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Introduction: Approaching recovery


A record of a record


Molly Hennigan


On the occasion of her mother’s birthday, Maeve Brennan wrote a letter to the essayist and editor William Maxwell describing the emotional landscape provided by her mother. She wrote: ‘She gave me an “asylum for my affections” and I learned that my affections so far exceeded her ability to understand me that she came near to drowning.’


Maintaining an openness to the varied understandings of asylum as it might have applied to Brennan over the years; as psychiatric institution in later life, as site of incarceration in the context of her father’s life, or as refuge and shelter as in pockets of her own life in New York – be that in Sneden’s Landing, the ladies’ bathroom of The New Yorker, or the various hotel rooms she called home, this anthology brings together a series of essays that respond to the life and work of Maeve Brennan.


My first introduction to Maeve Brennan was during the final year of my undergraduate degree. It is one I’m grateful for but easily could’ve missed. Brennan’s name was listed, alongside others, on the final slide of a PowerPoint that was being read aloud, somewhat apathetically, the lecturer’s voice getting lost under the swell of students packing bags, getting ready to leave the lecture hall. These names were an afterthought in that room and I was trying to write them down before the slides were pulled. It is easy, as a young student, to think the gaps in knowledge are always and only yours. That you not knowing where to look for something reflects only your own shortcomings.


I sought Brennan’s writing out after this brief introduction and started with her novella The Visitor. I still have my first copy of the book and can revisit the sections I underlined instinctively on my first read: ‘tiny hotel room of memory’, ‘a fine sunless day’, the beautiful and often-quoted paragraph that opens, ‘Home is a place in the mind. When it is empty, it frets …’


A lot of my underlined sections focus on the idea of time as a gift – a younger woman giving her time to an older woman simply because she believes she has more of it, not thinking of the fact that she will run out of it as quickly – just in a different moment. I was circling the idea of writing about my grandmother at the time and that preoccupation reveals itself in the sections I was drawn to.


I remember reading a section when I was working in the cloakroom at the National Concert Hall and how it bedded into me an hour or so later walking home at night along St Stephen’s Green to catch my bus. I remember this section of the text shifting something in my perception of things in a way that felt permanent and welcome but still surprising and remote. I didn’t know why it meant something to me, just that it did: ‘The trees around Noon Square grew larger, as daylight faded. Darkness stole out of the thickening trees and slurred the thin iron railings around the houses, and spread quickly across the front garden, making the grass go black and taking the colour from the flowers.’


Writing my MPhil dissertation on Maeve Brennan, over a decade ago, I have a distinct memory, late in the year, of visiting the university library and passing by shelves and shelves of texts on Joyce, Yeats, Beckett, the rest – in search of something about Brennan. Angela Bourke’s biography was a clear beacon of light here but it was not bolstered by rows of texts on Brennan like the others. There is something physically as well as psychically daunting about trying to navigate an archive for a trace of what you’re looking for. What you aren’t looking for is easy to find, is right in front of you, and it becomes a kind of comical literary Mount Rushmore, staring you down, helped none by the accents around you that seem to reinforce a feeling already inherent, that you don’t belong.


When you can’t find what you are looking for you have to begin to use your imagination. You will be ushered, with the efficiency and banality of a regular health check, towards taking The Psychoanalytical Approach (I picture these three words lit up on the back wall of the library like a poor man’s Tracy Emin neon sculpture, hot pink or yellow and the light fizzing with a little smoke then switching off or breaking just as you finish reading it).


What I was missing though, as a student, was a sense of how others felt about Brennan’s work. I could patchwork together theories and apply them to her writing, I could read short articles about her here and there – snatches of print whose wordcount only ever allowed for a brief introductory note – the context of her family life and a predictable comment on her sense of style. Maybe towards the end of these articles, or somewhere buried in the middle, would be a trace of actual feeling, a thread of unique opinion, but it always left me wanting more. This anthology on Brennan seeks to address that, to deliver a series of sketches that are rooted in feeling.


