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For Joachim Sartorius and Karin Kiwus from the bits and pieces of Kreuzberg I try to build again






















Auch in abnehmender Frist, auch in den Wochen der Wendung. Niemand verhulfe uns jewieder zum Vollsein, Als der einsame wigene Gang uber der schlaflosen Landschaft.




 





Not in a waning phase, nor yet in the weeks of versation Would there be ever one to help us to fullness again, Save for our own lone walk over the sleepless land.




 





Rainer Maria Rilke
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





These bits and pieces I’ve written for music papers, women’s magazines, national newspapers, English and Irish, over the years. Many had to fit into journalistic expectations. Some didn’t. They are mostly records of places, some are reactions to writers, some encounters with people. Years when I was writing fiction there is little or nothing. Other years there is much. Taken collectively they create a scrapbook, a diary, a journey. The scrapbook begins in autumn 1976 when I went to San Francisco from Dublin. There were roses of Sharon by tramlines that autumn and Hare Krishna monks all over the city with orange balloons. By a Victorian house with an owlish face I found a diagram illustrating the horrors of Hell. I never really returned to Dublin after San Francisco. In a sense I wandered. From address to address in London. London is a city of cheap flights and when I had money I used it for that. The bits and pieces begin to cohere and they become a solid diary, a place to speak to, to call back people encountered in foreign cities I may never meet again, with whom there was a conversation in which neither of us could fathom what the other was saying but its import, at least for me, always there, a companion who gives me courage when my own courage fails.




 





Soho Square Gardens


30 March 1991
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Santa Cruz






It was a big jamboree – it reminded me of English circuses which visited Ireland when I was a child. They sold ice cream, they sold Dr Peppers, they sold sheets of poetry written by young women who alleged they rose at six to perform motherhood rites. This was Santa Cruz’s fourth annual poetry festival.


The festival was the high point of an Indian summer which glorified the white Italianate villas of this town with their louvred shutters, which turned side streets to gold, side streets which very often ended at clusters of copper-leaf bushes.


Occasionally languid-limbed young men and young women wandered on the beach. The waters were warmer than Salthill in July but no one seemed to venture in except me. There were always the surfers though, a monotony on the Californian scene by now. In San Francisco I’d met many young people who’d come from the dark city of Dublin a few years before. They’d stayed on, ‘attracted by the call of Atlantis’ one of them told me.


California was a trail of seaside towns for me. Westport in northern California where all the activity seemed to be at the filling station and where a lackadaisical dog kept an eye on the sea. Mendocino from where you can see the grey whales go south, where white clapboard houses look to the surf dynamiting against rocks, where young people convene around the I Ching in a logwood health-food café.


But in Santa Cruz the sun catches the chords of guitars at evening.


Optimism has its victims. About ten people each summer are murdered. There’s a nearby valley where the Indians would never go, they’d just spy on it from the hills. It was a favourite of Charles Manson and his disciples.


These nights, nights of November, a fog hangs over Santa Cruz, a serene, disciplined wraith. Elsewhere the night is clear, with sidereal bulwarks over the Pacific.


‘He that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow,’ a sign had said in the window of a caravan north of Westport.


A middle-aged woman with Indian braids, in an orange dress with gold slabs on it, walked through the fog to the festival.


A young lady appeared on stage. It was her first public appearance. We were told she was shy. She looked at us directly. Her face was a clear, tremulous face.






recalling the times


when love leaps


in my chest


like a fish.








Her voice has a lilt one hears all the time in California, the lilt of poesy, the excess of anguish. The MC has it. She announces the poets as if they’re the subjects of therapy. Jimmy Lyons from Greenwich Village takes giant prowling steps on.






Sweet


Street


Poet


Greenwich


Village.








William Everson wears a cowboy hat. His white hair is long. His shoulders are penitent. He became a Catholic, then a monk, wrote under the name Brother Antoninus, fell in love with a nun. They applied to the Pope to live in celibate circumstances together. Permission refused. He moved in with her anyway. He speaks of the weather at Big Sur, the sudden calamitous storm.


