Where “Aftermath” shows what
man can do (and has frequently done) to man, “The Osprey” confronts
the problem of natural violence, “The Goose” shocks with a painfully
exhaustive account of the suffering which man inflicts on lesser creatures.
This disturbing poem describes in uncomfortably close detail the process
of slow dismemberment of the bird.

In the poem, the male speaker is accompanied by a silent female
who seems more squeamish than himself, but remains involved in the act
of cruelty, furtively enjoying its fruits. The poem has an air of studied
callousness to it; the consecutive stages of mutilation are performed in
a deliberately protracted and chillingly detached fashion:

Remember the white goose in my arms,

A present still. T plucked the long
Flight-feathers, down from the breast,

Finest fuzz from underneath the wings. (CP 86)

The goose may be the “proverbial creature of dumb innocence”
(Kennedy-Andrews 77) but the dumbness (both meanings of the word are
relevant here) could not save it from pain, which the poem euphemistically

nouns with a hyphen, perhaps implying in this way that the natural communion
between the bird and the wind is no longer possible. See also: https://www.
spectator.co.uk/2015/09/the-remarkable-discovery-of-roger-fuckebythenavele/.
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describes as a lingering “expression of disappointment” in the goose’s eye.
On the other hand, the speaker appears less of a monolith than initially
suggested as his hands freeze in a moment of guilty hesitation, his fingers
reluctant to proceed:

It was right to hesitate before

I punctured the skin, made incisions
And broached with my reluctant fingers
The chill of its intestines . . .

Is this a sudden pang of conscience, a startled realization of the
enormity of violence inherent in this otherwise “socially acceptable
desecration” (Kennedy-Andrews 77) or is it more of a self-delighted
deferment? Whichever it is, the grim session continues until the total
destruction of the goose. At some level, the disembowelment is a ghastly
mockery of birth-giving, especially when the speaker finds an egg hidden
in the goose’s entrails: “Surviving there, lodged in the tract, / Nudging the
bruise of the orifice / Was the last egg.” He goes on to “deliver it”—a word
rich in suggestive semantic echoes, thus actuating various hermeneutic
possibilities. But the male speaker is not going to shoulder the feeling
of guilt alone, and the final line accentuates the complicity of his female
partner: “We dismantled it, limb by limb.”

It might of course be argued that this variety of violence hardly qualifies
as the disinterested malice of pure evil. After all, killing domestic fowl is
a utilitarian action, resulting from our deplorable yet inescapable reliance on
other creatures which must be slaughtered for food. At the same time, Elmer
Kennedy-Andrews is certainly right to point up “an almost erotic thrill” (77)
the male speaker derives from the power he wields; there is something deeply
disturbing in the tone of self-conscious jouissance which pervades the text.”

The goose returns in a far more glorious context in “Snow Geese,”
a poem from Snow Water (2004). Longley has often been praised for the
careful arrangement of texts in his collections. The poem in question is
paired on the same page with “The Pattern,” which precedes it. It is spurred
into life by a chance finding; the poet is greatly moved on discovering
a thirty-six-year-old “six-shilling Vogue pattern” (CP 294) of his wife’s
wedding dress. It all happens on a day when snow has fallen, and the speaker
is holding up the pattern against the opalescent “snow light.” In this way the
poem is subtly gesturing towards its companion on the facing page. They
share many similarities: both move between the past and the present, both

7 Inan article reflecting on the influence of Ted Hughes on Michael Longley,

John Redmond compares this poem to “View of a Pig” by Hughes.
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contrast individuality against multiplicity, both are achingly nostalgic, both
are intimately addressed, and both flirt with sentimentality without sinking
into mawkishness. The second poem begins with a perception of distant
snow geese, which are “So far away as to be almost absent / And yet so
many of them we can hear / The line of snow geese along the horizon” (CP
294). This is followed by a surprising imperative addressed to an otherwise
unidentified companion: “Tell me about cranberry fields, the harvest /
Floating on flood water, acres of crimson.” Somehow the sight of snow geese
conjures up a vision of floating cranberries. It would be tempting to go into
learned disquisitions about one being the tenet and the other the vehicle of
the metaphor, but they are never forced to merge: the whiteness of the snow
geese and the redness of the cranberries remain distinct entities.® Both are
beautiful and haunting, but no elements are forcibly yoked together. One
may surmise that the sight of the distant flock acts as a sort of Proustian
alembic for the speaker, but the poem leaves us in the dark as to the details
of the evocative alchemy that occurred in the poet’s mind.’

Where “The Goose” is likely to linger long in memory on account
of the horrors it portrays, “Swans Mating” from An Exploded View
(1973) shows Longley at his most lyrical. The best preface to the poem is
Longley’s own commentary: ““Swans Mating’ goes back to being a student
at Trinity and walking along the canal at Dublin and sitting down and much
to my amazement and delight, two swans came and did this amazing ballet
which led to copulation. Now, the male swan, who’s the cob, he mounts
the female who’s the pen so that she’s submerged. The moment of ignition
takes place under water” (Longley, “Creative Minds”):

Even now I wish that you had been there
Sitting beside me on the riverbank:

The cob and his pen sailing in rthythm
Until their small heads met and the final
Heraldic moment dissolved in ripples.

This was a marriage and a baptism,

A holding of breath, nearly a drowning,
Wings spread wide for balance where he trod,
Her feathers full of water and her neck
Under the water like a bar of light. (CP 47)

$ Inhis perceptive analysis of “In Mayo,” Robert Welch has pointed out that

“[t]here is no blurring of clear distinctions to evoke a rhapsodic blur” (62).

° Perhaps another interpretative possibility would be to see this poem
as tacitly addressing the problem of migration, especially painful for Ireland’s
historical consciousness.
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Simone Weil famously remarked that “[d]istance is the soul of the
beautiful” (Weil 148), and this profound observation sets the philosophical
context for the poem. The speaker is, at least in purely chronometric terms,
removed from the scene of passionate love-making he is describing. The
wistful invocation of another (probably female) person, who is otherwise
only a vaguely intimated presence, serves to underline the passage of time
separating the poet from the experience. It also shows that the sight of the
rapturous congress continues to linger in his mind. Apart from that, the
poem is graciously free from the weight of human affairs. This absence of
human vantage allows for a language of delightfully lucent eroticism, as the
intense moment of avian passion is recreated before our very eyes. It is most
fortunate that Longley manages to keep in check any potentially intrusive
commentary about the kind of effect that instance of evanescent eroticism
had on himself. The description of the sexual act itself is accomplished
with a compelling lyricism as language is moving towards a moment of
near absolute unity with the thing described, and the poem is effortlessly
carried along by its own lyrical momentum. Although religious idiom briefly
intrudes at the beginning of stanza two, the poem remains a semi-pagan
celebration of avian sexuality. The reference to sacraments may even suggest
that the spontaneous love-making is a ritual which is its own justification. As
Medbh McGuckian has pointed out: “The sacramental often intersects for
[Michael Longley] with the natural world of begetting” (217).1°

There are also poems where hazy eroticism and elusive predatoriness
interanimate each other. “Peregrine” from Gorse Fires (1991) is a case in
point:

I had been waiting for the peregrine falcon

As a way of coming to terms with the silence,
As a way of getting closer to you —an idea
Above the duach, downy whirlwinds, the wind’s
Mother-of-pearl for instance, an eddy of bones.

Did the peregrine falcon when I was cycling
To meet you, swoop from the corner of my eye
And in and out of the culvert and out of sight

As though to avoid colliding with me-wings
Under the road, a blur of spokes and feathers? (CP 169)

The opening lines of the poem are reminiscent of Ronald Stuart
Thomas’s religious verse; the Welsh priest-poet often describes waiting

19 Interestingly, in the poem “In Mayo,” written just three year later, swans

are described as “married for life” (CP 89).
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for the sighting of a rare bird as figuratively representing waiting for
an inscrutable deity to reveal itself.!" But Longley’s poem strikes off in
a different direction. Admittedly, at first the “you” of the first stanza could
easily lend itself to a theological reading, and supporting evidence this
could be marshalled with ease: the waiting itself, the peregrine falcon as
suggestive of spiritual wanderings, the bird flashing into presence only for
a second, glimpsed out of the corner of the eye, etc. They might all steer
the interpretation towards the familiar paradigms of religious verse, but
the disarmingly unpretentious action of “cycling / To meet you” clearly
shows that the “you” of the poem is no deity. One may wait for God (or
a god) to appear, but (most likely) one can never cycle to meet Him. For
all its intangibility and symbolism, the peregrine falcon the speaker has
been waiting for is a real creature of bones and feathers. Moreover, one
should allow the reading to be vectored by the poem’s barely tangible yet
strangely suggestive eroticism. As Seamus Heaney once noted, Longley’s
is a poetry “of direct amorous address, its dramatic voice the voice of
indolent and occasionally deliquescent reverie, its subject the whole matter
of sexual daydream” (140). Rather than evoking the awesome divinity of
R. S. Thomas’s verse, the “you” refers to the speaker’s (probably female)
companion, while the peregrine falcon might act as an airborne envoi
between the two. The possible role of the bird as a go-between begins as
pure potentiality, “an idea / Above the duach,” but assumes more specificity
when the speaker thinks he might have seen the falcon swooping down and
flying out of sight. Its momentary emergence fails to bring the speaker
closer to this lover, as he cannot be sure whether he really saw the bird at

" “Sea-watching” is probably the most sublime example of this mini-genre

of religious verse (Thomas 306). Both poets share a fascination with the avian,
but there is an important difference. For the Welsh priest-poet, birds are often
seen as the least imperfect symbol of the operations of the divine in the world,
and numerous poems approach the mystery of divinity by dint of the ornithic.
The religious vantage of this kind is almost completely absent from Longley’s
poems on birds. It is true that in her theologically-oriented reading of “Owl
Cases,” Gail McConnell argues that in the poem, “Longley makes more explicit
his birds’ divine symbolism and the Christological context for this iconoclastic
sensibility” (160), only to conclude that “[a]s a symbol of the divine, Bubo bubo
remains as distant and silent as Luther’s God.” I must confess that I find this
interpretation less than compelling. “Owl Cases” is not really a poem about the
divine. The difference between R. S. Thomas and Michael Longley lies in the fact
that the Welshman’s poetry often offers theological ponderings under the form of
ornithological metaphors, while Longley’s poem reverses such dynamics, striving
to capture the unique inscape of the bird through various metaphors, one of which
happens to draw on a theological trope.
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all; in fact the whole of the second stanza is couched in interrogative terms.
The sighting remains uncertain and fleeting—a mere blur of spokes and
feathers.

“Goldcrest” from Gorse Fires (1991) once again rings a note of tender
eroticism combined with discreet mourning for the minute creature
(goldcrest being the smallest of European birds):

When you weighed against

A dried-out cork

The goldcrest, then buried

The twelfth of an ounce

Which was its eye, feathers

And inner workings,

Did you release, love,

Among the tree tops

The ghost of a bouquet? (CP 172)

Longley is careful to get the ornithological details right: the goldcrest
is an astonishingly colourful creature of very small size. That he bids
it farewell with the lightest of threnodies is only too appropriate given
the diminutive dimensions of the dead bird. When alive, the goldcrest
may indeed be mistaken for a highly motile bouquet, since its colorful
plumage looks like a miniature armful of flowers leaping gaily about in
the treetops. The rhetorical question which ends the little elegy offers
a suitably restrained mini-coda. In Kennedy-Andrews’s words, “The
rhetorical questions suggest the speaker’s appreciation of the delicacy and
wonder of the natural world, and the tentativeness and incompleteness of
his efforts to find a form to express theses intuitions” (95). This produces
a poem full of lyrical grace, while resolutely staving off the dangers of
misguided lachrymosity. Finally, one should not overlook the subtly erotic
subcontext conjured up by the simple appellation “love,” addressed to the
speaker’s beloved, who is also the careful performer of the funeral rite."