When I took a biography writing class in Amherst with Dr Gretchen Gerzina, she asked us how we would feel about someone writing our biography. My first thought was of all the things I haven’t said or documented but that feel crucial to who I am. If a biography is a record of a record it feels important to consider not only the fact that the biographical body itself can include resources and records that have been written by someone else; but also the ways in which silence can be interpreted as biographically resourceless. How, whether intending to or not really setting out to, people who write about that person in any capacity are adding, in a material way, to the creation of the image of that person. In her book The Lure of the Biographical: On the (Self-) Representation of Modern Artists (Valiz, 2017), Sandra Kisters touches on this, asking: ‘To what extent have artists influenced or corrected the process of their own image-making during their lives and perhaps posthumously? Can artists change unwanted public images, or are they always at the mercy of the interpretation of others?’


If Brennan remains at the mercy of interpretation I hope that the interpretations in this anthology will move delicately for the reader. These sketches of Brennan are intended to be just that – a series of impressions that might assist in making a picture.


The broader family biographical record looms large in its own way for Brennan too, her two parents active anti-Treaty Republicans and her childhood home the site of multiple raids. Brennan’s portrayal of this in her fiction, particularly in her story ‘The Day We Got Our Own Back’ brings to mind Janet Malcolm in Still Pictures: On Photography and Memory (Granta, 2023). On the subject of her own father, Malcolm writes: ‘My mind is filled with lovely plotless memories of him. The memories with a plot are, of course, the ones that commit the original sin of autobiography which gives it its vitality if not its raison d’être.’


In ‘The Day We Got Our Own Back’, during the house raid, the young girl is approached by a strange man: ‘Tell us do you know where your Daddy is?’ In navigating the record of the record in writing about Brennan we can look to her on the page too, how she set down the experiences of her family life in fiction, preserving the integrity of feeling and keeping, always, that cool distance.


A secondary risk that comes careening in after we have ‘recovered’ a literary voice is not updating the language we use once they have been recovered. When, for example, are we going to stop calling her a recovered voice? Would you continue chest compressions on a healthy person? Would you just stare out to sea after pulling someone, almost drowning, from the water? Aside from psychoanalytical readings, the leap of imagination in responding to the work of a once-lesser-known writer sometimes requires a small bit of sure-footing to begin with, before the jump. This is no bad thing. In the context of Brennan’s body of work I think this small bit of sure-footing has been a patchworking of sorts, linking what we knew of her to other things we knew and valued. An overreliance on the idea of reading her might be an unhappy by-product of that. A problem we seem to have with literary recovery is our collective inability to treat the writer as writer once we’re all paying attention. Something seems to have been compromised in the moment between lost and found, maybe some kind of finders-keepers air about it, a sense of possession, the ego of it all bleeding into the reading. Perhaps the language of recovery is strange when it comes to literary revival because it centres the contemporary reader in a way that can age and wilt very quickly.


Speaking on behalf of, being the voice for, recovering. All of these approaches to literary revival can be jarring not least because there is oftentimes an intersection between the voices marginalised and other life experiences of theirs. Illness and recovery. Other institutions, beyond academia, where they have been spoken over and interrupted. In her biography of Brennan Angela Bourke reminds us that ‘By the time “The Springs of Affection” appeared in print […] Maeve had herself spent time in a mental hospital.’1


Having written a book about mental illness and my family history I’ve since fielded questions about my own mental health. Only once or twice have those questions spliced right through to something at the core of me and that, I think, is because I can hear something in the tenor of the question. The way it is being asked and the place it is being asked from. A place of shared experience. With that might come a slight edge in tone, it might make me a little uncomfortable, stand-offish even, but then I remind myself what has sharpened that edge for the interlocutor and it is a whetstone I know well. And something softens then between us, the sharpness dulls in a way that cuts into the crease of a new understanding. And it seems to be the exact place I need to work or move from, as both reader and writer. It feels like the right place.


Reading Anna Kavan’s work feels similar, or Hanna Greally’s, or Janet Frame’s, or Brennan’s. With Brennan though, there is that distinct ‘clarity of lightning’ that Niamh Campbell describes for us in her essay ‘A Girl’, that experience of being at once ‘intact and flamingly asunder’ that resonates so specifically.