William Burroughs is led on. He gives us a dark look. His voice is a monotonous drawl. Young people cheer when he finishes. He looks at them sadly. This generation took his son.


He loves Santa Cruz he says. Narrow streets, Spanish architecture, a quietude in the streets at night. A poster of Walt Whitman, in a slouch hat, in bravado pose, over a sofa in a bookstore which is still open. Outside red roses for sale.


After William Burroughs two Indian dancers come on and perform like flamingos until something goes amiss with the Indian music and then, hands on their hips, they start a slagging match with the music co-ordinator.


It is John Klemmer I will remember. We are all swept into the baroque, talkative tones of his saxophone.




 





A few days later outside a café, within a white pen, a jazz band plays. The sun is going down. People come from nowhere with balloons. They bounce the balloons in the air. The movements of their arms are slow, balletic. The balloons seem to multiply. The sun is red. A few teenagers on skateboards sail in among the balloon bouncers. The sun is getting redder and the balloons bouncier. An old lady, hair in a grey and white bun, curled up in a pale blue dress, stares.


The balloons and the young people disappear. The salt air is bitter and laden. Tomorrow it will be another place, more translucent waves.


On arriving in San Francisco I met a young man from New York in Gino and Carlo’s pub who’d read an old Life magazine article on the Beat poets and had hitched all the way to San Francisco, hoping to spot some. He had blond hair and wore a pea-green jacket. He was staying in a tiny, roach-ridden room.


And I think in Santa Cruz: the survival of idealism is always possible if you dip deep enough and are rewarded with the right words, the right gestures, words and gestures born of personal discovery. 
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Cairo





The sun is Hell. It is July, the hottest month. Even the Egyptians sweat. Europeans look helpless. The nights throb with the beat of drums or bleat with sagpipes. Late into the night there are wedding parties consulting along the banks of the Nile.


During the day couples take off in lateens. Cars tear across bridges, horns savagely beeping. Gurkies, white towel-like robes thrown around them, run among the cars and sometimes the stealthier ones run in front of cars. One-legged men lie against the walls of houses. A bedlam of people bow to the sun. A goat comes to a parapet above a bank to have a look. Women, behind yashmaks, sell Pepsi Cola every few yards along the Nile while hens strut beside them and enthralling children wander. Every morning you wake to the muezzin’s cry of ‘Allah’.


Yesterday I went to the desert, climbed the biggest pyramid, drank sugar-cane juice when I came back down, hallucinated. Horsemen rode by in the desert in front of me.


Cairo is the ancient city of Babylon. Jews still have an enclave to which Joseph fled and where Moses was found. They live there among flocks of goats. The streets are dizzying, sometimes maiming with goats, hens, fruit, the destitute, children, Pepsi Cola dealers. Then, on the Nile, a peach sail evokes the Bible.


In the old part of Cairo a limousine draws up and a man with an old public-schoolboy’s accent, his pate a raging red, asks me the way to the British war cemetery. By the Nile a fat man from Alexandria asks me for a photograph and I give him a youth hostel one.


This indeed is the land of Isis, Mother Goddess. As I write, already night, cars scream and jangle past, part of a wedding. Cameras flash by the waters of Babylon. The brides have phosphorescent black hair and their dresses are snowflake white and their lipstick liquid crimson.


In Dublin, just before I left it, a woman had a catatonic fit at a party, screaming at me, denouncing me with every obscenity she could think of.


Happiness comes from nowhere. Maybe it’s the Goddess Isis speaking, telling me to go on.
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Margaretta D’Arcy and John Arden






The Non-Stop Connolly Show was first performed in Dublin on the evening of 29 March 1975, Easter Saturday. Many people attended this vigil, not just socialists and Republicans but young people who had long tired of trying to make something out of their history. Margaretta D’Arcy and John Arden had shaped a spectacle from the life and times of James Connolly, Irish socialist leader; they also helped produce it and took part in it. The show, six parts in all, was supposed to last twenty-four hours. That was legendary. It finished appropriately about seven in the morning on the stage of Liberty Hall, Dublin, amid a swish of flags, orange and green. The irony was unmistakable. It was at Easter weekend 1916 that men marched from Liberty Hall, Dublin, Connolly among others, to occupy the GPO among other places, to add to the perennial catalogue of rebellions in Irish history.