Longley is well aware that the blackbird is highly significant in Irish
writing (particularly associated with a famous medieval lyric about Belfast
Lough). It comes as no surprise then that the blackbird is a recurrent
presence in Longley’s verse. To wit, the seventh section of the terrifying
poem “Ghetto” (CP 188) consists of just one distich: “Fingers leave
shadows on a violin, harmonics / A blackbird fluttering between electrified
fences.” At first this reads like a koanesque stanza lifted out of Wallace

2 Tt is perhaps of relevance that death is in many religious traditions

described as release from the pain of living, but it would be far-fetched to pursue
this line of eschatological speculation in the context of the poem.
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Stevens’s famously cryptic poem about thirteen ways of looking at the
blackbird, but here the bird’s aliveness is made to contrast sharply with the
deadly machinery of concentration camps. Another example of a highly
contracted, haiku-like poem, which features the blackbird, is “Thaw”
from The Echo Gate (1979), where the thaw is metaphorically likened to
“a bird with one white feather” (CP 126), perhaps alluding back to Edward
Thomas’s poem on the same theme.

Yet another example is a poem entitled simply “Blackbird” from The
Ghost Orchid (1995):

On our side of the glass
you laid out the Blackbird’s

sleepy eyes, its twiggy

toes, crisp tail-feathers

and its wings wider than

the light from two windows. (CP 218)

This tender lyric invites a more symbolist reading (one ought to
remain wary though, for symbolist readings are always fraught with
the dangers of eisegesis). Once again, Longley’s affectionate attention
to detail, which shows his kindness to other life forms, is very much in
evidence. The opening line is suggestive of some sort of limbus between
two very different kinds of reality, even though its exact nature is difficult
to determine. That the span of the blackbird’s wings blocks out the light
from two windows comes across as vaguely minatory, once more, however,
its exact import can hardly be established. Perhaps the real afflatus behind
the poem was a simple desire to record what happened, and one is doing the
poem a disservice by suggesting a symbolist potential lurking somewhere
in those relatively straightforward lines.

One of Longley’s latest poems with an ornithic component is “Heron”
from the 2004 volume Snow Water. The title is slightly misleading, as the
lyric offers little in the way of ornithological exploration. The eponymous
heron is not really a bird, but the figure of Longley’s late friend, Kenneth
Koch. Longley himself has thus explained the inspiration behind the poem:

My daughter, Sarah, has done a drawing of a heron for the new book, and
I have a poem in it which is dedicated to the memory of Kenneth Koch,
the New York poet. There’s such a timing, I realized he died late last year,
on the afternoon we were driving down to Carrigskeewaun, and because
he was very tall and thin like a heron, I think of him as a guardian spirit.
“The Heron” brings together Carrigskeewaun and Central Park, and
that was all I could offer him, really. (Five Points)
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This semi-elegy is addressed directly to the American poet. Longley
invokes numerous birds (curlews, lapwings, sparrows, starlings) but it is
the heron that he singles out as a kind of avian guardian to watch over
the spirit of his dead friend: “You are so tall and skinny I shall conscript
a heron / to watch over you on hang-glider wings, old soldier, / An ashy
heron, ardea cinerea . ..” (CP 323). In the closing lines the Irish poet
urges his deceased companion in a voice of movingly restrained pathos:
“Tuck your head in like a heron and trail behind you / Your long legs,
take to the air above a townland / That encloses Carrigskeewaun and
Central Park.”

This essay has only scratched the surface of Longleyan ornithology,
and it would be unwise of it to make any claims to conclusiveness. Birds
appear in Longley’s work so often that only a full-length book study could
hope to do justice to their significance.”® One of the most conspicuous
features of Longley’s avian poems is their diversity, with birds appearing
in a variety of different contexts. The poems which limit themselves to
verbal portrayal of their object often embark on a quest for the Holy
Grail of all descriptive poetry—finding the word(s) to evoke the thing
itself in a language of such semantic transparency that it would positively
efface itself in the process. On the other hand, even in purely descriptive
poems, birds can easily be (and Longley is on occasion “guilty” of this)
forcibly recruited into the ranks of handy symbols, which the poet may
then use to ponder the manifold pathologies of humanity. But Longley’s
poems are always salvaged by a sense of tentative unease, of deferential
wonder, as if the poet knew that by discussing the human by dint of the

3 Here is a fairly comprehensive list of Longley’s bird poems (the page

numbers refer to his Collected Poems): “The Ornithological Section” (8; for
an insightful, though slightly theologically biased, reading of this poem, see
McConnell 158-59), the mini-cycle “The Corner of the Eye” (49) consists of
four short poems on birds (49), “Whistle” (97), “True Stories” (99), “Home
Ground” (121), “Architecture” (122), “Spring Tide” (124), “Among Waterbirds”
(155), “Humming Bird” (174), “Quails” Eggs” (175), “Swallow” (176), “Aubade”
(178), “Autumn Lady’s Tresses” (197), “Perdix” (201), “According to Pythagoras”
(202), “Oasis” (210), “Phoenix” (220), “Behind a Cloud” (223), “Birdsong”
(233), “Chinese Occasions” (235), “Sandpiper” (239), “The Lapwing” (243),
“Pale Butterwort” (244), “Scrap Metal” (274), “Leopardi’s Song Thrush” (277),
“The Musical Box” (277), “Pascoli’s Portrait” (279), “Birds and Flowers” (282),
“Flight Feathers” (288), “Marsh Marigolds” (289), “An October Sun” (292),
“Stonechat” (296), “Dipper” (296), “Robin” (297), “Snipe” (297), “Wheatear”
(298), “Two Pheasants” (298), “House Sparrows” (298), “Owl Cases” (303),
“Edward Thomas’s Poem” (307), “Montale’s Dove” (313), “Up There” (314),
“Woodsmoke” (317), “The Wren” (328).
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avian, he is in danger of degrading the delightfully irreducible otherness
of birds to something drab and familiar. His lyrics on birds’ courting and
mating rituals form another cluster of poems; they are usually energized
by a sense of baffled joy at the innocence of avian erotics. Being the
exquisite lyrical poet that he is, Longley is always at pains to recreate the
dazzling choreographics of birds’ lovemaking. Another distinct group are
poems which address themselves to the mystery of violence. These are
invariably accusatory towards humans and forgiving towards animals, even
when the text darkens with the presence of birds of prey. While Longley
always abhors human brutality, he may write about avian predatoriness
with untroubled delight.

At the end of the day, for all their kinetic eloquence and chromatic
charm, birds remain largely elusive of definition or description, even
given the generous pliancy of poetic language. Longley is well aware of
this; rather than insist on unlikely affinities between the two realms, he
cherishes the distance by not striving for a sense of familiarity between
birds and bipeds. If some poems recount an anecdote of a chance meeting,
the encounter rarely leads to engagement or intimacy. If one side happens
to be enriched by the experience, it is most certainly not the human. But
their robust alterity is exactly what the poet finds so alluring about birds.
If they were more like us, the poet would not find them so fascinating.
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“Soldier Dolls, Little Adulteresses,

Poor Scapegoats, Betraying Sisters
and Perfect Meat”: The Gender of the
Early Phase of the Troubles and the
Politics of Punishments against Women
in Contemporary lrish Poetry

ABSTRACT

This paper examines the literary representation of the beginnings of
the Northern Irish Troubles with regard to a gender variable (women’s
roles and functions ascribed to them, mostly punitively, by men ), in the
selected poems by Heaney, Durcan, Boland, Meehan and Morrissey. The
reading of Heaney’s “Punishment” will attempt to focus not solely on the
poem’s repeatedly criticized misogyny but on analyzing it in a broader,
historical context of the North’s conflict. In Durcan’s case, his prominent
nationalist descent or his declared contempt for any form of paramilitary
terrorism (including the IRA) do not seem to prevent him entirely from
immortalizing female victims of the Troubles. Boland’s attitude seems the
most unequivocal: the clear aversion to the language of death and rendering
Irish women’s experiences (and children’s) in this discourse. The article
concludes with analysis of Meehan’s “Southern” guilt for the situation
of Catholics in the North with the simultaneous critique of perpetrated
violence and Morrissey’s complicated standpoint: atheist/neutral/Protestant/
communist and her striving for the impossible impartiality in a war-ridden
and politically divided country. Trying to avoid systemic victimization
of Irish women, the paper intends to analyze the historical and political
circumstances which made them more susceptible to various forms of
attacks at the beginnings of the Troubles, as reflected in the titular labels.

Keywords: contemporary Irish poetry, gender discourse, the Troubles,
Northern Ireland.
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In her book Shattering Silence: Women, Nationalism, and The Political
Subjectivity in Northern Ireland (1997), referred to by Princeton University
Press as “the first feminist ethnography of the violence in Northern
Ireland,” Begona Aretxaga, a Professor of Anthropology at Harvard
University, stresses that “[w]omen’s experiences of the war have been
a widely ignored dimension of the “Troubles’ (“Ruffling a Few Patriarchal
Hairs”). Consequently, the Northern Irish conflict tends to be portrayed
in literature and culture as a predominantly male cause, and violent
paramilitary attacks related to it are mostly rendered in the masculine
war discourse. In the public eye, Irish women during the Troubles were
perceived either as mothers mourning their beloved dead or as accidental
female casualties of the male-centred struggle. Referring to the Troubles,
Aretxaga clarifies that despite the cliché that all “women were united by
a shared mothering nature that was contrary to violence. The reality of
women’s experiences of political violence is, however, more complex and
disturbing than these commonly held stereotypes.” Therefore, one can
see a need to examine in depth the literary representations of women’s
experiences during the Troubles, rendered by both male poets and Irish
women authors. In doing so, one can probe the intersections of the war
discourse, sexualized female images and nationalist, symbol-ridden imagery
concerning the North. What is more, as emphasized by Lloyd,

feminist critique . . . has to be located not in a generalized criticism
of “men of violence,” but in the analysis of the totalizing effect of an
identity thinking that discretely links terrorism to the state in whose
name it is condemned. For what is at stake is not so much the practice of
violence—which has long been institutionalized in the bourgeois state—
as its anesthetization in the name of a freedom expressed in terms of
national or racial integration. (30-31)

