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INTRODUCTION


Kate O’Brien has always been something of an enigma. A subtle and persuasive feminist, she could still dismiss any woman who fell short of her standards as ‘a repetitious old bundle’ or ‘a vain tulip of a woman’. High-minded and serious, she once confessed to a liking for dance music, quoting Masefield: ‘Don’t despise dance music. It’s the music hearts break to.’


It is the breaking of hearts, and the role of heartbreak in the moulding of character, that motivates The Land of Spices. Mère Marie-Hélène Archer, Reverend Mother to the Irish convent of a French order, is a formidable Englishwoman who has sealed up her heart to devote herself to the ‘impersonal and active service of God’. Once a radiant and hopeful young girl, she turned her back on life to punish her beloved father for what she saw as an unforgivable act of treachery. Young Anna Murphy has her whole life before her, but before she begins to live it, she too must suffer a possibly fatal blow to her emotions.


Like many of her novels, The Land of Spices is set in O’Brien’s native Limerick, disguised as the imaginary Mellick. It was, in the 1930s, a limited, self-satisfied place, prosperous, nationalistic and rigidly Catholic. It is interesting to think that the novel is set in the same county and covers much the same period as Angela’s Ashes, but whereas Frank McCourt’s memoir is a searing study of poverty and prejudice in the Limerick slums, the children in O’Brien’s novel come from the newly emerged Catholic upper middle classes, the prosperous business and professional groups. O’Brien was one of the few Irish rural writers to write about the middle classes and her preoccupations are of the Jane Austen school, snobbery and property and the struggle for intelligent girls to pursue their own destiny.


In The Land of Spices it is Anna Murphy who must overcome the petty aspirations of her family. At six years of age she becomes the youngest-ever boarder at the convent of La Compagnie de la Sainte Famille. Timid and inquisitive, she is noticed by the Reverend Mother, who responds to the spiritual and intellectual hunger of the small, intelligent girl. Anna is ready to be shaped by the sophisticated curriculum of the French order and Mère Marie-Hélène, who has reached the limits of her patience with the self-satisfied parochialism of her Irish nuns and clergy, now finds a new purpose in her vocation.


The reissue of The Land of Spices is particularly timely in a period when convent life has all but disappeared. This is no routine Catholic schooldays lark but a serious study of the politics and power of an all-female hierarchy. O’Brien exquisitely evokes the harem atmosphere of convent life, the beauty and the silence, the bickering and the cruelties and their lasting influence on the lives of young girls. The nuns are not figures of fun but professional women, stubborn and ambitious (and among the few of their sex in their time with authority and autonomy). The girls are impressionable and irrepressible, but along with the tug of life on their romantic sensibilities, there are the assaults on the spirit of a life of stillness and commitment, vividly described in this passage where girls, soon to leave school, hear the sounds of distant bathers and boaters as they walk in the convent grounds.






… the trees of the convent spread their wide and tranquillising arms, and the great house stood deep-based in reproachful calm, secure in its rule, secure in Christ against the brief assaults of evening or of roses. Girls about to leave, awaiting life, felt this dismissal by the spirit of the house of the unanswered, lovely conflict implicit in the hour …







The author creates a beautiful balance between the relative worldliness of the governing nuns and the as yet untouched spirits of the girls. Beautifully balanced also is the contained emotional interplay of the characters. There is not a trace of sentimentality. There are to be no grand romantic resolutions. Anna never really develops any real affection for her mentor. In fact she lacks conventional childish appeal. At six, she is captivating in her solemnity but as she grows older her watchfulness and guardedness make her seem aloof and even charmless. O’Brien, who herself once said, ‘I am entirely against the promotion of a sense of humour as a philosophy of life,’ would almost certainly have shared Anna’s disapproval of her adolescent companions’ hysteria. Yet the emotions and vulnerabilities are revealed like a play of shadow and light: in the young girl who hardens with each hurt, in the older woman whose dulled emotions begin to show colour like an old painting restored. Merely by having her heart unlocked, Mère Marie-Hélène is able to forgive and progress. Anna’s emotions never get unlocked, but a small epiphany at the book’s ending makes a shaft of light that will guide her towards her true future. If novels can be music, then this is a novel with perfect pitch.


The Land of Spices is O’Brien’s most autobiographical work. Her own mother died of cancer in 1903 when she was six and her father thought that life would be less lonely for her if she joined her older sisters at Laurel Hill boarding school, a convent of a French order, The Faithful Companions of Jesus. This convent was the model for the order of the Compagnie de la Sainte Famille, even down to the English Reverend Mother, who was considered something of a cold fish, but who won Kate’s immediate allegiance by telling her that they had to order a special small chair for her and had asked for three to be sent on approval so that she could choose one for herself. The school was viewed with suspicion locally because the children were taught languages other than Irish and both nuns and pupils drank real coffee. Like Anna, Kate O’Brien won a university scholarship and was pressured by her family into taking a ‘decent’ job in a bank instead. She went to college, got her degree, and was outraged when a waggish uncle sent a letter of congratulation which ended: ‘I wonder what the next step will be – M.A. or Ma?’


Exposed to both religious and French influences at an impressionable age, she emerged both high-minded and broad-minded. The Land of Spices reflects O’Brien’s own ideal of moral perfectionism. Her books offer a cynical view of romance, almost as if love were a childish resolution to life’s more serious quest. When Tom and Angèle fall in love in The Last of Summer, the serious-minded Jo sees it as ‘a trick of the senses and of their passing needs’ and reflected that ‘she was inclined to see human love as a mistake anyhow’.


