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PREFACE





CERTAIN TECHNICAL difficulties confront the would-be biographer of Sheridan Le Fanu, which it may be useful to admit at the outset of this study. First, there is the problem of approaching a figure who, one hundred years after his death, has never attracted serious attention. The principal printed sources of information on his life are his brother’s Seventy Years of Irish Life and his nephew’s Memoir of the Le Fanu Family, in neither of which does the novelist receive any especial notice. Second, there is the absence of a reliable bibliography of Le Fanu’s writings. Though I have attempted to remedy this deficiency in two appendices, the task of compiling a comprehensive listing of his periodical publications, and of collating the serial fiction and three-decker novels, remains for the future. Finally, surviving manuscript material is scarce and includes very little of literary—as distinct from biographical—interest. The surviving correspondence, which provides a mass of minor details of Le Fanu’s life, unfortunately falls into clearly defined periods which leave much of his life unrecorded.


The absence of a Le Fanu bibliography has created a problem in choosing a text for quotation. From a cursory inspection of Uncle Silas, it is evident that the novelist tidied up his magazine text before passing it on to the publisher of the three-decker. Yet in many cases, Le Fanu’s proof-reading of the books was less careful than of the serial, perhaps because he was also editor and proprietor of the magazine in which most of his fiction first appeared. For the general reader, copies of the three-decker and files of the Dublin University Magazine are equally inaccessible. In the following study the texts of the three-decker versions of the novels have been used, obvious misprints being corrected. For the stories in The Purcell Papers, the magazine texts is preferred, on the grounds that they were never collectively issued during Le Fanu’s lifetime. Modern reissues of the better-known In a Glass Darkly have appeared frequently, but without any editorial apparatus. E. F. Bleiler’s two anthologies, Best Ghost Stories of J. S. Le Fanu (New York, 1964) and J. S. Le Fanu: Ghost Stories and Mysteries (New York, 1975), include thirty stories with brief commentaries, and while these collections are warmly recommended to the general reader, Bleiler’s eclectic choice of sources for his text renders them unsuitable for quotation.


For permission to quote from manuscripts and other copyright material in their care, I am grateful to the trustees, administrators, and officials of the British Library, Victoria and Albert Museum, National Library of Scotland, Bodleian Library, Swedenborg Society, National Library of Ireland, Trinity College, Dublin, University College, Dublin, Public Record Office (Dublin), Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, Representative Church Body, Royal Irish Academy, Registry of Deeds (Dublin), University of Illinois Library, New York Public Library, Houghton Library, and Pierpont Morgan Library. The staff of the Department of Older Printed Books and Special Collections at Trinity College, Dublin, and of the Leeds Library have provided services beyond the normal call of duty. Janet Woolley and Sally Croft typed my manuscript with efficiency and good humour.


Mrs Rachel Burrows, Dr Jean Laurie, and Mrs Susan Digby-Firth very kindly drew my attention to family records which included valuable sources of this study; each corresponded enthusiastically with me, shedding light on the obscurities of Victorian family history. I am happy to record my gratitude to them, and to add a special word of thanks to Mrs Digby-Firth for her advice on the Bennett Papers. But above all others, William Le Fanu and his wife Elizabeth have constantly encouraged me in writing this study, having placed their papers at my disposal and answered innumerable finicking questions. My debt to them must be expressed in terms of their great kindness and hospitality over the last six years. The portrait of Sheridan Le Fanu, as a novelist and as an individual soul, embodied in the following pages is exclusively my responsibility, but my task would have been impossible without the co-operation of the Le Fanu family. All manuscript material of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu is quoted by kind permission of William Le Fanu.
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PREFACE TO THE LILLIPUT EDITION





When it appeared ten years ago, Sheridan Le Fanu and Victorian Ireland aimed to combine the traditional objectives of biography with a more innovative inquiry into the cultural milieu of middle-class, mid-nineteenth-century Ireland. Given the limited interest in Le Fanu’s fiction then evident, critical commentary was to a large degree restricted to an analysis of Uncle Silas (see Chapter 5). Ironically it has been the implications of my own continuing research on questions of political terminology, class and so forth—and not the greater availability of Le Fanu’s fiction—which prompts this preface to the reissue.


The principal fault I now find in the book lies in its casual assumption of the Protestant Ascendancy as an amalgam of middle-class and aristocratic elements in Irish society, of uncertain but respectable antiquity. The tracing of the concept’s origins to the 1790s and late 1780s—not earlier—commenced in my Ascendancy and Tradition in Anglo-Irish Literary History from 1789 to 1939 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). The findings there reported have been modified in the light of several subsequent exchanges of views, most valuably with James Kelly. Were I rewriting the biography from scratch, the place of Le Fanu and his family within Irish society would be approached differently. Despite this, and with a warning to the reader to treat allusions to the Ascendancy cautiously, I believe the book will do. For Le Fanu’s life is in many ways the trajectory of a man progressively disqualified for political action and even dissociated from social life.


I have taken the opportunity to correct a few mistakes in the first edition, and to add in Appendix 3 the text of Le Fanu’s 1858 notebook, with commentary, believing that the reader can usefully apply the material transcribed there to both biographical and critical problems.


Over the years conversations or correspondence with Antony Farrell, Joseph Leersen, W. Niall Osborough, Eve Patten, Jean-Paul Pittion and my son Simon Mc Cormack have sustained my commitment to Sheridan Le Fanu. William Le Fanu of Chelmsford continues to provide wonderful answers to hopeless questions. My debt to them all is heartfelt. On this day, a special word of gratitude should be expressed to Sheelagh, a most patient wife, who has seen successive homes cluttered with the biographer’s detritus. In her view and in mine, however, the dedicatee of the first edition, Walter Allen, still deserves pride of place for steering me amiably through my apprentice years.


W. J. Mc Cormack


Arbour Hill, 14 February 1990 



















INTRODUCTION: THE PAST





ACCORDING TO a note in his father’s prayer-book, the future author of Uncle Silas was born ‘at about half-past five o’clock AM’ on 28 August 1814. Though no similar record establishes the place of birth, it is beyond doubt that Joseph Thomas Sheridan Le Fanu first saw the light of day at No. 45 Lower Dominick Street, Dublin. His father’s family were Huguenots whose ancestor Charles de Cresserons had fought for William of Orange at the Boyne. Throughout the eighteenth century the Le Fanus had established themselves as comfortably bourgeois; as merchants and amateur bankers operating within the Protestant establishment, the novelist’s forebears had acquired status and security. His paternal grandmother was a sister of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, and the alliance of Huguenot diligence and Irish brilliance produced its most enigmatic son in Sheridan Le Fanu.


‘Sheridan’ meant literary success and political nonconformity, an inheritance which proved embarrassing to the Victorian Le Fanus. Fortunately, in their splendour the Sheridans did not intrude on the daily lives of their humbler relatives. The comparatively closed ranks of the professional grades among the Anglo-Irish were perpetuated in intermarriage. The Le Fanus were related to the Sheridans by three alliances, to the Knowles by two, to the Dobbins by two, and to the Bennetts by two. Furthermore they retained surnames as Christian names, and perpetuated favourite names through four or more generations. Five generations of Le Fanus each baptized a child William, three of them adding Richard, and two Philip. The late county surveyor of Clare was properly addressed as Peter Le Fanu Knowles Dobbin; his grandfather and great aunt had both married Le Fanus who were first cousins, and his father had married his own second cousin. These alliances lend an air of hermetic completeness to an account of Le Fanu’s life, for wherever one turns cousins nod in recognition. His fiction is laden with a sense of inescapable heredity; marriages and proposed marriages between blood relations proliferate. Wylder’s Hand is the most striking case, where Dorcas Brandon rejects her cousin Mark Wylder to marry her cousin Stanley Lake, only to find that Stanley kills Mark, and is then himself killed. To add to the familiarity of the pattern behind the sensationalism, the narrator’s name is Charles de Cresseron. Names recur in Le Fanu’s fiction not from a lack of invention, but in keeping with a habit of the author’s immediate clan. The heroes of Uncle Silas bear the surname Ruthyn—Le Fanu’s Broughton relatives lived at Ruthyn in North Wales—the elder brother being Austin Aylmer Ruthyn Ruthyn, and the younger Silas Aylmer Ruthyn. The echoes are more than atmospheric: they are dangerous oscillations. For the moment we can partly explain them by pointing to the frequency of family names among Sheridan Le Fanu’s nearest relatives.


A word or two about eighteenth-century Ireland from which the Victorian Le Fanus emerged. Lord Chancellor John Fitzgibbon acknowledged that:




the whole power and prosperity of the country has been conferred by successive monarchs upon an English colony, composed of three sets of English adventurers, who poured into this country at the termination of three successive rebellions. Confiscation is their common title, and from their first settlement they have been hemmed in on every side by the old inhabitants of the island, brooding over their discontents in sullen indignation.1





It was in this context that the Sheridans were so very odd—within a few decades Gaelic and Protestant, Jacobite and Radical. Indeed, oddness is a characteristic of Anglo-Ireland; Fitzgibbon, the hard-headed, boldly self-conscious Protestant supremacist, came of a humble Catholic family. The Le Fanus, arriving neither as conquerors nor sponsored colonists, made it their business to become assimilated into the privileged ascendency, quickly shedding their French and Huguenot habits.


