

[image: ]








[image: alt]




















Praise for Love of the World:





‘McGahern will always remain a pleasure to read, no matter how personal or seemingly random the subject. His was a serious, studied approach to life and literature. Love of the World is a handbook for both.’ Sara Keating, Sunday Business Post
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Introduction


Declan Kiberd





Thoughts and ideas seldom outlast the period in which they are enunciated, but a lucid style may live forever. For John McGahern nothing was nobler than an accurate description of the world as it is. The Celtic nature poetry which he loved was almost completely devoid of ideas, arguments, judgements: lyricists simply gave the image which they received. McGahern, who valued a calm, orderly life, kept his main energies for writing and reading. His home in rural Leitrim was filled with classic books which he read and re-read: Homer, Flaubert, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Yeats and Proust.


Current literature he read with gentle curiosity. He was never a harsh but ever an exacting reader. Praises of the second-rate seemed to him like robberies of the truly deserving: and so he became a quiet but convincing advocate for past writers whose work had been neglected (such as John Williams) or for current authors (like Alistair MacLeod) whose subtle, elegiac modes seemed to be drowned out by noisier artists. He was hard to please, but utterly generous about those whose work he admired. Intent above all on creating his own fictional world, he did not set down his critical thoughts at any great length. He never felt the need to work the literary circuits of London or New York, so there is no archive of long, selfregarding essays taken from their major literary reviews. He was more likely to write a short piece on invitation from an editor whom he liked in the Leitrim Guardian, the Irish Times or Dublin’s Evening Herald.


His essays are in consequence a gathering of fugitives – occasional pieces done at the mercy of time and chance. He hoarded his best energies for his stories and novels, and once his few hours of daily writing were done, preferred to walk the fields. He wrote some essays on travel whenever he found the destinations interesting; and if people whom he respected invited him to give a lecture or a talk, he would do so, once he felt assured that he had something to say. In his later years, and particularly after the success of his novel Amongst Women, he was often asked to write essays on such themes as social change, the rights of women, the role of the Catholic Church, or the decline of rural villages. Editors who knew of his literary preferences would ask him to write reviews concerning his favourite authors. What is so remarkable about these pieces is how little he offers in the way of opinion but how steadfastly he describes the experience of reading through the text in question. He held that it was the duty of a reviewer to report as exactly as possible the very process of moving from page to page through a narrative: how he felt, what thoughts occurred, the final feelings on closing the volume. Precisely because his reviews were occasional, there is an elegiac quality, a sense of sadness in shutting not just a book but a window on a world which may never be seen again.


That note sounded with amazing clarity in the stories of Alistair MacLeod. McGahern once gave a copy of MacLeod’s stories as a gift to every member of a postgraduate class in University College Dublin, asking only that anyone who didn’t enjoy the volume would return it to him, so that he might present it to somebody else. Not one of the twenty-four students felt the need to give back the copy. The long, lingering titles favoured by MacLeod – ‘As Birds Bring Forth the Sun’, ‘The Closing Down of Summer’ – seem to be echoed in that given by McGahern to his last work of pure fiction That They May Face the Rising Sun. It is based, like MacLeod’s laments for the ebbing rituals of the Maritimes in Canada, on the notion that a tradition may live on in the very lament for its passing, and that the account of the dying of a code will invariably become the central narrative of the world which takes its place. The motif of the swan-song is present in so many of McGahern’s writings – but also of time regained and life redeemed by the act of giving a shape to it. This second look at an experience can transform a person from one who is imprisoned by it to one who is set free to place it in a far wider pattern of human significance. What marks an artist off from a journalist is the fact that he is never at the mercy of the immediate moment, never one who suffers that provincialism of time and mind which leaves him a captive to merely personal concerns. So in more than one of his essays McGahern could see the moment of Irish ‘freedom’ in 1921, not as a qualified triumph of nationalism, but as a conjuncture when responsibility for management of the decline of rural Ireland was passed from one elite group to another.


In this longer view, more anthropological than political, nothing is ever completely lost, for change is so gradual and slow that people may console themselves with the sentiment that if things aren’t getting greatly better, then at least they are not getting much worse. But some changes in individual lives are quite exhausting. McGahern noticed how the adjustment to life in the capital city of Dublin used up the intelligence and feeling of many bright scholarship boys and girls who had come into the civil service or teaching profession from a childhood passed on remote farms: and that it was often left to the next generation in such families to carry the inheritance of ideas and emotions onto a new plane. This may indeed be the best cultural explanation so far given for the emergence of that confident, even brash generation which helped to create the Celtic Tiger.


McGahern was pleased that people in the new Ireland had more money and more choices, but he feared a loss of the old courtesies in a world of push, rush and bustle. He knew that manners have a moral dimension, enabling people to relate more easily to one another in the very process of respecting privacies. Far from being an artificial impediment to relationship, good manners were what made candour, openness and kindness possible. The people of rural Leitrim still had beautiful, considerate manners (‘no misters in this part of the world’, says one of his characters, ‘nothing but broken-down gentlemen’), traceable to the modes of a lost Gaelic aristocracy, which survived still in forms of address (‘a dhuine uasail’ meaning ‘noble person’). McGahern’s characters often bear themselves like ruined noblemen, for whom the exchange of money is a vulgar embarrassment and in whose eyes ancient custom is far more valuable than any modern law. Such a world is built on mutual trust. The old Gaelic notion of comhar na gcomharsan (by which neighbours exchanged days of work) would eventually be denounced by some sociologists as a form of licensed mutual terror, but it was also a case of rural noblesse oblige, rooted in the values espoused not only by a poet such as Dáibhí Ó Bruadair but also by a novelist such as Jane Austen. Like Austen, McGahern believed in neoclassical tact: the need for people to exercise self-restraint, even and especially when in the presence of disagreeable persons. Both sought to find a mode of existence for their critical attitudes within rather than beyond society.


This ideal of courtesy – a desire not to invade the space of other people – was what led McGahern to the declaration that an author can never know everything about a character, even a character of his own devising. His impatience with some writers was attributable to their assumption of omniscience, but he treated his characters with the sort of tact which they needed to show one another in order for the community to survive as such. Even if we can categorize acquaintances, those who are on terms of intimacy with us remain finally indecipherable. A person is in the end a mystery, each one protecting a locked room which nobody else should presume to enter without clear permission. And an artist is just like a complete person. Confronted with a good book, McGahern always knew when to draw back, when to be silent and display the energy of a powerful reticence.


That silence was not based on anything so vulgar as the idea of an art that eludes analysis. For McGahern it was the act of reading that was sometimes incommunicable. If happiness was something to be felt but never fully described as it was being experienced, the same was also true of reading. Its risky pleasures can be hinted at, anticipated or reconstructed as an experience, but never with the full cohesion of the elements that made those moments. It was in fact as difficult to offer a convincing account of a reading as it was to evoke the modes of personal fulfilment. All of life is a kind of erotics, based on the challenge of reading and misreading other persons and so in his introduction to John Williams’s Augustus McGahern quotes from the work: ‘erotic love is the most unselfish of all the virtues: it seeks to become one with another, and hence to escape the self’.


At the centre of McGahern’s artistic practice is a prioritization of pleasure. The culture which produced him often qualified the noun ‘pleasure’ with the adjective ‘guilty’ and it was not alone in making that dismal equation. Even in the zones of the contemporary novel and its criticism, the pursuit of pleasure is a distinctly unfashionable, even unmentionable, thing. Many current novelists, though they proclaim anti-puritan ideas, are often ‘hard work’, suspicious of a pure delight in language such as may also be found in music. McGahern, despite having little or no ear for music, brought many of the feelings associated with its making and reception into literature. The Catholic Ireland of his youth offered little by way of aesthetic experience, except through the sights, sounds and smells of the Mass or Benediction, May altars or Easter rituals. At its most moving moments, that church offered an altar but no pulpit, a ceremonial of flowers, incense and song. The melancholy truth was, however, that these were but rare moments in a religious practice whose once-beautiful rituals were being replaced by merely ethical injunctions. Repeatedly in his essays, McGahern invoked the distinction made by E. R. Dodds in his book The Greeks and the Irrational between morality and religion: whereas the former sought only to regulate men’s relations to one another, the latter concerned itself with nothing less majestic than man’s relation to fate, the gods, destiny itself. The poet W. B. Yeats took a similar view, arguing that if a novelist like George Eliot had had more religion, she would have had fewer morals, for he held that the moral impulse and the religious destroyed one another in the end. The religious person is forever in a mode of celebration; the moralist too often is denying or banning something. Irish Catholicism had declined from its pre-Famine gaiety into a rule-bound set of practices, scruples and interdictions: and McGahern, whose early novel The Dark was banned by the government censorship board, apparently for depicting a scene of masturbation, knew the full wrath of such a raw, overweening authority.


