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            Praise for other books by Marian Broderick

             

            BOLD, BRILLIANT & BAD

            ‘A delicious directory of fascinating Irish women … their stories tower’

            The Irish Times

             

            ‘Astonishing, true-life stories of audacious dames!’

            Midwest Book Review

             

            WILD IRISH WOMEN

            ‘A rollicking read’

            Books Ireland

             

            ‘After reading this book, one can never againignore the role of Irishwomen’

            Dublin Historical Record

             

            ‘Broderick’s prose is simple and accessible, and her fascination with her two favourite subjects – Irish history and women’s studies – jumps out from every page’

            Sunday Business Post
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            Inspirations

         

         
            At the touch of love everyone becomes a poet.

            Plato

             

            From the earthy sensuality of James Joyce’s Molly Bloom to the witty irreverence of George Bernard Shaw’s Eliza Doolittle, creative natures have always yearned to immortalise their loved ones.
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            Maud Gonne & WB Yeats
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               I have spread my dreams under your feet;

               Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.

               WB Yeats, ‘He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’ (1899)

            

         

         When WB Yeats and Maud Gonne first met in a sedate London drawing room, they instantly knew their destinies were entwined. The fates of Ireland’s greatest poet and one of its greatest romantic heroines were to be linked for forty years; they were more than friends or lovers, they were soulmates.

         They met in the well-corseted Victorian manner, via a polite letter of introduction, in the Yeats family home. With masses of red-gold hair and fiery amber eyes, Maud, aged twenty-two, was about to hit the Irish nationalist scene. Tall and lanky with glasses and a floppy fringe, Willie, as Maud called him, was, at twenty-three, already dreaming up the Irish Literary Revival.

         The two bonded over their love of Ireland and their plans for its bright future. She wanted nothing less than a revolution, excis­ing British influence in Ireland and achieving full independence by force. He wanted a renaissance of Gaelic culture, language and customs. Their passions coincided, not to mention the fact that 12Maud was so beautiful that she seemed, Willie later wrote, ‘of a divine race’. By the time the minutes of that first social call had ticked away, ‘the troubling’ of his life had begun.

         They met often and wrote letters incessantly. The charismatic Maud became a celebrity as she toured Ireland, speaking out about evicted tenants, starving children and brutalised prisoners. Willie developed as a poet and dramatist, pouring his love for Maud and his vision of the Celtic Twilight into his work. They affected each other deeply. Under Maud’s influence, Willie briefly joined the Irish Republican Brotherhood (the IRB, the secret forerunner of the IRA, Irish Republican Army). Under Willie’s influence, Maud acted in plays and joined the Order of the Golden Dawn, a secret society devoted to the occult.

         But in the deadly phrase all too familiar to many a frustrated young man, Maud loved her beloved Willie ‘as a friend’. She was all for their idyllic spiritual connection to grow ever deeper, but Willie was a red-blooded male – he yearned for a physical one too. He made the first of many proposals of marriage in 1891. Maud – wisely, as it turned out – said no.

         
            … you make beautiful poetry out of what you call your unhappiness and you are happy in that. Marriage would be such a dull affair. Poets should never marry. The world should thank me for not marrying you.

            Letter from Maud to Willie in 1914 13

         

         Maud’s golden eyes, her creamy skin and her regal walk haunted Willie. Always just out of reach, she appeared in dozens of his poems. In ‘A Second Troy’ she was Helen, unable to help the dev­astated hearts she left in her wake. In ‘Friends’ she ‘took all / Till my youth was gone / With scarce a pitying look’.

         But the aloof Maud had been keeping secrets from Willie. In the first five years of their friendship, she secretly gave birth to two children by her married French lover, Lucien Millevoye. Grief­-stricken when her first baby, a son, died, she became fixated on the possibilities of reincarnation. She then deliberately conceived a second baby near his tomb, and passed this child off as her ward. Thus, even as the rumours swirled, appearances were maintained. Money cushioned Maud against a world whose scorn would have ruined her.

         All this and more did Maud reveal to Willie in 1898, when her relationship with Millevoye broke down. Shocked to his very soul as he was, the revelation did not weaken Yeats’s feelings for her. Quite the opposite – Willie loved the vulnerable, shattered Maud even more than the queenly beauty. He redoubled his efforts to persuade her to marry him. He proposed repeatedly; he was rejected repeatedly.