Le Fanus being in a sense too conventional, and Sheridans too renowned to require historical summary here, a moment can be spared for Sheridan Le Fanu’s mother’s family. Her father, Dr William Dobbin, was a Church of Ireland clergyman from Cork. During the stormy years from 1797 to 1809, he sat in St. Patrick’s Cathedral stalls as prebendary of St. Michan’s. During the rebellion of 1798 he was comforter and confessor to the brothers John and Henry Sheares in the days leading up to their execution as traitors and rebels. Dobbin’s connection with them was more than professional, and there is a tradition that John Sheares was engaged to Sophia Dobbin to whom he sent a lock of hair on the evening before his execution. (A similar rumour about Fitzgibbon’s love for a girl who preferred Henry Sheares intensifies the claustrophobia of Anglo-Ireland.) It seems that Dobbin shared some of these revolutionary sympathies, for his daughter Emma—Le Fanu’s mother—preserved throughout her long life an admiration for the gallant Lord Edward Fitzgerald. Nor was 1798 the last moment of their involvement in revolutionary tragedy. In 1803 Dr Dobbin attended in his official capacity at the execution of Robert Emmet. According to Hamilton Maxwell, Emmet was ‘a determined infidel’, a radicalism in which Dobbin could not sympathize. No doubt conscious of his previous associations, the cleric strove with the condemned rebel and ‘vainly endeavoured to eradicate the erroneous opinions he had imbibed upon the continent’.2 The mise-en-scène would not be out of place in a novel by Le Fanu, Dobbin’s grandson, for in his fiction unbelief and social disruption engage in uneasy dialogue.


In the north of Dublin, St. Mary’s parish is one of the oldest ecclesiastical divisions of the city. In 1810 the rector was Dr Dobbin, who also held the vicarage of Finglas on the outskirts of the town. Among his curates was Thomas Philip Le Fanu, twenty-six years old, whose father was one of those Irish Protestants who had acquired a comfortable sinecure—he was ‘Clerk of the Coast and Examiner of the Coast Accounts for the Outports’. Both the Dobbins and Le Fanus existed in the outer circle of the Anglo-Irish establishment, their hopes of advancement invested in the ranks of the clergy. Irish parochial clergy did not entirely live off the fat of the land; Dublin parishes were large and ill-organized, and the lower clergy spent much of their time in charitable work. Dobbin had virtually retired out to Finglas, but the curates were busy.


On 5 September 1804 some Dublin folk gathered at the Le Fanus’, among them Emma Dobbin, one of the rector’s daughters. In 1810 an engagement between Tom Le Fanu and Emma was announced, and a rival suitor stepped forward at once. Theophilus Swift, a lawyer well stricken in years, informed the Dobbins that he regarded himself as Emma’s acknowledged lover. The man, in fact, was a crackpot, and for that very reason—not to mention the social consequence of his name, his connection with Dean Swift’s family—he was a dangerous nuisance. And a vocal nuisance; for once a rival was in the field, the old lawyer published his anguish in pamphlet form. Three editions of his self-justification were printed, each more impassioned, confused, and profuse with transcripts of missing correspondence than its predecessor. ‘I I would have burned … my two hands to the stumps, sooner than allow human eye to inspect a line of her letters, without her authority and permission.’3 This was embarrassing nonsense, and Swift threatened to circumscribe the whole respectable world of the Dobbins and Le Fanus. Emma had to stay away from a ball at Glasnevin because of the buffoon’s attendance. Tom received confidential letters from his rival only to find the texts reprinted in Swift’s Touchstone of Truth, the ever-expanding dossier of his folly. To extinguish the sole ground for the man’s crazy hope, Emma and Tom were married—furtively, according to Swift—on 31 July 1811. That effectively marked the end of Swift’s interference in the Le Fanus’ lives, but before he finally withdrew he delivered a warning to the curate: ‘In the moral and political world, an Ill fate is often observed to follow states and families, and the same Ill fate to extend its shade over their remotest connections. The Dobbin family are an instance of it. Nothing but Misfortune attends their calamitous counsels.’4 Whether Swift here alluded to Dobbin radicalism one cannot tell; the sense of the passage is no clearer than the rest of his utterance. But Tom’s and Emma’s later lives seem to substantiate Swift’s prophecy; even their son was involved in the misfortunes of the Dobbins. Of Swift, thankfully, we hear nothing more.


The Le Fanus’ first child, Catherine Frances, was born in Dominick Street in 1813, and there is no doubt that the future novelist was born here too. It has been claimed that the Royal Hibernian Military School was the birthplace, but this simply will not do. The child was born in August 1814, and his father was not attached to the School until the following year. The child’s Christian names honoured his grandfather, his father, and his grandmother’s clan. A third child, William Richard, was born at the Military School in 1816; later in his Seventy Years of Irish Life William recorded the childhood adventures of the two brothers in the Phoenix Park. Joseph would have been less than two when the family moved from Dominick Street, and so it is certain that his earliest memories were of the Military School, the Phoenix Park, and the pageantry of the viceregal establishment. When in 1815 the Revd Thomas Le Fanu was appointed by the Lord Lieutenant to the chaplaincy of the School, the omens seemed to be reassuring. This was the kind of advancement a man of Le Fanu’s station could expect, and the future seemed secure. The city was enjoying the prosperity of a wartime boom; local politics showed little sign of repeating the mistakes of the past. There could be no more insurrection; no more Robert Emmets. The Le Fanu children could sleep soundly, dreaming of their noble origins in France or of the security which the new country promised.


In search of the fully rounded character of a writer born to this inheritance, raised in a crisis of which he saw himself as a constituent, later composing fiction in which incident and emptiness virtually exclude the creation of character—in search of Sheridan Le Fanu—we may finally define him by circumscription, by comparing him with relatives whom he resembles in part, and with others from whom he differs. His biography might be seen as a tension between two poles—family identity and continuity, and personal isolation and self-questioning. Of course, he does no lack individuality; he is one of literature’s eccentrics, and in Anglo-Ireland that does not rob him of representative interest. It is true that neither his friend Charles Lever nor his kinsman the Marquis of Dufferin and Ava drank green tea and read Swedenborg’s Heaven and Hell—Le Fanu is no guide to average behaviour. Yet his life is significant and revealing in just the way a photographer uses a tinted filter, to bring out aspects of reality which normal vision ignores or excludes. We can see through Le Fanu’s life and work a curiously neglected area—Victorian Ireland.


Victorian Ireland—the conjunction of terms is itself mildly surprising. Nineteenth-century Ireland has, for political and literary historians alike, been exclusively the nursery of nationalism, of Charles Stewart Parnell and William Butler Yeats. Victorianism, conversely, is still regarded as an essentially metropolitan culture, centralized, industrial, urban. Gustave Doré, Charles Dickens, and the Tennyson of the Isle of Wight years are its publicists. Yet Limerick and Dublin felt the effects of this culture too, in their distinctive ways, and their experience tells us much about the validity (or otherwise) of metropolitan assumptions. And by mid-century at least, Ireland had its middle classes, confused though the Protestant element among them was by its close association with the landed aristocracy. Beside the Protestant bourgeoisie of which William Le Fanu was an admirable example, there was a similar body of Catholic professional men and merchants. These were, however, still overawed by Protestant control of the administrative heights, and tended to look back to pre-emancipation cabins for their cultural identity. Despite Yeats and Synge who came from the same church-infused background, it is the Protestant middle classes who have been neglected. No doubt they are partly responsible for this neglect themselves; Yeats’s unhistorical celebration of the eighteenth century as his spiritual source is largely to blame. In praising Synge’s contribution to a ‘genuine’ Irish literature, Professor Corkery and the cultural nationalists ignored the degree to which Synge’s mythology was a mask for tensions in his Protestant upbringing.5


Much of Le Fanu’s later fiction is repetitive and, though this feature may be obsessive rather than mechanical, a full study of all his novels and stories cannot be justified. Fortunately Le Fanu seems to have embodied the essence of his experience in Uncle Silas with a formal economy missing in his other novels. The success of that novel—and to a lesser extent the success of the stories in In a Glass Darkly—is intimately connected with his reading of Emanuel Swedenborg’s theology. By a circuitous route, this interest in Swedenborgian thought underlines the continuity between Le Fanu and the generation of Yeats and Wilde. Having read Uncle Silas and In a Glass Darkly with some attention to the theological allusion, it is possible to see in the following remark of Yeats’s an unacknowledged debt to Le Fanu’s fiction:




It was indeed Swedenborg who affirmed for the modern world, as against the abstract reasoning of the learned, the doctrine and practice of the desolate places, of shepherds and midwives, and discovered a world of spirits where there was a scenery like that of earth, human forms, grotesque or beautiful, senses that knew pleasure and pain, marriage and war, all that could be painted on canvas, or put into stories to make one’s hair stand up.6





The paintings to which Yeats refers may have been Blake’s, but it is principally in Le Fanu’s fiction that Swedenborgianism is incorporated into hair-raising plots, And the same theories of the soul and its remorse are put to dramatic effect in Yeats’s play about Jonathan Swift, while in Purgatory the Le Fanuesque theme of a Great House destroyed by the depravity of its master is interwoven with a murder which must repeat itself according to the Swedenborgian formula. Seeing Le Fanu as a contemporary of Ainsworth’s or Wilkie Collins’s, we are inclined to forget that within his lifetime the giants of the Irish literary renaissance were born—W. B. Yeats, George Moore, J. M. Synge. As a child Oscar Wilde was occasionally a playmate of Le Fanu’s children. The Victorians are closer to the generation of the modernist movement than the latter cared to admit.