Bearing this in mind, the following article commences with Heaney’s
fourth collection North (1975), published during the most intense phase
of the Troubles. As most critics cited here agree, the volume derived
from the poet’s sense of responsibility and from the tribal need for the
collective identity of the Catholic minority. In his lecture titled “Feeling
into Words” Heaney himself explains that “to forge a poem is one thing,
to forge the uncreated conscience of the race, as Stephen Dedalus put is, is
quite another and places daunting pressures and responsibilities on anyone
who would risk the name of poet” (282). Historically, Heaney’s own
political conscience seems to have been forged during the Belfast Riots of
August 1969. During the protests, as the historian John Dorney states, the
RUC used “armoured cars equipped with machine guns” against Catholic
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civilians and did nothing to prevent Loyalists from burning down the
two streets inhabited by Catholic families. According to the same source,
during the RUC attack on Catholic Divis Flats, a six-year old boy was
shot. In total, the 1969 Belfast Riots’ death toll amounts to eight people,
while 750 sustained serious injuries (Dorney). As such, one can understand
the reason why Heaney acknowledges how formative the August 1969
Belfast events were for him: “From that moment the problems of poetry
moved from being simply a matter of achieving the satisfactory verbal icon
to being a search for images and symbols adequate for our predicament”
(279). The possessive pronoun “our” appropriately emphasizes Heaney’s
identification and his own emotional involvement in the process of forging
the “racial” consciousness of his community. Much in line with the above,
Brown argues that

[a]ny poet concerned to accept with full responsibility the weight of
the actual in the last two decades in the North of Ireland has perforce
had to reckon with the challenge of the monstrous events there which
have shaken the province like repeated earthquakes. Many Northern
poems written since 1968 . . . have been weighed too by earnest,
imaginatively serious attempts to comprehend the crisis there in the
light of larger experience, deeper truths, more universal realities than
the merely local. (65)

Therefore, in his 1975 volume, Heaney strives to look at the Troubles
“in the light of larger experience,” in order give the North a sense of
communal identification. As Goodby highlights: “The outbreak of the
“Troubles’ pushed Heaney to reveal in a less crudely sublimated way the
sources of his own nationalist and Catholic inheritance of rupture, loss
and violence” (“New Wave” 127). Following this line of thinking, Brown
explicates the poet’s need for seeking the “tribal,” community-binding
narratives in the past, claiming that “[i]nterpretative myths were accordingly
required, explanatory context urgently needed” (65).! Taking into account
the time in which it was composed and its politically relevant subject
matter, Heaney’s collection North constitutes a meaningful “attempt to
define and interpret the present by bringing it into significant relation with
the past” (Heaney 282).> Indeed, it is as if Heaney had, as Goodby called it,

' On the other hand, as Johnston points out in “Violence in Seamus Heaney’s

Poetry,” “[o]ne may derive a mythic notion from North, but the poems are too
explanatory, tentative, and dialectical to compose a coherent myth” (118).

2 In the frequently cited, self-explanatory passage, Heaney admits having
come across P V. Glob’s study The Bog People “the year the killing started, in
1969”; further, the poet acknowledges that “the unforgettable photographs of
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“exhumed” (“New Wave” 127) the needed Northern Irish “tribal” context
from the pre-historic bogland in the North of Europe, seeking “analogues
with Viking Ireland and with the cults of death and fertility in iron age
Denmark” (Brown 65).> In The Bog People, Heaney located “an archetypal
pattern” “more than an archaic barbarous rite,” as he put it (Heaney 280).
In the ancient Mother Goddess Nerthus who, it was claimed, demanded
annual human sacrifices to ensure the land’s prosperity, Heaney recognized
her modern re-embodiment, Kathleen Ni Houlihan, who sanctified “the
tradition of Irish political martyrdom” (280). In doing so, as Johnston
argues, “a bardic persona enlarges the Ulster violence to include the state
of mind called north, the sinister side of man . . . Current inhumanity
is displaced by ancient inhumations” (Irish Poetry after Joyce 145-46).
Following this vein, one could argue that it is north rather than the North
that constitutes Heaney’s main preoccupation in his 1975 collection.
Similarly to Salman Rushdie’s “Imaginary Homelands,” Heaney creates his
Northern Ireland from the resources available to him: myths, old and new
narratives, ancient rituals, his hopes, dreams, fears and obsessions.*

After all, North operates around “an exhumation of that which has been
buried; psychic, linguistic and the actual disinterment” (Goodby, “New
Wave” 127). In his full-length study Irish Poetry Since 1950: From Stillness
into History, Goodby clarifies that the need for a myth “provided, it was
felt, access to the atavism fuelling the Troubles, at a level below which mere
‘rationalism’ could not reach” (216). Similarly, Cairns and Richards 1nd1cate
“Heaney’s excavations into the psychic darkness of self and community . .
which the modern desire to engage actively in the historical process is
rendered impotent by the very completeness of intellectual understanding”
(144). If the path to understanding lies beneath the coherent and structured,
then, one faces a clear “calculated schizophrenia” (Johnston, Irish Poetry
after Joyce 145).> Accordingly, critics stress that this split manifests itself

these victims blended in my mind with photographs of atrocities, past . . . and
present, in the long rites of Irish political and religious struggles” (280).

3 Goodby coins an adequate pun term on Heaney’s bogland, prehistoric and
farmland themes: “crorpses” (Irish Poetry 151).

* Referring to the poems created during the initial stage of the Troubles,
Heaney admits: “I felt it imperative . . . to encompass the perspective of a human
reason and ... grant the religious intensity of the violence its deplorable
authenticity and complexity” (279). The quoted passage undoubtedly elucidates
Heaney’s official motivation conveyed to his readers, as it does communicate the
poet’s authorized position. Nonetheless, it does not give much insight into latent
and unconscious compulsions in the poet’s mind.

5 With reference to “Punishment,” Lloyd adds that “the poem rehearses
with striking fidelity the propensity of bourgeois thought to use ‘reason’ to
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even on the structural level of North’s layout: its division into two parts
(Johnston, Irish Poetry after Joyce 145).

As analyzed here, “Punishment” represents a canonical example of the
poet’s attempt to integrate the divided parts of his conscious and subconscious
loyalties and identifications. In “Punishment,” Heaney clearly enters a very
unstable ground of explicatory violence, making brutality against women
sound more “domesticated” and, thus, less abhorrent. On a declarative level,
Heaney, as one could expect, does not justify punishing women for their
assumed social offences or misconduct, yet, in a way, his poem does it for him.
Itis not, however, merely the type of penalty but the grounds for it that can raise
one’s objections. The problem remains that all the alleged “crimes” depicted
in Heaney’s “Punishment” are sexually-related transgressions committed (or
claimed to have been committed) solely by women.® Contemporarily, openly
articulated accusations concerning “voyeurism, necrophilia, blood-sacrifice
and hopeless abjection” (Goodby, Irish Poetry 158) seem to overshadow the
illusory gender-neutral “tribal” dimension of Heaney’s 1975 volume. The
group of people can never become the inclusive community if one fraction of
it, is seen as more disadvantaged than others, regardless whether on political
or gender grounds. If, as Corcoran claims, the poet performs his “service to
community—which is, in Heaney’s reading of it here, virtually the creation
of a community” (100), he seems to be constructing “his community” on
physically and discursively violated female corpses.

Heaney’s frequently debated poem “Punishment” examined in this
article, seems to conceive of the gender-based origin of violence against
women as the community binding force.” With regard to Northern
Ireland, punishment attacks of tarring and feathering were executed on
women accused of maintaining sexual relations with British soldiers or the
RUC policemen. Tarring and feathering was frequently accompanied by
retaliatory hair shaving. Recalling the Biblical roots of having women’s hair

represent irrationality as the emotional substratum of identifications, which, given
as at once natural and logical, are in fact themselves thoroughly ‘irrational’ (33).

¢ Due to such a perspective, early feminist critics would point out that
“[i]n his bog poems, Heaney sexualizes the religious conceptions of Celtic and
north European prehistory” (Coughlan 100). Looking at more recent criticism,
one could find more and more voices arguing that an “important weakness of North
is its use of gender stereotypes” (Goodby, I7ish Poetry 161). Much in line, Goodby
argues that “Heaney is a poet who cannot deal with . . . female agency, . . . woman
defined in biological terms. . . . [he] subsumes the individual female figure” (Irish
Poetry 162).

7 Tarring and feathering, as argued by Ashleigh Wallace, can be traced back
to the times of Crusades. Moreover, Jeffries provides the exact date of 1189 when
Richard the Lionheart first imposed this castigation for theft.



Gender of the Troubles and Punishments against Women...

punitively shaved off, Antony Beevor locates this practice among Visigoths;
in medieval times it was used as punishment for alleged female adultery, and
it appeared in the 1920s. During the Second World War, as stated by Beevor,
the penalty was applied to German female citizens who had “non-Aryan”
lovers and to women from the occupied territories who fraternized with
German soldiers. Beevor reports that in France during the World War II
the so-called “tondues—the shorn women” were tarred, stripped of their
clothes and carried on the vans to show them around as warning to other
citizens. As clearly demonstrated, tarring and feathering, and hair shaving,
possess a perceptible gendered dimension. Heaney’s “Punishment” depicts
a wide spectrum of chastisement of women, from making them look
unattractive, and public shaming, to murder. Notably, as maintained before,
in all cases the rationale for male violence is sexually based. In other words,
the women depicted in “Punishment” are found guilty of contravening the
established sexual code of a given society, be it ancient or modern. Along
with each of these platforms, the female body is regarded as the property of
the community in which women live, and, as such, this community may feel
entitled to enforce “justice” for the misuse of its commodity.

Referring to Heaney’s poetry of the examined period, Corcoran
argues: “Scrupulously self-critical, it constantly makes enquiry into its
own resources and potential, its affiliations and responsibilities; into, in
the end, its own exemplary status” (101). In “Punishment,” the modifier
“artful” is also selected cautiously and consciously. It makes a witty pun
on “artistic,” whereas, in fact, it denotes the opposite: sly, deceitful,
even devious. Defining himself in such a self-depreciating way, might be
regarded as a proof of the speaker’s sincerity and the impartiality of his own
judgement. Assuming that the male voice in the poem is perfectly aware
of his textually dubious stand, and yet seems determined to occupy this
position in the discourse, weakens rather than strengthens the persona’s
credibility. Therefore, rather than accepting Corcoran’s argument,® in the
light of the textual analysis, one feels inclined to subscribe to Lloyd’s claim
that in “Punishment” the speaker’s declared self-awareness turns out to be
a carefully assumed “pose of ethical self-query” (32).°

8 Corcoran as if defending Heaney reminds about “the extreme pressure of

its historical moment,” the poet being “self-dividedly alert to its own potential to
give offence; acts of offence, and the recrimination, or indeed revenge, consequent
on the giving of offence” (103). The critic sees North as the movement towards
“a new kind of exemplariness: more elusive and uncertain, still conscious of
political obligation” (Corcoran 104).

? In “Punishment,” it is not only what the male persona perceives but how
he looks at the female corpse. Coughlan was one of the first to express objection
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In “Punishment,” the speaker’s obsession with the scrutinized female
corpse seems to be so intense that he claims to co-experience the physical
sensations that the murdered woman would have gone through. His
textually co-experienced sense perceptions derive from his presumptuous
usurpations of the victim’s inimitable insight into the act of violence that
she was exposed to. In the speaker’s view, the frosty wind which makes the
victim defenceless and puts her body in discomfort, hardens her nipples, as
if in a state of sexual stimulation. In a visually gratifying act, these highly
sensitive erotic zones are compared to semi-precious stones. Therefore,
Eugene O’Brien’s statement that “desire is enunciated as some form of
racial revenge which functions as a means of validating the selthood of
the nationalist consciousness” (82) is not far from truth. One can argue
that amber in “Punishment” stands for the frozen-in-time qualities that
embalm the transcendental “tribal” identity “frozen” and unified inside.