But O’Brien was as contemptuous of prudery as of sentimentality. Long before other women writers tackled such subjects she wrote about homosexuality and sexual disease and must have enjoyed shocking the narrow sensibilities of her era when she had the blunt Mrs Cusack in The Last of Summer declare of her moody barmaid: ‘’Twill be an ease to me, I can tell you, when that one’s periods are concluded and done with.’


Even more shocking to her Irish public was her outspokenness in regard to the smug insularity of her own country. Mère Marie-Hélène, exasperated by complaints about the foreign cooking produced by the Normandy kitchen nun who is a superb chef, considers: ‘How odd were these Irish, who believed themselves implacably at war in the spirit with England, yet hugged as their own her dreariest daily habits, and could only distrust the grace and good sense of Latin Catholic life!’


Later, after a failed conflict with a spiteful and petty-minded Irish nun, the Reverend Mother decides:






The Irish liked themselves, and throve on their own psychological chaos. It had been shown to be politically useless for an alien temperament to wrestle with them. Wrong-headed, vengeful, even by the long view stupid they might often seem, and apparently defeated – but on their own ground in some mystically arrogant wild way they were perpetual victors … They were an ancient, martyred race, and of great importance to themselves …







Kate O’Brien frequently employed an outsider’s view to show up the less likeable facets of Irish life. French Angèle in The Last of Summer is dismayed by the ‘cold fanaticism’ of a display of Irish dancing. Old Miss Robertson, Anna’s suffragette friend in The Land of Spices, disapproves when a bishop expounds the virtues of the nationalist youth movement ‘Sinn Fein’ by telling her, ‘It means “ourselves”, you know.’ To which the spirited Miss Robertson replies, ‘It’s a very unattractive motto to give to young people.’


Kate O’Brien did not see these broadsides as an attack on her people but, like her feminism, as a crusade against those who would inhibit their development. The authorities understood this only too well and extracted vengeance by banning her work. Ostensibly, there was no bar on freedom of speech in Ireland, so The Land of Spices – one of her finest and most moral works – was banned for lewdness on the basis of a single line where an act of intimacy is described with such delicacy as to seem almost Victorian: ‘She saw [them],’ O’Brien wrote, ‘in the embrace of love.’


It was not the first time the author had fallen victim to a censor. When her first novel, Without My Cloak, came out, it was a source of great pride to her Aunt Fan, who was a nun in the Presentation Convent. Fan begged Kate’s sister Nance for a copy, but Nance said it was not suitable reading for nuns. But she continued to plead and Nance gave her a copy, with certain pages pinned together and the warning: ‘if you don’t remove the pins you should be all right.’ The elderly nun left the pins in place and thoroughly enjoyed the novel.


The author was greatly amused by the latter incident, which she recounted with relish in her memoir Presentation Parlour, but she was distressed and wounded by the official censorship, which affected her sales and effectively made her an outsider in her own country.


And yet, in many ways, O’Brien was an outsider. ‘To possess without being possessed,’ she once wrote, ‘is the gift an exile can take from a known place.’


‘To possess without being possessed’ might also have been a motif for her own life. A celebrated public figure, her private life remained extremely private. After a brief attempt at conventional marriage, she confronted her lesbianism, but so little is known of her relationships that survivors of her own family still debate as to whether Kate could really have been gay. Although she described herself as a Catholic-Agnostic, long years of convent life (and the fact that two of her favourite aunts were nuns) left her with a yearning for a life of perfection. She would probably have shared the rationalist Dr Curran’s approval of religious practice in The Ante-Room: ‘Religion exacts a soul of every man.’ One of her acquaintances once said: ‘What she really wanted most in life was to be a Reverend Mother.’


It may have been this private aspiration that thwarted her more public one. Kate O’Brien fell just short of being a great writer. Too polemical to let her books ever fully take flight, she was also too intellectually arrogant. She must have been an editor’s nightmare. Large chunks of untranslated French and German punctuate The Land of Spices, yet this elegantly wrought novel is very close to a work of art. There is an enviable precision with ordinary emotions, as when little Anna is visited by her mother at boarding school: ‘Anna stared contentedly up into a face which was, as it happened, pretty, but which was for her beyond qualification. It was Mother, and through it shone the images of fixity, the things that always were, and did not have to be mastered.’ And the author accepted, as all great artists do, the role of the flawed in the scheme of perfection. Attempting to understand Pilar, a beautiful but frivolous South American student, Anna Murphy suddenly comes to a point of revelation, perceiving her as ‘a motive in art’. By this understanding of how ordinary beauty is transformed by contemplation, Anna is herself saved from ordinariness. It is a wonderful moment in a book that is as delicate and as practical as a china cup.


Clare Boylan 1999




BOOK ONE



ROSARY SUNDAY






The First Chapter



THE HOLY HABIT






‘My child, what do you demand?’


‘The holy habit of religion, my Lord …’








The chapel was warm, although it was early October. Reverend Mother hoped that no one would faint, but from where she stood beside the Bishop at the top of the sanctuary steps, she could hear a hysterical fuss towards the back of the school benches:

Schwärmerei for Eileen O’Doherty, who was at that moment receiving the veil of the Compagnie de la Sainte Famille.