         In truth, why should Maud have married Willie? Though they were suited in many ways, there were important exceptions. She was wealthy; he was relatively poor. He was a proud Protestant all his life; and she was on a spiritual journey to Catholicism. She thought violence was part of the Irish independence struggle; he abhorred 14 it. He needed physical love; she had a fear of sex. He wanted a wife and home; she was nomadic and unsuited to domesticity.

         So Willie was understandably devastated when, in 1903, he found out that Maud was getting married. The groom was soldier and revolutionary Major John MacBride. In a 1904 poem, ‘Never Give all the Heart’, an anguished Willie advises other young men not to render themselves ‘deaf, dumb and blind with love’, as he has.

         Despite now becoming part of a nationalist power couple with MacBride, it seems Maud had been right all along – the only mar­riage she was suited for was the ‘mystical marriage’ she shared with Willie. She left MacBride and moved to France, but the bond between her and Willie held firm over the miles. They had always shared a belief in the supernatural and the occult, and now were drawn in even deeper. Maud claimed the power of astral travel and visited Willie in her dreams.

         In 1908 in Paris, they finally consummated their affair and slept together. It had taken nearly twenty years to get to this point and it should have been decisive. But, perhaps not so surprisingly, the development did not lead to their happy-ever-after. Maud’s sub­sequent letter informed Willie that she was praying to ‘have all earthly desire taken from my love for you’. She hoped that his desire for her would evaporate too.

         In 1916 Maud was widowed when MacBride was executed for his part in the Easter Rising. Willie travelled to France and asked her to marry him one more time, more it seems out of habit than hope. Maud yet again declined, whereupon he proposed to 15her daughter, Iseult. She too declined. Willie, desperate to make a proper home at Thoor Ballylee in Galway and determined to marry someone, returned to Ireland and proposed to twenty-five-year-old Georgie Hyde-Lees, who accepted. He never had cause to regret it; Georgie was an intelligent, competent young woman who recognised her husband’s genius, collaborated with him cre­atively, and made his dank, remote castle habitable. Maud never remarried and wore black in memory of her estranged husband’s death. She and Willie remained friends.
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         While Willie became a cornerstone of the new Irish Free State in the 1920s and ’30s, Maud’s unswerving republicanism made her a thorn in the side of successive governments. While he revelled in his place in the literary and political establishment, Maud founded the WPDL (Women’s Prisoners’ Defence League) and remained a hunger-striking, prison-going radical. When she was arrested in 1918 and 1923, Yeats lobbied to have her released.

         Perhaps there are different forms of a happy ending. Maud once told Willie that the world would thank her for not marrying him because of the beautiful poetry he created out of his love for her. She was right. Without his love for her, the world would not have had poems such as ‘He Wishes for the Cloth of Heaven’,‘The Pity of Love’, ‘When You are Old’, ‘The Folly of Being Comforted’, ‘Adam’s Curse’, ‘Old Memory’, ‘A Poet to his Beloved’, ‘A Woman Homer Sung’, ‘Reconciliation’, ‘No Second Troy’, and many others. But she and Willie were so much more than poet and muse. They were legends in their own lifetime. 17

         
            
               No Second Troy

               Why should I blame her that she filled my days

               With misery, or that she would of late

               Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways,

               Or hurled the little streets upon the great,

               Had they but courage equal to desire?

               What could have made her peaceful with a mind

               That nobleness made simple as a fire,

               With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind

               That is not natural in an age like this,

               Being high and solitary and most stern?

               Why, what could she have done, being what she is?

               Was there another Troy for her to burn?