Darran Anderson touches on a similar concept in his essay ‘Unrested’, gently separating genuine affinity with certain writing and the commodification of the interior self. Anderson also makes the keen observation that, in her writing, Brennan ‘does not exempt herself from the human drama she unpicks’. I think there is something about this implication of perspective, be it hard, cool, judgemental, impatient, that somehow in its unfussed expression has almost the completely opposite impact – softens, warms. To commit oneself to a judgement on the page, as accurately as one can write it, manages to blossom in the reading into a curiosity instead. The honesty of the judgement positions the reader as something of a confidant and simultaneously prompts a certain sharpening of the reader’s eye as they move back into their own world.


In her essay ‘(Mis)reading the city: Attempts to emulate The Long-Winded Lady’ Jessica Traynor allows the ‘disembodied voice to take on a totality’ as she navigates different cities in which she belongs to varying degrees. Both Traynor and Anderson are drawn in by the same sketch of portraiture in The Long-Winded Lady, ‘The Dark Elevator’. They both draw particular attention to the contrast Brennan sets up: judging an older woman and then undercutting the harshness of that judgement with a comment of admiration. Brennan’s skill is such that readers can imagine themselves as her subject, ‘the uncanny one in the scene’ as we see in the closing lines of Traynor’s essay.


Comparisons between writers are inevitable, and interesting. Here for the first time at least we are centring Brennan in the conversation. Here we have a book about Brennan in which Joyce, in which Munro, in which Jean Rhys, Chekhov, Clarice Lispector and more make fleeting appearances, the better to bolster our understanding of Brennan rather than the other way around. Éilís Ní Dhuibhne, through an engagement with folklore and oral storytelling, takes us on a journey of connecting ‘genetic links between modern fictional genres and the oral narrative genres which are the substratum of written literature’.


In the story ‘Family Walls’ in The Springs of Affection there is something in Hubert Derdon’s contemplation of walking home from work, against his usual routine, that always reminds me of John Cheever’s ‘The Swimmer’:


But there was the raincoat, and having to decide whether to carry it or put it on. If he was going to make a start on walking he did not want to start in his raincoat. And in the back of his mind he had an objection to wasting all that exercise on hard pavements with nothing ahead of him. He thought of mountain paths and tangled woods and narrow roads that ran between green fields. He imagined himself wearing a heavy pullover and walking steadily, but not in the direction of home.


Walking steadily, but not in the direction of home is something we witness again and again in Brennan’s life and writing. In his essay ‘The Power of Her Nightmare’, Arnold Thomas Fanning charts the prominence of this in Brennan’s work. He touches on Brennan’s advice ‘that walking in Manhattan emphasises “the accidental nature” of living, as if the act of walking through Manhattan can define our very selves’.


Roddy Doyle’s essay gives us a specific insight into Maeve’s connection with family, his mother being Maeve’s first cousin. He takes us into their private world, to her time spent living in his family home when he was young, the memory that is most meaningful to him: ‘the sound of Maeve typing’ and a generous account of the stories he and his siblings share of her.


Taking similarly personal approaches, Kate Phelan and Mary Cregan each explore their own family dynamics as they are interlaced with a reading of Brennan. Cregan recounts her grandmother’s move to America when it became clear the anti-Treaty side would not win and the ‘settled, unchangeable, given’ Irish Catholic feeling that she was raised on. Phelan weaves a narrative that sheds light on her own grandfather’s writing career and time in a psychiatric hospital with a dignity and understanding that extends in equal measure, and naturally, to her writing on Brennan and her sensitive visits to Brennan’s niece, who was forthcoming if a little wary.


Sinéad Gleeson situates Brennan in New York for us, touching on the ‘architectural personification’ she resorts to, paying close attention to the way Brennan positions herself in the city before responding to it, the way she picked up on the vulnerability of others around her and crucially how she could transfer ‘that act of private illumination to her writing’.