For those of us who took part in the show it was a night we’d been working towards for virtually three months. Actors, young and old, playwrights, socialists, musicians. Arden and D’Arcy had picked at random from around Dublin and like Pied Pipers had collected people who couldn’t have been more different in background, politics or commitment. There were film shows between acts, songs. One heard a girl’s lament in Gaelic between episodes which debated Ireland’s right to independence from England or showed supporters of Eugene Debs’s presidential campaign running around the hall, imitating a train.


I played most notably Matt Talbot, Dublin proletarian mystic who tied himself in chains and lacerated himself with whips to redeem Dublin of its sins; Sean O’Casey, Dublin’s poetic dramatist; Francis Sheehy Skeffington, an elegant pacifist and feminist. I remember the cold of the hall, the determination of the actors, the dynamic climax of the play: the dramatic dilemma of Connolly, would he or would he not join the nationalist revolution?


There was an uncanny tension which locked these scenes together, a poignancy for those of us who were educated on the sanctity of 1916. D’Arcy and Arden are the only dramatists I know of to focus on this central crux of Irish history through historical characters; what is the position of a socialist in the face of an overwhelmingly nationalistic sense of history?


There were many uprisings in Irish history, all sung about or celebrated in doggerel verse. Ireland has two traditions: one not so much of the gun but of vicious, merciless violence, the scythe, the sword, the bomb; the other the pacifist tones of someone like Daniel O’Connell, the like of whom strikes a deeper chord in the Irish psyche.


Connolly came from neither tradition. He was a Republican and a socialist who loathed Pearse’s blood-lust – ‘The old heart of the earth needed to be warmed with the red wine of the battlefield’ – but who ultimately opted for a bloody revolution on a minor scale not so much to break from Britain but to let out his own protest against Britain’s centuries of manhandling Ireland.


The end of The Non-Stop Connolly Show has a verve, an alacrity, a triumphant tenacity with words that is elsewhere missing in the play. One feels one is in the presence of great drama and that the drama was made from a cold eye, an eye which like Yeats’s, penetrated lies, phobias, images which dressed other images, and came up with – even if only for moments at a stretch – a mind-boggling authenticity.


The first production of the play was lit with colour, masks, flashes of crazy cartoon wit; would one forget Queen Victoria’s Jubilee procession, for instance? Or a very arch-looking doll who resembled Pope Pius XII being carried across the stage earnestly pursued by a goonish W. B. Yeats and a Maud Gonne who was much his senior?


Staring at a bald script, though from a vantage of five years later, I confess boredom, frustration with much of the material. The efforts to make Connolly and his relatives illustrious fall flat a lot of the time; there is a niggling veniality, a lack of drive, a supposition of audience awareness of contemporary political arguments.


However that point is far transcended by the dynamics of the play as it reaches its crucial stages. Parts 1,2,3,4 cover the biographical necessities of Connolly’s career. Parts 5 and 6 show Connolly in conflict with two of the major Irish political figures of the time, Jim Larkin, the trade union leader and self-made messiah, and Patrick Pearse, the principled, eclectic Irish nationalist. And wedded to these confrontations are the background issues of the time – war, hunger, strikes, more than anything the lockout of 1913 and the Great War. At these points, points that assail the dignity of the human being in immediate terms, the dramatists excel themselves. There is a wonderful grasp of dialect, of historical incident, of the odd revealing piece of poetry. The use of English is resonant, always clear, and flowing. A few lines sum up a battle. A phrase evokes an era.


A mystic emerges in the middle of a storm of aggression, an English suffragette wonders at the intransigence of Ireland, Larkin summons the Dublin proletariat to a side street, the shoulders of a God on him, the arm of a soldier, a war demon does a pirouette and renders an account of the horrors of the First World War, Connolly in his execution chair looks back on his life and refuses to apologize, not even to his own fragmented conscience.