                

            

         

         
            Timeline [image: ]


            13 June 1865 William Butler Yeats born Sandymount, Dublin, Ireland

            21 December 1866 Edith Maud Gonne born Tongham, Surrey, England

            1889 Maud visits the Yeats home and meets the man she called Willie

            1890 Maud’s son Georges born (dies aged eighteen months)

            1894 Maud’s daughter Iseult Gonne born

            1902 Maud takes title role in Yeats’s play Cathleen Ní Houlihan 

            1903 Maud marries Major John MacBride in Paris; they separate the following year

            1904 Maud’s son Seán MacBride born

            1917 Willie marries Georgie Hyde-Lees in a London registry office; they have two children

            1918 Maud goes on hunger strike while interned in Holloway Prison, London

            1922 Willie appointed to brand-new Irish Senate

            1923 Maud imprisoned by the Irish Free State for sedition; Willie awarded Nobel Prize for Literature

            28 January 1939 Willie dies, Hôtel Idéal Séjour in Menton, France; eventually buried in Sligo

            27 April 1953 Maud dies, Clonskeagh, Dublin; buried in Republican Plot, Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin
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            James Joyce & Nora Barnacle
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               His heart danced upon her movements like a cork upon a tide.

               James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916)

            

         

         There are good first dates and bad first dates – and then there are those that go down in history. When James Joyce took Nora Barnacle for a walk on 16 June 1904, it was such a profound experience for them both that it changed their lives beyond recog­nition, and was immortalised in fiction.

         Nora was a good-looking twenty-year-old from Galway city when she bumped into James on Nassau Street, Dublin, one sunny June day. She had recently absconded from her home in Galway and was working as a chambermaid and waitress in nearby Finn’s Hotel. Twenty-two-year-old James was supposed to be working as a book reviewer, but instead was drinking and debauching his way around Dublin city. They were introduced by a mutual friend.

         When Nora met James, she didn’t think much of him. He looked like a Swedish sailor on shore leave with his battered yachting cap, threadbare trousers and the tattiest tennis shoes she’d ever seen. He was handsome but unhappy, with no money, no publisher for his work and no permanent home. He was on a downward spiral, 20regularly drowning his sorrows and frequenting brothels. His only asset was a rock-solid confidence in his own genius, which no-one else shared.

         But when James met Nora, he liked what he saw very much indeed. Nora was tall, with masses of auburn hair and a beautiful west of Ireland accent. She had a slight squint in one eye, which made her look sleepy and sexy. She was bright, funny and, as he would very soon discover, sensual. He wasted no time in asking her to go out with him.

         They arranged to meet in Merrion Square – but on this first occa­sion Nora didn’t show up. Maybe she’d had second thoughts about getting involved with this well-spoken jackeen with the raggedy clothes, or maybe she simply had to work. Whatever the reason, James persevered. He wrote the first of what would turn out, over the years, to be hundreds of letters to Nora. He admitted he was so short-sighted that even if she had turned up he might well have missed her. Nora wrote back agreeing to meet him the following evening, 16 June.

         This day is still celebrated by Joyce-lovers in Dublin as Blooms­day, but even the biggest Joyce fan couldn’t describe the original outing as glamorous. James and Nora hadn’t a bean between them, so their first date consisted, not of dinner or dancing, but a four-kilometre (two-and-a-half mile) trek through the rough eastern suburb of Ringsend to Sandymount Strand. Love may not have been in the air just yet, but lust certainly was; their sexual chemis­try was sizzling and, once they were in the sand dunes, things got 21physical. This was incredibly forward behaviour, and all the more remarkable because it was Nora who took the lead – and not for the last time in their relationship.

         
            … first I put my arms around him yes and drew him down to me so he could feel my breasts all perfume yes and his heart was going like mad and yes I said yes I will Yes.

            Molly Bloom, in James Joyce’s Ulysses 

         

         Over the summer, they found they had much in common. Both had incorrigible alcoholic fathers and a fractured upbringing. (John Joyce had managed to waste a large inheritance, plunging his family of ten into poverty, while Tom Barnacle had abandoned his family of seven.) Both were sent away from home as children: James to boarding school, and Nora to her grandmother’s house. Neither had much desire to spend time with their families.
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         22 Both were inclined to flout social norms and challenge convention. James was courteous and kind, but to genteel Irish society his uncom­promising honesty made him seem rude. He publicly despised his Catholic upbringing and the Church itself, which in turn despised him back. He hated conventions, such as marriage and baptism. His writing was incomprehensible to many and condemned as obscene.

         As for Nora, she too had an unconventional streak. As a teenager, she used to steal men’s clothes and go out in them. She also dated a Protestant, which was enough to earn her the beating from her uncle that made her run away. While the young James Joyce railed against the narrowness of Irish society, the young Nora Barnacle simply refused to be trapped in the life into which she’d been born.