His dismissal from his post as a primary teacher in 1965 was an outcome of this regulatory ethic, the direct consequence of an intervention by Archbishop John Charles McQuaid, whose subordinates argued that a man married in a registry office could not be a fit catechist of young boys. But that sacking was also based on a puritanical, middle-class propriety which had slowly but surely replaced the old, joyful world of wakes and pattern-days, festivals and carnivals. Some elements of that world lingered on even a century after the Famine in the Leitrim of McGahern’s childhood. He recalled affectionately the Hardyesque landscape in which no haystack was ever safe from the cavorting of couples after a July dance, ‘and the whole parish filled with people going off like alarm-clocks’. In his eyes the new moralists of the socially relevant novel were in secret collusion with the Catholic rule-keepers who announced an end to dancing in private houses or to wakes in remote hillsides.


France attracted McGahern not just because it offered an instance of a peasant society undergoing secularization and modernization some decades before Ireland, but also because the French seemed able to hold on to their regional identities and accents, their style as a way of being in the world, their earthiness. For them the rules which terrified so many Irish people existed only to be broken. One reason for this stubborn resistance to central authority was an honest pride in local culture and this was something which McGahern noticed and praised for its persistence in the remoter parts of Ireland. If Charles de Gaulle could ask in despair how any leader could hope to unite a country with 365 varieties of cheese, McGahern liked to describe Ireland as an island composed of thirty-two separate self-governing republics called counties.


The Leitrim in which he grew up in the 1940s was truly remote. To cycle fifteen miles in any direction was to encounter the exotic Other. Neutral Ireland might have been a sheltered, inward-looking place, which liked to dismiss a world war as a mere ‘emergency’, but in many respects it was much less monocultural than it is now, when incomers and natives congregate in the same shopping malls, approve the same television programmes, and so on. In those years, to enter a new townland even slowly by bicycle was to invade an area of strangeness, which brought the traveller also into contact with the stranger within himself or herself. The people’s way of talking, of moving their bodies as they walked, of planting flowers or vegetables, was radically different from all that the traveller knew – and their accents were exceedingly strong and difficult to follow, as difficult in all probability as the visitor’s own.


The colour of locality informed every utterance in those days, as it does the dialogue (and often the narrative) of McGahern’s own fiction. It was for these qualities that he loved Synge’s Aran, Kavanagh’s Monaghan, Yeats’s Sligo, Joyce’s Dublin. People in that order of things were so rooted to their own spot that they felt no need to lay claim to other ideas, other territories, other worlds, and least of all to emulate the distant fashions of London or New York. The nation and the national themselves appeared as rather distant, abstract entities, as remote to Leitrim as to Tomás Ó Criomhthain’s Blasket islanders, whose Irish contained no word for ‘republic’ and who regarded state pensions as strangely modern perversions. Even the county loyalties, so fiercely whipped up every year by supporters of Gaelic football, had somewhat artificial roots in a British shire system, and must have seemed a little confusing to a child who crossed regularly by bicycle from Leitrim to Roscommon. The real unit of culture, as in France, was the parish, the local church spire being its epicentre and the sound of its bell marking out the limits of its intimate, familiar world.


This world appeared to be dissolving in the decades of McGahern’s writing career, as the Irish embraced modernity with more and more people living in cities and towns. He and his wife Madeline bucked that trend, returning in the 1970s to live in a lakeshore farmhouse in Leitrim (then the least fashionable of Irish counties but now immortalized by his art). This act of withdrawal was a characteristic declaration of resistance to the siren-calls of the literary cliques. The Dublin pubs which he had known in the 1960s had been filled with writers, often embittered and spiteful because there was so little wealth to share: and McGahern, deeply unimpressed, chose to move away from the quarrels and alliances, even before the post-censorship culture of celebrity had taken hold.


Insofar as McGahern had a theme in his reading and criticism, it was his search for information about how traditions come to an end. He was convinced that whenever a world was about to disappear, a writer emerged to give utterance to it. If that world had been cut off by the facts of nature from a wider society, it achieved this complex articulation through its own resources, evoking that intense form of writing which is poetic, even if formally offered as prose. Ó Criomhthain’s An tOileánach (The Islandman) was his model for such a work, but so also was Synge’s treatment of Aran in his travel book, Yeats’s ferocious keen for Anglo-Ireland in Purgatory, Kavanagh’s angry lament for Monaghan in The Great Hunger, or Kate O’Brien’s epitaph on the Victorian Catholic upper crust in The Ante-Room. The Blasket epic was paradigmatic in the stoicism of its author and in its Homeric–Joycean conviction that the day was the unit by which life might be seized and rendered. The islanders’ motto when on a spree – ‘níl ann ach lá dár saol’, ‘it’s just a day of our lives’ – might also have been the epigraph to Ulysses. All of these texts, which McGahern admired, offered an archaeology of lost worlds.


So, whenever he presented a linked set of seminars, he chose these as central exhibits, which lived on by sheer grace of style. The search in The Aran Islands was the same as Synge had found in Pierre Lôti, ‘for some sign of the persistence of the person’. Compared with the austere, pared-back language of the travelogue, the baroque language of The Playboy of the Western World was (in the words of one of McGahern’s fictional characters) ‘eejity stuff’. Yeats’s Purgatory was a study of that phase in Anglo-Irish decline when all that was left to the members of that class was their style: McGahern’s review of a book about the twilight of the ascendancy was tender and affectionate, but also astringent enough to quote Friedrich Engels on the awful expropriations behind such opulence and charm. Somerville and Ross’s The Silver Fox was one of the half-forgotten books which he rescued by his attention to it, showing just how fully the Anglo-Irish began to understand Ireland at that very moment when they were losing possession of it – a moment to be repeated at the climax of Amongst Women when Moran only comes into imaginative understanding of the beauty of Great Meadow as he is about to lose it forever.


But the most astonishing choice in McGahern’s series of seminars was kept for last: Primo Levi’s account of existence in the concentration camp of Auschwitz, If This Is a Man. McGahern always said that some people are born to be writers and that others become writers through a traumatizing event which calls out for final narration – the killings of the War of Independence made Ernie O’Malley an artist and in somewhat similar manner the horrors at Auschwitz impelled a chemist like Levi to produce his account of ‘the end of days’. O’Malley’s On Another Man’s Wound chronicled the death of a revolution; If This Is a Man analysed not only the exhaustion of a people but of the very language which might describe their sorrow. For McGahern the most rending and mysterious statement was Levi’s contention that if the suffering had gone on any longer, a wholly new language would have had to be invented to meet it. It may be added that McGahern’s own fictions were probably not the work of a born writer but of one who had been made into an artist by the death of his mother when he, her eldest son, was only ten.


In the library of a local Protestant family, the Moroneys, he developed in the subsequent years a love of reading. The early experience of death was, he said much later, ‘my first real experience of the world as a lost world and the actual daily world as not quite real’. In his eyes the world was always well lost for a day with a book. As a writer he was genuinely and pleasantly surprised every time one of his stories found a reader in a mysterious moment of coupling, seeming at once arbitrary and predestined. He enjoyed the rather random ways in which texts came to him, some knowingly placed by editors with a shrewd sense of his interests, others quite capriciously sent to the house in Foxfield.