Three postulants were being received. Two had already knelt as Eileen knelt, and waited for her now in prie-dieux placed outside the communion rail. Their heads were bowed into their hands. They were dressed as brides, in white silk and lace veils. All three had been educated at Sainte Famille, all were young; but for the school, alert and feverish, the dramatic day was Eileen’s. She was beautiful, she had played hockey like a goddess, she had never spoken or looked unkindly; three Junes ago, when she was about to leave, the school had been all but unmanageable with Schwärmerei. Then she entered the world, was presented at the English Court, and admired, it was said, by the Queen herself, the beautiful Alexandra. She had danced through a London season, and returned to decorate Irish society for a year. Now here she was, back in the school chapel, asking the Bishop to admit her as a candidate for the religious life. Girls who had adored her from First Preparatory desks two years ago – members of the First Eleven now, or even enfants de Marie – giggled and sobbed into their hot gloved hands, and counted up the hearts that must be bleeding for Eileen today, in London clubs, and in the messroom of the garrison. It was almost a certainty that Rosita Maloney would faint before the ceremony ended.


The Bishop blessed the folded habit, girdle and veil. The chaplain made the responses to the Latin prayers. As Reverend Mother stood in outward composure, but consciously struggling, as she would to the end of her life, to keep her hands in repose, she looked down at the beautiful bride-postulant and a reflection of dry pity escaped across her prayers.


‘She had to come back to this – I wonder why? I wonder why she has refused the sunny, ordinary life her face was made for? But after all, she’ll find it here. Plenty of sunny ordinariness.’


Reverend Mother did not think highly of today’s three postulants, and of Eileen O’Doherty, who brought her large dot to the Order, she thought least. But she reflected now, in correction of a passing uncharitableness, that all had good characters, good health and a true desire to serve God in obedience to the rules of the Compagnie de la Sainte Famille.


Received and blessed, with the folded serge garments lying on her opened hands, the white-robed girl rose from the altar-steps and withdrew with grace to join her less comely companions. Reverend Mother’s eyes passed from her and fell by chance on the left-hand corner of the first of the school benches, near the communion rail. She almost smiled at what she saw there.


The little new girl, six years old and small for her age, was crouched down on her haunches and was leaning out over the lower rung of her pew; her chin was cupped in her hands and there was an expression of busy attention on her face. She watched the three brides genuflect in unison, and turn to walk with bowed heads and swishing trains down the centre aisle, between the murmurings of the school and their moved relatives. She leant out over her barrier to see the last train swirl to beyond her view over the red carpet, and then resumed her first position, chin still in her hands, to observe the movements of the Bishop as, assisted by chaplain and acolytes, he vested himself to say Mass.


‘At least there is no Schwärmerei in that face,’ Reverend Mother thought amusedly. ‘Anna Murphy isn’t going to faint. Indeed, she looks as if she is memorising the whole affair, for critical purposes.’ But when she left the sanctuary and came to kneel in her own prie-dieu at the left-hand side of the chancel and close beside the little new girl, she leant over to her and touched her shoulder.


‘You must try to kneel up straight, Anna. It isn’t respectful to stick your head out through the bars,’ she said. ‘And now sit down until Mass begins.’


Anna obeyed her immediately, and, clutching a hymn-book, began to turn its pages with care.


The organ wheezed far away at the back of the nuns’ tribune, and the choir overhead, supported unsteadily by the girls in the chancel, began the hymn held dedicate at Sainte Famille to such occasions as the present:






‘Not for the consolations


Outflowing from Thy love …’








Reverend Mother reflected as she listened that if Saint Teresa of Avila did in fact write the words now being chanted so untidily, there would be little doubt that her wisdom would have forbidden their devotional misuse by girls – but traditions were traditions, she thought wearily, and who was she to be so boldly sure of what Teresa would have thought? ‘Not for the joy that waits me …’ if prayerfulness was stirred in her by such perilous assertion of the love of God, who was to know what instant of pure devotion, perfect praise, they might not light in some fresher, holier, more innocent heart?


‘I have grown to be a coward and a snob in Thy service,’ she prayed repentantly. ‘Teach me to be otherwise before it is too late. Teach me to escape from the carpings of my small judgment, and to see Thy creatures sometimes with a vestige of Thy everlasting love. Make me humble, Lord; make me do Thy work from my heart, not always with this petty, miserable brain. Compel me to understand that there are a million ways of finding the favour of Thy mercy. Lord, give me charity. Give me the grace to find Thy image in us all …’


But as she prayed for herself and found momentary relief from the dryness of her own sensibility in an appeal against it, conscience reminded her that all her prayer today should be for the three new lives being dedicated to a work she knew to be so hard. Yet, dutifully though she turned her mind from her own need of help to theirs, thoughts of office and government crowded into it, so that the three novices were lost almost immediately in anxieties covering a whole community of nuns and a school of sixty girls.


The little new girl pulled her sleeve.


‘I can’t find this hymn, Reverend Mother.’ She held out the open hymn-book.


‘It isn’t in that book, Anna. But you can’t read that small print, can you?’


‘Yes, I can.’


‘And long words?’


‘Fairly long ones.’


The hymn was over. By now the three brides would have taken off their white silk and lace, and, bullied by Mother Mary Martin – poor old Sœur Amélie, tears pouring down her face – would have fulfilled her traditional duty of cutting off their hair. Now they were dressed in the black serge, the white coif and the leather girdle that, God willing, would be their fashion until death. The Bishop was waiting to begin Mass. It was time they reappeared and knelt in their prie-dieux of honour again.


As Reverend Mother thought this she saw them appear at the chapel door, Margaret first, Linda next, and Eileen bringing up the rear – tall and beautiful, looking pale in her white coif. As she reached the middle of the chancel there was a thud and a groan in one of the school benches. Someone was carried out then, on Sister Matthew’s strong shoulders: Rosita Maloney, in what she honestly believed was a ‘dead faint.’ Reverend Mother glanced without particular interest in the direction of the scuffling and giggling. ‘Be quiet, Madeleine,’ she heard someone whisper violently. ‘Reverend Mother is absolutely glaring at us.’