One is reminded of the early Arden, of Sergeant Musgrave’s Dance and Armstrong’s Last Goodnight, a firm purpose, a refusal to stand on soggy ground. The landscapes of the play are more D’Arcy’s I suspect, the gnomish politicians, the tirelessly ugly capitalists, the proletariat rallying, asking for manna. John Arden is an English writer who came to live in Ireland. Margaretta D’Arcy is of Irish and Russian Jewish origins. Together they moulded the finest interpretation of Irish history ever achieved dramatically.


That the Irish nation seemed to reject their gift is not surprising. Ireland is as it was in Yeats’s time:









The beating down of the wise


And great Art beaten down.








The National Theatre of Ireland and the National Theatre of Britain made no overtures to the Ardens.


After the production in Dublin some five years ago we toured Ireland. Firstly we went North. Numbers quickly dwindled and we were left with a few who ended up reading the plays to small but fascinated audiences. We stayed with Billy MacMillen, the Offical Sinn Fein leader, four days before he was shot dead. We journeyed to Galway, perhaps seven of us left then, including two of the Arden children. That was the most successful part of the production, those readings; there was an immediacy, a lack of pomp that lent itself to the Arden proselytism.


Margaretta D’Arcy and John Arden were organizers of the recent tribunal on the British presence in the north of Ireland. In that capacity they invited me as an Irish writer also living outside Ireland to read some of my work at an entertainment to finance this tribunal. I accepted their invitation because, although I am an enemy of the vicious violence that passes in Northern Ireland as tactics of liberation, I believe with one of the patrons of the tribunal, Noel Browne, for instance, that the British army are exacerbating violence in areas where there wouldn’t otherwise be any. However, some days before the entertainment I was told I couldn’t go because certain people had objected to remarks I’d made about violence at a seminar in the ICA. After some wrangling I went anyway, read to red-hot Republicans and interested English people passages from my novel about an Irish woman looking for a wayward son in England.


But it is Connolly who must have the last word. As James Stephens said, ‘If Larkin was the magnetic centre of the Irish labour movement, Connolly was its brains.’ It was those brains which were addled when confronted with Pearse’s fanaticism and violent wishes. Yet it was Connolly who founded the Irish Labour party which has included such diverse members as Noel Browne and Conor Cruise O’Brien, one who forever reminds us of the conflict in Irish minds between the two manifest Irish traditions, that of violence and that of constitutional agitation. Connolly mutters towards the end of the play:






Out in the street the people throng and rush


And cry aloud ‘Bread, bread, where is our food –


This child destroys our life,’ they cry.


It would not have been done had there been another way.








Was there another way? Sean O’Casey would have said yes. Francis Sheehy Skeffington would have said yes. But for Margaretta D’Arcy and John Arden it’s an emphatic no, and we are reminded at the end of the play of their present concerns with the island to which they have given so much dedication. As Connolly is strapped into his seat of execution, a wounded man, his thoughts veer on Ireland:






They always claimed that they were here to stay.


They did not ask us if they may.


And altogether they asked so very few


That when the fire and sword and fury flew


At them in Russia, China, Cuba, Africa, Vietnam


And indeed once more in Ireland, my own home,


They could not credit what it was they’d done.








I have no doubt that Margaretta D’Arcy and John Arden will continue illuminating areas that most of us don’t want to think about, let alone talk about; it is our privilege to contradict them but theirs to write about H-blocks, Armagh gaol, the cancerous conditions of Irish political prisoners in English gaols, to go on saying over and over again that people have a right to stand up to the system and that those fighting oppression with their nerves are considerably aided by those who fight with the pen. 
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Sources of happiness in the work of Mary Lavin