Although he invariably stressed the pleasure which he took in a text, the works he loved most had little sense of self-gratification. Writers like Ó Criomhthain and Synge, Flaubert and Proust, were all humble in that they allowed their entire traditions to speak through them. They became original by going back to origins. Reading was indeed like sex: for the reader – much as the writer before him – seeks both to affirm the self and then to lose it in a moment of bliss. Such pleasure was quite unconnected with the late-twentieth-century equation of freedom with consumption. McGahern was aware that the pleasure of self-gratification was now one of the major elements of modern culture, with the liberties once taken only by rare artists being casually treated as a common entitlement in matters of ‘lifestyle’. Yet alongside this hedonism in the entertainment and consumer culture went a strange puritanism in the higher arts. In them almost any emotion – abasement, abjection, sexual frenzy, hallucinatory insight, the death-drive itself – was conceivable: any, that is, but the impulse to take pleasure in a tale well told.


McGahern’s tactic was one of simple disobedience to the rule-keeper’s mantra, which held that ‘it’s only a sin if you take pleasure in it’. The authorities might control the mating of couples and even the publication of books, but they could not finally censor private acts of reading. The expressive pleasures of the plastic arts of painting and sculpture had proved beyond the purses of most Irish people, as unthinkable as the acquisition of a beautiful building: but a book could be read by almost anyone. The censorship accordingly focused not on the painting, sculpture or music favoured by the wealthy, but on those pleasures more bounteously available to the middle ranks and to the poor.


McGahern’s style expressed, without strain or sweat, the calm, unhurried assurance of a craftsman, an ability to sink into the sought experience and to possess it utterly. His sentences are pared but splendid, honest yet patiently formed, and so quite at odds with the utilitarian mind that is devoted to efficiency, productivity, hurry. The sin of the utilitarian class, right across the world, was to have reduced a literature of daily vision to a series of pedagogical tests for the examination and recruitment of its own administrative elites. The Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe once received a letter from a youth which said: ‘Things Fall Apart is a marvellous work but it has one flaw – you did not supply any sample questions at the end.’ That dismal process could be reversed, nonetheless, as the narrator of The Leavetaking realizes when he leaves college: ‘no longer the dull slog of exams but ways of seeing one’s own world for the first time’.


Much contemporary writing is too obviously destined from the outset for the school syllabus and college seminar, with its panoply of mythic reference, learned citation and quotable lines, all designed to fill the student’s notebook. Instead of urging people to raise themselves to the level of the classics, the dominant culture has generated writers who lower their thresholds to the level of their mechanistic, moralizing, harried readers. All this is supposed to be deeply democratic, an effect which allows the ordinary man or woman to read books that are ‘difficult’, ‘searing’, ‘sensational’. McGahern was the truer democrat, however. He wished to slow down the speed of our reading, so that people might learn again how to identify and savour the everyday. The ordinary, as Joyce joked, was the proper domain of the artist: the extraordinary could safely be left to journalists. Intrepid, self-admiring intellectuals lusted after the exceptional, castigating the everyday as banal and routine: but McGahern rendered the dignity of ordinary people’s lives.


One element of that dignity is openness to accident, to the random. A sense of the unexpected and of the capricious is central to McGahern’s idea of pleasure, as something which may overtake us unexpectedly and for no obvious reason. Good works of art are beyond causal explanation, just mysteriously there, as arbitrary and secretive as great-creating nature itself. The distrust of pleasure in a risk-averse society is linked to a fear of the accidental. Criticism is often an attempt at repressive control of fictions which nonetheless insist on their freedom from anyone’s over-riding intentions for them. The pleasure of any book comes in pulses, which are quite the opposite of mere sensation, for sensation is always sourced not in the usual but the exceptional, not in the slow assimilation of felt experience but in a surge of an emotional overload. Whereas pleasure offers one of the highest experiences of life – life when it is wholly itself – sensation is now sought most desperately by those who fear that they may not be living at all. They wish to be shocked rather than pleasured, in order to convince themselves that they still have the capacity to feel.


If McGahern’s tastes were fastidious, his instincts were democratic, but rooted in the conviction that there is something inherently beautiful about a silent experience of pure imagination. Like writing, reading presupposes a marked degree of silence in a culture. That They May Face the Rising Sun emphasizes the successful collaboration of two men over many years based on shared silences. One of the men, the Shah, has the natural courtesy and lovely manners of an aristocrat, although he can neither read nor write:




Often he sat in silence. His silences were never oppressive and he never spoke unless to respond to something that had been said or to say something that he wanted to say. Throughout, he was intensely aware of every other presence, exercising his imagination on their behalf as well as on his own, seeing himself as he might be seen and as he saw others.





McGahern knew how to immerse himself in the exacting silence of a reading: for him a bore was someone who took away your solitude but offered nothing in its place. The quietness of the world before the advent of transistor radios, television and motor cars was a thing to be envied and, as far as possible, repossessed: but the problem was that the search for pleasure once conducted in art was now carried on in the noisy electronic media. All of these pleasures were programmatic, measurable, lacking in surprise and designed for consumption by passive receivers, unlike the active reading of books by self-reliant citizens.


What for him were the sources of readerly pleasure? Although the satisfactions of work or play are usually communal, the intense delight of the reader is solitary. T. S. Eliot once said that we isolate a thing in order to enjoy it. That sounds predatory but isn’t so, since it simply indicates the need to surround an admired object with a space sufficient for contemplation. McGahern was a slow, ardent reader and his relaxed but vigilant attention was a kind of prayer. A friend who called once upon him found an anthology of poetry open at Matthew Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’. Months later, that friend returned, only to find the volume open at the same page. ‘I’m still looking at it,’ McGahern laughed, ‘except that now it has started to look back at me.’ If paintings need space in which to be truly engaged, so also do poems and books.


The requirement of academic courses that students read many classic texts in fairly rapid succession sometimes dismayed him. ‘How can they have enough time to read them?’ he would ask in sadness. Hence he curtailed his time in universities (even though he loved talking to the young) and he rejected some potentially lucrative offers. In the classroom his method was not dialogic. He would blurt out stunningly original comments with a take-it-or-leave-it insouciance, curious as to the response of those whose opinions differed, but offering none of the mediation (‘on the one hand, on the other hand …’) of the more usual type of seminar leader. He had a rural Irish respect for anything well made (quite different from the do-it-yourself constructions of a mass culture).


The distrust of pleasure among so many intellectuals today arises from a misconception that the deeper realities of life are encountered in pain, adversity and suffering. This view has, however, a scandalously ancient lineage, from the tip of pagan stoicism, through Christian ideas of self-denial, down to our own revolutionary asceticism. But what if it isn’t true? What if it is the capacity for playful pleasure which makes us human and distinguishes us from all other animals? McGahern was something of a stoic, who knew when to accept the inevitability of pain, but who could also find in it a call back to the potential fullness of another kind of life.


Reading was not an interpretation but an experience in itself. The joy of reading was a sharing in the creative power of the writer. The texts which he encountered most intensively have been changed and enriched by his re-readings of them: and his own creative writing is an intrinsic part of that re-reading. Whether by Ó Criomhthain, Yeats or Synge, O’Malley, Levi or MacLeod, each of these texts records a deep sense of loss, but in every case the satisfaction of an accurate narration affords a new kind of expressive dignity.






