In her essay, Belinda McKeon takes us in her ‘reliable, unbeautiful SUV in a faded, unwashed cherry red’ through the site of Brennan’s Herbert’s Retreat stories from the 1950s, Sneden’s Landing (now known as Palisades). We glimpse, from McKeon’s passenger seat, ideas around a view as ‘something to be possessed rather than merely experienced’ as well as being driven further into the idea of style as device and weapon and the talismanic job of objects in these stories. 


This anthology gathers together a series of Irish writers on Brennan, in an attempt to look forward. An attempt to look at Brennan’s work in new ways, an attempt to add to the record of literature of Brennan, the record of the record. After finishing these it might be wise to give the last word back to Brennan – to let our eye follow her lead, see where her finger points when she is at odds with herself or her work, in this passage that I, and many others, have always taken great comfort in:


You are all it has. You are all your work has. It has nobody else and never had anybody else. If you deny it hands and a voice, it will continue as it is, alive but speechless and without hands […] When you are so sad that you ‘cannot’ work there is always a danger fear will enter in and begin withering around. A good way to remain on guard is to go to the window and watch the birds for an hour or two or three. It is very comforting to see their beaks opening and shutting.
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1   Angela Bourke, Maeve Brennan: Wit, Style and Tragedy: An Irish Writer in New York (Pimlico, 2005).










Unrested


On Maeve Brennan and New York City


Darran Anderson


We met in the Village, on the corner of Jane and Hudson, except the writer didn’t show. She was running late and texted to ask if we could meet in the evening. I replied not to worry, disappointed but relieved too at being untethered. Another time I texted, even if it meant in all likelihood another life. No sooner has the limitless possibility of aimless wandering presented itself than a lake hovering unnoticed over the city burst down onto Manhattan.


Ignoring the phantom red hand, I sprinted through the spray to the other side of the road and jogged several blocks, eventually taking shelter under the rattling awnings of a locked diner. The sky was heavy, and it was clear the rain would not stop until the whole cursed planet had rotated. I was already soaked. It was best to let go and embrace the inevitable. I headed then, a stray, sodden dog, through the traffic, to nowhere in particular.


It was the look that led me to read Maeve Brennan, I’d be a liar to say otherwise. All writers, by their nature, are observant but Brennan is remarkably so. Her essays are created from the places and people she sees, yet, in a sense that makes her feel contemporary decades after her passing, she remains wisely, wilfully evasive. She was incredibly photogenic, not just because of her glamour, her distance and her striking beauty, but because of an innate intensity. Her gaze is one that is continually reading the world and defies being read in turn. You want to know her and, despite all the clues throughout her work, you can’t.


One of the curses of our age is the all-seeing-I. We have become habituated into reading texts for their utility, which is another way of saying we read literature for what it can tell us about ourselves. The justifications given for this – from solidarity to self-help – are numerous and tempting when mostly it boils down to vanity, and the final triumph of consumerism in commodifying even our interior selves. ‘How can I see myself in this writer?’ is another way of saying, ‘How can I make this writer work for me, in terms of my status, my virtue, my illusions?’ There are always genuine affinities of course. In Brennan’s case, I could feel some connection to her given we were the children of Irish republican militants and formidable matriarchs and thus, our existence, given the dangers those parents once faced, was a matter of resilience, cunning and blind luck. We were both part of the Irish diaspora, between-people set adrift in astronomic cities we didn’t necessarily belong to but were fascinated by, addicted to exploring these places, prospecting, or just witnessing these worlds go by from a dive bar or osteria window, existing both within and apart from the metropolis. In truth though, I could not make any claim upon kinship with Brennan, other than we were from the same island and ended up scattered and we tried to write until it resembled some kind of circuitous path and purpose through the disarray.


Where Brennan seems most distant, further than mere time, are the moments of marvel. In one essay, from the window of a hotel, she watches a trombonist playing on a rooftop: ‘He stands in the middle of a vast explosion of restless light – every sign on Broadway going full blast.’ A clarinettist joins in ‘half a block away from him and twelve stories up in the air’. There’s little doubt it’s true, and masterfully recollected, but it feels like cinema or even cartoon. A Blue Note album cover. There is no scarcity of sights in this city – that very morning, on the way to the Lincoln Center, I’d glanced up towards the trill of birds in the trees and saw the unmistakable silhouette of Dante looking down – but something has happened to us to render such a rooftop scene a pastiche. Amidst all the gains, drunk on them, something had been lost. By seeking to be perpetually right, perpetually comforted, perpetually unimpressed and thus perpetually unsurprised, we have robbed ourselves of the possibility of the sublime.