The novices took their places and the Bishop began to say Mass.


The ‘Reception’ breakfast was laid in the Long Parlour. The three new novices partook of it in the company of the Bishop, the chaplain, their parents and members of their families. It was the last time in life that they would sit down as guests at the same table with ‘people in the world.’ Reverend Mother, Mother Assistant, Mother Scholastic, and other important members of the community moved about the great oval table and waited on their guests. There were three white-iced ‘Reception’ cakes, each bearing one of the three newly conferred religious names: Sister Angela, Sister Martin, Sister Imelda. (Eileen O’Doherty had chosen Blessed Imelda as her patroness, and now Rosita Maloney was fermenting a cult of that innocuous saint throughout the school.)


There were white flowers on the table, bitter-smelling white chrysanthemums and feathery Michælmas. Sunlight lay temperately on the convent lawns and golden elm-trees, but did not reach the westward windows, so that the parlour was cold. But voices fell warmly on each other, and tears, which had been wet and even desolate at moments in the chapel, were for now no more than a guarded brightness in a parent’s eyes. There was a good French smell of coffee. At every footfall in the room the chandeliers tinkled prettily.


‘… and such a beautiful little address you gave us, my Lord,’ Mrs O’Doherty was saying. ‘So spiritual, I thought – didn’t you, Frank? I always do say that your Lordship’s sermons are really spiritual.’


Mrs O’Doherty was a woman whose stupidity might even be described as unusual, and the Bishop, of an intelligence wide and impatient, would normally not have wasted nervous energy in hearing anything she had to say; but he was invariably touched by the spectacle of youth, full of vows and prayers, making assault on the long, hidden life of perfection, and the gentle thoughts induced thereby made him temporarily inclined to attempt patience, even when a fool spoke.


‘I’m glad of that,’ he said, ‘since, after all, they are sermons.’


Reverend Mother smiled as she replenished Father Conroy’s cup.


‘You certainly gave them an encouraging send-off, my Lord,’ said Mr McMahon, the father of Linda, now Sister Martin. ‘I’ve always thought I admired my daughter’s character’ – he smiled at her very lovingly; he was making a great effort to be bright at this farewell feast – ‘but your beautiful eulogy …’


‘Oh Daddy, I know,’ said the young novice. ‘I’m afraid that most of what you said about us made me feel an awful hypocrite, my Lord,’ she added shyly.


‘When I see a good thing being attempted, Mr McMahon,’ said the Bishop – ‘and that’s not very often – I like to praise the attempt. When people decide to give up the pride of life instead of planning to snatch it, I don’t want to make heavy weather. I like to rejoice, since God rejoices. Time will test these three good girls, and whoever likes can start moralising then. But today we witnessed purity of intention, and when you see that, you know that for the moment God is glorified. A rare event.’


The Bishop lifted his coffee-cup and drained it. Mrs O’Doherty could never see much fault in him – since he was a Bishop and she was a snob – but the rapidity of his speech did always seem uncouth to her. Now, however, not having caught a word of what he had said, she very tolerantly gave a sigh of deep appreciation.


‘In any case,’ said Father Conroy, ‘time enough for them to start hearing about their bad characters when the Mistress of Novices gets a clutch on them! Isn’t that so, Margaret? – oh, I beg your pardon – isn’t that so, Sister Angela?’


Sister Angela was a fat little thing and a giggler. She giggled now.


‘How long do you think it will be, Reverend Mother, before they go to the novitiate?’ Mr McMahon asked, with bright courage.


‘I think that we shall be able to arrange for them to be accompanied to Bruges within a fortnight, Mr McMahon,’ Reverend Mother said.


‘Ah! So soon?’


‘I think so.’


‘It seems a shame,’ said Father Conroy, with pointed playfulness, ‘it seems a shame that our own Irish girls have to go off to do their religious training in a barbarous place like that!’


Reverend Mother smiled as she replaced a dish on a side table.


‘Bruges is not a “barbarous” place, Father Conroy – and our novitiate there is one of the most beautiful religious houses in northern Europe.’


‘No doubt, Reverend Mother – but it isn’t Irish. Is it, now?’


‘No; it isn’t Irish.’


Father Conroy seemed to think he had won some point or other.


‘That is all I meant,’ he said generously.


Mrs O’Doherty did not know Bruges, but she had spent her honeymoon at the Italian lakes and twice since then had spent a fretful and dyspeptic week in Paris. Also she was a Sainte Famille ‘old girl,’ and considered that even in these days of social disintegration the Order’s French tradition conferred a ‘cachet,’ a ‘je ne sais quoi’ – as she said now across the table to young Sister Angela’s mother, who was not an ‘old girl’; who was, in fact, as Mrs O’Doherty knew, a very common woman, a daughter and sister of tradesmen. However, this was an occasion for tact, so Mrs O’Doherty talked of foreign parts, and in order to put the other lady at her ease asked her for her opinions on Paris and Milan, though knowing that of course she could not have been in either place.


The Bishop talked across the ladies’ talk to Mr McMahon, about the Irish language and its possible revival. Major O’Doherty complimented Mother Bonaventure on the singing of the school during Mass.


‘A perfect rendering of the Benedictus, Mother – perfect! And I flatter myself I know what I’m talking about.’