As a child of the glebe-house, as editor of the Dublin University Magazine, as husband and widower, Le Fanu proclaimed his allegiance to the Victorian middle classes. His cousins and friends, even some of his bitterest foes, belonged to the same Protestant caste. He resembles them in many simple ways, the ways he pays his debts, writes his letters, takes his holidays. Common activities are significant because they constitute the shared life of an intricate if limited social group, less grand than they may have thought, but nevertheless powerful in business, in the professions, in education, in precisely those activities which defined Victorianism. Political historians have quite rightly concentrated on the Famine, the Land War, and Fenianism as the major events of Irish history before Parnell, but these themes necessarily limit our attention to the victims of time. Perhaps we can now look at some of the survivors who, though on nodding terms with hardship and sometimes shaken by anxiety, spoke the language of Victorian success.


Two warnings are timely here. First of all, it would be wrong to say that Le Fanu was ever ‘central to the lives’ of the Dobbins, Barringtons, and Jelletts whom we shall meet in passing. Their lives circumscribe his in a way that is valuable simply because he was reticent and evasive. Secondly, the language of success was often a mask; Dobbins were sometimes poor, Barringtons in need of favours. Victorianism was a highly formal code of behaviour, and to understand it aright decoding is frequently necessary. The fact that his relatives were not irredeemably well-to-do, that his brother suffered (for a week or two) the agonies of the famous Victorian crisis of belief, makes it easier for us to see Le Fanu as a man of his time. He assumes importance and influence late in life when he found in sensational fiction a means to describe the extraordinary quality of his life, its urbanity and its closeness to violence. Essentially the common feature of his experience and of his fictional world is the idea of a society based on non-social assumptions, an experience outwardly social but really isolated and dangerously interior. Victorian Ireland is fascinating and relatively unknown, its daily routine a neglected part of the past which has moulded Yeats, Shaw, Parnell, and other distinctively modern figures. Its larger value as seen in Le Fanu’s career can only be appreciated if we are prepared to make the connection between his failure to evolve a viable political stance in Ireland and his experiments in English sensationalism. Normal vision has its own censoring devices, and two sets of filters must be laid aside; one which excludes the middle-class Orangeman of 1840 as an historical irrelevance, and the other which dismisses sensational fiction as ‘pulp’. With our vision adjusted we can watch the growth of a Victorian mind painfully engaged with the hidden Ireland of drawing-rooms and pole screens.




1 John Fitzgibbon, Earl of Clare (1749–1802). Successively Attorney-General and Lord Chancellor in the pre-Union Irish administration, Fitzgibbon is traditionally regarded as the backbone of anti-Catholic feeling in the prelude to the Act of Union of 1800. Terence de Vere White provides a shrewd analysis of his character in The Anglo-Irish (London, 1972), pp. 94–110. For the extract from Fitzgibbon’s speech, see ibid. 95–6.


2 W. H. Maxwell, History of the Irish Rebellion in 1798 (London, 1854), pp. 432–3.


3 T. Swift, The Touchstone of Truth (n.p., 1811), p. 15.


4 Ibid. 78.


5 See D. Corkery, Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature; a Study (Cork, 1931).


6 W. B. Yeats, Explorations (London, 1962), p. 72. The passage comes from ‘Swedenborg, Mediums, and the Desolate Places’, first published in 1914. I have discussed the need to reconsider Yeats’s idea of an Anglo-Irish tradition in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in ‘Yeats and a New Tradition’ (Crane Bag, vol. 3 no. 1, pp. 30–40, 1979). See pp. 36–7 for a particular discussion of Le Fanu in relation to Yeats’s play The Words Upon the Window-pane.
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A CLERICAL WORLD





FOR ITS size Dublin is an extraordinarily renowned city, and has been made so by a succession of artists who, reluctantly in some cases, have been Dubliners. Jonathan Swift was sent into exile there; Goldsmith was nearly educated there, and, to skip a century, Yeats and Joyce were born there. Dublin is an old city; its continuity from Danish and Norman settlers is traceable below a more modern architecture. But it has never been essentially an Irish city; when Louis MacNeice called it the ‘Augustan capital of a Gaelic nation’ he was playing with paradox, a favourite weapon of Dublin’s writers. To Swift it was both endearing and damnable; to Yeats it was an ‘unmannerly town’, a place of terrible beauty. Between Swift’s death in 1745 and Yeats’s birth one hundred and twenty years later, the city did not produce any comparable genius, but it did see the rise of the Georgian squares and terraces which still struggle to lend character to a modern capital. Partly because of Yeats’s declarations, we are inclined to regard Dublin’s Georgian architecture as quintessentially eighteenth century. In fact, some of the finest urban development in the city appeared at the turn of the centuries, and few of the best terraces were standing in Swift’s time.


At the beginning of the nineteenth century Dublin suffered three traumas—insurrection in 1798, dissolution of the Irish Parliament in 1800, and Emmet’s rebellion three years later. The city soon settled down to become for over a century a provincial town, known for eccentricity rather than genius. But the wars against Napoleon at least had given it importance as a recruiting ground; the Viceroy liked to cut a military dash, and for a few years Dublin Castle and the Phoenix Park kept up an appearance of vivacity. Charles Lever was not entirely joking when he exclaimed in Jack Hinton: ‘Don’t tell me of your insurrection acts, of your nightly outrages, your outbreaks, and your burnings, as a reason for keeping a large military force in Ireland—nothing of the kind. A very different object, indeed, is the reason—Ireland is garrisoned to please the ladies’.1 To write a novel like Jack Hinton in 1843 was as good a way of forgetting the outrages of the period as Lever could think of; his literary analysis, and not his sense of period, is open to question.


Apart from the dashing officers and the dancing masters, Dublin society in 1810 was amply garrisoned by lawyers and Protestant clerics. Respectable society hardly recognized others grades of existence, and the gulf between high and low was complicated by religious differences. A tightly knit community revolved round the castle and the Viceregal Lodge; beyond it an outer circle of still respectable and largely Protestant middle-class professionals turned inwards in search of official patronage, and beyond them there was a general population—largely Catholic. ‘Beyond’ was the operative word in social distinctions, and beyond the city boundaries, ‘beyond the pale’ as the Irish phrase put it, the countryside extended these divisions into a landowning system of nearly barbaric character. Dublin was placed between the distant authority of Westminster and the mutinous estates of the upper classes, a dilemma which was not recognized, of course, in 1810. The Act of Union was intended in 1800 to heal the breach between England and Ireland, and had been accompanied by promises of emancipation for the Catholic majority.


The most lasting achievement of the campaign to repeal the Act of Union was the notion that Dublin had gone into a total decline after the dissolution of the Irish Parliament. Certainly, members of the Commons or the Lords no longer gathered in their town houses, dancing to a music of wit and prejudice. But their withdrawal left a vacuum which necessarily was filled. A satirical pamphlet of 1804, An Intercepted Letter from J—— T——(attributed now to John Wilson Croker), describes how the Parliament buildings were defaced by their new owners, the Bank of Ireland, whose taste, being arbitrary and bourgeois, was inferior. In a further passage Croker stressed the complacent supremacy of the new middle classes: ‘They most wonderfully excell us in dignity; and it is not uncommon to see a shopkeeper sitting behind his counter in all the solemn state of a mandarine, and this indeed is but the lex talionis, for you can hardly imagine how many of the mandarines look like shopkeepers’.2 The vulgar taste of merchants and bankers is an important element in Maria Edgeworth’s Absentee (1812), and in describing post-Union Dublin she drew on Croker’s pamphlet.3 But literature and politics were not immune to the new forces at work in commerce, and two men—both Catholics—soon emerged as the spokesmen of a new, disgruntled, thoroughly bourgeois Ireland.


It has been said of Thomas Moore that he put Ireland back on the cultural map of Europe, and his Melodies undoubtedly achieved an enormous success. With more modesty, he can justly claim to be the herald of Dublin’s shopkeeper-merchants in society. In politics he was a Whig with independent leanings; in religion he was a luke-warm Catholic with a hotter aversion to the Established Church. The faults of his verse are the inevitable birthmarks of his age and class for he was that most discontented of types, the recently liberated man who has just grasped how thoroughly his past had been enslaved. No modern critic says anything in favour of ‘Blame not the Bard’, and yet is it not a complex apologia for the absence of political feeling in Moore’s work as a whole? As a liberal Irishman he recognized the greatness of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, and when the champion died, Moore determined to commemorate him. In search of material he contacted the Le Fanus who reluctantly allowed him to copy letters and memorabilia. In the matter of returning these, Moore was a little careless. His Travels of an Irish Gentleman in Search of a Religion (1833) gave great offence to churchmen like Thomas Le Fanu, and it was fiercely reviewed in the Dublin University Magazine. Despite these doctrinal antagonisms, there is no doubt that Moore influenced the style of Victorian writing in Ireland. By the time he died in 1852 even the D.U.M. had softened considerably in its attitude to his limpid melodies.