A fitting introduction to the work of Mary Lavin might be an emblem from a mesmeric and lonely short story by one of her contemporaries, Eudora Welty, ‘The Bride of the Innisfallen’, a story of journeying and estrangement and newness, the newness of place, and the newness of self away from familiar surroundings and ingrained relationships. ‘You must never betray pure joy – the kind you were born and began with – either by hiding it or by parading it in front of people’s eyes; they didn’t want to be shown it. And still you must tell it.’ With the republication by Virago in April of Mary Lavin’s second and last novel, Mary O’Grady, and the recent publication by Constable of the third volume of Mary Lavin’s stories, it would seem an appropriate moment to take a bold look at the work of Mary Lavin and its unifying obsession with happiness and inner life; the fierce admonition her work seems to give that inner life should be protected at all costs. One of her most complete later stories, contained in Volume Three of her collected stories, is in fact called ‘Happiness’, and in this the heroine who has forged a path through all of her volumes of stories is prostrate and dying, seeing psychic daffodils on the bedroom floor. ‘Her theme was happiness: what it was, what it was not; where we might find it, where not; and how, if found, it must be guarded.’ The opening of ‘Happiness’ could be an appraisal of Mary Lavin’s lifetime struggle. Frank O’Connor’s description of Mary Lavin is not altogether different. ‘Like Whitman’s wild oak in Louisiana, she has stood a little apart from the rest of us “uttering joyous leaves of dark green”’. Mary O’Grady, first published in 1950 when Mary Lavin had already published three volumes of stories and one novel, written in a month while her father was dying, is unusually frenetic among her work, a series of mosaics, a description of family, an attempted analysis of family relationships, and particularly a portrait of an Irish mother who consumes joys and tragedies, rewards and afflictions into the treadmill of Irish motherhood which eventually entitles her to a beatific vision of an Elysium, not unlike the fields of Tullamore which she exiled herself from to be an Irish mother and widow in Dublin. ‘There are only two valid relationships, blood and passion,’ one of Mary Lavin’s stories insists and Mary O’Grady makes short shrift of anything that does not come into the realm of blood and passion. It seems in this novel that anyone, like the son Patrick, who does not bow to these twin authorities is destroyed by their profligacy. The biographical fact that Mary O’Grady was written while Mary Lavin’s father was dying is more than interesting for it is a father character, in various shades, who provides most surprises in her work. In The Shrine, 1977, there is a story called ‘Tom’ in which a father writes a letter in aberrant English to his daughter, on pink paper, on the eve of the Grand National.




You Seem to wait till the Ball Came to you that is Rong you should Keep Moving and and Not to Stay in the One Place.


God Luck,


Dadey.    





In Mary Lavin’s work there are people who move and people who are still – like Mary O’Grady – people trapped by stillness and people obliterated by movement – like the son Patrick in Mary O’Grady. But it is not so much the darers who have Mary Lavin’s admiration as those whose state of either movement or stillness comes from complex, integral decisions. Miss Lomas in ‘The Mock Auction’ and Vera in ‘One Summer’ are among those who are still and yet achieve felicity, despite the contradictions, in their stillness.


One of those who went the furthest is Lally in an early story, ‘The Will’. She went from Athenry to Dublin, the ‘heart of that mystery’, is spurned by her mother for making a bad marriage and for sinking so low as to have lodgers, is cut out of the will. But Lally realizes that, despite the revulsion of her family towards her, ‘You were you always, no matter where you went or what you did … you don’t change’, and so makes a manifesto for the Irish artist in declining a compromised family offer of money to her. She anticipates Edna O’Brien’s personal and grieved manifesto in Mother Ireland: ‘Those who feel and go along with the journey of their feelings are richer than the seducers who hit and run.’ Instead of taking money she sinks her own pittances into lighting ‘some holy lamps at the Convent of Perpetual Reparation’, for her mother died in bitterness and non-forgiveness towards her.


Someone who is forgiven but too late is the happy-go-lucky young man in the magnificent ‘The Little Prince’, driven across the ‘vast Atlantic’ because he is a spendthrift. ‘Many a young man like him went out in danger to come home a different man altogether; a man to be respected: a well-to-do man with a fur lining in his top coat, his teeth stopped with gold, and the means to hire motor cars and drive his relatives about the countryside.’ Years later his sister makes the same journey to try to find him only to come up in her searchings with a corpse which might or might not be him. ‘But if it was her brother something had sundered them, something had severed the bonds of blood, and she knew him not. And if it was I who was lying there, she thought, he wouldn’t know me. It signified nothing that they might once have sprung from the same womb. Now they were strangers.’ The myth of blood bonds is unassailably contested. A strange room is opened in Irish fiction. The rage is Faulknerian. There is no rest for the conscience in Athenry.