The jaded moments are, by contrast, all too recognisable. Brennan’s perception of Broadway still rings true, perhaps more than ever when Hollywood and mass media are also considered, ‘This is just about the center of the theatrical and entertainment section of New York City, but what joviality and good fellowship exist here are thin; the atmosphere is of shabby transience, and its heart is inimical.’ It’s a view that extends beyond into the entire metropolis:


If you walk along the street, you will always find it busy, crowded, colorful, untidy, and with a fly-by-night air that makes it rakish, but in the first unrested light of morning, which comes up very suddenly here, the irregular roof lines have a stoical despondency, and the blank windows reflect an extremity of loneliness – that mechanical city loneliness which strays always at the edge of chaos, far from solitude.


Perhaps the most devastating passage she ever wrote was about the ‘bad mistake’ of reaching out to others and admitting failure, need, loneliness, the latter invigorating and haunting her work in ways that might be difficult to concede today, when so much needs to be spun as a win. In an age when ‘just talk to someone’ has become a panacea, I feel a deep-seated fear, a terror at times on waking at night, that she is right. Brennan is a writer who, at her best, tells us what we need to know rather than what we want to know.


The rain became so heavy it was a struggle to orientate myself so, convenient excuse provided, I stopped into The Four-Faced Liar. A baseball game was playing on the screen above the bar as I fished out a copy of The Long-Winded Lady from my bag. A line of Brennan’s ran through my head – ‘It was not too early for a martini’ – but I flaked out and ordered a beer, leaving my card behind the bar just in case. I can’t remember if it started as some pretentious affectation, but it had become a force of habit now, muscle memory, to use outdated books as guides to cities – reading Karl Kraus in Vienna, Tanpınar in Istanbul and so on. There was something liberating about how woefully impractical these were compared to modern handbooks. Something closer to the spirit of a place, even if that spirit only survived as an echo of an echo. Standing by a mantelpiece on the cover, Brennan gazed at the camera and into a century she would not live to experience. There was no need to reach for my phone, its GPS and its misdirections. This book, a Stinging Fly collection of her New Yorker flâneuse and badaude essays, was effectively a map. A couple on Sixth Avenue, the ‘mysterious parade of men’ on 44th Street, the tall old man on Seventh Avenue, a bookshop on 48th Street, a weeping boy on the steps of the station at 77th and Lexington, and on and on. Flicking through it again, I wonder how much of her city remains. Is that Longchamps still there? What is the Grosvenor Hotel now?


And yet, it does not really matter. You could revisit the sites, but they would not really be the places she visited, even if preserved in aspic, because the times were no longer the same. You can’t step in the same street twice. And besides, many of those she wrote about, sixty years ago, will be gone now. People are her central theme and where her brilliance lies. Brennan was a superlative people-watcher. She had a keen eye for tiny, telling details, physical and behavioural – bruises, body language, the way someone holds themselves, the way someone hides. As solitary as she is, Brennan is not coldly detached. She is a sympathetic, even amused observer: ‘I have often noticed women humming when they are looking at dresses.’ She rejects the luxury of morality and does not exempt herself from the human drama she unpicks. She is neither doctor, detective nor jurist. Her revelations, however penetrating, all have their limits. You can see into someone but only so far. Perhaps this is also the case with the self. The not-knowing is a huge part of city life – all the motions and glances and passings – and acknowledging this is a huge part of Brennan’s grace as a writer.