The other bête noire of the Anglo-Irish ascendency was of course Daniel O’Connell, in many ways the opposite of Moore—a countryman, hard-headed and roughly spoken, scion of a tribe who had thrived in the demanding conditions of Penal Ireland. Although he was a landowner and a barrister, O’Connell was regarded by his Protestant counterparts as an upstart and a vulgarian. A recent historian declares him one of the most successful liberal leaders of the early nineteenth century in Europe, but Anglo-Irish contemporaries were convinced that his aim was Catholic domination rather than liberal secularism.4 Like Moore he was forced by circumstances to adopt a style which was likely to be misunderstood. The Catholic masses after 1800 were leaderless and demoralized; insurrection had brought the most terrible suffering, prefaced by unpalatably French principles. O’Connell had energy and organizing genius, and he worked for forty years to create an articulate public opinion in Ireland, representing the Catholic majority rather than the Protestant establishment. Arguably it was his challenge for the middle ground of Irish politics, the position between armed separatism and passive integration, which drove the Protestant gentry to adopt wholeheartedly the ascendency attitude. A resident gentry such as the Irish one, with its extensive involvement in the legal profession, might have seen that same middle ground as its proper sphere. In the face of O’Connellite provocation and the heightened sectarianism of the times, this resentment was transmuted into a charter for a new social pre-eminence; the Protestant gentleman of Ireland were the bastion of the Williamite constitution, of private property—of religion and civilization! Yet the Revd Thomas Le Fanu’s grandfather had been a wine merchant like Moore’s father—though a more prosperous one in keeping with the privileges of his church; and O’Connell and Sheridan Le Fanu were simultaneously members of the Irish Bar. In the Anglo-Irish scheme of things class could be discounted when it was inconvenient. The most effective answer to class insinuations was to create areas of exclusivism which were then presented to the world as the essence of Ireland. In this way the Church of Ireland became politicized; church and landed estate provided oases of security for the establishment in the years before Catholic emancipation. They were dangerously remote oases, remote from each other, from the new public opinion in Ireland, and from the realities of British politics. The church was particularly vulnerable, and ‘the cause of religious reform got further [than land reform] because a minority Church could be deprived of privileges with less damage than any substantial shift toward Tenant Right … would have involved’.5


One further representative figure of Thomas Le Fanu’s generation is worth a moment’s notice, less prominent than Moore or O’Connell but also more immediately relevant to the Church of Ireland. The Revd Mortimer O’Sullivan summarized his view of things for a House of Commons select committee in 1825:




The respectable class of the Roman Catholic laity are, generally, speaking, quite untinged with that political feeling which their religion might infuse in them, and the very lowest classes would be led by the priest of the parish, perhaps with as much effect as they would be led by the Pope; but at present there is between the higher classes and those which are very low, a class of persons becoming influential in the Roman Catholic body who did not at all apply themselves to political concerns before; and the middle class is that to which I look with most apprehension, for what is to be the future fate of Ireland.6





We know who O’Sullivan had in mind: the respectable Catholics were men like Lord Trimbleston and Sir Edward Bellew, polite petitioners for a concession; the ‘very low’ were of course anonymous, but could be found in party fights and the recesses of a non-political landscape; the middle class were the lawyers and agitators. But who was O’Sullivan? As his name might indicate, he was born a Catholic; but educated as a Protestant, he had been trained as the demagogue of Orangeism. The year after he enlightened the Commons he succeeded Thomas Le Fanu as chaplain to the Military School, and throughout the 1830s and the 1840s he was the chief ideologist of the Dublin University Magazine, a role he shared with his brother Samuel, also a convert and a cleric. His influence in the Church of Ireland was very considerable not so much for the originality as the blatancy of his views. The premiss lurking behind his evidence to the select committee was that Protestantism and middle-class values were eternal opposites, that the Established Church by its nature precluded the possibility of a bourgeoisie in Ireland—unless this dangerous innovation took root among the Papists. The notion of an excluded middle class is familiar to readers of Yeats, and its emergence in early nineteenth-century Ireland had important consequences for the established clergy to whom it expressly appealed.




 





North-west of Dublin the Phoenix Park stretches away from commerce and business to establish a green area in the suburbs, almost eighteen hundred acres bounded on the south by the river Liffey. In 1820 Chapelizod, Palmerstown, and Blanchardstown were still country villages visited perhaps by a carriage or two of holiday-makers from the city, but generally remote and self-contained. The park, which has its origins in the seventeenth century, had reached its present proportions and outline by Sheridan Le Fanu’s birth, and while it was then as now a public park it also contained the principal residences of the British administrators. When the Le Fanus arrived from Dominick Street, Francis Johnstone was at work on the Viceregal Lodge, adding an lonic portico to the south front. In the other notable houses of the park lived Robert Peel, the Chief Secretary, and William Gregory, his under-Secretary. In 1817 work began on the gigantic Wellington Monument, an obelisk of two hundred and five feet designed by Sir Robert Smirke. Duelling parties, building workers, and military tattoos were all elegantly contained in the vastness of the Phoenix Park, leaving the Hibernian Military School relatively undisturbed. The Revd Mr Le Fanu’s duties as chaplain were not light, for the institution catered for about six hundred children. Most of the boys were destined to follow their fathers into the army, and at least one of the girls went into domestic service, staying with the Le Fanus for fifty-five years.


The park has not essentially changed. The trees are higher and denser in foliage. The long avenues which cross the centre of the green are covered in tar macadam rather than the dust of Le Fanu’s day. Like a huge lens, it encapsulates a number of vital scenes in Irish social history; in 1842 a group of young men, sitting under a tree, hit upon the idea of a weekly newspaper in which to express their nationality—the Nation was conceived in the Phoenix Park; a few years earlier one of Europe’s finest zoological gardens had opened, and a distinctive element of Dublin social life created; more sombrely in May 1882, the dust soaked up the blood of a Chief Secretary. The Phoenix Park recurs in Anglo-Irish literature from Le Fanu to James Joyce and Thomas Kinsella. Joyce drew on The House by the Churchyard as a source for the dirty deed in the park which lurks behind Finnegans Wake. The Phoenix Park’s history brings together the warring elements of Irish society—the Nation and the viceroy, Le Fanu and the Invincibles, Victorian ladies watching polo, and James Joyce in pursuit of Haveth Childers Everywhere.


The Le Fanus stayed eleven years at the Military School, during which Joseph passed through an impressionable childhood. In Seventy Years of Irish Life, William provides examples of his brother’s early genius, no more remarkable than any other claims for child prodigy. At about the age of six Joseph had a favourite amusement of drawing little pictures and writing some moral below them. In one, a balloon was floating high in the air, though two aeronauts had fallen from the basket and were tumbling towards the ground. The caption read: ‘See the effects of trying to go to heaven.’7 William’s mind was less speculative, and his principal recollection was of trading his nanny for a red spaniel. The boys’ life was regulated by their father’s clerical duties, and by the military tone of a social world governed by the comings and goings of the highest dignitaries in the land. The nearest parish church was in Chapelizod, and the quaint little village between a weir and a bridge on the Liffey soberly impressed young Le Fanu with its antiquity.


An exception to the routine occurred in 1821. George IV had come to the throne in the previous year amid general celebrations, and he was anxious to consolidate his popularity with a tour of his Irish kingdom. Thomas and Emma were included among the guests at a levee and a drawing-room; as part of the Lord Lieutenant’s retinue, the chaplain to the School was presented to His Majesty. The children watched the king’s procession into Dublin from their grandfather’s house in Eccles Street. The Phoenix Park with its official residences and vast open spaces was the ideal arena for military displays, and while the king presided Joseph and William Le Fanu watched a grand review of infantry regiments marching past in their white knee-breeches and long black gaiters. At seven Le Fanu had an eye for details of dress and appearance, and later he filled The House by the Churchyard with archaeological colour of this kind; amid the terrors of the plot he re-created imaginatively the ceremonial simplicity of his childhood. For to live at the centre of a constant, static spectacle—1821 being a heightened version of viceregal routine—was to acquire a distinctive mode of perception. Display, symbol, gesture dominated the military life of Dublin in the years between 1814 and 1826; the disturbed countryside was almost as remote as Waterloo. Of course, the Chief Secretary and his political staff were constantly in touch with developments across the country but that was a side to their activity hidden from a young boy. To him the officials were essentially ceremonial; their duties were public demonstrations of a political orthodoxy. The Phoenix Park, to an imaginative child, was an open-air cathedral, the liturgy political as well as religious, for the two can never be separated in nineteenth-century Ireland. Doubtless his father knew all about the implications of city life, the shopkeepers and their bills, relatives and their little problems. The boy only saw the splendid integrity of the Phoenix Park, its utter difference to the city and the countryside alike. It was an artificial landscape populated by symbolic figures.


Everyone recognizes Joyce’s dark enquiries in Finnegans Wake as an exploration of the unconscious mind, and a public park may seem curious as a choice of imagery. But in his first novel, Le Fanu acknowledged that the park too had a past, a history less orderly than its modern playgrounds and promenades. The hero of The Cock and Anchor, wandering on the outskirts of Dublin sometime early in the eighteenth century, becomes ensnared in the park:




The close screen of the wild gnarled thorns which covered the upper level on which he now moved, still further deepened the darkness; and he became at length so entirely involved in the pitchy gloom, that he dismounted, and taking his horse by the head, led him forward through the tangled brake, and under the knotted branches of the old hoary thorns—stumbling among the briers and the crooked roots, and every moment encountering the sudden obstruction either of some stooping branch, or the trunk of one of the old trees; so that altogether his progress was as tedious and unpleasant as it well could be.8





Le Fanu convincingly translates the open playground of his childhood back into the ensnaring wildness of its past. Within the story this is appropriate and impressive in a novice writer. But the hero’s entanglement is more profound than merely narrative. In fact, shortly after his immobilization by briar and root:




he saw, or thought he saw, a red light gleaming through the trees. It disappeared—it came again. He stopped, uncertain whether it was one of those fitful marshfires which but mock the perplexity of be-nighted travellers; but no—this light shone clearly, and with a steady beam through the branches; and toward it he directed his steps, losing it now, and again recovering it, till at length, after a longer probation than he had at first expected, he gained a clear space of ground.9





From here Edmond O’Connor sees that ‘the light which had guided him streamed from the window of an old shattered house, partially surrounded by a dilapidated wall, having a few ruinous out-houses attached to it’. The anticipation is nicely rewarded: O’Connor finds not ccmfort but captivity. In the ruined house he falls into the hands of Jacobite conspirators who regard him as a spy. Now as narrative all this is ironic, for O’Connor is a Catholic himself, and only moves through Ireland at the risk of his liberty. But considered as a psychological symbol it is more illuminating. The hero, who is in love with a Protestant girl, is only luke warm in his Jacobitism; consciously he evades the agitator and the enthusiast, but in the dark wood he is drawn towards their violent conspiracy. The darkness reveals his deeper loyalties.