Editor’s Preface





John McGahern had been a voracious reader ever since he first befriended the neighbours whose house contained a nineteenth-century library from which the future novelist would take away a number of volumes each week in an old oilcloth shopping bag. In later years he would remember his first encounters with books about the Rocky Mountains and novels by Dickens and Zane Grey. In those days, as he recalls in a marvellous and much reprinted essay, ‘The Solitary Reader’, he read indiscriminately, for nothing but pleasure. He never relinquished that guiding principle for the rest of his life (and it is invoked in a number of the essays collected in this volume), even after he discovered new authors and different ways of reading and thinking about books in his early maturity in the Dublin of the 1950s, where he read Proust and Tolstoy in his bedsit on the Howth Road between visits to city-centre dancehalls. As Mrs Waldron in McGahern’s late story ‘Creatures of the Earth’ also considers, such favourite books can come to act as Proustian images that ‘lightened and deepened life, gave recognition and pleasure.’1 It seems only appropriate, then, that McGahern’s recollection of the timeless pleasure of reading should silently borrow its opening sentence from Proust’s essay On Reading: ‘There are no days more full in childhood than those days that were not lived at all, the days lost in a favourite book.’2


Among his favourite books McGahern included not only the great novels of Austen, George Eliot and Beckett, stories by Tolstoy and Alistair MacLeod, the poems of Auden, Larkin, Kavanagh and Yeats, and plays by Chekhov and Shakespeare, but also classic works of criticism, like Proust’s Contre Sainte-Beuve, Auden’s The Dyer’s Hand, Bergson’s Laughter, E. R. Dodds’s The Greeks and the Irrational and Paolo Vivante’s The Homeric Imagination, and their presence can be felt throughout his own occasional prose. He was also a keen reader of the letters and journals of certain writers whose style he admired, such as Chateaubriand, Stendhal, Flaubert and John Butler Yeats. He had an instinctive dislike of the rigid, artificial distinctions drawn by academics and the book trade between various genres. As he explained in an interview,




… there is no difference between those books. You wouldn’t say a bad book of Irish poems is inferior to … [rethinks sentence] – that The Homeric Imagination is inferior to a bad novel or a bad book; that’s nonsense … I think there is just writing, that a lot of those categories are just snobbery. There used to be a theory that verse was superior to prose, and that both of them were superior to drama and movies. But a good movie certainly could be better than a sonnet or a novel or anything.3





McGahern’s own forays into criticism and non-fiction were sporadic, but they usually offered some tantalizing insights into the author’s preoccupations, the scope of his reading and thinking or the circumstances of his past. Throughout the essays gathered in this collection, the style and voice are recognizably that of the author of the great novels and stories (because style springs from personality, no matter what the subject or genre, as McGahern himself suggests in his essay on An tOileánach), even when the subject matter sometimes appears very far removed from the familiar territory of his fiction – as for example in the account of a trip to Morocco or the review of a novel by Georges Simenon.


This volume also reveals a side of McGahern that is likely to be unfamiliar to readers not previously acquainted with McGahern as essayist, reviewer or public speaker. The extent of McGahern’s wide reading in the literature of Europe was everywhere present but rarely visible in his fiction, mainly because he took great care not to turn fiction into a self-conscious exercise in namedropping, choosing instead, as Ovid counselled, to use art to conceal art. Only in the fiction of the 1970s are other authors sometimes named outside the context of a schoolboy’s compulsory reading list, and even then only very occasionally: Proust, Freud and Matthew Arnold in The Leavetaking, Chekhov in Getting Through, Merriman and Pirandello in The Pornographer. Yet the influence of these authors and others pervades all of the fiction, from The Barracks to That They May Face the Rising Sun, as well as his Memoir. In the occasional prose – in travelogue, autobiographical sketch and literary criticism alike – many of the same authors are never far away. Sometimes they are explicitly cited, but the prose also harbours many echoes of such great predecessors as Beckett and Yeats, Auden and Flaubert. Their presence pervades McGahern’s language like the ghost of Plato who materializes as a corrective teller of truths out of one of Yeats’s late poems into the conclusion of McGahern’s last essay, ‘God and Me’: ‘Still sings the ghost, “What then?”’4





The pieces collected here were written over the course of almost four decades: from McGahern’s first published essay, the ‘Prologue to a Reading’ given at a university in the United States in 1966 (shortly after the publication of the US edition of The Dark), which appeared in the Northern literary magazine The Honest Ulsterman two years later, to an essay on the role of religion in twentieth-century Ireland (a theme to which many of the pieces collected in this book return again and again) published only a matter of weeks before his death in Granta, edited by Ian Jack, with whom he had established an amicable professional rapport during the final years of his life.


Between these bookends McGahern published a surprising number of book reviews and essays on a variety of topics, from the literary to the social and historical, from the analytical to the deeply personal, in a wide range of publications on both sides of the Atlantic. Often these publications were one-offs: like his essay on the forgotten Belfast novelist Forrest Reid in another Northern journal, Threshold (‘Brian Westby’), or his foreword (printed here as ‘Mr Joyce and Mr Yeats’) to an exhibition catalogue of rare first editions of James Joyce’s books at Colgate University in upstate New York, an institution with which McGahern had had a long association ever since he first went there in 1969 as a visiting professor, a position to which he would return regularly over the course of the next three decades. The Exhibition Catalogue (which appeared as an issue of the journal of the Colgate University Library) was edited by his friend Neill Joy, who taught alongside McGahern at the English Department at Colgate. Sometimes, also, McGahern engaged in relatively long-standing connections with certain newspapers, as when he contributed a series of short reviews to the Dublin Evening Herald in 1986–7, when the books pages of that paper were edited by Ferdia MacAnna, to whom he was well-disposed. This was an extraordinary flurry of reviewing for a man who generally published so sparingly – yet even those reviews of the most superficial interest usually contain at least one thought or sentence that is startling for its truth or beauty, or the clarity of its expression. A more drawn-out association with the books pages of the Irish Times began in 1989, first under the literary editorship of the novelist John Banville and later that of Caroline Walsh. He also wrote occasionally for the Irish Independent, the Listener, the Times Literary Supplement, the Leitrim Guardian and the New York Times, as well as contributing to books and, sporadically, to academic journals.


Many of the occasional pieces came out of friendships with individual editors, or the love of certain classic authors like Joyce, John Butler Yeats, Forrest Reid or the American novelist John Williams – sometimes, also, he promoted living writers who he thought had not been enough noticed, like the Canadian short-story writer Alistair MacLeod or the local histories of his cousin Liam Kelly. Essays were sent to people he had met and liked for inclusion in books and magazines: Mary Massoud in Cairo, Ian Jack in London, Denis Sampson in Montreal, Derek Mahon in Dublin. Such contributions would be either original works or existing essays he wanted to reprint, always in a slightly reworked version, for McGahern rewrote these incidental pieces just as he rewrote, on those rare occasions when the opportunity arose, the fiction which was always of more consummate interest.5





For this collection, McGahern’s essays have been divided into six sections. Any such division will always be somewhat arbitrary, and the different sections are not nearly as autonomous as the subheadings might suggest. Often autobiography and travelogue will turn into literary criticism, if only sometimes for a sentence or two. But the opposite is also true. Essays about other writers will often start from recollections of defining moments in his own past, like his memory of attending Ernie O’Malley’s State funeral in 1957 or of finding O’Malley’s literary notebooks by accident at around the same time. The brilliant essay on Tomás Ó Criomhthain’s An tOileánach (which has become something of a minor classic in its own right) circles back in the final paragraphs to McGahern’s memory of his own mother: the essay that begins by asking ‘What is my language?’ ends by analysing that of the beloved who is also the true subject of McGahern’s story of his own life in Memoir. Autobiography and the examination of social or historical issues are even more inextricably linked, and are therefore placed together in the same section – the most purely autobiographical pieces at the beginning of that section, followed by those essays that draw on autobiography in the pursuit of writing a historical account. If all good history is local history, a conviction that is repeated in many of these essays, then for McGahern the perception of a historical era is also inextricably bound up with the story of personal development and growth.