Empathy does not mean she is toothless. In ‘Balzac’s Favourite Food’, Brennan unleashes upon a trio of noisy philistines in a bookshop, in print rather than verbally. Her response is one of swirling rage and frustration. The desire to punish. The desire to be left alone. The desire to exist in a gentler world or one where karma was more than a coping mechanism. Ultimately, it’s futile, even an expression of futility as well as an inadvertent self-portrait (from someone so skilled in capturing others), but she gained a story from the encounter, and the reader gains insight into the understated relationship between meekness and fury. ‘I said to myself,’ she assures herself:


that there was no use thinking about the hyenas in the bookshop. Their capacity for arousing violence will arouse somebody who is violent one of these days. (That is what I told myself.) They will trip over their own shoelaces. Time will tell on them. They will never know anything except the miserable appetite of envy. They will learn, like the boy who cried wolf, that people who mock the Last Laugh are incinerated by it when it finally sounds.


There follows the least convincing line she ever wrote: ‘I don’t care.’ She is putting a hex on them, throughout this passage, in a world without magic.


Brennan’s skill at portraiture is exemplified in a masterpiece of an essay, ‘The Dark Elevator’. She is resolute and scornful in her initial sketch of an older lady who lives in the same building: ‘She has a room without a bath and she is often in the hall. She has bad temper written all over her face, bad temper and arrogance, and her eyes look about her in a curiosity that is unkind and persistent. She is always fighting with somebody and she is always complaining […] She looks as though she would like to reform somebody.’


Then, quite exceptionally, the piece pivots, with the line: ‘It was clear, as she climbed the stairs, that the hot weather was hurting her.’ By the end of the account, as the lady steps into a broken, claustrophobic elevator, Brennan has made her truly heroic, taking a private moment and making it totemic. It is a tour de force in sophisticated writing and humane curiosity. In didactic, essentialist times of tropes and ciphers, I know of few writers – and I am not one of them or would not have been one prior to reading Brennan – who would have hovered around as an observer as long as she did. Or extended their patience to allow the different, unforeseen secret aspects of that older lady to display themselves. An insulting label would be quickly applied to confirm our prejudices, reassure ourselves of the certainty of the world and our place in it, and the story, the chance to really learn about the human condition, would be lost.


We read Brennan now with the knowledge of her decline. And the temptation, as many astute writers have written about her work, is to search for portents but this is to write as if composing an autopsy rather than a survey of a life lived forwards. There is plenty of melancholy to be found in retrospect, plenty of dramatic irony, but no smoking gun, Chekhov’s or otherwise. Her preference for the solitary is far from unusual in writers, and her laments on the atomised nature of urban living feel paradoxically universal: ‘Each person is sealed off from the next person, sealed off even from the people he exchanges good mornings with, as though by fear of betrayal.’ Ageing certainly casts an ominous shadow in her essays: ‘I have seen him before, but like many very old people he looks more isolated and more fragile in this oppressive weather.’ An observation that, ‘New York City is not hospitable. She is very big and she has no heart’ may be slightly frivolous when written as a youth or in middle age but it can become more and more of a problem as one gets older. Yet at no point is isolation inevitable. What you read in someone can be as much projection as extraction.


In passing, my partner pointed out that all the photographs of Brennan are from when she was young. You’d struggle to find one from her later, ‘infamous’ years. This may have been her choice (‘there is a great deal of virtue in feeling unseen’) or that of others. Perhaps it is simply an articulation of the discomforting cult of youth still prevalent in publishing (where there are few things prized greater than the virginity of the debut novel, for example). What happened to Brennan is unsettling, her fate so at odds with her talent and insight, especially given how it defies simplistic explanation. A quote slips into my mind and I wonder where I picked it up. ‘Time exists in order that everything doesn’t happen all at once,’ Susan Sontag wrote, ‘and space exists so that it doesn’t all happen to you.’1 I used to wonder if catastrophe would feel like that until I discovered from experience that it does or can. We are left to wonder if Brennan’s life was no longer what she chose to do necessarily but something done to her. A landslide. Even this was pure conjecture. Brennan sketches figures that seem tragic – ‘the silent man’, ‘the ruined man’ – but are they really those things? Another floating quote, from Charlie Chaplin of all people, interrupts: ‘Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot.’ Perhaps she is somewhere in the hazy realm in between, the mid-range of the tragicomic. Again, conjecture. I closed the book to look at her photograph but there is little to tell. The look, beyond words, escaping translation, retains the sovereignty of mystery.
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