Mother Bonaventure knew that the sopranos had been flat throughout the rendering, but she helped the major to roast apples and to cream whipped with sherry, and agreed with him that he knew what he was talking about.


‘Bruges La Morte,’ said Mrs O’Doherty, ‘how delightful for my darling Eileen – and your sweet – er – Margaret, is it not? – to be setting off for such a storied spot!’


Reverend Mother stood apart by the side-table.


Her memory had taken a curiously desolate plunge across many years.


She was forty-three now. It was twenty-five years since she had taken final vows in the chapel at Sainte Fontaine in Bruges, and thence gone out to her work as the Order directed. To Vienna, to Turin, to Cracow, then back to Brussels, to the Place des Ormes, where she had been child and girl and had received the habit, even as these three received it today, in her school chapel. For eleven years she had worked at Place des Ormes, as Mother Scholastic, and afterwards as Assistant to Mother General. She had been well content there, and looked forward to the long passage of the years, and to lying at last in the dusty cemetery by the orchard, where many of the names on the little black crosses were those of nuns who had taught her or worked with her.


But in her fortieth year she had been posted to this Irish house, as Assistant to its old French Reverend Mother, and two years ago, upon the latter’s death, had been appointed to her office.


She had not accounted herself especially happy in her time of novitiate at Sainte Fontaine. There had been difficulties and fears, peculiar to her character and situation; but she had been glad at last to take her vows, and depart, asking God’s grace, from a place of struggle, grief and self-doubt, to lose herself in work and in the encompassing of her complete dedication.


But now, as these deft Irish voices flowed together, forgetting her – she forgot them. She was momentarily a ghost where she stood and a ghost also where her memory revisited; divided within herself as lately too often she was.


She saw the wide cloister of Sainte Fontaine; she walked from the chapel door on its eastern side along the rain-pooled flags of the path towards the holy well in the middle of the square. A statue of Our Lady protected this well, and was itself protected within a niche of scalloped stone. The statue was of ancient wood; a holy woman had brought it from far across the Burgundian Empire to set above the miraculous waters which had restored sight to the eyes of her son. At that time, the fifteenth century, the house was an Augustinian monastery; but in the succeeding five hundred years its fortunes varied. It lost its monks during the religious wars of the Netherlands; it was stormed by the Sea Beggars; and used as a barracks by Alexander Farnese. It was an orphanage later, then the palace of a cardinal; often it was empty; it had been a hospital in many wars; in the mid-nineteenth century it was for a time a seminary for the training of priests for the African mission. But during the uncertain months of 1871, when the Commune raged in France, a shrewd Mother General accepted from a wealthy ‘old girl’ the gift of Sainte Fontaine and transferred the novitiate of the Order there from Chartres.


Reverend Mother had often thought, when she was a novice at Sainte Fontaine, that the broken history of the ancient house had given to its stones a character which could only be suggested by the perhaps too emotional word ‘bitterness.’ There was an austerity over Sainte Fontaine that almost spoke aloud distrust of life, discomfort in it. It was old and graceful, but with the grace of hardened asceticism, not of mellowness. Its noble architecture, rigorous garden and almost empty rooms had taught the young novice more categorically even than did the Early Fathers those lessons of elimination, detachment and forgoing for which, as it happened, her hurt spirit craved somewhat hysterically at that time.


The lesson of the place had been deep, not tender. In later life she had wondered sometimes to hear other nuns of the Order speak sentimentally of their novitiate days at Sainte Fontaine. Had she been capable of sentimental speech, that would have been given, she knew, in torrents, to Brussels, and to the Convent there, where she had been a child and happy, and a girl and perilously unhappy.


But at this moment, whipped thereto by Father Conroy’s little nationalistic commonplace, her exasperated spirit had fled defensively to the sheltering cold and pride of Sainte Fontaine. The masses of pale stone and dark brown roof; the orderly dark shrubs of the cloister garden; Sœur Evangèle in clogs and in apron of sacking, bent before Our Lady to haul a bucket from the cold depths of the well. Westward, where the cloister opened, an infinite-seeming view, beyond stripped apple-trees, of Flemish plain and pearly Flemish sky; from a window in the eastern wing, the voice of a novice reading aloud to her companions: ‘Si l’homme donne tout ce qu’il possède, ce n’est rien. S’il fait une grande pénitence, c’est peu encore. Et s’il embrasse toutes les sciences, il est encore loin …’ The clang of the broken chapel bell, assenting.


That is my music, Reverend Mother thought. I have not loved it, but I think I have a little understood its terms. ‘C’est peu encore.’ And yet it should be possible, in all humility, to live by them, rather than too crankily to understand them. Sœur Evangèle, for instance. She died as she knelt in the rain in the kitchen garden, planting potatoes, and Mère Générale had read the news in her study in Place des Ormes. ‘Do you remember her?’ she had asked her Mother Assistant. ‘Do you remember the beauty and ceaselessness of her work in the kitchen garden and how formidably silent she was as she went about it – but how, in the evenings at community recreation, she would talk of her day’s events with such uncanny shrewdness and power to entertain?’ Yes, Mother Assistant had remembered. ‘Listening to her,’ Mère Générale went on, ‘I sometimes thought that the Holy Spirit must have once celebrated a special Pentecost for Sœur Evangèle – she had all the gifts and fruits.’ That was true enough, Reverend Mother reflected now, but the lay sister in the kitchen garden had been especially blessed in not weighing her graces; she lived by her own nature; she was born an anchorite, a holy sceptic, who knew only one good, le bon Dieu.