I WRITING AND THE WORLD


A small number of abstract utterances about the nature of art and writing and the artist’s place in the world form the opening section of the book. McGahern habitually refused to discuss the process of artistic creation. He was not an author who enjoyed discussing his own work, much less sermonizing on how to write or giving lectures on technique. Those who asked him about the significance of particular elements in his novels or stories would invariably be told that ‘it’s not for me to say’6 – a refrain that reverberates through many of the interviews he gave throughout the latter half of his career like Bartleby’s well-mannered ‘I would prefer not to.’7 As a result all the pieces collected in this first section are short, and only three of them were published during McGahern’s lifetime (and that modest count includes two versions of ‘The Image’). They are all concerned with aspects of the creative process that are central to McGahern’s aesthetic – and in that they are unusual within the McGahern corpus since, like those of many other practising writers, McGahern’s moments of artistic self-revelation are usually thinly veiled as comments on the work of other writers (McGahern himself remarked that Beckett’s early book on Proust ‘tells more about Beckett than it tells about Proust’8). It is no accident, then, that so many critics have found a description of the timeless and placeless art of Amongst Women in McGahern’s comments on the epic world of An tOileánach.9


The opening section contains two versions of ‘The Image’, McGahern’s first published piece of non-fiction. Originally conceived as a ‘Prologue to a Reading’ during the first decade of his career as a novelist, the aesthetic principles delineated in ‘The Image’ can be seen at work in all of McGahern’s fiction. It describes the task of the artist as a constant struggle ‘to pull the image that moves us out of the darkness’10 (a quality which McGahern also ascribed to Patrick Kavanagh in his review of a book about that poet). This is in itself a distinctly Proustian undertaking,11 although it becomes clear from a humorous anecdote about an early reading of ‘The Image’ at an American college, which appears elsewhere in this collection, that its original inception may owe as much to a sentence from Thomas Aquinas: ‘The image is a principle of our knowledge. It is that from which our intellectual activity begins, not as a passing stimulus, but as an enduring foundation’,12 a statement which McGahern also recalls being quoted by Patrick Swift during the summer of 1960. The subtitle of the original 1968 version of the essay, ‘Prologue to a Reading’, moreover, probably deliberately recalls Proust’s ‘Prologue’ to Contre Sainte-Beuve, which describes the same process whereby




… as soon as each hour of one’s life has died, it embodies itself in some material object, as do the souls of the dead in certain folk-stories, and hides there. There it remains captive, captive forever, unless we should happen on the object, recognise what lies within, call it by its name, and so set it free. Very likely we may never happen on the object (or the sensation, since we apprehend every object as sensation) that it hides in; and thus there are hours of our life that will never be resuscitated: for this object is so tiny, so lost in the world, and there is so little likelihood that we shall come across it.13





The ideas expressed in ‘The Image’ also appear to closely resemble those of McGahern’s lecture on Herman Melville’s ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’, delivered to a packed audience at the Belfast Arts Festival on 24 November 1967. Some of that lecture was recalled years later by the poet Richard Murphy, who was close to McGahern in the 1960s:







If style is creative memory, as he suggested, may I be forgiven for remembering creatively that John said, ‘Art is as mortal as life, whether it lasts one year or a million years, like us it must die. It’s a game, the most interesting game there is. It’s not religion, but false religion: the writer sets up as God, king and counsellor …’14





Regrettably, the lecture itself has not been preserved – nor have those on other favourites like Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man or Yeats’s Purgatory, both given as part of a series on Modern Writing when McGahern was writer in residence at NUI Galway and University College Dublin during the 1990s.


A revised text of ‘The Image’ is included alongside rather than instead of the original essay, as it shows an interesting shift in emphasis. In either version, ‘The Image’ is probably the single most important articulation of McGahern’s artistic aims.


‘The Image’ is as much a prose poem as a manifesto, and many of its phrases and references are probably deliberately elusive and obscure. The same can be said of the piece that opens the collection, the elliptical ‘Five Drafts’, whose peculiar structure recalls Beckett’s late prose masterpiece Worstward Ho, in which each paragraph revises the imperfect utterance of the one that preceded it – a process that creates its own refrains. ‘Five Drafts’ could only have been written by a man with a deep love of the world in an effort to understand it. That desired understanding is of the nature of love, particularly of physical or erotic love15 – which is the deepest kind of love, as McGahern argues in his essay on John Williams’s Augustus, as it forms a gateway to the ‘other’ who would otherwise remain completely separate from the self, a theme which is also dealt with in the preface to the second edition of The Leavetaking. (Those two pieces should ideally be read side by side as expressions of the same fundamental belief about the troubled relationship between the self and the ‘other’ or the ‘beloved’.) Because all life is mortal, and all love potentially threatened or temporary, the love of another as well as that of the world ‘carries within it the seeds of calamity as well as the promise of total happiness’. That final line of ‘Five Drafts’ recalls the narrator’s observation in That They May Face the Rising Sun that Bill Evans leaves himself open to disappointment by hoping, dreaming and looking forward to a weekly outing: ‘He was no longer living from moment to moment, from blow to blow, pleasure to pleasure, refusing to look forward or back: he was now living these bus rides on Thursday in the mind as well. The seeds of calamity were sown.’16 Real happiness, perhaps, is only possible when we know that the cause for that happiness can be snatched away at any moment and cannot be taken for granted. ‘Five Drafts’ is a celebration of the temporal world and of human love.


The other pieces collected in the first section are more straightforward and do not need as much commentary. I have included a brief reflection on the physical nature of words (‘Playing with Words’), as well as an extract on the subjective nature of all written history, a theme that is central to much of McGahern’s fiction (particularly to The Leavetaking) – as it is to that of Claude Simon, a writer whom he much admired but who is mentioned only once in these essays. ‘The Local and the Universal’ expresses McGahern’s thoughts on the relationship between those two seeming opposites. The distinctive central phrase of that essay, ‘The universal is the local, but with the walls taken away’, was borrowed from the Portuguese writer Miguel Torga17 – but it also recalls a comment James Joyce had made about his native city: ‘I always write about Dublin, because if I can get to the heart of Dublin I can get to the heart of all the cities of the world. In the particular is contained the universal.’18 All good writing, McGahern believed, is ‘local’ in the best sense of the word, because ‘Everything interesting begins with one person, in one place.’19 Sometimes novels can become political or philosophical tracts that lose sight of the particular sights and sounds of the world in their pursuit of ‘the great questions which, for all that, adjust themselves very well without his aid’, as Joyce wrote in a letter which McGahern quotes with approval. McGahern’s own fiction worked in the opposite direction from such books: from the specific could be gleaned the universal – ‘representations of particular lives’ become representations of ‘all of life’, as he writes about Joyce’s Dubliners.


‘Madness/Creativity’, finally, argues against the ever-fashionable cult of insanity as a source of great Art. Those writers who foster a deranged persona, McGahern argues, are often either dilettantes or shrewd practitioners who use madness as a theme. In a longer typescript draft of the essay, McGahern quotes Philip Larkin’s essay on Sylvia Plath to support that argument. Her poems, Larkin suggests, 




seem to enter neurosis, or insanity, and exist there in a prolonged high-pitched ecstasy like nothing else in literature … [Madness] was her subject; together they played an increasingly reckless game of tag. Mad poets do not write about madness: they write about religion, sofas, the French Revolution, nature, their cat Jeoffry.20





Such a demand for the artist to maintain at all times an intelligent and fully conscious critical distance from experience is not far removed from Wordsworth’s famous imperative for ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity’. Raw emotions, like mental breakdown, may be the subject of poetry, but they should always be reworked in the cold light of day by a disciplined author fully in control of his creative powers: art should always be ‘the calm that is an ordered passion’ (a phrase which McGahern borrowed from W. B. Yeats), not ‘a general flailing about’. The dismissal of self-expression as the opposite of art recurs, perhaps unfairly, in the course of McGahern’s assessment of George Moore (whose novels A Drama in Muslin and The Lake were among his favourites) at the beginning of his essay on Dubliners.


II PLACES AND PEOPLE


The second section begins with a short essay about a collection of photographs of County Leitrim taken by Leland Duncan in the 1890s, which were discovered by McGahern’s cousin Liam Kelly. The essay was first published as a foreword to Kelly’s collection of those photographs, and it probably says as much about the art of photography, or by extension the art of fiction, or poetry, or any art, as it does about Leitrim, or about those particular photographs. McGahern’s conclusion that in such early photographs of subjects still largely unaware of the process of photography ‘Time has become reflection’ is very close to another phrase that runs as a leitmotif through some of these essays: that borrowed by McGahern from Donald Gordon’s description of Yeats’s poetry as an art that ‘abolishes time and establishes memory’.21 Much of McGahern’s thinking on Yeats was influenced by Professor Gordon, whose memory is invoked briefly but affectionately in a note at the conclusion of McGahern’s essay on the poet’s father, John Butler Yeats.