         Many people, both at the time and since, were snobbish about Nora’s background, particularly her lack of education, the implica­tion being that the girl who left school at twelve years old couldn’t communicate with a University College Dublin graduate. Of course, it was nonsense. Nora was highly intelligent and entertaining – she and James never stopped talking. Whereas James was frightened of many things, including thunder, dogs and machinery, Nora feared nothing. Whereas he held grudges, she forgave in an instant. She wasn’t one bit dazzled by the genius she called ‘simple-minded Jim’.

         
            The thought of having to write … what I would wish to speak were you beside me makes me utterly miserable ….

            Letter from Nora to James (1904)

         

         23By the end of summer 1904, James was obsessing about leaving Ireland for Europe. Nora again took the lead, telling him that if he was going, so was she. James, at first incredulous, slowly came round to the idea because, not only was he in lustful love with Nora, but she’d become essential to his peace of mind. He recognised that she would be his rock, his safe place in a chaotic world, his ‘little bit of Ireland’. He was proud to take responsibility for her, but he was also honest. He told her there would be no wedding ring, no nice house and not much money. He was a writer, first and foremost, and would stay a writer. As long as she was able to accept these conditions, they’d be happy. Nora accepted.

         Leaving her hotel job and accommodation was brave. Nora would have known many a song and story about what happened to unmarried women as soon as a baby was on the way. But she loved James and trusted him – and if she needed to get out of her humdrum existence with its claustrophobic future, he was the man to help her. Her wild side was ready for a leap into the unknown.

         On 9 October 1904, having scrounged the fares, Nora and James boarded a ship bound for Liverpool en route to Paris, and set sail for their new life. Joyce Senior, tearfully waving his favourite child off from the North Wall, Dublin, was unaware that James had taken Nora with him – the two had boarded separately, to avoid gossip. Nora didn’t even tell her family that she was leaving Ireland – and when she did write, she omitted to mention that she wasn’t married. Despite the inauspicious start, Nora and James were to remain partners and soulmates for the rest of their lives. 24
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         Over the next thirty-seven years, Nora and James lived in rented flats in Trieste, Rome, Zurich and Paris. While James worked as a teacher and struggled to get published, Nora took in laundry to help support them. Just over nine months after setting sail from Dublin, Nora gave birth to a son, Georgio, followed two years later by a daughter, Lucia. The Joyces never had a penny, but made friends wherever they went (apart from landladies and other cred­itors), and became renowned as warm, very Irish hosts. They loved the high life, eating out every night, and visiting the opera. In 1912 Nora donned a fake wedding ring and visited Ireland with her children to patch things up with her family.

         When James eventually published his seminal works Ulysses (1922) and Finnegans Wake (1939) he achieved great fame – or notoriety, depending on the point of view. The books were banned in many countries and had to be smuggled through customs in brown paper packages. Nora continued to put James and his work first all her life. It is now widely acknowledged that if it were not for her love and influence, James Joyce would have succumbed to alcoholism, just like his father.

         In time James caved in on the subject of marriage so that Nora could have financial security in the event of his death. He and Nora were wed in London in 1931, twenty-six years after that first date in Sandymount. Ten years later, James died in Zurich of a 25perforated ulcer, and ten years after that, Nora died in Zurich of renal failure. The two are buried in Fluntern Cemetery, Zurich.

         Today some of the most memorable women in fiction owe their existence to this fruitful relationship. In ‘The Dead’ from Dubliners, Gretta Conroy is based on Nora, as is Bertha in Joyce’s only play Exiles. One of the most famous passages in literature, the soliloquy of sensual, mysterious, powerful Molly Bloom in the final episode of Ulysses, is a loving homage by James Joyce to Nora Barnacle Joyce.