Further analysis of Le Fanu’s novel would be out of place here, for we are primarily concerned with his childhood. But the setting of The Cock and Anchor is the scene of his earliest memories, and his transformation of the smooth lawns and dusty avenues into knotted thorns and dark sloughs is remarkable. The hero of the novel finds the park a secret place of conspiracy in favour of his despised religion and outlawed politics; it tells us what he inescapably is. It is difficult to avoid the parallel—that for Le Fanu his period in the Phoenix Park was a time of the closest identification with his very different politics and religion—his father a chaplain to a military establishment, surrounded by the pomp of the Williamite constitution which had proscribed O’Connor and his kind a hundred years earlier.


A working chaplain had to consider some of the outer world’s pressures. The Church of Ireland might offer Thomas Le Fanu preferment in various forms. Curacy, which he had already experienced in St. Mary’s under his father-in-law, was the lowest rung of the ladder. Down in the country, however, there were parishes where scarcely a Protestant lived, areas in the southern and western counties where a rector literally had no congregation. In 1817 he was appointed rector of a parish in county Cork, Ardnageehy—‘the windy heights.’10 The tithe income was small, and as there was no glebe-house the rector was naturally an absentee. With few if any Protestants in the remote, mountainous, and Gaelic-speaking district, his absence was scarcely noticed. At the time, he saw his new office as an addition to his income rather than to his duties and, by the standards of the age, none could blame him. But the times were about to change.


In the light of political developments, his second opportunity to make contact with the greater Ireland ‘beyond the pale’ was crucial. Agitation for Catholic emancipation produced a moderate petition on the king’s visit in 1821. That petition being rejected, the O’Connell juggernaut was launched in earnest, and soon civil war was feared. In 1823 Thomas Le Fanu was appointed rector of Abington, a parish on the borders of counties Limerick and Tipperary, on the edge of the Slieve Felim mountains. Limerick city was less than a dozen miles to the west, and a solid glebe-house had been built just a few years since. Perhaps the tithe income, even the joint income of two parishes, was not so great that he could throw up a chaplaincy in Dublin to bring a wife and three young children down to rural Limerick. He continued to be an absentee rector, now of Abington as well as of Ardnageehy. An incident in county Limerick in April 1823 may have influenced his decision. Lord Stradbroke repossessed part of his estate which had been let to a single tenant. Subdivision of the land, and subletting of plots, had resulted in forty or fifty families living off the original lease, and Stradbroke’s action evicted four or five hundred people, ‘prostrating’ their cabins, and leaving them without support on the roadside. The incident raised fears of serious reprisals and outrage; Limerick had been placed under the Insurrection Act in February 1822, and now a new administrator, Francis Blackburne, was appointed to uphold the law of eviction and seignorial rights. Abington, by all accounts, was a place to avoid in 1823.


His family also had a place in the rector’s mind. Little of note had happened to them during their years at the Military School, and their toll of deaths and marriages was not greater than any similar family’s. Perhaps the loss which the world noticed most—the death of R. B. Sheridan in 1816—was the least of their burdens. A greater blow of the same year was his sister Alicia’s death, for it was she who symbolized the union of Sheridans and Le Fanus for her children and grandchildren. Other alliances became closer with the years, as when Dr Dobbin’s son William married Alicia Hester Le Fanu in 1819.


Captain William Dobbin had been married once before, but after his wife’s premature death, he had joined a regiment bound for the Peninsula. Dobbin saw some of the worst fighting of the campaign; he was wounded at Salamanca, in action at Vittoria, and desperately wounded in the head at Badajos. His marriage reinforced an alliance formed initially in the teeth of Theophilus Swift’s defiance; Captain Dobbin was destined to fulfil the old bogey’s dire prophecies. For as a result of his injuries he remained until his death something less than totally in command of himself. He was never mad; he was thoroughly sane by any medical definition. But what had originally been a romantic, in part affected, melancholy was magnified by his real sufferings into a constitutional inability to judge properly his fortune or misfortune. Like many other retired soldiers he became an officer in the Irish Constabulary, and was stationed at Borrisokeane, a market village roughly thirty miles from Limerick and Abington. Then in 1825 the ‘Clerk of the Coast’ died, bringing to a close the first generation of Le Fanus born on Irish soil.11


In 1826 the additional income of the deanery of Emly was given to Thomas and he brought his family out into the countryside. Leaving the Military School for Abington involved a total alteration in the scale of everything. Dublin was a capital, albeit a provincial one, with a history of centralized administration and the deference of other towns behind it. In contrast Abington was just a spot on the map, a remote village of no particular significance. True, Limerick was a seaport at the mouth of Ireland’s longest river; but the Shannon, in dividing Connaught from the rest of the country, stood in much the same relation to Dublin as the Danube did to Rome in Ovid’s day. Connaught was the wilderness, the Shannon its boundary, and Limerick an ambiguous bridgehead which could traffic in either direction. English travellers were often appalled by living conditions in the sister kingdom; Limerick produced unanimous indignation from radical and conservative alike. The level-headed Henry Inglis paid special attention to its degradation of humanity, and Thackeray thought its streets were ‘black, ruinous, swarming, dark, hideous’. From the period of the Le Fanus’ residence in county Limerick, William Cobbett’s account of the city is perhaps the most moving:




In one street … I saw more misery than any man could have believed existed in the whole world. Men sleeping in the same wisp of dirty straw, or weeds, with their mothers, sisters and aunts; and compelled to do so, or perish; two or three families in one room, that is to say a miserable hole 10 feet by 8 or 9; and husbands, wives, sons, daughters, all huddled together, paying 6d or 8d or 10d a. week for the room; and the rent paid to a ‘nobleman’ in England … At a place in the country [near Limerick city] I went to the dwelling of a widower, who is nearly 60 years of age, and who had five children, all very nearly stark naked. The eldest girl, who is fifteen years of age, had a sort of apron to hide the middle part of her body before, and that was all she had. She hid herself, as well as she could, behind or at the end of, an old broken cupboard; and she held up her two arms and hands to hide her breasts. This man pays 30s rent for an acre of the poorest land.12





Even with its radical passion and italic emphasis, Cobbett’s sketch of Limerick—town and county—is hardly exaggerated; others confirm his findings. We cannot say that Dean Le Fanu’s family were unaware of these conditions, and yet Seventy Years devotes only a short passage to the local population:




They appeared to be devoted to us; if we had been away for a month or two, on our return they met us in numbers some way from our home, took the horses from the carriage and drew it to our house amid deafening cheers of welcome, and at night bonfires blazed on all the neighbouring hills. In all their troubles and difficulties the people came to my father for assistance. There was then no dispensary nor doctor near us, and many sick folk or their friends came daily to my mother for medicine and advice …13





This, of course, is not the whole story. William Le Fanu was incapable of observing as Cobbett had done, because he did not share the journalist’s radical intentions; and Cobbett never manifested anything like the humour of Seventy Years, being obsessed with change. That the people should need help daily (and from the minister of a religion they rejected), while the Le Fanus might be away for a month or more, is perhaps a more useful contrast than any between political fact and nostalgic generality. Nor can Cobbett’s account of the district be accused of ignorance of Abington, for he stayed less than a mile from the glebe-house in the home of the Catholic priest. And the latter, Father Thomas O’Brien Costello, recorded his own terse impressions of living conditions in the parish: ‘Mud walls, badly thatched; the bedding consists of straw or rushes, not changed sometimes for years. Some endeavour to procure bedsteads themselves; the bedding is wretchedly bad … There may be about 100 instances of two families residing in one cabin.’14


The priest’s evidence is curtailed by the questionnaire he was answering. A more syntactically rounded account of Abington was smuggled into a short story by Sheridan Le Fanu a few years later:




In the south of Ireland, and on the borders of the county of Limerick, there lies a district of two or three miles in length, which is rendered interesting by the fact that it is one of the very few spots throughout this country, in which some fragments of aboriginal wood have found a refuge … its vistas, in whose perspective the quiet cattle are peacefully browsing—its refreshing glades, where the grey rocks arise from amid the nodding fern—the silvery shafts of the old birch trees—the knotted trunks of the hoary oak—the grotesque but graceful branches, which never shed their honours under the tyrant pruning hook … This wood runs up, from below the base of the ridge of a long line of irregular hills, having perhaps in primitive times, formed but the skirting of some mighty forest which occupied the level below.15





Unlike the parish priest, the rector’s son relies on picturesque conventions. He is writing fiction, of course, and no sustained comparison is advisable. Yet despite this special intention, Le Fanu’s romantic landscape provides two crucial facts about the place which both Cobbett and his own brother had striven to describe. One is simply a visual topography, which was of no interest to the propagandist. The other is the sense of the place as a last resort, a surviving relic of those honours which have fallen to tyrants of every kind. Between the indignation of the journalist and the nostalgia of the autobiographer, the fictional evocation conveys different but fundamental facts, different but equally real emotions. Le Fanu was able to express this experience of Abington only after twelve intensely disturbing years.