McGahern’s fiction was always rooted in specific places. Like the rural migrants to Dublin who appear in many of his short stories and in the novels of the 1970s, The Leavetaking and The Pornographer, imaginatively McGahern hardly ever left his native Leitrim and Roscommon even when he was teaching in Newcastle, Reading or upstate New York, or travelling to Cairo or Tokyo in the later years of his life. He shared this imaginative rootedness with great predecessors like Joyce and Beckett, who had both written about Dublin and the Wicklow hills from their homes in Trieste, Zurich and Paris; or Yeats, who, while living in London and Dublin for most of his life, made the Sligo of his childhood the wellhead of his ‘permanent or impermanent images’. (McGahern liked that same rootedness in other writers, too. And he not only found it in authors like the Orkney poets George Mackay Brown and Edwin Muir or the Dubliner Kevin Lehane (who published under the pseudonym Tom Corkery), but also, perhaps more unexpectedly, in Albert Camus, who is celebrated here as a recorder of familiar native places rather than in his more usual guise as one of the great innovators of twentieth-century thought.)


It seems appropriate, then, that the section on places and people should begin in the familiar confines of County Leitrim, which is recalled here in loving and sometimes humorous detail, occasionally repeating images that have also found their way into the fiction. After such local beginnings, the essays in this second section move gradually into the wider world: first to Galway and its hinterland (where the McGaherns had briefly lived, in Cleggan, when they first returned to live in Ireland in 1970, before making their permanent home on Laura Lake in County Leitrim) and Trinity College Dublin, where McGahern spent a year as writer in residence in the early 1990s; before finally, after a stop at Blake’s pub in Enniskillen, venturing beyond Ireland to Newcastle, Paris and Morocco. McGahern made even the medinas and the harsh mountain landscape of North Africa his own, savouring the smallest telling detail, as when he observes how ‘outside Marrakesh, the land grew flat and stony. I thought it beautiful.’ The phrase is typical of the observer who had also noticed the stunted trees on the coast road near Cleggan: ‘There are also small trees that I find very moving, sometimes standing alone, other times in weak rows. Their shapes show that all the time they lean away from their scourge, the ocean. The salt and wind strip the outer branches of bark. Even in the full leaf of summer these trees appear to wear a crown of bones’ in the essay on Galway; or who had written of the Shah’s transformative gaze of the stunted birch trees of Gloria Bog in That They May Face the Rising Sun.22


There are many vivid moments in these essays when McGahern’s eye is drawn to the simplicity or even poverty of certain sights: in Leitrim, Galway and North Africa, as well as in that of the houses of Mennonite settlers in rural Indiana which he thought ‘beautiful in their plainness’ (‘In the Beginning Was the Word’). His imagination is often drawn to such humble, unpretentious images – more the eye of a ‘dirty low-down Low Church Protestant’23 like Samuel Beckett than that of the boy who had marvelled at the baroque beauty of the ceremonies of the Catholic Mass. McGahern’s instinctive love of such plainness (not surprising for someone who had grown up in a region which, apart from the occasional splendours of the Catholic Church, was so poor that the passing crow was said to bring a packed lunch) is also manifested in his bare, restrained prose style, closer to that of frugal masters like Beckett, Ó Criomhthain and the Joyce of Dubliners than to the exuberant excess of Flann O’Brien or the later Joyce of Finnegans Wake.


The remainder of this section is made up of recollections of friends. The tribute to Michael McLaverty, published in the Sunday Independent soon after the older novelist’s death, is particularly moving. The evocative portrait of the painter Patrick Swift, written from memory many years after the events it describes, is noteworthy since besides honouring the memory of a dead friend it also gives a vivid impression of a period in McGahern’s own life which his Memoir had all but ignored. Memoir was designed to give the impression that the author’s formative years had ended after his childhood and youth,24 but ‘The Bird Swift’ deepens our sense of McGahern’s intellectual formation with its recollection of discussing books (Ellmann’s Joyce and Painter’s and Maurois’s lives of Proust) and of looking at paintings with Swift during the summer of 1960. It is fascinating to learn that McGahern preferred a little Constable to the whole of the Picasso retrospective that he went to see with Swift at the Tate Gallery. On another occasion, McGahern also expressed his admiration for other restrained depictions of ordinary life: the ‘little Velasquez’ of An Old Woman Frying Eggs and the work of Vermeer (‘that catching of a mysterious moment which is full of ordinariness. There is no grand subject but somehow, in the way it’s done, it is surrounded by mystery and grandeur …’), as well as Giotto’s Flight into Egypt,25 a reproduction of which appears on the postcard sent by Jim and his family to Jamesie and Mary from an Italian holiday in That They May Face the Rising Sun.26


An affectionate portrait of the journalist Dick Walsh completes this section. The two men had first met in Dublin in the late 1950s, and Walsh had defended McGahern when The Dark was seized by customs and banned in Ireland in 1965. Not long before his death in 2003 he was to recall about the furore that surrounded the publication of that novel how ‘Later [McGahern] was a source of great admiration for the rest of us. He had looked Irish life in the face in a way it didn’t like being looked at.’27 Walsh’s rigorous and erudite journalism is also remembered in another essay later in the collection.


III AUTOBIOGRAPHY, SOCIETY, HISTORY


These essays all to some degree combine elements of personal recollection or memoir with reflections on Irish institutions and attitudes in the second half of the twentieth century. They illustrate how local or personal histories are often far more evocative than accounts of the great affairs of state. The first seven essays are all concerned with McGahern’s intellectual formation. They discuss his discovery of books and the pleasures of reading in that nineteenth-century library in a Protestant big house near his home, his education at the Presentation Brothers’ new school in Carrick-on-Shannon and St Patrick’s College Drumcondra, where he trained to be a teacher between 1953 and 1955, and his early days as a writer. It also includes his reaction, recalled from the steady ground of later maturity, to the banning of The Dark in 1965 (which also led to his dismissal from his teaching post in a Church-run National School system), as well as a humorous anecdote about the unnerving experience of giving an impromptu lecture at an American college not many years after, when he was still a young novelist. A witty piece on the processes of literary prizegiving is also included in this section.


The remainder of the third section comprises occasional essays about Irish social and cultural history, mostly dealing with the 1950s. Many of these essays were commissioned by the Irish Independent and the Irish Times on occasions such as the 1989 and 1992 General Elections (the essay on the latter campaign also comments in no uncertain terms on the Abortion referendum of the same year), a backward glance at the 1950s at the turn of the new millennium, the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Easter Rising in 1991, or simply the festival of Christmas. The immediacy of the occasion of the two election pieces has resulted in what are probably the least restrained utterances in the present collection, whose tone contrasts noticeably even with the essays that immediately succeed them, those on the Ireland of McGahern’s youth and early maturity. These valedictory essays are concerned with the repressive moral and intellectual climate of mid-century Ireland. But McGahern’s vision ultimately transcends the general darkness of those decades as he allows his gaze to be lifted by the image of the spires of Illiers which Proust had described in a letter, in order to restore to an institution that had been so much criticized some of the dignity and the credit McGahern believed it deserved, if only because the Church had first taught him about grace and beauty and ceremony.