That is how a nun should be, Reverend Mother reflected sadly – through sheer understanding of the sole perfection, tolerant and unselfconscious. So, compunctiously, she turned again to Father Conroy, whose crudities she always found fatiguing in themselves, and whose good qualities she resented because they made her too sharply aware of her own incongruity as Superior of an Irish convent.


‘Let me give you another cup of tea, Father,’ she said. And when she brought his cup to him again she braced herself in contrition, so as to seem to plead with him. ‘I can’t have you thinking that these children are going to derive anything but good from their years at Sainte Fontaine,’ she said gently.


Father Conroy was a country boy, fresh from Maynooth. His work as chaplain to Sainte Famille was made somewhat difficult for him by the enigmatic foreignness which he apprehended in this Reverend Mother. ‘A cold English fish,’ he called her angrily in his heart, and her English speech always alarmed him so much that in self-defence he became pugnacious.


‘Oh, of course they’ll learn to parley-voo, Reverend Mother! But is that so very important nowadays?’


‘Perhaps not, Father. But since they have chosen to be nuns, can it hurt them to make contact with Christian culture, or to visit the fountain-head of their own Order?’


‘We had nuns in Ireland before there were any in Belgium, Reverend Mother!’


She smiled.


‘Had you? Certainly Ireland helped in impressing Christianity on Europe. So why should the Irish not go back now, and reclaim for Ireland some of the cultivated thing it planted?’


‘Aha! You see! You have this notion that you can “cultivate” us! But we are a very ancient race, you know!’


There were too many answers to this absurdity; Reverend Mother dismissed them all, and contented herself with smiling politely as she withdrew again to her post by the coffee-pots.


Linda McMahon’s brother had a snapshot camera, and hinted politely that the light was very suitable for an experiment, so the younger guests, brothers and little sisters of the novices, were released with them through the French windows of the parlour, to amuse themselves with amateur photography and with shy jokes about the new garb and new status of the three. Major and Mrs O’Doherty walked a little apart on the gravel, one on each side of their daughter. Mrs O’Doherty fingered the black serge of the new habit uneasily; the Major looked at the beautiful girl out of a misty sadness.


Within the Long Parlour the Bishop, a forthright and progressive man, found it opportune to express himself clearly to Mr McMahon on the subject of the Irish Language Revival. The latter, an orthodox Home Ruler and Irish Party man, was opposed to it, but he knew that the Bishop’s views carried weight through the country, and he was interested to hear them. The Bishop also thought it well that they should be made known to this influential Dublin lawyer.


‘You are shortsighted, Mr McMahon, in regarding the language question as unimportant. In my view – and I don’t know a word of it yet! – it is a key question. Because what we most need here is the establishment of the national character, and so to educate the people that they do not merely feel the ancient national grievance, but see why it is a grievance, see its cultural and historic reality—’


‘That may be long-sighted, my Lord, but surely in the wrong direction?’


The Bishop laughed.


‘Not at all, you trimmer! If people are to progress, you must educate them from their own roots upwards …’


‘You see, Reverend Mother?’ said Father Conroy triumphantly. ‘That’s what I meant, you see, about our girls going off to Bruges …’


Reverend Mother smiled at him.


‘Was it, Father? I don’t see the connection.’


The young priest looked dumbfounded at her stupidity. She could almost hear his inward groan that an Irish school should be under such crass Sassenach authority. But the Bishop tackled her briskly.


‘Nevertheless, there will be a connection, Reverend Mother – one of these days. Irish national life is bound up with its religion, and it may well be that educational work will become difficult here soon for those Orders which adhere too closely to a foreign tradition.’


‘The Compagnie de la Sainte Famille was founded by a Frenchwoman, my Lord – but that was one hundred and twenty years ago. Our nuns work among Maoris now, and with Canadian Indians; we educate in Portugal and Poland and England and Scotland; we are in Chicago and in Paraguay and in Mexico City. And I think myself that we are of some modest use in Ireland. You see, our nuns are not a nation, and our business is not with national matters. We are a religious Order.’


‘But you are not contemplatives, Reverend Mother – you are educationists, with power in your hands.’


‘Certainly, my Lord – and it is our rule to adapt the secular side of our curriculum to the needs we find in our different foundations.’


‘Well then, if our need here is for a truly national education …’


Reverend Mother smiled.


‘When Ireland decides what she means by that, my Lord, the Compagnie de la Sainte Famille will try to provide it.’


‘With nuns trained on the continent?’ said Father Conroy.


‘With nuns acquainted with the spirit of the Order they joined, Father Conroy. Would it surprise you, my Lord, to learn that already some members of our community have asked and received permission to study your national language, and that very soon they will be taking regular classes under an enthusiastic lady revivalist from Dublin?’


The Bishop looked surprised. Reverend Mother indicated a tall, black-browed nun who stood near his chair. Mother Mary Andrew bent forward, frowning and eager.


‘Yes, my Lord, that is so, I’m glad to say. I have persuaded Mother Joseph and Mother Agatha to study with me – I have very strong views on the matter …’


This nun came from Tyrone, had an unpleasant accent and was too pedantic for the Bishop’s liking. He was a just man, and this unexpected progressiveness of the cold, enigmatic English Reverend Mother impressed him against his will. He turned to her with a rather too surprised graciousness.


‘But that is enlightened of you, Reverend Mother!’


‘Hardly that, my Lord.’


‘I’ve been convinced for a long time,’ said Mother Mary Andrew determinedly.