The middle stories are concerned with efforts to protect the self and inner life against the loneliness of the body, against incursions from strangers, against an obtusely unsympathetic society. A ‘dowdy, lumpish and unromantic figure’ wanders through these stories, often stumbling on unexpected moments of triumph, unexpected epiphanies composed from everyday details. The story ‘Happiness’ seems to obliterate this heroine, as if the struggle has gone on long enough, and acknowledgement of ultimate triumph is made with a deathbed scene in which a mother finally communicates to a hitherto uncomprehending daughter her Tolstoyan vision of happiness – ‘Nor think sorrow its exact opposite’ – thus preserving the continuity of things, injecting a personal vision into the family tree, sublimating the self into the general. In a very recent story, ‘A Bevy of Aunts’, in her most recent volume, A Family Likeness, two ‘fragile, gilded’ Italian chairs, once belonging to the narrator’s aunts, are passed on to the narrator’s daughters, thus acting as a metaphor for happy continuity, for, as it were, Yeats’s ‘spreading laurel tree’. Mary O’Grady doesn’t let go of life until she knows her youngest daughter Rosie is pregnant, thus family continuity preserved. The nightmare of self is dissolved in the omnipotent family tree. But this, I would suggest, is a longing more than a reality in her work. One of Mary Lavin’s saddest stories is another recent one, ‘Eterna’, in which a doctor befriends a nun who has become a nun because the nuns were the only people who ever took an interest in her, showing her she could paint. Years after their friendship the doctor sights a strange, wrecked creature in the National Gallery in Dublin whom he presumes to be that nun. ‘People had to clip their wings if they wanted to survive in this world,’ he smugly remarks, recalling the nun’s one-time embarrassing idealism, thus echoing Sean O’Faolain’s statement ‘It’s a terrible and lovely thing to look at the face of death when you are young but it unfits a man for the long humiliation of life.’


The fundamental and integral mood in Mary Lavin’s work, however, is not of effulgent happiness or of spiritual contraction. For all the priests and nuns and brothers who inhabit it it is agnostic. It seems to say, at its most intense and unhindered, ‘I don’t know.’


To get to the heart of this fiction we visit the midlands of Ireland and one summer when a father, who may have killed his wife and who has permanently destroyed a romantic relationship of his daughter’s, is dying, tended by his daughter.




‘When they dig the black hole and put you down in it that’s the end of you.’


‘Oh no!’ Vera’s heart cried out against the thought of facing into that nothingness, that nowhere. ‘Of course there is a hereafter,’ she cried. ‘Otherwise what would be the meaning of love?’


Weak tears came into his eyes. ‘Do you really believe that, Vera?’ he said.


Partly lying and, like himself, partly wanting to believe it, she nodded.


He closed his eyes. ‘It would make up for everything,’ he added, almost under his breath. Then he opened his eyes wide. ‘Just to see her. Just to see her again is all I’d ask.’


Vera’s own eyes widened. ‘Who are you talking about?’


‘Your mother,’ he said, and he looked surprised. ‘Who else?’





The power of ‘One Summer’ is overwhelming. As in many of Mary Lavin’s stories the statement is by a total, pure, almost girl-like artist. You can see all the inchoate lives, the brothers, the priests, the nuns, the celibate lawyers, the state of lack of knowledge, and the woman in the café off Grafton Street whose only life statement, when it comes to the crunch, can be: ‘I’m lonely. Are you?’ 
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Kate O’Brien: her life in the writing










Why did’st thou promise such a beauteous day


And make me travel forth without my cloak?