The last three essays in this section are concerned with the death of the rural world and the imminent disappearance of the Irish countryside as McGahern had known it in his childhood and for most of his mature life. One essay returns to the Protestant class to which McGahern owed the experience of his first library, and describes not only the fate of dwindling Southern Protestant communities but also (by reflection) the Northern Troubles. In his reflections on the decline of the Irish rural landscape, socio-historical reflections again give way to a celebration of the written word as the great Nova Scotian storyteller Alistair MacLeod gets the final say about the demise of rural Ireland when the awareness of the dwindling stature of the Mohill cattle mart reminds him of the stories in The Lost Salt Gift of Blood. In MacLeod’s account of a world ‘poised on the edge of eclipse or change’ in a country across the Atlantic, McGahern found expressed, with elegance and precision and without sentiment, a version of what he saw happening around him in rural Leitrim and Roscommon. And his description (in the longer essay on the same author) of MacLeod’s miners and fishermen who ‘take joy from that very oblivion of which they so movingly sing’ probably deliberately recalls W. B. Yeats’s concept of ‘tragic joy’: when the tragic hero experiences a ‘sudden enlargement of their vision, their ecstasy at the approach of death … Tragedy must be a joy to the man who dies.’28 The humble world of MacLeod’s Cape Breton is ennobled by this ‘tragic joy’, and McGahern’s own celebration of the last moments of a world changing rapidly beyond all recognition may be read in that same mode of perfect joyous utterance in the moment of a culture’s final passing.


IV AND VI LITERATURE AND REVIEWS


Since McGahern primarily saw himself as a writer who just happened to live on a farm, just as he had once been a writer who happened to be a teacher,29 it is hardly surprising that well over half of this collection is made up of writing about literature: of book reviews and extended essays about certain books and authors, as well as rare explicit utterances about the process of artistic creation.


The first two essays in the section on literature are both concerned with the relationship between the writer and his public or the writer and his critics. In the first, McGahern warns the writer against pandering to the tastes of prescriptive critics in a bid to sell more books or to be included in university syllabi; in the other, he offers a sympathetic engagement with the burden placed on certain writers by their critics. The provocative ‘A Literature without Qualities’, unpublished during McGahern’s lifetime, argues against the commodification of literature and the tyranny of prescriptive ‘aesthetic labels’. The shape of McGahern’s recurring preoccupation with ‘the poor gaudy beads of local colour’ (as he refers to them in a review of a collection of stories by George Mackay Brown) came largely out of his reading of Borges, and may be read alongside that writer’s classic essay on ‘The Argentine Writer and Tradition’.30 Its proximity to Borges’s essay may also account for its tone and style, which are unlike that of any of the other pieces in the collection.


McGahern’s attitude towards critics and criticism was often ambivalent at best. In an unpublished lecture given in Sligo he remarked about a brand of literary tourism that:







… in an age which has so many loud diversions away from the original printed word, may I say that the great heart of Yeats, the magical words, will not be found in these diversions or even in Dromahair or Drumcliffe Churchyard, but in The Collected Poems and The Collected Plays which stand on our shelves – or in Mr Keohane’s bookshop – and do not even ask to be opened.31





McGahern’s distrust of an academic publishing machine that threatened to overshadow those individual voices it ostensibly sought to promote is sharpest in his reviews of two posthumously published books by F. Scott Fitzgerald; but it is imagined most poetically – and most poignantly – in a striking image in the essay printed here as ‘Mr Joyce and Mr Yeats’ which ironically recalls Austin Clarke’s famous image of Yeats as a mighty oak tree casting his formidable shadow over the Irish imaginative landscape: ‘Yeats was rather like an enormous oak-tree … which, of course, kept us in the shade and of course we always hoped that in the end we would reach the sun, but the shadow of that great oak-tree is still there.’32 In McGahern’s knowing reworking of Clarke, Yeats is no longer an intimidating presence but a cautionary example of a writer under threat from critics who demand too much from ‘the poor written word’.


Notwithstanding his sceptical attitude to critics, McGahern’s own literary criticism, when it came, was always insightful and sprang from a genuine love of certain works. Sometimes these were works which he thought had been unfairly forgotten, like the novels of John Williams, the letters of John Butler Yeats or Forrest Reid’s novel Brian Westby. As he explained in an interview,




I’ve never really written fiction unless I wanted to, out of the need. I’ve done very little criticism; and the reason I’ve done it is sometimes for money, and also to draw attention to books that I liked that didn’t get attention. For instance I wrote the introductions to Stoner and Augustus by John Williams, simply because I thought he was a wonderful writer and he had gone completely out of recognition, and now actually he is being reprinted in America because of this … His writing is so good that I couldn’t understand why it had … [pauses] you know. I think we all become extinct eventually but there was no reason why this man should become extinct so quickly.33





McGahern’s essays on J.B.Y.’s letters and Brian Westby should both be read as part of a sustained effort to get those works back into print (he succeeded in this with Yeats; Reid’s book remains out of print to this day). The J.B.Y. letters had been part of his imaginative landscape ever since he first read them in the 1950s, and references to and echoes of them appear in many of the essays collected here. McGahern sought for opportunities to have them reprinted throughout the 1970s and 1980s: he was at one point going to include them in a projected Faber Book of Irish Prose, to be edited by him, in the early 1980s,34 but it was eventually through an offer from a French publisher that they were reissued, with McGahern’s own introduction, in 1999. His advocacy of Brian Westby was equally intense. In 1966, McGahern wrote to Michael McLaverty (who shared his admiration of Forrest Reid’s style) to ask him for a copy of Brian Westby. He tried unsuccessfully to persuade Charles Monteith, his editor at Faber and Faber, to reprint the novel, before sending the copy borrowed from McLaverty for consideration to Knopf in New York, who had just published McGahern’s own novel, The Dark.35 Over the course of the next decade he conceived a number of other schemes to have the novel republished, all to no avail.


McGahern’s idealized Solitary Reader is a close relative of Virginia Woolf’s Common Reader, who ‘differs from the critic and the scholar … He reads for his own pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or correct the opinions of others.’36 Those same qualities are recognizable in McGahern’s criticism and reviews. He was always a sympathetic and undogmatic critic who believed that ‘the best criticism surely grows out of love’, and that ‘All that survives does so by acquiring lovers.’ Books one does not like, he repeatedly counselled in the good manners of the mind, should be put aside with regret rather than venom. His ideal literary critic or reviewer, unprescriptive and motivated by nothing more or less than a love of the subject, is embodied perfectly by two of the lecturers described in one of the final chapters of The Dark:




… there were one or two who simply spoke about their subject with love, and their quiet excitement was able to come through, one frail grey-haired woman in a botany class, a younger man at mathematics who continually brushed imaginary chalk specks from his gown as he spoke and you came away wanting to learn and share, both were beautiful and young in some way.37





McGahern’s attitude towards the proper relationship between literature and criticism was made abundantly clear when, speaking at an academic conference, he concluded one version of the anecdote about a public appearance at a Mennonite college which forbade readings of original works but tolerated criticism (an anecdote which was recycled for use on various occasions) with a sly criticism of his own: ‘I tell this by way of apology for a reading as I know that there are some Joyceans who while not as strict as the Mennonites prefer commentaries to any readings on an occasion such as this.’38 His own criticism often showed the opposite tendency. As a critic, he preferred to let work speak for itself in the hope that genuinely good writing might attract some new lovers, and what is striking about many of his essays on favourite authors (particularly those on Forrest Reid and Alistair MacLeod) is how extensively McGahern quotes from the work. A just cause needs no advocate. McGahern believed passionately that a writer’s only responsibility is to the language: to ‘get the words right’.39 And so to say simply that he or she wrote well was the highest form of praise that could be afforded to any writer, in whichever genre they happened to work – and that conclusion summed up the achievements of authors as various as Chekhov and Alice Munro, Lawrence and J. R. Ackerley.


V PREFACES AND INTRODUCTIONS


The remainder of the book is made up of McGahern’s introductory notes to some of his own works. The prefaces to The Leavetaking and Creatures of the Earth may be read alongside the elliptical pieces in the first section of this volume, as they give a further insight into some of McGahern’s ideas about the nature of fiction. The two introductions to The Power of Darkness – that to the 1991 stage version and that to a revised text for radio, recorded in 2005 – comment on the nature of revision and adaptation, his affinity with Tolstoy, and the serious repercussions of the repressive nature of the mid-twentieth-century moral climate in Ireland.