In the image of the chest as the rib-cage, the modifier “frail” echoes the
alliterated pair of “ribs” and “rigging.” The central “r” returns in “drowned,”
only to be softened by “body in the bog.” The frontal sound pattern around
“n” reappears in alliterated “ the nape / of her neck,” “naked,” “nipples,”
“noosearing” (A Rage for Order 203-04). Heaney’s organization of the poem
around what he himself previously defined as English masculine consonants
rather than Irish feminine vowels puts the argument into further scrutiny.
Consequently, Anglo-Saxon kenning is employed in the compact signifier
for the head, “brain-firkin.” Further in “Punishment,” the speaker discloses
deriving his textual pleasure from having access to the hidden anatomical
female parts: “brain’s exposed / and darkened combs, / your muscles’
webbing / and all your numbered bones” (A Rage for Order 204). Moreover,
“floating rods and boughs” make the persona seek the comparative ground
between the dead woman and “a barked sapling” (A Rage for Order 204).
What comes to mind is a scalped human and a seedling without its protective
shelter, exposed, and not fully developed, never allowed to mature. Skinning
the outer, shielding layer of the seed is one more way of denoting the victim’s
defencelessness and the abuse done to her. The expression “the memories of
love” (A Rage for Order 204) seems to destabilize discursively the declining
intensity of the faded sense-perceptions. As if to compensate for the loss of
love, the speaker declares his affection for the studied dead woman: “I almost

to Heaney’s sexualization and highlights the fetishization of the dead female
body (97) and the fact that he “aestheticizes the horror of a murdered corpse and
presents it as a natural phenomenon” (104). In line with that, other critics also
noticed that in the examined poem, “[v]oyeurism is criticized merely as a pose,
never for its function in purveying the intimate knowledge of violence by which
it is judged” (Lloyd 32).
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love you” (RAO 204). Nonetheless, the modifier “almost” diminishes the
textual power of his pronouncement. What lessens it even more considerably
is the contrasting clause beginning with “but” (“but would have cast, I know,
/ the stones of silence”) (A Rage for Order 204).

What strikes one is the decisiveness with which the persona in
“Punishment” pronounces his readiness to abstain from a potential
intervention during the girl’s murder. Willingly or not, his silent
unresponsiveness endorses violence against women in the name of ancestral
customs and clannish conventions.!® In other words, viewed in this light,
the “tribal” bonds in the minority communities can be perceived as being
reinforced by the shared acts of violence against women in which “the
concept of man as producer and as producer of himself through his
products, posits an original identity which precedes difference and conflict
and which is to be reproduced in the ultimate unity that aesthetic works
both prefigure and prepare” (Lloyd 17).

Consequently, in Heaney’s “Punishment,” numerous passages and
images reinforce the “aesthetic politics”"! of the war discourse. The phrase
“a stubble of back corn” (A Rage for Order 204) refers to the remains of
the field, burnt to the ground, possibly after the bomb explosion or the gas
attack. The blindfolded face implies a potential method of killing: execution
by shooting. Similarly, soiled bandages might connote combat wounds but
the colour is also reminiscent of soldiers’ darkening of the conspicuous,
attention-drawing paler body parts. The bandages’ tint redirects one to
women’s black-smeared heads and faces. The dead girl’s tarred face and her
shaved head constitute the discursive common ground with the Troubles.
Like earlier related historical contexts for tarring women, in the North
this form of punishment also had clear gender and sexual grounds. During
the punishment attacks in the early Troubles, the assaulted women were
referred to as “soldier dolls” (“IRA Shave and Daub Girl, 16”). In her
article Wallace describes in detail the punitive procedure and particularizes
the several stages involved in it. The punishment attack would begin with
a female victim being kidnapped and immobilized by masked men (“IRA
Shave and Daub Girl, 16”). The woman’s hair was shaved, and, then, she
was fastened to a lamppost. Burning tar was emptied upon her face and
neck. The final stage was putting feathers upon the tar. Wallace stresses
the reasons for such an elaborate practice: making the victim exposed,

1 On the other hand, Corcoran claims that Heaney in “humility and

submissiveness to the exemplar” performs “his service to a community” (100).

" Lloyd explains: “Aesthetic politics in turn represents images of origin and
unity to convey an ethical demand for the political coherence which will override
whatever differences impede a unification in continuity with original identity” (17).
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literally in the limelight, shamed in her own local district. The additional
aspect comes from the fact that, during the chastisement, women’s sexual
appeal is targeted, and their desirability is supposed to be diminished. The
speaker in “Punishment” admits witnessing the acts of violence directed
against Irish women during the Troubles, seeing them covered in tar and
left mortified. He confesses that:

I who have stood dumb

when your betraying sisters,

cauled in tar,

wept by the railings. (A Rage for Order 204)

Declaring: “I who have stood dumb,” the speaker proves that he does not
shun taking responsibility for his ethically problematic behaviour. And yet he
appears to show no trace of remorse. Ruth McDonald from BBC Radio 4, in
her account “Has Northern Ireland Left the Past Behind?”, draws upon the
testimony of MacDermond, another eye-witness to 1970s IRA punishment
attacks at the beginning of the Troubles: “People—while they might not even
have supported that—they weren’t going to interfere, they would have walked
on.” As demonstrated by MacDermond, the Irish Catholics in the North did
not unanimously approve of the attacks on women on the alleged grounds
of their fraternizing with occupant soldiers. Nonetheless, a majority of this
population would, as the narrator of the poem, “cast a stone of silence” and
turn away their eyes. Such an approach of the Catholic minority of pretending
not to notice or not to hear was in line with the IRA official policy expressed
in the doctrine “whatever you say, say nothing.” The legacy of this policy led
to the situation that “even today, those who speak out, face walls of silence”
(McDonald). The reason for people’s silent condoning of the punishment
attacks stems from the fact that among the Catholic minority in the North,
the IRA were regarded, at that time, as “the gatekeepers of the community”
(McDonald). In denial of any legitimate authority fair to Irish Catholics
during the Troubles, the IRA assumed the para law-implementing role in
Northern Ireland, even though not all nationalists supported their militant
course of action. During the conflict, the British Army frequently abused
their power and Catholics “had to endure daily armed police and military
men patrolling their streets, searching their houses, offering verbal abuse,
harassing, arresting and killing” (Aretxaga). Historically, it needs stressing
that the poor, working class, Republican communities did not always treat
British soldiers with distrust and animosity. Weinraub reminds us that before
the escalation of violence in 1970s, armed forces were perceived by Catholics
as their defenders against organized, aggressive Protestant gangs. It was only
later that RUC and the military’s actions
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enraged the minority by indiscriminately searching Catholic homes,
placing large neighborhoods under curfew and virtual martial law to
weed out a few gunmen, allowing “provocative” Protestant marches in
Catholic ghettos, and implementing the provincial government’s policy
of interning suspected terrorists without trial. The Catholics also say
that the army seized up only Catholics. (Weinraub)

Bearing this in mind, even though the persona in “Punishment” gives
testimony to the emotive response that the aforementioned aggressive
attacks induced in demeaned women, he is still ready to equate the violation
of the community rules with treason. Likewise, the adjective “betraying”
passes a moral judgement on Irish women’s supposedly unpatriotic
behaviour. Wallace argues that “feathers . . . would stick to the tar for days,
acting as a reminder of their so-called crimes against their community.” In
line with the above, Wallace remarks that this form of public penalty during
the Troubles was directed against “perceived anti-social behaviour, with
the aim of humiliating victims in front of their friends and neighbours.”
As shown, the effectiveness of the punishment attacks operates on social
dishonour, since targeted women were stigmatized in public as immoral
and disloyal. Judging by their disfigured physical appearance, other citizens
could immediately recognize “soldier dolls’ sins.”

As demonstrated so far, “Punishment” revolves around the double-
voiced discursive palimpsest. On the one hand, the speaker seems to
empathize with the female victim’s standpoint, but, on the other, he
patronizingly addresses the dead woman as “little adulteress” (A Rage for
Order 204). The modifier “little” reveals his alleged moral superiority over
the murdered girl. It moderates the victim’s textual authority, depicting her
as a petty delinquent who was disciplined for disobeying the conventions
of the moral conduct accepted by her community. Concerned at it may
seem at first, the expression “[m]y poor scapegoat” (A Rage for Order 204)
is in fact equally condescending: as it implies that the target was naive
enough to be manipulated and taken advantage of as the community’s
sexual deterrent. Consequently, the appellation “my poor” suggests the
speaker’s ironic detachment from the victim. What is more, the male voice
insists on the phrasing “you were punished” (A Rage for Order 204) which
is a crude euphemism in comparison to “they murdered you.”

In Of Grammatology, Derrida argues that any kind of naming is an
act of violence.'? In her reading of Derrida in “The Time of Violence:

2 Derrida writes: “To name, to give names that it will on occasion be

forbidden to pronounce, such is the originary violence of language which consists
in inscribing within a difference, in classifying, in suspending the vocative absolute.
To think the unique within the system, to inscribe it there, such is the gesture
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Deconstruction and Value,” Grosz rightly observes that “[t]he violence of
nomination, of language or writing, is an expropriation, covered over and
concealed by the violence that names itself as the space of non-violence,
the field of the law” (194). Therefore, the law disguised as non-violence
normalizes the violence of the inscriptive and regulatory system. For that
reason, the actual infringement of the legal regulations is partly the effect of
the earlier linguistic appropriation and its later systemic legal concealment.
Grosz argues:

Empirical violence, war, participates in both these modes of violence
(violence as inscription, violence as the containment of inscription, the
containment of violence). Mundane or empirical violence . . . “denudes:
the latent or submerged violence of the law, whose transgression it affirms,
while thus affirming the very force and the necessity of law. . .. the violence
we strive to condemn in its racist, sexist, classist and individualist terms
is itself a violent consequence of an entire order whose very foundation
is inscriptive, differential and thus violent. It is no longer clear how
something like a moral condemnation of violence is possible, or at least
how it remains possible without considerable self-irony. (194)

One could argue that, in “Punishment,” Heaney himself crosses the
aforementioned barrier, arguing, in fact, more forcibly in favour of what
might be called “civilized violence” rather than against “civilized outrage.”
Lloyd notices that “[i]n locating the source of violence beyond even
sectarian division, Heaney renders it symbolic of a fundamental identity
of the Irish race” (31). In this way, the poet seems to agree that in the
name of the “tribal,” unified consciousness, the violent suppression of any
difference can take place. In this way, identitarian “inscriptive” violence
appears to acquire a nearly national trait.