         
            Timeline [image: ]


            2 February 1882 James Augustine Aloysius Joyce born Rathgar, Dublin, Ireland

            21 March 1884 Nora Joseph Barnacle born Galway Workhouse, Ireland

            June 1904 James and Nora meet; ‘Bloomsday’

            October 1904 James and Nora leave Ireland

            1905 Son Giorgio Joyce born

            1907 Daughter Lucia Joyce born

            1912 James and Nora’s last visit to Ireland

            1914 Dubliners published

            1916 A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man published

            1922 Ulysses published

            1939 Finnegans Wake published

            4 July 1931 James and Nora marry

            13 January 1941 James dies Zurich, Switzerland

            10 April 1951 Nora dies Zurich, Switzerland
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            Molly Allgood & JM Synge
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               [A]ny girl would walk her heart out before she’d meet a young man was your like for eloquence, or talk, at all.

               JM Synge, The Playboy of the Western World (1907)

            

         

         She was a shop assistant turned actress, he was a posh, dying playwright, but Molly Allgood and John Millington Synge man­aged to bridge the huge gulf between them, and filled the short time they had together with life, love and creativity.

         Their personalities couldn’t have been more different. John was an intense, moody thirty-four-year-old, deeply absorbed in his craft, and Molly was a vivacious, daring eighteen-year-old, deeply absorbed in having a good time. Hailing from the Liberties in Dublin, all Molly had to her name was drive and talent. When her older sister Sara joined the Abbey Theatre and became its leading lady, Molly grabbed the chance to follow her, even though at first it meant languishing in her big sister’s shadow. Her first part was a walk-on in John’s third play, The Well of the Saints.

         John had had a privileged life, but it hadn’t shielded him from trouble. He’d had a string of broken love affairs, was battling a mys­terious illness that came and went, and his provocative dramatic 28offerings at the Abbey generally met with booing and hissing due to their uncompromising non-propagandist content.

         To Yeats’s and Lady Gregory’s dismay, when John met Molly, he was utterly captivated. Molly had bags of sex appeal, and a beautiful speaking voice, which was important to the dramatist with the musical ear. She was feisty, forthright and funny, with an energy that he often lacked. To Molly, John was impressive: poetic, sophisticated, European. His hollow cheeks made him handsome too – Molly had no idea that they meant he was a sick man.

         Predictably enough, the Synge family came out against the fledgling love affair. The sixteen-year age gap didn’t matter much to anybody – after all, maturity was a good thing in a man – but class and religion mattered a lot. John was from Anglo-Irish gentry, and a co-director of the Abbey. It was unseemly that he would even mix with cast members, let alone start courting one, and especially someone like Molly, who was penniless and Catholic.

         As for the Allgoods, they also opposed the match, but on reli­gious grounds. It was bad enough that John had started life as a Protestant, but now he was a full-blown atheist. His troublesome plays upset every good Catholic nationalist and showed the clergy in the poorest light. The career-minded Sara Allgood, perhaps a tiny bit put out at the potential elevation of her little sister to play­wright’s muse, sided with the naysayers over Molly’s love affair. Soon they were speaking to each other only onstage.

         The ensuing rows in the Synge and Allgood households forced John to move out of his mother’s house and into private lodgings, 29and Molly to move out of her mother’s and into her married sister’s home.

         
            
[image: ]JM Synge, c. 1905.

            

         

         Molly didn’t care two straws what people said. She was in love for the first time with an influential man who could do her nothing but good. And John didn’t care either. The mercurial Molly was fascinating, like a heroine in one of his plays – and pretty soon she would fulfil that role.

         The relationship was not without its own drama. Letters flew between the Tramp and his Changeling, as they called themselves, full of lovers’ tiffs and making up (John’s side of the correspondence has been collected in Letters to Molly, edited by Ann Saddlemyer). When he was unwell, John was moody and often jealous of Molly out enjoying herself, while Molly could be defensive and impatient with his suspicions. When he was well, nature-loving John took 30the city girl on long walks in the hills of Wicklow where they thrashed out their differences. Soon, still against everyone’s wishes, they announced their engagement and started to make plans for their wedding.

         In 1906 John took the company on tour with The Shadow of the Glen, in which Molly had now moved from bit part to lead role. He also finished what would become his most famous work, The Playboy of the Western World.