Abington today is little more than the graveyard in which several Le Fanus are buried. Even in the 1820s the name scarcely denoted a recognizable village, merely commemorating a Cistercian monastery, the abbey of Owney (in Gaelic, Uaithne Beag). Nothing of the original abbey was visible in the Le Fanus’ time, though legends lingered on in popular tradition. The Walshe family had acquired the monastery lands at the Dissolution, sparing the monks’ lives; their successor in Caroline times, Joseph Stepney, ejected the recusants when he built a red-brick house and terraced garden where the community had gathered for five hundred years. Local people pointed to the road where the last monks had knelt to invoke judgement on their evictor. The consecrated land of the Protestant graveyard is the only survival of the monastic past in Abington, and even the place-name is gradually replaced by those of neighbouring townlands. During Dean Le Fanu’s term in Abington glebe-house, a new settlement built by the Barrington family gradually superseded Abington, this new village being an extension of Murroe, hitherto little more than an inhabited roadside. Names gathered particular associations; the Catholic priest was based on Murroe and Boher and built his churches there, while the Anglican parish clung to the near obsolete place-name. The population of the parish was about 6,000 in 1822 when famine followed on a severe winter; natural disasters and emigration kept the figure reasonably steady during the Le Fanus’ residence in the district.


When the Dean arrived in March 1826, he took particular notice of the neighbouring houses; not so much the cabins dotting the fields and hedgerows, but the sturdy, ugly, stone houses of the gentry. The glebe-house was one of the finest of these, built in a style of severe elegance. It stood (indeed still stands) back from the Green Road which led from the Catholic church of Murroe across the Dooglashla river. The river—it is about five feet wide—formed a natural boundary behind the house, giving it a sense of separateness (though not protection) from the countryside. The principal gentlemen of the parish lived farther west. In Madaboy House there was John Wickham, a Justice of the Peace and stalwart of the Anglican congregation. Clonshavoy belonged to another parishioner, Caleb Powell. The Evans family of Ashroe were Le Fanu’s nearest neighbours, and though not educated folk, they had distinguished themselves during earlier disturbances. Captain Evans’s father, a ‘stirring magistrate’, always began his reports with ‘My dear Government’. But the most influencial family were the Barringtons who in 1826 lived in Clonkeen House. Matthew was Crown Solicitor for Munster, and his development of Murroe village was part of a programme to establish his heirs in almost feudal splendour. The building of Glenstal Castle, which became the family seat until the civil war of the 1920s, began about ten years after the Le Fanus’ arrival and continued till 1849, providing jobs during the Great Famine of 1845–7. Apart from these, the Le Fanus’ social life depended on their fellow clergy, who naturally lived at least as far away as the next parish. John Pennefather of Newport and George Madder of Ballybrood occasionally preached at Abington, and Madder (who was a bachelor) became a close friend. Few of these figures can take on much life for us now; they occur in correspondence or in Seventy Years but lack reality. Their significance is the smallness of their number. From a population of about six thousand maybe ten or a dozen families made up the circle of the Le Fanus’ peers. The vast mass of the people lived for the most part below their consciousness, not as a result of callousness or snobbery, but because sectarian divisions and the poverty of the area isolated the glebe-house as effectively as the bend on the Dooglashla.


When the Le Fanus moved into the glebe-house, Catherine was thirteen, Joseph twelve, and William just turned eleven. Maria Walsh, who had been their nanny at the Military School, accompanied the family into their rural exile, and after the Dean’s death in 1845 she passed into William’s service. A tutor, the Revd John Stinson, was provided for the children. Apart from French and English, which the Dean taught himself, the education of the boys was left in the hands of this aged cleric as they prepared to go to Trinity College. For several hours each day he sat with them in the school-room supposedly teaching classics but in fact repairing his fishing gear. The brothers reacted in different ways to this tuition of the Isaac Walton school; William became an ardent fisherman, while Joseph educated himself in his father’s library. In Seventy Years William recorded a warm tolerance of his tutor, but in a story written closer to the date Joseph imagined a decidedly chilly and chilling cleric-tutor. Even in his first years at Abington, he was a retiring, studious boy, sometimes taking his book on the roof of the house when visitors arrived, and pulling up the ladder to secure absolute seclusion.


The Dean was a collector of books, and though theological and devotional literature crowded the shelves, there was plenty of poetry, drama, and criticism also, editions of Shakespeare, Milton, Smollett, Johnson, and Burke—the usual stock of a gentleman’s library. Irish dictionaries and Gaelic translations of the Bible suggest that Le Fanu inexperience of native Ireland was not wilful, and dozens of novels prove that Huguenot puritanism had not extinguished the Sheridan love of literature. Several of the books to which Sheridan Le Fanu refers in his own novels were there on the shelves in Abington—Mrs Radcliffe’s Mysteries of Udolpho and de Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater—together with rarer shockers, The History of the Devil and The Mummy; a Tale of the Twenty-Second Century. Though this was the early diet of the future author of The House by the Churchyard and ‘Green Tea’, the Dean’s taste was more catholic; among his prized volumes was a 1527 Boccaccio and a first edition of John Donne’s Poems. If the whole collection sounds dully conventional, there were also books with intimate associations, Sheridan’s Pronouncing Dictionary and Moore’s Life of R. B. Sheridan, which proclaimed the permanence of the Cavan inheritance. On the Le Fanu side there was less evidence; a copy of George Colman the Elder’s Terence recalled the dramatist’s friendship with the Dean’s father, the ‘Clerk of the Coast’. In 1830 a curious little volume arrived, Scripture Revelations cancerning the Future State, with Swedenborg-like speculations on religion. The 1820s, however, were the high point of the Dean’s book-buying, and later falling-off underlines the difficult financial times which awaited his family.16 Joseph hardly needed a tutor in surroundings like these, and eventually some serious misdemeanour led to Stinson’s dismissal. Seventy Years is silent as to the nature of the offence, a silence which throws the malevolent tutor of Joseph’s story, ‘Spalatro’, into an artificially dramatic light.17 For years the family hear no more of Stinson, only to discover him in the 1840s a violent supporter of O’Connell’s Repeal movement, playing party tunes on the bagpipes and marching in processions.


A closer bond was usual between rector and landlord in nineteenth-century Ireland than that experienced by Dean Le Fanu. Even when one or the other was an absentee, they had a common interest in local society, one collecting rents and the other tithes. The landlord was almost inevitably a Church of Ireland man, and politically the rector was committed to the social status quo. In Abington landlords counted for rather less than this; the Carbery estate was burdened with entails and mortgages to a degree which even the Rackrents would have found embarrassing, and the other notable landowner, Lord Cloncurry, was typical of nothing in his class. He had been imprisoned as a United Irishman in the Tower of London, had subsequently met William Beckford (the author of Vathek), and claimed an acquaintance with the Pope. Abington Court, his Limerick home, was only a few hundred yards from Le Fanu’s church, but as he spent most of his time on his other Irish estates, the second baron’s influence on life in the glebe-house was minimal. Given his radical politics and Catholic sympathies, this was the way the Dean liked it.


Although an absentee for three years, Thomas Le Fanu had not neglected his parish entirely. The rector of Newport had acted as overseer at Abington, and a young clergyman with the Trollopian name, John Bury Palliser, performed the usual parochial functions throughout 1825. On 15 January 1826 he handed over officially to the newly appointed Dean of Emly, who arrived from Dublin in time for the Easter vestry meeting. These arrangements show that the Dean’s eventual arrival in Abington was never in doubt. Indeed, he had preached in his own parish twice in late 1823, seven times the following year, and twice in 1825. Accusations of laxity would be ungenerous by the notions of his time and class.


Catholic emancipation was only three years away, when the general election of 1826 gave warning that the old anti-Catholic lobbies could not effectively defeat the mass organization of O’Connell’s followers. His rhetoric and industry had welded together an unprecedented combination of priests, small businessmen, and some liberal intellectuals. A weekly rent of £300 or more revealed the extent of O’Connell’s support among the inarticulate peasantry, and the emancipation movement was the first popular ‘machine’ in British politics, a model for the later and unsuccessful Union Repeal agitation. The mood in Ireland from 1826 onwards was truly apocalyptic; prophecies circulated among the people of the final defeat of Protestantism; politicians weighed up their chances in a possible civil war. All this excitement was added to the normal turbulence of faction fights, the desperation of the hungry, the violence of highwaymen and stirring magistrates. The Phoenix Park, being a landscaped ideological garden, was the worst training ground for a country parson in the 1820s. With little or no experience of rural conditions, Dean Le Fanu had passed over an opportunity to adjust to the intensities of the countryside in 1817; even 1823 (seen in retrospect) might have been a better moment to move than 1826. The Catholic question now dominated every aspect of life, and relations between rector and priest were crucial in maintaining order in a deeply divided community.