Despite the fact that Loyalists officially condemned punishment
attacks as “organized brutality” (McDonald), they also used this kind of
retribution themselves. According to The Independent, both sides of the
conflict in the North, Republicans and Loyalists alike, were responsible for
organized attacks upon women from their own communities (“IRA Shave
and Daub Girl, 16”). This brings to light another noteworthy aspect: during
the military conflict, women get punished not only by “the enemy” forces,
but by their own population. The poem’s conclusion brings an unexpected
finale: the modifier “civilized” with the positive connotations of culture
and enlightenment weakens the weight of “outrage,” making it if not less
fierce and brutal, then more humanized. The modifier “exact” signifies

of the arche-writing, arche-violence, loss of the proper, of absolute proximity, of
self-presence” (112, emphasis original).
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the relevance of the deadly revenge, let alone its correctness. The adjective
<« . » « 1 » . .

tribal” echoes “civilized,” in the sense of referring to the whole community.
Only “intimate” in the understanding of secretive and innermost, brings the
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question of retribution back to its sexual origin. It is a reminder that women’s
“crime” was committed in the realm of privacy and not in the public sphere.
Brewster rightly locates in the abjected female bodies, the derivative for the
collective consciousness sought by the speaker/poet:

The tanned and tarred bodies provide the ground upon which an agonized
poetic self-consciousness is forged (crafted authentically and counterfeited),
but the exploitation of the exposed female body remains beyond question, as
does the mythic inevitability of such rough but exact justice. The poem finds
a conniving closure in the precision of its ambiguity and its displacement of
the fear of abjection that underlies both “civilized” and “tribal” responses to
the act of punishment. (27, emphasis original)

The speaker in “Punishment” does not want to give unanimous
endorsement to violence, implying his unofficial authorization via the
comprehension of its motives.”” It seems that, according to Heaney, even
though society has to publicly condemn any violent transgressions, it is
governed by the rules that are not less uncivilized than those forbidden by
law. The situation of Catholics in the North during the Troubles, was just
one instance of such legal procedures. Coughlan aptly observes:

The publicly expressible “civilized outrage” belongs to a language which
the persona of all these poems feels is denied him and his ethnic group; he
constructs Northern Irish Catholics as, like Celts to the ancient Romans,
a race mysterious, barbarous, inarticulate, lacking in civility. But one might
argue, the result of this expressed sense of marginalization by the speaker is
to make the girl seem doubly displaced: the object of equivocal compassion
by a subject himself forced to be covert, himself the object in turn of others’
dominant and therefore oppressive civility. (103, emphasis original)

Even if one agrees that the close-knit communities may have the right
to their own “tribal justice,” the problem remains as to why this tribal
justice has to operate on female bodies. Aretxaga notes that during the

Troubles in the North

> Asappropriately stressed by Lloyd, “contempt for ‘connivance in civilized

outrage’ is underexamined. . . . the ‘artful voyeurism’ of the poem is supposedly
criticized at the safe stance of the remote and lustful ‘civilized observer,” yet
is smuggled back in as the unspoken and unacknowledged condition of the
‘exactness’ of ‘tribal, intimate revenge’ (31).
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Women’s bodies seem to provide a much more malleable material than
men’s for the inscription of state or nationalist meanings. Thus, their
bodies are transformed not only into allegories (female representations of
Ireland have a long tradition) but are also subjected to control as the very
terrain in which the war is waged. Women’s bodies were, like their houses,
searched by male soldiers in hated surveillance operations. Women’s bodies
were tarred and feathered by zealous nationalists in punishment for loving
British soldiers during the early seventies. Women’s bodies were assaulted
in Armagh prison by armed men in searching for forbidden skirts and
berets used as IRA uniforms. It was at this level of the body that women
revolted and symbolized a different experience of the war.

During the Troubles, the war discourse would turn women not only
into “poor scapegoats” but also into “perfect meat” for the war discourse.
The latter denomination was used with regard to Irishwomen by Paul
Durcan in “In Memory of Those Murdered in the Dublin Massacre, May
1974.” The poem commemorates the victims of the bloodiest massacre
during the Troubles, with the biggest death toll, which ironically took
place in the South and not in the North. The bombing attacks rendered in
“In Memory of Those Murdered in the Dublin Massacre, May 1974” were
carried out by the UVF Loyalist paramilitaries.'* After the TV documentary
Hidden Hand: The Forgotten Massacre (1993), the massacre acquired
a nickname: “forgotten” and “unsolved,” since the terrorists who caused it
were never charged and convicted (Fleming). When analyzing the poem,
one has to take into account Durcan’s disapproval not just of Loyalist but
also of Republican militarism. What is more, Durcan has made a name for
himself for “his passionate opposition to the IRA” (Goodby, “New Wave”
125), which taking into account the poet’s nationalist ancestries, could be
regarded as not so obvious but not uncommon either.

“In Memory of Those Murdered in the Dublin Massacre, May 1974
refers to three car bomb explosions in Dublin (twenty six civilians, an
unborn child and a stillborn, were killed immediately or died as a result of
the explosion); the fourth bombing took place the same day in Monaghan
(seven people were killed on the spot or died because of sustained injuries)
(Interim Report 2—4). What distinguishes Dublin terroristattacks from other
bomb explosions during the Troubles is the aforementioned externalization
of the warfare onto the South and not just the North, the unprecedented
scale of fatalities, and the fact that among the dead, there were several very
young children and numerous women. The persona in Durcan’s poem
appears to be shocked that the military conflict can engage into its discourse

14

UVF claimed responsibility for them, though explosions were allegedly
supported by the British intelligence (Pallister).
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even unborn children. Two victims of the Dublin explosions were unborn:
a nine-month baby who died with Collette Doherty, the mother carrying
the child, and a stillborn girl Martha O’Neill delivered after the terrorist
attack (Interim Report 2-3). Ironically, once life may not even begin when
one can be affected by the nationalist ideology. The expression “grime-
ridden sunlight” (Durcan 53) seems to indicate the persona’s perception of
the armed conflict aimed at civilians as a stain on one’s moral consciousness.
The statement concerning “the labels / That freedom fighters stick onto the
lost destinies of unborn / children” (Durcan 53) appears to indicate that
the alliterated appellation “freedom fighters” is used in a contemptuously
pejorative rather than a glorifying context. The speaker in “In Memory of
Those Murdered in the Dublin Massacre, May 1974” claims:

Such a moment as would provide the heroic freedom fighter
With his perfect meat.

And T think of those heroes—heroes?—and how truly
Obscene is war. (Durcan 53)

According to the background data available in the Interim Report on
the Report of the Independent Commission of Inquiry into the Dublin
and Monaghan Bombings, half of the victims of the first bombing, all
victims of the third bombing, and all but one of the second attack were
women (1-3). Therefore, Durcan looks at post-massacre Dublin from the
perspective of a day after, and through the angle of ordinary, unsuspecting
female citizens: young waitresses and an elderly cleaning lady, working in
the city centre. The opening line: “And the waitresses cannot help but be
happy and gay” (Durcan 53) seems to echo Wordsworth’s “Daffodils” (the
poem’s proper title is “I wandered lonely as a cloud”): “The poet could not
but be gay / In such a jocund company” (219). The natural, spontaneous
joy of youthful women “As they swipe at the table-tops with their
dishcloths-” (Durcan 53) evokes in the persona a moment of epiphanous
revelation. Oblivious to the Troubles, girls remain unaware that they could
be consumed at any time by armed fanatics as the “perfect meat” for their
“freedom” struggle. The conclusion about the war’s obscenity criticizes
the textual indecency: using sexualized female bodies as the ammunition
for male nationalist rhetoric.

The poem “In Memory of Those Murdered in the Dublin Massacre,
May 1974” ends with an image of the old Irish woman who mops the floor
in the pub, supposedly, removing the traces of the earlier explosions. As
Szymborska writes in “The End and the Beginning,” “Someone has to push
the rubble / to the side of the road, / so the corpse-filled wagons can pass”
(228). As frequently stressed by women critics (including Eavan Boland),
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in most cultures, this person would be a woman: aged, unskilled or foreign.
Young waitresses are employed to be visible, because their sexual appeal
inspires trade, whereas old women clean at the back, as their fatigued,
wrinkled faces need to be hidden from view. Cautious as Durcan is in
avoiding the idealization of the nationalist discourse, he, nonetheless, falls
into a binary opposition trap: juxtaposing young waitresses (seductresses)
and an old cleaning lady (a matron/Mother Ireland). Even though
“[tJhe aproned old woman who’s been sweeping the floor” (Durcan
53) is depicted without any redundant poetic embellishments, once
immortalized in the poem, as Boland claims, she is turned into a symbol
(Object Lessons 143). Hence in “In Memory of Those Murdered in the
Dublin Massacre, May 1974,” the cleaning lady loses her individuality, and
comes to represent all average, blue-collar, hard-working Irish women
whose mundane existence, inconsequential from a historical point of view,
can be interrupted any moment by the Grand Narrative of the Troubles.
The achieved effect may be ethically principled, but it is also not free from
the aforementioned rhetorical hazard. Its vulnerability results, as Boland
warns, from the appropriation of material women into nationalist symbols,
the simplification of the complexity of their experience for the sake of
the ideological discourse, and turning real-life women into “dehumanised
ornaments” (Object Lessons 143). The persona in “In Memory of Those
Murdered in the Dublin Massacre, May 1974 concludes:

The aproned old woman who’s been sweeping the floor

Has mop stuck in bucket, leaning on it;

And she’s trembling all over, like a flower in the breeze.

She’d make a mighty fine explosion now, if you were to blow her up;

An explosion of petals, of aecons and the waitresses too, flying
breasts and limbs,

For a free Ireland. (Durcan 53)

As shown in the cited passage, the cleaning woman’s shivering body
(be it from old age, exhaustion or illness) brings to mind the recent bomb
explosion. The persona visualizes the muddle of the disjoined limbs,
amalgamated both from youthful, desirable female shapes (“the waitresses
too, flying / breasts and limbs”) and elderly, shaking hands (“she’s trembling
all over, like a flower in the breeze”). This blood-soaked “installation” of the
disjoined, randomly connected female corporeal parts becomes a sacrificial
monument dedicated to “a free Ireland.” Sad as it is, Durcan’s poetic vision
has been much confirmed by the documented narrative of the Dublin
massacre. The Interim Report cites the account of the eye witness from The
Irish Press, 18 May 1974, who recalls the second bombings: “dazed survivors
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saw the normal home-going rush of people turned a scene of carnage. There
were bodies, some limbless, some blasted beyond recognition, some burned
lying on the pavements” (2). At this point, Heaney’s reference to Kathleen
Ni Houlihan emerges again at the surface of the discourse.

For Irish poets, born in the South in general, and in Dublin, in
particular (i.e. Durcan, Boland and Meehan), 1974 paramilitary Loyalist
bombing attacks have become the tangible and palpable, traumatizing
manifestation of the Troubles in their no longer safe locality. Boland, in
her poem “Child of Our Time,” dedicated to underage victims of 1974,
writes in a lyrical manner similar to Auden, “Yesterday I knew no lullaby
/ But you have taught me overnight” (Collected Poems 30). The persona
maintains that her song is derived from the killed boy’s “final cry,” from
whom she has learnt:

[...] from your unreasoned end its reason
Its rhythm from the discord of your murder
Its motive from the fact you cannot listen. (Collected Poems 30)

Because, in the speaker’s view, the war discourse is the language of
death, in “Child of Our Time” writing comes from the dead and only this
way can one learn its idiom. Its discourse remains oblivious, as Yeats would
phrase it, to “the living stream” (120). The war speech does not encompass
the names of animals, bedtime stories, nursery rhymes or protective
folktales that can teach one how to survive. The persona in “Child of Our
Time” argues:

We who should have known how to instruct

With rhymes for your waking, rhythms for your sleep,

Names for the animals you took to bed,

Tales to distract, legends to protect

Later an idiom for you to keep

And living, learn, must learn from you dead. (Collected Poems 30)

In “Child of Our Time,” the speaker assumes the position of the
mother who looks at her son’s empty cradle. The persona accepts the
collective responsibility for being a part of the system that legitimized the
war discourse and, thus, enabled the bombing to take place. Similarly to
Durcan, Boland evokes the linguistic emblem of the cracked images and
fractured bones, severed limbs of people who died in 1974 terrorist attack.
As Boland pronounces in “Time and Violence,” referring to women in the
nationalist tradition, this wound/scar is what language did to us, pleading:
“Write us out of the poem. Make us human” (Collected Poems 208). Even
though the speaker in “Child of Our Time” identifies with the victim’s
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mother, she is not a victim herself: she has found a voice to articulate
her protest and her refusal to endorse the discourse of war. The persona
maintains:

To make our broken images, rebuild

Themselves around your limbs, your broken

Image, find for your sake whose life our idle

Talk has cost, a new language. Child

Of our time, our times have robbed your cradle.