‘Faith and you have, Mother Mary Andrew,’ said Mother Eugenia, who was old and outspoken. ‘With the result that you have myself ready to sing my Nunc Dimittis from this dark, unhappy nation!’ (Mother Eugenia was the Mother Assistant.) She was the daughter of an earl, and oddly snobbish about that fact. She liked pupils and their parents to know that she had been Lady Eugenia Fitzmichael in the world, and she could not bear the ‘upstart educational pretensions,’ as she called them, of the vigorous young Mother Mary Andrew, whom she sometimes referred to as ‘that linen-draper person from Tyrone.’ The two, subject to Reverend Mother, were the school’s intellectual directors, the younger being energetic in the busy general office of Mother Scholastic, and the old nun lecturing rather too well for her green audiences on Church and European history. Reverend Mother found them difficult yoke-fellows to drive, the more so as she knew she was generally in suppressed sympathy with the erratic and preposterous Mother Eugenia.


Mother Mary Andrew allowed herself to look as if she thought this Nunc Dimittis would be a national benefit.


‘If it is true, my Lord, that you don’t know a word of your native language, I have a real crow over you,’ said Reverend Mother. ‘Because Mother Mary Andrew has taught me to make the sign of the cross in Erse!’


‘You’ll be telling me next that you are a Branch Secretary of the Gaelic League, I believe!’ said the Bishop.


‘And calling the poor language Erse, if you please!’ said Father Conroy. ‘Ah, glory be to God, Reverend Mother, will you ever make head or tail of us at all at all?’


The nun bit her lip and said nothing. She was undergoing a visitation very strange to her – a visitation of hatred; she desired to pray against it, but under the ugly weight of feeling, could not reach the outer barrier of prayer.





The Second Chapter



VOCATION


When she was eighteen Helen Archer had, for a reason admitted to no other human being, turned her back upon herself, upon talents, dreams, emotions – and undertaken the impersonal and active service of God. Her rash decision had rewarded her. Spiritually, by an increasing faith in God, which gave her power to keep her life serenely at His disposal; practically, with professional success, for she became a most intelligent and capable member of the Order. From the beginning, chilled more than she knew by the shock which drove her to the purest form of life that could be found, and hardened in all her defences against herself by the sympathetic bleakness of Sainte Fontaine, she grew into that kind of nun who will never have to trouble about the vow of poverty, because poverty is attractive to her fastidiousness; who has looked chastity in the eyes with exaggerated searching, and finding in it the perverse seduction she needed at a moment of flight from life, accepts it once and for all with proud relief; but who will have to wrestle with obedience. Not that she does not understand its place in the ideal, or that specific acts of submission trouble her. But because it is a persistently intellectual sacrifice; it is always an idea. She found only cerebral difficulties in religious life. And this great strength was her weakness.


As a young nun teaching in Vienna and in Northern Italy, she had found it difficult sometimes to affect compromise between the persistences of native character and her own passion for the negation of temperament. She struggled for adjustment, simply out of reasonableness, and because she knew that to be a useful teacher of the young one must not be either an enigma or a machine; but it never occurred to her youthful arrogance that there was hysteria in her need to struggle, or that her dislike of the soft temperaments of the south was in fact an unresolved panic. The vows taken at Sainte Fontaine when she was twenty had finally, she believed, sealed up girlhood and its pain, and the resolute young woman, gladly dedicated to God, did not pause to review herself as a continuous life, or to ask if the present is not inevitably the delicate vessel of the past.


In the convent outside Cracow, in the pride, touchiness and bigotry of Polish life, she had found much to dislike, but there was a cold moodiness, physical and spiritual, to which her mind responded more freely than to charm. But, recalled to Brussels, to Place des Ormes, when still under thirty, she discovered, on her own austere terms, happiness. This surprised her. She had dreaded the possible recall, and when it came toyed with her right to plead against it, but decided instead on the discipline of unarguing obedience.


She had dreaded return to a place where everything, big and little, was fixed in the hurtful, clear light of remembrance. Once, for a long time, all of life hung bright and potent always over the space that lay between Place des Ormes, No. 21, her school, and Rue Saint Isidore, No. 4, her father’s house, ten minutes’ walk. A little stretch of leafy, high-perched, shabby suburb. An unremarkable and informal example, repeated in a thousand European towns, of unpretentious, civilised routine; a little girl’s world of everyday sounds and smells – tasks, pleasures and impressions hardly seen, hardly felt as they came in their time, so natural were they. But because, as it happened, they were happy, because they were the container of a deeply dreaming, cloudless growth, and were to be also the setting, the frozen witnesses, of its too sudden injury, its crippling and panic – they were remembered, held rigid, with a powerfulness of light and shadow their reality had not known, and which hurt too much the eyes of memory.


So she had feared to come back to the suburb of childhood; and this fear was not merely a tenderness towards herself, but also prompted her to think that the revisiting of her own heart which it would impose would be no more than watchfully admonitory. For what was done at eighteen was done and if it were indeed as stupid as it was understandable, only prayer now, the constant, humble prayer of maturity, could repair the contempt, the cold, wild judgments, the silly self-defence and self-dramatisation of an ignorant girl. And no uneasy return to the physical scene of her blind distress could make her life-long prayer – for patience, for understanding – more insistent or repentant than it was.