Initially it seemed that he was remarkably lucky in his opposite number. Thomas O’Brien Costello had been on the best of terms with Le Fanu’s predecessor, John Jebb. At a time when the majority of Catholic priests were living in rented rooms, in public houses, or in cabins no better than those of their parishioners, O’Brien Costello had built himself a solid residence in his native townland Farnane, and called it Castle Comfort. The social graces of the priest and the popularity of his own predecessor, would have helped Thomas Le Fanu to settle into his new responsibilities, had he arrived in 1823. Three years’ absenteeism, however, had cost him much of this goodwill. In 1825 O’Brien Costello had given evidence to a select committee of the House of Commons, explaining the tensions in Irish society by pointing to a number of irritants. Catholics, he suggested, ‘feel the degradation, which small as the number of persons of a different religion in the parish is, is excited by the supercilious conduct of some of those persons towards them in their transactions of life, shewing, that they feel a superiority by which others are degraded’.18 In addition to this attempt to maintain a social distance between the minority and majority, the Protestant minister of a neighbouring parish was waging a missionary campaign, ‘going through the streets of the village decrying the Roman Catholic religion … he tells the people they will be damned if they do not follow the Scriptures and go to church’. These vignettes of Anglican attitudes are valid in innumerable instances, but O’Brien Costello proceeded to refer specifically to his own parish and its absentee rector. He reported that Le Fanu had been in Abington but two or three times in two years, remaining once for a fortnight, and at other periods for a very short time. Absenteeism was not just a moral failing (in the eyes of the priest), but a palpable hardship imposed on the people who believed that a resident rector could give them employment or at least ‘that his revenue would in some measure revert to them’.


The rector’s income derived almost entirely from tithes paid by all landholders in the parish, Catholic and Protestant alike. In 1823 tithe for the united parish of Abington and Tuough was £1,179. 7s. 2d., the residents of Abington contributing just £839 of the total. As for the deanery of Emly, which Le Fanu acquired in 1826 and which was particularly attractive in that none of the usual duties of deans were required of him, it was valued at the time of his death at £650 per annum, and its worth in 1826 was probably similar. In all, the glebe-house had an income of about £1,800. In the first year of residence, however, Le Fanu’s tithe income dropped to a total of £900, an unfortunate omen. When the priest and rector finally quarrelled at the beginning of the Tithe War, tithe income simply dried up, and the previous dependence of the people on the rector was transformed into a studied indifference to his existence.


His parochial duties centred on Sunday service at twelve at the church on the monastic site. Services at Abington were sparsely attended. If the weather was particularly bad, no worshippers appeared, and the Dean simply went home. On 25 January 1829 there was a raging snow-storm, and the service was abandoned. On Palm Sunday, Charles Coote (rector of the neighbouring parish of Doon, and a cousin of Emma’s) presided, but as the day was very wet and so few had turned up, no collection was taken. The weather had not improved by Good Friday when the Dean, who was back in Abington, preached no sermon and took up no collection. The major festivals brought out full attendances from the Abington faithful; on Christmas Day 1829 the Dean took up 17s. 4½d. and thirty-three people remained for Holy Communion after morning prayer. If we assume that thirty-three communicants were accompanied by as many unconfirmed children, then the congregation numbered about sixty. And, consequently, the Dean’s flock amounted to approximately one per cent of the parish’s total population; even if this proportion is doubled to allow for discrepancies between Catholic, Protestant, and civil parish boundaries, the Church of Ireland congregation in Abington was a tiny part of ‘the people’.


Illness in the family sometimes affected the services, and shortly after his arrival in Abington, he was unable to preach ‘one of the Rector’s family being taken suddenly and dangerously ill’. This was almost certainly Catherine, just turned fourteen, whose subsequent disabilities made her a semi-invalid for the last ten years of her short life. She was the first of the Le Fanus to sense that the normality of their lives had an obverse reading, that the meagre appetite for the Word of God which her father’s congregation displayed was of more than local significance. It warned of a general falling-off from the alliance of church and state which sustained the establishment; perhaps it even threatened a future invalidity of the revelations at the heart of the Christian mystery. A sensitive child, especially one whom illness had provided with ample time for reflection, could observe a basic irrelevance beneath the seemingly essential role of the Dean in local society. Another child might react differently, and the bonfires by the roadside, the ceremonial unyoking of the horses, assured her brother William of the family’s real worth. Such exuberance and courtesy must be seen in the context of the faction fights which perennially raged in Limerick, and the faction fights understood as the necessary conjunct of a desperate dependence on the ‘quality’ for guidance, charity, and employment. If that cycle of dependence and courtesy were once broken, if the people of the cabins were once distracted from their excesses of ceremony and riot, then the whole fabric of demonstrable relevance on which William Le Fanu dotingly reflected might dissolve. Catherine Le Fanu’s illness persisted throughout the years at Abington like a seed of doubt inside the glebe-house; to the mystically minded, it might appear like an imperfect attunement between the house and its ostensible status. Such disjunctions recur in her brother’s novels, where ailing or swooning daughters and unhappily ill wives symbolize a malaise of the household and its inheritance.


In July 1828 Thomas and Emma received word that his sister Elizabeth was dangerously ill in Bath, while his brother pressed for money to meet their expenses. The money for a journey to England Thomas proposed to raise on a short-term loan, but in search of the medical expenses he was forced to turn to Captain William Dobbin.19 His letter suggests a less impressive degree of security than the coldly elegant symmetry of the glebe-house or the columns of calculating pittances in the tithe-applotment books:




I know it will grieve you and dear Lissy to hear that I have just received the most dismal tidings from Bath. Poor Joseph, & Ormond the surgeon, have both written to say that there is scarcely a hope for my poor Sister. ‘If you wish to see her,’ says Ormond, ‘you will make your arrangements for leaving your home as soon as you can.’ You may imagine the wretched state of my unhappy brother, and to add to his misery, the expenses of his & dear Betsy’s illness have been in various ways so enormous. Thus he writes me word that he is in immediate want of one hundred pounds to meet the most pressing embarrassments. Now I declare to heaven I have not 100 pence that I can lay my hand on at the present moment … Will you, my dear William, under these most painful circumstances lend me a hundred pounds on my note with interest for one year? This will leave me time to make arrangements for repaying you without interfering with other engagements that I must fulfil in the interim. And I shall esteem it a real act of friendship. I need not expostulate to you, who have a heart to feel for a friend, upon the misery I at present experience. Poor Joseph just hardly able to crawl—and my dear unhappy Sister fallen a victim to her devoted care of him.


Do dear William write me a line by return of post to say whether you can do this. If so the money can be sent after me to Bath in the form of a Bill. I will send my address from there and on receipt of it will enclose you my acceptance for the account on a year’s note. As to our present account for the forty Pounds you were so kind as to lend me in London it stands thus












	 

	£40.

	os.


	od.







	Your first order of wines from O’Brien

	 

	 

	 






	24 May £13. 14s. 6d.


	 

	 

	 






	Yr Second Do 20 June £13. 12s. 6d.


	 

	 

	 






	 

	27.

	7s.


	od.







	 

	12.

	13s.


	od.
















The balance, on my return from Bath, I can settle either by wine, or cash as you please.


God bless you, my dear William. Emma joins in kindest love to Lissy & the children with your most unhappy


TPL





Two days later, on 25 July, Elizabeth Bonne Le Fanu died, and the Dean was away from Abington for August and September, settling up his sister’s affairs. The make-shift financial arrangements, the payment of family debts through credit with the rector’s wine merchant, the scraping of shillings together for a boat fare, may have been more common of nineteenth-century middle-class life than we can now imagine. Yet the significant point is the contrast between this understandable embarrassment and the scale of tithe income (circa £1,200), between the domestic anxiety and the public assurance.




 





Disturbances on the Stradbroke estate, which may have discouraged the Le Fanus from moving directly to Abington in 1823, sprang from the extremity of Irish social divisions. Individual acts of violence, assassination, and harassment occurred regularly and were regarded by the authorities and the Anglo-Irish upper classes as evidence of the irredeemable barbarism of the native, Catholic population. Apart from the justification which one may find in the conditions endured by the mass of the people, these murders and outrages were in fact special instances of an endemic violence. Faction fights were organized with a ritual attention to detail and protocol; the rival gangs bore grotesque titles and the plainest weapons, cudgels of blackthorn known as shillelaghs (after the village of Shillelagh in county Wicklow). Shanavests and Caravats (both named after Gaelic terms for items of clothing) and Coffeys and Reaskawallahs were the warring parties in Limerick and Tipperary. The Le Fanus’ glebe-house was about midway between the Coffey stronghold at Newport and the Reaskawallah territory in the parish of Doon. ‘Here is Coffey aboo against Reaskawallahs; here is Coffey aboo—who dar strike a Coffey?’—this taunt started a faction fight in Annagh bog which William Le Fanu witnessed. ‘In an instant hundreds of sticks were up, hundreds of heads were broken. In vain the parish priest and his curate ride through the crowd, striking right and left with their whips; in vain a few policemen try to quell the riot; on it goes …’20 In the end the Coffeys won, though a few were killed and many dangerously injured on both sides.