Sleep in a world your final sleep has woken. (Collected Poems 30)

Concluding, the female voice in “Child of Our Time” asks “for a new
language.” And she is not the only person who felt such a need after the
1974 Dublin massacre. The BBC in the report “1974: Bombs Devastate
Dublin and Monaghan” quotes the words of the Irish Prime Minister,
Liam Cosgrave:

I do not know which evil men did this but everyone who practiced
violence or preached violence or condoned violence must bear his share
of responsibility. It will bring home to us what the people of Northern
Ireland have been suffering for five long years.

As shown in Paula Meehan’s poem “Borders,” without much first-
hand experience of the Troubles until 1974, citizens of the Republic,
could enjoy a relatively normal, safe, ordinary life, marked by friendliness
and positive emotions, experienced “in the easy / Careless way” (Return
20). Faced with the terror of the Troubles in the North, the female
voice seems to be apologetic for her own comfortable and unperturbed
“Southern” existence. To put it crudely, the Republic’s price for its
security and prosperity was accepting the partition of Ireland. One
can see that the persona feels guilt-ridden and that the embarrassment
referred to in the poem is not the addressee’s but her own. The speaker
in “Borders” admits:

When you spoke of your embarrassment
At the warmth of the South

I laughed and hugged you in the easy
Careless way of a Free Stater

Suckled on the promise

That at last the war had ended. (Return 20)

The final stanza of “Borders” elaborates on the theme of the South/
North division with a gendered reference to the IRA punishment attacks
(see “what state had tarred it”). It seems plausible to assume that what
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was unmarked in the South (like the tar) in the North carried the burden
of the aforementioned political connotations. The expression “the wars
between men” clearly indicates the poet’s detachment from the male war
discourse. Her argument seems to be that the Troubles were not women’s
war, and that Irishwomen were trapped in-between two conflicted militant
discourses. Such a view, however, does not seem to do justice to those
female Republican fighters who supported and were actively engaged in
the conflict. The persona in “Borders” concludes:

The difference in a stretch of road,
The colour of the tar

Told what state had tarred it,

Told us of borders

And the wars between men. (Return 21)

Unlike “Borders,” Meehan’s “No Go Area” renders an insider’s
perspective on the Troubles. Historically, as stated in Flakes and Elliot’s
Northern Ireland: A Political Directory 1968-1993 during the Troubles,
until 1972, the titular concept denoted mostly the territory beyond the
jurisdiction of the Army and the RUC, barricaded and patrolled by the
IRA, or less frequently by the UDA (247). In common understanding,
in the North, “no go area” means the space beyond the dividing lines of
strictly Loyalist or Republican neighbourhoods. In general, the term refers
to any dangerous districts, violence and crime-ridden zones, controlled by
illegal organizations such as gangs or paramilitaries (“No go area”). Ever
since the Troubles, opposed communities have been separated with walls
and dividing street lines. The knowledge of this war geography could save
one’s life, as going into the disputed ground was regarded as a challenge
and a provocation.

Entering “No Go Area,” as shown in Meehan’s poem, Irish women
might be “stripped and searched / for hidden weapons” (The Man 31).
During the Troubles, as earlier reminded by Aretxaga, “Women’s bodies
were, like their houses, searched by male soldiers in hated surveillance
operations.” Aretxaga explains that women were also searched during their
prison visits to their male partners. “No Go Area” demands the authorization
of one’s language, as the choice of words, accent or even intonation could
either provoke violence or secure a safe passage. Linguistic identification,
starting from the commonplace case in point of Londonderry vs Derry, for
example, was one of the distinctive ways in which both communities would

> The feminist, symbolic reading of this poem is included in my article

“Beyond the Border of Body and Language: Moving on: Shapeshifting of Irish
Women’s Location in Paula Meehan’s Poetry.”
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communicate during the Troubles. Furthermore, Meehan implies in “No Go
Area,” that during the Troubles, as in any other military conflict, women were
regarded as gendered war trophies, and, as shown in “Punishment,” their
representational and actual existence in the war discourse was sexualized
(see the reference to zone five in the poem).

As demonstrated in Sinéad Morrissey’s 1996 volume There Was Fire
in Vancouver, at “UVF-run rank,” during the aforementioned linguistic
identification, one’s accent or the derivation of one’s family name could
become a matter of life-or-death importance. UVF denotes the Ulster
Volunteer Force that is the militant, paramilitary Loyalist organization
(Flakes and Elliot 342-45). Only in 1992, “the UVF was believed to have
accounted for at least eleven murders”; among the victims there was also
a female student, Sheena Campbell (Flakes and Elliot 344). In Morrissey’s
poem “Thoughts in a Black Taxi,” the petrified (“sweated”) father who
feared that his insufficiently Protestant surname could put his daughter’s
safety in jeopardy, pleads: “Never say Morrissey again” (19). Although
Morrissey’s family background is Protestant, she was raised in an atheist,
pro-communist family who tried to remain neutral during the Troubles.
This ambitious aspiration seems doomed to failure during any war where
one can be either “the enemy” or a “brother-at-arms.” Seen in this light,
even the apparently innocent question may carry a gun-loaded meaning.
The persona in “Thoughts in a Black Taxi” admits:

Four days to go until the twelfth, and the bonfire is fourteen feet high.

I want to ask them where they got their ladders from.
One “What are You called?” from them, and it would all go black.
I’d have to run to stay whole. (Morrissey 19)

The speaker in Morrissey’s poems refuses to be taken hostage in
“the wars between men.” The persona’s weapon is her ironic distance and
seeing the actual gun violence in its textually incongruous and gendered
context.'® The poem depicts the bonfire in the North celebrating
the victory of the supporters of William of Orange (predominantly
Protestant) over Jacobites (in majority Irish Catholics) in the Battle
of the Boyne 1690. The provocative and turbulent (Flakes and Elliot
256-57) annual Orange Order marches on the 12 July, passing through
the Catholic districts, are organized to remind the current minority
about their subjugated status. In the confrontational Loyalist festivity,
the persona in Morrissey’s poem perceives a manifestation of the self-

1® Compare my reading of this poem in Towards Female Empowerment.
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important male paramilitaries who derive their illusory authority from
intimidating the unarmed citizens. The patriarchal aspect of the militant
men’s manifestation is rendered in the way the speaker portrays the
men on barricades. The sign “Dump Wood Here” puts the celebratory
pomposity into question. Metaphorically, it implies that the fire of the
Troubles seems to be burning with the donated wood: without people’s
support, paramilitaries and terrorists would not have managed to keep
the whole population of the North in check for so long. The speaker in
“Thoughts in a Black Taxi” comments upon it:

I imagine winding my way through the Dump Wood Here signs
And the fallout of black tyres,

Dismantled shelving and donated sofas

To the bare-chested men swanking about on top.

Fascinated by the organisation. (Morrissey 19)

Since I have devoted an entire chapter of my book (2015) to a detailed
analysis of violence (especially with regard to the Troubles) in Morrissey’s
poetry, this article has only touched upon this issue. As outlined briefly,"”
the representation of the Troubles in Morrissey’s early poems oscillates
between the poet’s ironic estrangement from war discourse and her
refusal to accept violence as her daily reality (i.e. “CDN,” “There Was
Fire in Vancouver,” “Thoughts in a Black Taxi”) through remembering the
people killed in this war (i.e. “Europa Hotel,” “In the Valley of Lazarus,”
“Ciara,” “That Summer”), to end up with her mission to “explain” the
rationale of the Troubles to confused foreigners (i.e. “English Lesson™).

As argued in this article, the offensive gender labels such as “soldier
dolls, little adulteresses, poor scapegoats, betraying sisters and perfect meat”
disclose the sexual dimension of the war discourse. During the beginning
of the Troubles, Irish women to whom those designations were punitively
applied were disciplined on social, personal and national grounds. The paper
attempted to examine the cultural and historical context behind referring
to Irish women in this derogatory way. The examined poems by Heaney,
Durcan, Boland, Meehan and Morrissey took into account a gendered
perspective upon the literary representation of Irish women in the early
phase of the Troubles. The textual analyses demonstrated that male poets
focused on their self-assumed or imposed roles in the communities, and
their political loyalties could objectify the female characters depicted in

7" The detailed analysis of these poems is included in my monograph

Towards Female Empowerment.
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their works from the examined period. In contrast, Boland, Meehan and
Morrissey’s heterogeneous viewpoints highlighted a richness in women’s
standpoints during the Troubles and their shared rejection of the sacrificial
endurance of involuntarily chosen “women’s labels and roles” in the name
of political and/or cultural causes.
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Death of the Soldier and Immortality of
War in Frank Ormsby’s
A Northern Spring

ABSTRACT

The paper analyzes the collection of the Northern Irish poet Frank
Ormsby entitled A Northern Spring published in 1986. On the basis
of selected poems, the author of this paper aims to examine the poet’s
reflections about World War I1, the lives of the soldiers, and the things that
remain after a military combat, which are both physical and illusive. The
poems included in the volume present the author’s reflections upon the
senselessness of war and dying, short lives of the soldiers, the awareness of
their own meaninglessness in comparison to the broader picture, and the
contradictory and desperate need to be remembered nevertheless. They
also show what is left of the soldiers and the war, as well as how life goes
on, with or without them.

Keywords: Frank Ormsby, war poetry, Northern Ireland.
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Terence Brown states in his review of Frank Ormsby’s A Northern Spring
(1986) that “[p]oets from the north of Ireland have in the last twenty
years been much concerned with the First World War. It is as if the
current troubles cannot be addressed directly, so, by analogy, the Great
War supplies metaphors for contemporary feeling” (79). Examples can
be found in poems like John Hewitt’s “Portstewart, July 1914” or “The
Volunteer,” Derek Mahon’s “A Kensington Notebook,” Seamus Heaney’s
“In Memoriam Francis Ledwidge” or Michael Longley’s “Wounds,” to
name just a few. Terence Brown emphasizes that because Ormsby had
decided to focus on World War II, the volume “make[s] for interesting
reading” (79). This departure from the common canon sounds refreshing;
still, one has to bear in mind that there were also other poets who were
inspired or influenced by the war. John Brown observes:

World War IT was witnessed by John Montague as a boy in Tyrone and
Armagh; Seamus Heaney was aware early of “war coupons” on the
farm; Roy McFadden’s family were evacuated when he was a young man
and pacifist in Belfast; Michael Longley recalls the war as a dim infant
memory (supplemented by family experience and later reading of the
war poets). (132)

There is no denying that the war had its influence on poets and writers
all around the world. However, Ormsby recalls that

[t]he war ended before I was born but there had been an American military
hospital camp in the woods near our house and as children we played in
the air-raid shelters and on the stone floors in the undergrowth. Both
the Catholic and Protestant graveyards in Irvinestown contained the
graves of Canadian and American airmen, mostly the victims of training
accidents. Maybe eight or ten years after the war, you would find rusty
beer cans among the bluebells. Some of the Nissen huts were to be seen
in local farmyards, serving as outhouses. The GIs had related particularly
well to the Catholic community and stories about the “Yanks” were part
of local history and folklore. (J. Brown 133)

Ormsby, born in 1947, admits that it was only the remnants of the
war and American soldiers that allowed him to get into contact with this
gruesome event. As a child he might not have understood the weight of
the stories and the seemingly meaningless objects. Nonetheless, the “local
history and folklore” (J. Brown 133), as he puts it himself, had a strong
influence on him as a poet. In A Northern Spring published nine years after
his first collection of poems, A Store of Candles (1977), he focuses on the
topics which were distinguishable in the folk stories and were meaningful
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to such an extent that he goes back to his childhood memories as an adult
man and writer.