Between her birth in Boru House, Limerick, on 3 December 1897 and her death in the Kent and Canterbury Hospital, Canterbury, in the afternoon of 13 August 1974, Kate O’Brien chose discretion and privacy as a maxim for her life. In her last book, a book of reminiscences, Presentation Parlour (1963), Kate O’Brien piquantly refers to an aunt, a nun, who expressed a desire to read her first novel Without My Cloak (1931) and was only given it with certain sections pinned by safety pins. The nun was amply satisfied with her censored read. In a way, when one comes to look at it, unlike those of many authors, certain sections of Kate O’Brien’s life are closed off from us by safety pins. To know a little more one must construct from the pointers in her fiction, from her few autobiographical writings; one asks her friends, one delicately handles an heirloom of photographs.


My favourite photograph of Kate is one of her in her twenties, about the time of her short-lived marriage, in a shapeless many-coloured jersey. She has a face that resembles someone she quoted in English Diaries and Journals (1943), Katherine Mansfield. A face that is both serene and yet dogged by the fact of exile. It is an image that is premature in a final reckoning with Kate O’Brien because the image of her that seems to survive is that of the author of That Lady; her public portrait was finally completed with the success of That Lady, a middle-aged woman still with a 1920s-style hair cut, her impressively boned Limerick face a little solemn, her eyes aristocratic, challenging, but not arrogant. Having spent a while looking at Kate O’Brien’s work my conclusion is that she was incapable of arrogance. Her life, like her work, was a supplication to a God who was partly provincial and partly a global traveller.


In her life Kate O’Brien knew the vicissitudes of poverty and wealth; she encountered international success and in the latter part of her life on The Street, Boughton in Kent, an eclipse from the public eye. In many ways the end of That Lady was prophetic of the end of Kate O’Brien. As Ana de Mendoza forfeits her Mantegna, a lifetime of refinement enshrined in it, so we can presume Kate had to relinquish her own precious works of art on selling her house in Roundstone, Connemara (a house recently owned and vacated by Sting of The Police) and retiring to Kent. But prior to this fate, as for Ana de Mendoza, the mulberry trees had bloomed for Kate, the world of her time had chattered about her, as in the cases of Rose and Clare in As Music and Splendour she was more than familiar with the ‘symbols and augurs of total success’.


Kate O’Brien’s grandfather was evicted from a small farm just after the Famine; he headed towards Limerick city where by the 1860s he had established a thriving horse-breeding business. In her first novel Without My Cloak, a grand gesture of an Irish novel not unlike Eilís Dillon’s recent Across the Bitter Sea, Kate chronicled the emotional lives of an Irish bourgeois family through the nineteenth century. But Irish bourgeois families, as in the case of Kate’s own, very often have their roots in recent poverty and catatonic acts of transcendence. Insecurity travels like a banshee through such families. In her second novel, The Ante-Room (1934), a kind of Lady Chatterley’s Lover without the release of the sexual act, Kate very brilliantly, very toughly denuded such a family of the romance and left us with images of the detritus of the Irish bourgeois family, the gardens, the garden-houses, the guns poised for suicide.


Kate’s much-loved mother died when Kate was a child and she was sent to Laurel Hill Convent, run by the Faithful Companions of Jesus, which she left when she was eighteen. Kate loved the school, a school where Mother Thecla and the bishop were wont to converse in Latin in the garden, a school which bordered on the magisterial Shannon, and from it she coaxed the experience for her most perfect novel, The Land of Spices (1941), one of the most important smaller novels of the twentieth century. Youth is set against age. A girl on the threshold of life against a nun about to become Mother General of her order. There is love between nun and girl. But intercepting this love, in the nun’s eyes, is an image of her father making love to a boy student in Brussels, a sight which initially drove her into the convent. The innocence of age and the innocence of youth is intercepted by an image of carnal love. The girl is walking into the world of such images. The nun is quietly withdrawing from the memory of the image. We can take it that Kate, on leaving Laurel Hill in June 1916, was walking into the world of these paradoxes, innocence inaugurated into experience. The nun was based on an English Reverend Mother who was at Laurel Hill in Kate’s time, a woman who never smiled, so alienated was she by this grey city and this to her slovenly river, a woman of ‘Yorkshire bred and Stonyhurst men’.
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