These fights were symptoms of the excessive energy and fertility of pre-Famine Ireland, and evidence also of the irrelevance of conventional codes of behaviour. ‘A fair murder’ was both a killing committed during a fair or market, and by the same token a reasonable, justified homicide. At the time of emancipation, many of the rival gangs combined to demonstrate their common support for Daniel O’Connell, whose influence channelled this over-abundant energy into more orthodox political forms. William Le Fanu took part in the reconciliation of the Coffeys and Reaskawallahs early in 1829. The latter faction, whose family name was Ryan, were marching from their headquarters through Cappamore towards Newport, their route lying alongside the glebe-land. They marched six deep in military formation, with music and banners, each man carrying a green bough of peace, the entire procession stretching back two miles along the dusty roads. William was easily persuaded to join in for a few hundred yards when he recognized ‘a friendly peasant’ among the marchers. At the end of the route there was an harmonious orgy of whiskey and rhetoric. To the Le Fanus, gazing over a deep hedge of ferns and foxgloves, it was at once a terrible exhibition of a power they lived beside and a promise of calmer days to come. Seventy Years makes no mention of Joseph Le Fanu’s reaction to the march, but if his younger brother participated it is hard to imagine him remaining behind. The tithe issue was still a year or two in the future as they listened to the Reaskawallah bands dropping into silence between the distant banks of the Green Road. The moment was an ironic crossroads in local history. The Ryans and Coffeys were putting away their ancient, internecine strife to become part of a regimented community paying dues to their politicians, making reasonable demands to parliaments they had scarcely heard of, and acknowledging the leadership of a middle-class caucus, attorneys, and committee men. They were taking the first unconscious steps towards a meaner, safer, modern Ireland; they were crossing, for the last time in their primitive formations, the Dooglashla bridge which rectors of Abington had kept in repair from time immemorial. But far from bringing agitation to an end, 1829 released frustrations and antagonisms which were less easily channelled into violent recreations. Reaskawallahs, denied their ritual, would be less tolerant of the benign but supercilious conduct of the glebe people.


Violence did not end in 1829, because it stemmed from the popular imagination and manifested itself in every aspect of life and death. The battles of the derrins, as they were called, took place whenever two funerals were due at the same graveyard on the same day. Intimidation and outright attack were employed to ensure initial occupation of the consecrated ground, in the popular belief that the last soul to reach Purgatory (i.e. the last corpse buried) had to carry water for all those who preceded him, his responsibility ending only with the arrival of another soul. Battles of this kind, in which blood was spilled, occurred at Abington graveyard while Joseph and William were boys, cries of victory or dismay drifting over the field which divided the glebe-house from the churchyard as rivals from Murroe and Barrington’s Bridge fought on the banks of the river. The real interest of the superstition is the identification of the moment of burial with the entry of the soul into Purgatory, a survival into late Christian times of a material concept of religion. Like all folk myths which translate metaphysical concepts into physical incidents, it appeals to the literary imagination. Le Fanu used the idea of the purgatorial water-carrier in his first story, ‘The Ghost and the Bone-setter’, though his comic-gothic trappings scarcely allow any development of the implications. 


The year of Catholic emancipation, 1829, was a disturbed one in Limerick and Tipperary. Between 11 April and 2 May four murders had been committed in county Limerick (excluding the city), according to the Limerick Chronicle, an average of one a week. On 3 August (a fair day) in Borrisokeane two factions arrived to fight by previous arrangement. Captain Dobbin, as the police officer in charge, tried to keep them apart; when one of his men had his skull fractured, he was obliged to read the Riot Act. He read the act three times in a futile attempt to disperse the rival mobs. Stones continued to pour down on his men, who returned fire and shot a man dead. The police were now under siege, and Dobbin read the act once more. The police fired; three men were killed, and a woman gathering stones was shot through the head. Finally, the military arrived with a piece of cannon to restore order in the town. There was nothing exceptional about the incident, apart from the pathos of Dobbin’s oratory. There was an intentional element in Irish violence which directed it, as the century rolled on, increasingly towards the class of which the Le Fanus were representative. For the Tithe War (as the sporadic campaign against the Established Church was known) succeeded the faction fights; boycott and assassination took over from the casual head-cracking and outlawry of earlier decades. Sensitive children of the glebe-house, with few of their own caste within a dozen miles, were likely to absorb some profound reaction to this perpetual disturbance. In Le Fanu’s later fiction, the isolation of the Great House was inexplicably disturbed by incidents of meaningless violence—brawling intruders in the parkland of Uncle Silas, the prostrate duellist in the Welsh wood of Willing to Die. To declare such acts meaningless, as the novelist virtually declares them, was to reserve some residual dignity and meaning to the Great House itself; nevertheless, the final fate of the House in each novel is desolation.


Wildness and death were not man’s exclusive property; nature in the west contributed bountifully its own blatant theatricality to man’s violence. In the hot summer of 1838, Joseph led a party of five out from his father’s house to visit places of note in the neighbouring counties; the five were Joseph and William Le Fanu, John Walsh (afterwards Master of the Rolls), John Jellett (afterwards Provost of Trinity), and an Italian friend of the Le Fanus’, Gaetano Egedi. Towards the end of their tour, the group set out to walk the last fifteen miles across the Galtee Mountains to Abington, having as guide a Gaelic-speaker from Tipperary. The immensity of the mountains was emphasized by this imprecise rapport between travellers and guide, and soon a romantic appreciation overwhelmed the five:




It was a glorious sight as we looked back on the great plain below us, with its green pastures and waving cornfields bathed in the light of the setting sun. We could not rest long, and were soon on foot again, and had nearly reached the crest of the range, when suddenly a fog rolled down upon us, so thick that we could not see more than thirty or forty yards … The guide tried to cheer us up by constantly saying ‘Nabochlish’ (never mind) [recte Ná bac leis] ‘the houses is near, the houses is near.’ Once some fifteen or twenty yards from us, a horse galloped past; as well as we could see he was of a chestnut colour.21





After further scrambling on the rocks, the party was encased in absolute darkness when the moon went down and then, suddenly, the fog lifted. Soon they encountered some late-returning farmers, sat with them round a fire, joking and telling stories. Joseph mentioned the horse which his group had seen in the fog:




All were silent, and looked one at another half-incredulous, half-frightened. One of them, after a pause, said, ‘There is no horse on the mountain. What sort of horse was it that ye thought ye seen?’ ‘A chestnut horse,’ said we. ‘Oh begorra!’ said our friend, ‘they seen the yalla horse.’ Then turning to us, ‘It’s a wonder ye all cum down alive and safe; it is few that sees the yalla horse that has luck after.’22





After this alarm the talk turned to the day’s events. A land steward had been shot near Bansha, and the younger men discussed the implications. William Le Fanu’s account in Seventy Years preserves a rough approximation to the dialect, but seems unaware of the defensive manner of the conversation. One of the farmer’s boys said of the victim and his unknown assailants, ‘Now, why didn’t they give him a good batin’, and not to go kill him entirely?’ Another answered, ‘They kem from a distance and didn’t like to go home without finishing the job.’ At this time Aherlow, which lay ahead of the Le Fanus, was one of the most disturbed districts in the south; and clerical tithes being a principal cause of agitation, the sons of an Anglican dean did not hear the debate on murder without a shiver. As William half recognized, their friends for the night knew perfectly well who the murderers might be. An atmosphere of automatic, casual, and yet strangely intimate violence pervaded rural Ireland, and Joseph transposed the mood of his own youth back into history in his tales of the Jacobite and Penal times, written later in 1838 and in 1839. More specifically, his ballad ‘Shamus O’Brien’ is set here in Aherlow, a place which he visited only on this one occasion; and the remarkable aspect of the poem is that it celebrates a rebel of 1798 rather than a land steward or any other friend of his class and creed. Historical romance was to become a disguise for his feelings, and the murder near Bansha, the encounter on the mountain, and the rebel ballad are just the first elements of a deeply ironic and evasive treatment of society which he developed in his mature fiction.


The essence of society as Le Fanu grew to know it in his Abington years was the isolation of his people from ‘the people’. A young Trinity undergraduate spending his time walking in the hills or lying on the glebe-house roof saw the landscape differently. To him it was populated by past solitaries as well as by the present throng. Nature itself provided him with the imagery to describe those early heroes; they were comparable to the aboriginal woods, the noble oak, the unspoiled leafage. Later in his career, when his historical romanticism had given way before a constitutional moroseness, he turned once more to the landscape of Abington. Now the picturesque is tempered with an autumnal gloom:




A deserted country. A wide, black bog, level as a lake, skirted with copse, spreads at the left, as you journey northward, and the long and irregular line of mountain rises at the right, clothed in heath, broken with lines of grey rock that resemble the bold and irregular outlines of fortifications, and riven with many a gully, expanding here and there into rocky wooded glens, which open as they approach the road … Lisnavoura, that lonely hill-haunt of the ‘Good People’.23





As that last phrase reveals, this is a tale of the supernatural. Yet here after forty years, Le Fanu has described the landscape of places a few hundred yards from his father’s glebe in terms which approximate to his own experience. Cobbett’s overcrowded cabins and half-naked peasants, the priest’s statistical obsession with the present, even his own brother’s easy and anecdotal sociability—none of these could express Sheridan Le Fanu’s realization that his true home was a deserted country, a place of enveloping bewitchment. When the spiritual confidence of Anglo-Ireland was exposed and mocked, its religion bargained over, and its politics short-circuited, the O’Connellite present was abominable in the sight of the Le Fanus. To a potential novelist, landscape offered a surviving past, a palpable reality which had touched the victims of similar betrayals in history and had been touched by them. Landscape is full of irony in its multiple associations, bringing together the victors and vanquished of different ages in a slowly moving panorama which each generation had paused to observe. The society which Le Fanu evolved from the abnormality of county Limerick was one which bound together figures from the corners of time, rather than the immediately contemporary society which journalists analysed. It was a version of the Burkean democracy of the dead, and indeed Burke is the ideologist under whom the Protestant intellectuals of the Dublin University Magazine soon united.
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