She had learnt something of life between her eighteenth and her thirtieth years. In theory and at a remove. In meditation and self-examination; in reading the fathers of the Church; in learning to grapple with human material, as its teacher. And as, shrewdly enough, she took the measure of the forces which she had fled from, she endeavoured to teach herself, as well as she could, a belated mercy towards humanity in general, which did not, or could not, flee before itself. She saw, suspecting her own sentimentality withal, the courage required by the vulgar who undertake to live; she even saw, regretfully, the courage of the outright sinner. And, free in her meditations on God’s will, and His hopes for humanity, she admitted that human love – such love, for instance, as she would have protested she felt for her father when she was young – must almost always offend the heavenly lover by its fatuous egotism. To stand still and eventually understand was, she saw, an elementary duty of love. To run away, to take cover, to hate in blindness, and luxuriously to seek vengeance in an unexplained cutting-off, in a seizure upon high and proud antithesis – that was stupidity masquerading offensively before the good God. She saw that – with the long view of the years; even became detached enough to plead with herself that the girl who had been such a fool was only eighteen, and absolutely innocent; that she had worshipped as perfect the author of her disillusion, and that the blow had been agonising pain, would indeed always leave her limping, no matter how she strove with wisdom. What had happened, in fact, had happened; and so ordinary life had lost a young woman of gifts and rippling sensibilities, and the Compagnie de la Sainte Famille had gained a successful, over-disciplined nun.


Success developed especially from the effect upon her of the return to Brussels, from the humiliation and bewilderment which she underwent in her first months there. For she found her father living in Rue Saint Isidore, a stone’s throw from her convent, as he had always lived in her knowledge of him; civilised, gentle, industrious, unexacting – beloved of all his neighbours, particularly of the poor and humble among them. Although he was fifty-five at that date, her eyes could discover almost no impairment of his physical beauty, which was always marked, and further marked by the carelessness with which he wore it. There was no change in his love for her. Her decision to be a nun had distressed him as she had never seen anything do, even her mother’s death; but he had given in, though angrily, to her unexplained relentlessness. When she left Brussels for the novitiate at Sainte Fontaine, he had kissed her – not knowing how she trembled now in revulsion from his once dear kisses – and begged her to reconsider her intention well in the period of probation still ahead. Eleven years lay between that parting and her return, as Mother Scholastic, to Place des Ormes.


Then, in reunion with him, in the observations drawn from many gentle interviews in the convent parlour and garden, she had undergone in secret a salutary humiliation, a bewilderment never entirely to be dispersed, and by its impingement on her rigidity beneficial – the debates, the anxieties it raised stretching her soul, activating her as no other spiritual exercise had done – so that from an efficient, accomplished nun she was subtilised into an exceptional one. The sharpened understanding induced by her unsuspecting father roused all the Protestant in her – she was a grandchild of English rectories – forced her to sessions of private judgment and compelled her to apply her Augustinian and Jesuitical doctrines of sin and grace to immediate instances, and be patient if theology did not seem to have the answer pat – the answer that rang true.


For she had been horrified at eighteen; she had been hurled by dynamic shock into the wildest regions of austerity, for ever out of reach of all that beauty of human life that she had inordinately believed in – trained most delicately and lovingly in that belief by the one who was to be its unwitting destroyer. And the years had ignored that proud, ascetic storm, that vibrant flight and sacrifice, and had been gently unrevealing, non-committal, as they flowed past her father. They kept the secret of sin and grace. They allowed him to be visibly happy, guiltless and good – who was guilty and evil, theology said. They suggested that perhaps she had made a fool of herself at eighteen. They instructed her, as she studied her father’s candid, intelligent face in the sunny parlour of Place des Ormes, that a soul should not take upon itself the impertinence of being frightened for another soul; that God is alone with each creature.


The wind, in fact, was taken out of her sails. And the gradual effect of this, coming when her character was sufficiently formalised, when the habits of exacting virtue were strong, was to make of her suspect and disused sensibility a delicate instrument, a responsive ally to judgment. In fact, an experience which she had mishandled rewarded her at long remove, and by giving her diffidence to enrich intelligence and discipline, made her wise; made her gentler than her proud face revealed.


Often henceforward she pondered Saint Augustine – dicta swallowed with cold non-comprehension at Sainte Fontaine: Nous savons que la grâce n’est pas donnée à tous les hommes. She had hardly listened to the Père Directeur as he minced the theological refinements arising from this assertion, because for herself she had liked the dangerous arrogance of it, and had heard it ring like true coin in her soul. La nature n’a plus de grâces suffisantes qu’autant qu’il plaît à Dieu de lui en donner. But it had pleased God to endow her father with every grace by the world so-called; it had pleased God to have him wise, modest and good in all his reported encounters with fellow-creatures; and, most oddly, it had pleased God that this versatile and gifted scholar should be at his best, at his richest and least resistible, as exponent and apologist of English religious poetry of the seventeenth century. Donne, Herbert, Cowley, Vaughan, Traherne and Bishop King. These were his field and his passion; his austere and ill-rewarded labours on them were the enduring satisfaction of his life. What manner of ironist then was God?


The question stayed, at the centre of the nun’s strong faith.


Her recall from Cracow to Brussels was no random idea, nor was it related to her being regarded in the Order as native of the latter city. But it happened that during Mère Marie-Hélène’s early professed years the government of La Compagnie de la Sainte Famille underwent a change. Founded at Rouen in 1775 by a pious disillusioned aristocrat, the widowed Marquise de Gravons Saint Roche, the Order’s Mother-House was thereafter for more than a century the ancient Hôtel de Gravons in that city. But when the religious Orders were expelled from France in 1882 Mère Générale surprised proud daughter-houses in Salzburg, Warsaw, Gloucestershire and elsewhere, by transferring the venerable portrait and relics of Mère Marie-Félice de Gravons Saint Roche to an unassuming sixty-year-old foundation in a suburb of Brussels, and establishing the Government of the Order there.
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