It is clear from everything he wrote that John McGahern had a deep ‘love of the world’, a phrase borrowed from Hannah Arendt40 which he also used as the title of one of his last short stories. Through seeing and reading and writing (‘the pleasures of the mind’), this love of all that surrounds life was allowed to develop in the constant wonder that any of it existed at all – not least of all the self, since the chances of any individual having been born at all were remote and dependent largely on accident, as the narrator of The Leavetaking also considers.41 The finite, transitory nature of existence was not in the end something that should be regretted or feared, as the constant sense of an ending lent an added vividness to every moment, giving a sense of wonder to the most ordinary of sights. As he writes in Memoir:




We grow into an understanding of the world gradually. Much of what we come to know is far from comforting, that each day brings us closer to the inevitable hour when all will be darkness again, but even that knowledge is power and all understanding is joy, even in the face of dread, and cannot be taken from us until everything is. We grow into a love of the world, a love that is all the more precious and poignant because the great glory of which we are but a particle is lost almost as soon as it is gathered.42





With its constant savouring of every meticulously observed detail, McGahern’s writing, like the ideal act of literary criticism he envisaged, is always an act of love; and his style, like the loving perspective on her own familiar reality that is suddenly identified by Mrs Waldron in ‘Creatures of the Earth’, is ‘ever watchful and lively and at ease.’43





Stanley van der Ziel


April 2009
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4 Cf. W. B. Yeats, ‘What Then?’, The Poems, edited by Richard J. Finneran, revised edition (London: Macmillan, 1991), p. 302.
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WRITING AND THE WORLD

























Five Drafts





We are sexual from the moment we are born until we die, and love is the human act of becoming, modified moment by moment, making all that is dear to us more precious still as it passes, until it becomes the rich gift of the life and self, taken and given to us for a time from the black jewel case.




*





We are sexual from the moment we are born until we die. In the beginning we could not come into any wholeness of being without the other, the beloved. That love eventually suffuses everything around the beloved and goes out to all of life we feel precious. In the mind alone this must grow old or fail, unless the mind before the body goes.




*





We are sexual from the moment we are born until we die. The church I was brought up in turned this powerful and abiding instinct that suffuses everything we feel as precious or hold dear into the functional act of human reproduction, surrounding it with shame and sin, as it sought to turn the human act of becoming, which is modified moment by moment and day by day, away from the love of what is merely human into the love of God.




*





We are sexual from the moment we are born, it grows as the body grows and fails with the body until we die: by then it has become part of the mind, the will and the intelligence and heart, which grows in the human act of becoming as the body fails, and suffuses everything we hold precious or dear. The church I was brought up in sought to turn this powerful and abiding instinct into the functional act of procreation, surrounding it with shame and sin, as it directed this human act of becoming modified moment by moment, day by day, year by year.




*





We are sexual from the moment we are born until we die, it grows as the body grows and fails with that body, but by then it has become part of the mind as well, the will and the intelligence and heart, which continues to grow even as the body fails and suffuses everything we hold precious or dear. The church I was brought up in sought to limit this powerful and abiding instinct to the functional act of procreation, surrounding it with shame and sin, as it directed this human act of becoming away from the passing world in which it is set to God and Eternity. What we love first is never what we love last, but without that first love we would never have been made whole or allowed into the world of love, and that entrance has to be through another person. When that passion is concentrated on another person, first or last, it carries within it the seeds of calamity as well as the promise of total happiness.



















The Image: Prologue to a Reading at the Rockefeller University [1968]





When I reflect on the image two things from which it cannot be separated come: the rhythm and the vision. The vision, that still and private universe which each of us possess but which others cannot see, is brought to life in rhythm, and by rhythm I think of the dynamic quality of the vision, its instinctive, its individual movements; and this struggles towards the single image, the image on which our whole life took its most complete expression once, in a kind of grave, grave of the images of dead passions and their days.


For art is, out of the failure of love, an attempt to create a world in which we can live: if not for long or forever, it is still a world of the imagination over which we can reign, and to reign is to purely reflect on our situation through this created world of ours, this Medusa’s mirror, which allows us to celebrate even the totally intolerable. And we absurdly reign over this imaginary world in the illusory permanence of false gods, and it may be this need of permanence that creates in its turn the need for shape or form.


So we cannot live, we can only absurdly reign, and we have no reason or right to reign, but it is not possible to live when confronted with the immovable solidity of the world, so we transform it into another way because of nothing more than our instinctive need. And as we reign alone there on our cuckoo throne the subjects we summon up are images.


Image after image flows involuntarily now, and still we are not at peace, rejecting, altering, shaping, straining towards the one image that will never come, the lost image that gave our lives expression, the image that would completely express it again in this bewilderment between our beginning and end, and then the whole mortal game of king would be over, and all games. It is here, in this search for the single image, that the long and complicated journey of art betrays the simple religious nature of its activity: and here, as well, it most sharply separates itself from formal religion.


Religion, in return for the imitation of the formal pattern, promises us the eternal Kingdom. The Muse, under whose whim we reign, in return for a lifetime of availability, may grant us the absurd crown of style, the ‘revelation’ in language of this private and unique world each of us possess, as we struggle for what may be no more than a yard of lead piping we saw in terror once.



















The Image [1991]





When I reflect on the image, two things from which it cannot be separated come: the rhythm and the vision. The vision, that still and private world which each of us possesses and which others cannot see, is brought to life in rhythm – rhythm being little more than the instinctive movements of the vision as it comes to life and begins its search for the image in a kind of grave, grave of the images of dead passions and their days.


Art is an attempt to create a world in which we can live: if not for long or forever, still a world of the imagination over which we can reign, and by reign I mean to reflect purely on our situation through this created world of ours, this Medusa’s mirror, allowing us to see and to celebrate even the totally intolerable.


We cannot live, we can only reign, and we have no reason or right to reign, nothing more than our instinctive need; so we reign in the illusory permanence of false gods; and it may be this need of the illusion of permanence that creates in its turn the need for shape or form. As we reign on our cuckoo thrones the subjects we summon up are images.


Image after image flows involuntarily now, yet we are not at peace – rejecting, altering, shaping, straining towards the one image that will never come, the image on which our whole life took its most complete expression once, that would completely express it again in this bewilderment between our beginning and our end; and then the whole mortal game of King would be over, and all games.


It is here, in this search for the one image, that the long and complicated journey of art betrays the simple religious nature of its activity: and here, as well, it most sharply separates itself from formal religion.


Religion, in return for the imitation of its formal pattern, promises us the Eternal Kingdom. The Muse, under whose whim we reign in return for a lifetime of availability, may grant us the absurd crown of Style, the revelation in language of the unique world we possess as we struggle for what may be no more than a yard of lead piping we saw in terror or in laughter once.



















Playing with Words





I write because I need to write. I write to see. Through words I see.


As with most serious things, it began in play, playing with the sounds of words, their shape, their weight, their colour, their broken syllables; the fascination that the smallest change in any sentence altered all the words around it, and that they too had to be changed in turn. As in reading, when we become conscious that we are no longer reading romances or fables or adventure but versions of our own life, so it suddenly came to me that while I seemed to be playing with words in reality I was playing with my own life. And words, for me, have always been presences as well as meanings. Through words I could experience my own life with more reality than ordinary living.


Work often begins with an image or a rhythm or a line of dialogue that stays in the mind and will not go away until it is written down. Often, after it is written down, it goes away, it is nothing; sometimes it results in work that lasts for months or years. I write to see into what world those phrases and images that will not go away will lead me, to give that world being and shape.


Almost twenty years ago I printed ‘The Image’, which described all that I felt about writing. It is true for me now as then.




*





If I have any quarrel today with ‘The Image’, it is that it is perhaps too serious. I remember David Hume’s stricture on the uselessness of arguing about religion because its base is faith not reason. The same is true of art. Most good writing, and all great writing, has a spiritual quality that we can recognize but never quite define. In his wonderful little piece on Chateaubriand, Proust recognized this quality both by its presence – the blue flower on the earth – and its absence from the more worldly glittering prose of diplomat and traveller. Call it moral fragrance or style or that older, healing word – magic.
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