Ormsby explores the senselessness of war and dying, the truncated
lives of the soldiers, the awareness of their own meaninglessness, as well
as the contradictory and desperate need to be remembered. Finally, he
also shows what is left of the soldiers and the war in the face of the fact
that life goes on with or without them. Although the subject is grave, he
tackles the issue with wit and irony. The economy of form of the poems
adds to the clever and bitter remarks, as well as to the impression that
the volume makes on its readers. Conleth Ellis comments in a review that
“few of the pieces which comprise the sequence are self-contained poems.
They support each other and they reverberate off each other” (169). This
makes the volume more complex, as the themes intertwine and the poems

are not just randomly selected. They do convey messages individually;
however, after absorbing all of them, one has a fuller and more meaningful
impression.

In A Northern Spring the poet demonstrates his attitude to the war in
general. In poems such “The Flame Thrower,” “Apples, Normandy, 1944,”
“The Night I Lost World War IT” and “A Cross on a White Circle” Ormsby
shows the senselessness of a military conflict, which is visible from the
perspective of a dying young soldier. “The Flame Thrower” starts with
harrowingly accurate lines:

We were all in the lap of the gods, as Smokey said,
an unpredictable, tumescent place.

You might be dandled there or due a caress

or fucked quick as lightning if your tree camouflage
wasn’t just right. (Ormsby 13)

The excerpt constitutes two thirds of the whole poem, yet it is enough
to provoke a feeling of admiration for the poet’s aptness of perception.
The language is acute and humorous; it draws attention to the grotesque
narrative in a way that is economical and straightforward. The soldiers feel
like puppets in the hands of a mightier and more important master. This
being in power can be understood quite literally, as some divine entity which
controls mortals, or as people in power who have the final say in national
politics. Men who are more powerful, experienced or have a different
perception of life decide about the lives of the younger generation who
are more eager to fight as they thrive on ideologies and patriotism. The
soldiers in Ormsby’s poems are aware of their hopeless situations and try
their best not only to survive, but also to stay sane. The atrocities take their
toll, as the soldiers find different preoccupations which would enable them
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to escape the surrounding reality. In “Apples, Normandy, 1944” Ormsby
presents “a war artist [who is] sketching apples” (Ormsby 16):

“I’'m sick of tanks,” he said. “I'm sick of ruins.

I’'m sick of dead soldiers and soldiers on the move
and soldiers resting.

And to tell you the truth, I'm sick drawing refugees.
I want to draw apples.”

For all we know he’s still sitting under a tree
somewhere between the Seine and Omaha,

or, russet with pleasure, striding past old dugouts
towards the next windfall—

sketch-books accumulating as he becomes

the Audubon of French apples,

or works on the single apple
—perfect, planetary—of his imagination. (Ormsby 16)

The soldier in the poem is tired of the images and the connotations that
the war brings. He is not devoid of sympathy, yet he perceives the world as
broken and irreparable. Consumed by his fascination, he repeatedly draws
the apples—simple fruit, which allow him to cope with his trauma and
devastation—trying to achieve the perfection of the “planetary shape.”
Because the whole world is involved in the war, his aim is to create a perfect
fruit—an apple, a circular shape which will reflect the opposite of the chaos
and destruction that the soldier is experiencing. The man is rebellious in
that he defies the war by searching for peace in his own work. Defying
expectations connected with his drawings and actions, he emphasizes his
needs and juxtaposes them with the situation around him. On the more
modern and contemporary mode, Ormsby admits that “Apples, Normandy,
1944” is, on one level, a reaction against journalistic pressures on Northern
poets to write about the Troubles (J. Brown 133). For the editor of the
Honest Ulsterman and numerous selections from Northern Irish poets, it
is a typical one as “[t]hroughout his career [Ormsby] has been a vigorous
enemy of what in Northern Irish literary circles we call “Troubles trash,””
adding that “[a]rt is the opposite of propaganda” (Longley 11).

In addition, to the same theme of the pointlessness of the war and the
actions of an individual there is a poem entitled “The Night I Lost World
War IL,” which starts like the small-talk one could experience at a local pub
while chatting with a veteran sipping his drink in a corner. “How do you
lose a war? I’ll tell you how” (Ormsby 18) begins the soldier who might
want to give his interlocutor some friendly instructions. The speaker is
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brief in summarizing the hardships: “Parachuting after dark . . . so far off
course the maps were useless” (Ormsby 18). When the readers’ attention
is already caught, they expect the plot of the story to thicken and so the
poet delivers what is anticipated:

At dawn the war found me, asleep in a barn.
The first man in the regiment to see the Rhine,
I starved in Bavaria for another year

as a guest of Wehrmacht.

Then home to Nebraska without firing a round. (Ormsby 18)

The defeat of the soldier is mixed with the only triumph that
distinguished him from his regiment in a positive way. Ormsby looks at the 1 1 1
life of the war survivors and is not afraid to brutally strip them of the glory
and honour associated with most people who came back from war. It is
a risky attempt considering the reactions of the broader audience, yet one
that pays off as it contributes to a more complete and bittersweet image of
the survivors. To put the reports in balance, in “A Cross on a White Circle”
the poet presents a situation where soldiers fell into their own traps and
died an unnecessary and senseless death:

A cross on a white circle marked a church

And a cross on a black circle a calvary.

Reading the map too hastily we advanced

To the wrong village and so had gone too far

And we were strafed by our own fighters.

In the time it takes to tell Bretteville sur Laize

From Bretteville le Rabet, twelve of us died. (Ormsby 28)

A mistake was all it took for a dozen men to die. What is ironic is
that they were shot by their own countrymen, because a rapid decision
was made. Ormsby allows, however, the soldiers themselves to speak of
the tragedy that had nothing to do with bravery and commitment. Talking
about his preparation for writing A Northern Spring, he expresses the same
objectivity:

While A Northern Spring was in progress I read a lot about the
Normandy landings and about America before, during and after the war.
The absurdities could be harmless or poignant or lethal. The wry and
ironic elements in the sequence emerged from these stories. In some
cases I adapted actual experiences or built on passing references, in other
cases I invented. (J. Brown 134)
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Ormsby de-glorifies the incidents that show the hopelessness of war
and the failures, which were the fault of no particular originator.

While the poems like “Apples, Normandy, 1944” or “A Cross on
a White Circle” summon the reflection about the futility of the war, the
brevity of human life is also demonstrated in A Northern Spring. The ever-
present irony is used as a means to help cope with death. In a collection
devoted to war, which comprises over fifty poems, there is an abundance
of examples commenting on the brevity of life. As Tan Kendrick says:
“The thematic unity of the collection is impressive when one considers the
unlikely leitmotif of wartime death and its attendant ironies which runs
throughout the title sequence” (25). The irony and humour with which
the poet tackles the issue work well, not evoking aversion or indignation.
“I Died in a Country Lane” is one of the poems which appears early
on in the collection, and evokes the emotional turmoil that takes place
throughout the ten lines which constitute the whole piece:

I died in a country lane near Argentan,

my back to a splintered poplar,

my eyes on fields

where peace had not been broken

since the Hundred Years War.

And a family returned to the farm

at the end of the lane.

And Patton sent his telegram: “Dear Ike,

today I spat in the Seine.”

And before nightfall Normandy was ours. (Ormsby 9)

The fact that the story is told from a perspective of a dead person makes
it an even more poignant record. Horrifying details of this particular death
are conjured, and yet the soldier takes his time to evoke an epiphany related
to the land where he died. The subsequent lines zoom out on a family,
which continues to live in the area affected by the bloodshed. Finally,
Ormsby enlarges the perspective to include General Patton reporting to
the future president of the United States—Dwight Eisenhower—that he
has accomplished his mission. From the calm report of the dead soldier, the
poem proceeds to the presumptuous and crude bragging of the commander.
The humility is replaced with a conceited comment. Nonetheless in the
end the dead soldier is proud to report that they—collectively as the Allies,
as the soldiers fighting on the same side, as his regiment—have regained
Normandy. Tom Clyde states that in A Northern Spring “a sudden change
of gear can make your head swim” (115). Ormsby repeats this approach
of a deceased man relating his passing in the poem “I Stepped on a Small
Landmine.” The short life of the soldier here is not ended in solitude:
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“I stepped on a small landmine . .. / and was spread, with three others, over
a field / of burnt lucerne” (Ormsby 11). The life again ends abruptly; but
the dead man continues to relate how his “bits” (Ormsby 11) were shipped
with the parts of the bodies of his fellow comrades in arms. The poet also
tackles yet another distressing issue—racism:

The bits they shipped to Georgia at the request
Of my two sisters were not entirely me.

If dead men laughed, I would have laughed the day
the committee for white heroes honoured me,

and honoured too the mangled testicles

of Leroy Earl Johnson. (Ormsby 11)

The afterlife-like comment expresses bitterness, sharing the comic
irony of this situation. The lives, which ended in this tragic accident, were
equal in death as they were equal on the battlefield. Ormsby admits that
“[r]acism is certainly a theme in the ‘Northern Spring’ sequence, especially
the grim irony that not even a World War against a racist regime could
annul such prejudices” (J. Brown 134).

The poet presents different aspects of a premature death, although one
could assume that sudden shock and bitterness are all that is to be expressed
in the poems. Nonetheless, the works entitled “Among the Dead,” “From
the German” and “My Memory Collected Places” evoke the theme of short
lives from yet a different perspective. The “Among the Dead” poem conjures
an image of “a bronze statue: the Spirit of American Youth” (Ormsby
35) in a cemetery—a common image commemorating the bravery of the
youngest soldiers, who never came back from the war alive. As Ormsby puts
it: “There were two score of ours among the dead / on the first day, none
older than twenty” (35). The poem demonstrates that the soldiers were
almost children—ordinary boys, immature and intoxicated with the sense
of duty: “Grease-monkeys, farmhands, hash slingers, their names are rare /
between the town registers of Birth and Death. / They look out of school
photographs where their promise / has turned to a yellowing of unfinished
lives” (Ormsby 35). Ormsby puts aside duty and higher motives and focuses
on the possibilities that the young soldiers were deprived of. The bitterness
evoked in relation to the lives spared and, at the same time, the lives wasted,
lacks the ironic tone which opens the collection. The same happens in “From
the German,” in which the reader is confronted with the other side of the
conflict. The poem emerges from the soldier’s depths of regret and remorse
after the war, in correlation with the German soldiers, who also, indisputably,
died in combat. The work starts with an account from the past: “When
I delivered the grenade cleanly through the slit / of the gun emplacement, /

113



114

Karolina Marzec

I buried my face in seaweed and covered my ears” (Ormsby 36). It is forty
years later, when the same person realizes the consequences of his actions,
that he is reading a “wheelchair-veteran’s book of reminiscences / ‘translated
from the German™ (Ormsby 36), and that is where and when he finds out
“what ended there”: “Walter’s dyspepsia, Heinrich’s insufferable snores, /
big Hoffmann’s correspondence course in Engineering” (Ormsby 36). The
poem evokes the strangely normal and humane afflictions and interests of
the supposedly cruel and heartless German soldiers. By means of a story
told from the opposite perspective, the soldier, so brave at the beginning of
the poem, is not faced with measurable consequences, but with an insight
into the tragedy of the war-time enemies. As the veteran speaks: “elusively
they rise / to baffle grief with an inviolable presence, some treacherous gift
of innocence restored / I cannot believe in and would not refuse” (Ormsby
36). This is the only poem in the whole collection which presents glimpses
of the German deaths; however, through this text Ormsby again comments
on the short lives and abruptness of death on the battlefields. Presenting
it from the German perspective enriches the volume and emphasizes the
sympathetic side of the poet, as well as his open-mindedness.