         In this comic masterpiece, Molly took the leading role of pas­sionate, mercurial Pegeen Mike, a character that John based in part on her personality. The violence, the drinking, plus the risqué depic­tion of non-idealised, flesh-and-blood Irishwomen was hated on sight by an audience who yearned for a pure, unsullied national myth to help them through those troubled times. Playboy was felt to cast a slur on all Irish people, and Irishwomen in particular. Rioting duly ensued both inside and outside the Abbey on the first run. An ill John took to his bed, Yeats called the police but Molly acted on, unfazed though entirely inaudible through loud heckling in the native tongue. She knew a good part when she saw it; Pegeen Mike was the role of a lifetime and would make Molly’s name.

         Other than the Playboy riots, which lasted a week, 1907 consti­tuted the pinnacle of John and Molly’s happiness: outside Ireland, he was lauded as a major dramatic talent, she was a leading lady at last and they were busy buying furniture for their future home. In July, they spent a wonderful fortnight on holiday in Wicklow – in separate cottages, of course. 31

         That fortnight was to stand for the honeymoon they were never to enjoy. John had, for the previous eight years, unknowingly been in the grip of a lymphatic cancer known as Hodgkins Disease, which now returned with a vengeance, swelling his neck glands and causing immense pain. Surgery in the spring of 1908 revealed that it was terminal. It would only be a matter of months. By the summer, John had moved back in with his mother. He wrote heart­breaking letters to Molly about storing away their new furniture. As autumn drew on, all talk of weddings quietly ceased.

         
            [M]y heart’s scalded this day, and I going off stretching out the earth between us, the way I’ll not be waking near you another dawn of the year till the two of us do arise to hope or judgment with the saints of God.

            Christy Mahon in The Playboy of the Western World 

         

         To get him through his last winter, John worked on turning the fable Deirdre of the Sorrows into a play. On her frequent visits, Molly encouraged him. He never finished it, for he was dead before the spring came.
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         Molly was just twenty-three when her dream future with John shattered. Because what she shared with John was regarded as somehow unsuitable, Molly was airbrushed out of his life. She did 32 not attend his funeral, and her letters to him were destroyed, prob­ably by his family. But she was a trouper, determined to carry on. She helped Yeats to finish Deirdre, then starred in it as the epon­ymous tragic heroine. The keening lament she produced nightly over her dead lover brought audience members to tears.

         
            But who’ll pity Deirdre has lost the lips of Naisi [sic] from her neck and from her cheek forever? Who’ll pity Deirdre has lost the twilight in the woods with Naisi, when beech trees were silver and copper and ash trees were fine gold?

            Molly Allgood (aka Máire O’Neill) in Deirdre of the Sorrows 

         

         Molly remained in high demand as a stage, film and radio actress her whole life, particularly in later years by the playwright Sean O’Casey. Her personal life, however, continued to be full of inci­dent, some catastrophic. Having found love again in a happy marriage to a drama critic, she was widowed at the age of forty. She then rebounded into a brief ill-advised marriage to an old actor friend, which ended in divorce. She lost her son, named John after her dead fiancé, during World War II, and she struggled for years with alcoholism. Through it all, she continued to work.

         In an ending as dramatic as any her first love could have written, Molly Allgood fell into a fireplace in her London lodgings after a long day working on one of her signature roles, Maisie Madigan from The Silver Tassie by Sean O’Casey. She died later in hospital of burns. 33

         
            Timeline [image: ]


            16 April 1871 John Millington Synge born, Rathfarnham, Dublin

            11 January 1886 Mary ‘Molly’ Allgood born, Mary St, Dublin

            1896 Molly’s father dies, and she and Sara spend time in an orphanage

            1902 John co-founds the Irish National Theatre (later the Abbey) with WB Yeats and Lady Gregory

            1903 Molly joins Maud Gonne’s republican organisation Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Daughters of Ireland)

            1903 The Shadow of the Glen staged

            1904 Riders to the Sea staged

            1905 Molly changes her stage name to Máire O’Neill

            1907 The Playboy of the Western World staged; riots ensue

            24 March 1909 John dies in Dublin, leaving Deirdre of the Sorrows drafted but unfinished

            1911 Molly marries GH Mair, a drama critic, and has two children, Pegeen and John

            1914 Molly makes New York debut in General John Regan 

            1930 Molly appears, with Sara, in Hitchcock’s film of O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock 

            2 November 1952 Molly dies, Basingstoke, England
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