Moreover, “My Memory Collected Places” continues to share this
nostalgic and sentimental tone. The poem is brief, although it succeeds
in calling up the torment which accompanies the soldiers. As the speaker
admits, he carried home the locations, the places to which his mind was
clinging. Again, as in “Apples, Normandy, 1944” one could say that
memorizing the names and views of the passed places, a fascination of
a kind, is a way of coping with the surrounding chaos. The places recalled
by the soldier are “those Northern villages where I thought of death / and
clung to living more than before or after— / Lison, Isigny, rising through
the dawns / of a dangerous summer” (Ormsby 37). The man describes his
fear openly, admitting that his life was dear to him and that he did not want
to die. The fact that he returned to his hometown safe and sound makes the
confession even more moving, as the reader realizes that the speaker was
painfully aware that each moment on the warfront could be his last. With
no irony and no humour the soldier recounts the images of places he visited
during his campaign. Terence Brown, who in his reading of A Northern
Spring focuses less on the previously-mentioned irony, states that:

Nostalgia is, perhaps, the ruling mood; for Ormsby clearly regrets the
simple ordinary lives disturbed or destroyed by change. . . . But while
nostalgia, and a wry humour, make these emotionally accessible and
enjoyable poems, there is also a sense throughout that Ormsby is seeking,
with an understated intelligence which saves the book from sentimentality,
to re-define our understanding of contemporary violence. (81)
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The contemporary violence, as he further explains, is understood
as a reference to the Troubles. However, putting this connection aside,
one may challenge the notion that the aforementioned mood dominates
throughout the volume. Nevertheless, it has to be admitted that it is
clearly visible in the three discussed poems: “Among the Dead,” “From
the German” and “My Memory Collected Places.”

The images that evoke the futility of war, as well as the poems that
involve the speakers’ abrupt deaths, are strictly connected with the ever-
present sense that the lives of the soldiers do not really matter. In “The
Flame Thrower” the soldiers feel like marionettes, as if they were controlled
by some higher entity, cursed and condemned to be at the mercy of cruel
gods, who are not in the least concerned with their well-being. “The Night
I Lost World War II” presents a more personal story of a man who never

had an opportunity to test himself in combat, a single unit, who in no way
contributed to the result of the war. These men are painfully conscious
of the lack of meaning their contribution had. A poem which exemplifies
the notion in a prominent way is “Cleo, Oklahoma.” The young soldier is
leaving his hometown, afraid and uncertain about what the future will hold
for him. Regrettably, the people who surround him, his closest family and
the mayor of the town, already treat him like a lost cause. “T knew he’d be
a big shot.” My mother’s words, / in the third person, as though I’d already
gone” (Ormsby 6) starts the soldier, sourly commenting on his mother’s
behaviour. The unconditional pride of the woman makes one think that
perhaps this young man will have a chance, any chance in the confrontations
to come, yet the very fact that he is going to fight in a war makes her treat
him like a hero who will fall one way or another. The poem continues: “the
Mayor spread his arms / and had trouble with History . . . / “We’ve had
History before now, folks, in this town. / There’ll be more History soon”
(Ormsby 6). The city manager spreads the same falsehood, presumption
and self-righteousness, as he poses “for a possible statue” (Ormsby 6).
And the town name here is a telling one too. Translated from Greek it may
mean “pride,” “fame” or glory.” But all these attributes remain at home.
The parade lasts until the soldiers leave, waving their goodbyes, uncertain
of their future. They know, however, that the lack of meaning is there to
haunt them through the nights to follow. The young man reflects: “Already
I belonged / to somewhere else, or nowhere, or the next / photograph”
(Ormsby 6), and that “[i]t was too late to cry / or too early” (Ormsby 6),
emphasizing the confusion and anxiety that he is experiencing. To develop
further the commentary on the participants of the war, Ormsby presents
astory of a totally different soldier in the poem “For the Record.” This man
is not welcomed by anyone, has a difficult personality, and causes trouble
all over the place, even in his own regiment. The soldier is transferred to
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the country for stabbing a man in Belfast and has to endure “enough fresh
air to poison a city boy” (Ormsby 12). The rebellious army man continues
to take part and causes fights with his fellow comrades, which evolve into
incidents of much bigger repercussions than just a black eye. Finally, when
he gets to the front, when he can “gloriously” channel his anger and energy,
one realizes that this is another confession of a deceased man. He says:
“I shot my way / to a medal and commendation (posthumous), / a credit
at last to my parents, whoever they were, / and the first hero produced by
the State Pen” (Ormsby 12). A traumatized, emotionally neglected boy
grows up to be a disturbed and angry man, who for once had a chance to
show his bravery. He truly becomes a hero, posthumously receiving credit
for his actions, although the accolade seems to lack any meaning for him.
Through the title Ormsby shows that the soldier is only mentioning his
act of courage for the sake of it, not attaching a lot of emotional value
to it, just to be clear that he has done that. It is the rebellious incidents,
which constitute two thirds of the poem, and not the heroic operations,
that make the speaker proud. These actions seemingly have no meaning for
him, either personally or in relation to the whole idea of the war.

Throughout the volume Orsmby shows senseless mortality, which
is emphasized by the suggestions of the meaninglessness of the war and
sudden deaths of young soldiers who were yet to experience and discover
the meaning of life. The poet infuses the soldiers with a natural and
understandable need to be remembered. “The Clearing” describes the life
of the unit which has just arrived in Ireland and is waiting for their time
in battle to come. Although the standard, yet non-violent, glimpses of
army life are invoked, Ormsby focuses on one man, who is uncertain
of his future. “Here is a place I will miss with a sweet pain, / as I miss you
always, perhaps because I was spared / the colourless drag of its winter”
(Ormsby 4) remarks the soldier who is enjoying the surrounding country
and landscapes. Nevertheless, he continues: “This is the hour / to dream
again the hotel room where we changed / from the once-worn, uncreased
garments, / assured and beside ourselves and lonely-strange” (Ormsby 4).
The “once-worn, uncreased garments” are the wedding clothes the couple
wore during a ceremony, perhaps a hastily organized event before the
man’s departure. The poet presents the anxiety of the man and his wife,
who share some last days before the war. Although the soldier is speaking
of him, remembering the place he is stationed and the love of his wife, the
quickly organized marriage indicates that his need to be remembered by
a person who loves him and wishes him well is dominant.

This need is also discernible in the poem “Cleo, Oklahoma,” where
a young man realizes his life might be shown only through the very
last pictures he took at home, moments before departing for the front.
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Nevertheless, “The War Photographers” again shares a glimpse of the
other side of the problem, or the other side of a camera to be more precise.
Ormsby admits that the poem “draws images from specific Crimean
War and American Civil War photographs” (J. Brown 138), adding that
“photographers are working in positive, enhancing ways within their
limitations” (J. Brown 135). Photographs cannot show the whole terror
of war, the smells, the constant fear and atrocity, and the limitations may
be beneficial for the viewers. As the poem opens: “Working with one eye
closed or heads buried / under their drapes, they focus to preserve / the
drowned shell-hole, the salient’s rubble of dead, / the bleached bones of
sepoys torn from the earth” (Ormsby 47). Even if the photographers do
not share the soldiers’ need to be remembered, they immortalize the images
and people. They take pictures, for example, of “a barren wood / that in

one hour’s carnage lost its name / to history and the world’s memory of
death” (Ormsby 47) so that they can still share what has remained or to
testify, to “confirm the worst” (Ormsby 47). Ormsby concedes that his
own sense of this poem is “warily optimistic,” that for him “[m]aybe the
very writing of poetry is warily optimistic, to a greater or lesser degree” (J.
Brown 135). “Postscripts,” the poem which closes the “Northern Spring”
sequence, in its last stanza posits the photographs as the means by which
the soldiers can be remembered:

These are my last pictures: in a trench

with Chuck and Harvey, by the pheasant-pen

behind the gate-lodge. The dark one with the gun

is Dan McConnell. Keep them. When I return

they’ll fill an album. We could call it Spring,

or Spring in Ireland, 1944, My Northern Spring. (Ormsby 39)

These short sentences, concise as a postscript should be, do not reveal
whether the soldier was able to come home alive. Still, they summon
the hope and optimism about which Ormsby spoke in the interview.
Despite the atrocities of the war, the soldier wishes the photographs to
commemorate his time spent at the front. He wants the recipient of the
letter to keep them for him, as he intends to create an album, a memento—
either for him or for the people who might mourn him.

The photographs, which appear in many of these poems, serve as
a convenient way of bringing back the memories, as well as commemorating
the soldiers themselves. However, Ormsby passes from sinister concepts
to more optimistic ones. In A Northern Spring the poet speaks of the
things that survived the war. Poems such as “Cleo, Oklahoma,” “The
War Photographers,” “Postscripts” and “Among the Dead” speak of
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photographs and monuments as the only memorabilia marking the lives
and deaths of the soldiers. In “For the Record” there is a medal that
testifies to the bravery of the fallen man. In “From the German” there
is a book commemorating the deceased German fighters. Poems such as
“I Died in a Country Lane” and “I Stepped on a Small Landmine” share the
gruesome images of corpses being discarded on fields and random roads,
where few of the victims’ remains were to return home. Similarly, in the
poem “Some of Us Stayed Forever” there is a tragic plane accident, where
the remains of the plane, “[o]ur painted stork, nosing among the reeds
/ with a bomb in its beak, will startle you for a day” (Ormsby 38). As
the title suggests, the dying soldiers were never to return home and the
remaining wreckage is to haunt the ones who find it as they promise to
rise and “foul your nets with crushed fuselage” (Ormsby 38). The poem
briefly sketches the situation: “Some of us stayed forever, under the lough
/ in the guts of a Flying Fortress, / sealed in the buckled capsule” (Ormsby
38). The relics of the Boeing B-17 with the dead bodies inside it are what
remains remote and invisible, yet hauntingly and eerily present. Ormsby
talks about traumas which either cling to their victims forever or emerge
on the surface of their consciousness in an unexpected way. In “Grenade-
Fishing in the Orne,” for example, one reads:

They flew me back to Utah with shock in my eyes,

that rimmed and frozen look the marines call

the two-thousand-yard-stare.

The bridges are all targets now, the pools

belch like a hot springs and dead faces

balloon on the surface.

The dark flies glisten,