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.. When the mockingbird

sings his crazy improvs,

And the courting snipe plummets whizzingly,

And the coyotes howl nearby,
and now and then, when you least expect it,
there’s a silence, an emptiness
waiting to be filled,

Remember me.

And when you see

daffodils and tulips

and wild iris in the woods
And lady’s slipper by the road
And everything’s green,

stretching toward sunshine,

then do, do

Remember me.

—William Borden

—From “Remember Me” in The Snipe’s
Death-Defying Leap of Love (Shire’s
Press, Manchester Center, VT, 2010)



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED

ROBIN MAGOWAN

James Merrill’s The Seraglio

A book that changed my life? I could more accurately ask, “What book
hasn’t?” I can hardly visit a library without raising tremors of expectation.
At their most memorable, books offer invitations and detours on the road
of life. Henri Michaux’s A4 Barbarian in Asia and Stendhal’s Chartreuse
de Parme influenced me powerfully when I was in my early twenties. But
the book without which my life as a writer would be well nigh inconceiv-
able is James Merrill’s novel, The Seraglio. Not many works have the
capacity to challenge the foremost assumptions of one’s life. In derailing
me from the track my parents had chosen for me, and thus rescuing me,
The Seraglio brought me into the orbit of its author who became the key
figure in my young life and who remade me as a writer.

I must add that The Seraglio’s author, Jimmy as I shall call him, was
my mother’s half-brother by my grandfather’s second marriage, and The
Seraglio is his novel about their father, Charlie Merrill. Though my uncle
was a mere ten years older than I, and though we grew up in the same
towns and even went to some of the same schools, the repercussions of
the very public and acrimonious divorce that his parents underwent when
Jimmy was twelve were such that I hardly knew him. This may be why the
revelations of The Seraglio were such a shock for me (and for my parents
and their circle, as well). We were not prepared to be so critically observed.

The Seraglio is a roman-a-clef about a series of events that took place
in Southampton, Long Island, in 1952, when I was almost sixteen. The
harem of the title surrounds the narrator’s father, Benjamin Tanning, a
stand-in for the man who founded Merrill Lynch and Safeway Stores and
who is generally regarded as responsible for bringing Wall Street to Main
Street. Time listed him with Henry Ford as the two most influential busi-
nessmen of the 20th century. The narrator, Francis, clearly represents my
Uncle Jimmy himself. In order to explain why the novel affected me and
my parents so deeply, it is necessary to sketch out some family history as
a kind of “back story.”
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At the time of the novel, Charlie Merrill was 65, not a great age by
today’s standards. But for most of the previous ten years Charlie had been
incapacitated by a series of heart attacks that followed the founding of
Merrill Lynch in 1940. From ten years of absolute misery, and as many as
a hundred angina attacks in a day—the child of a doctor, Charlie counted
them—he had been resurrected by an experimental radium treatment sup-
plied by the cardiologist Samuel Levine of the Harvard Medical School.
Believing that some good had to come out of the technology that had
brought the atomic bomb, Charlie had offered himself as a guinea pig to
medical science. I remember visiting him in the shielded room at Peter
Bent Brigham Hospital where he was recovering from the effects of his
atomic cocktail and his remarking on the two-inch increase in his neck
size. But, along with the wider neck and the damaged liver from which he
would die five years later, came a startling return of sexual potency. He
could resume the chasing of skirts and the making of money, the two fascina-
tions that had fueled the better part of his life; a prospect all the more riveting
in that he had finally extricated himself from his disastrous third marriage.

One doesn’t have to remember Ben Jonson’s Volpone to imagine how
a clutter of old flames, ex-wives, and would-be lady friends might collect
around a charming and very wealthy potentate—or how the prospect of
Charlie’s remarriage might alarm his heirs, not to mention his partners at
Merrill Lynch in what was still a privately held firm.

My mother, Doris (called Enid in the novel), was Charlie’s favorite
child, and the novel opens with a thinly fictionalized account of a shock-
ing event: the slashing of the Brockhurst portrait of Doris in a formal
Chinese bed jacket that she had given him for a recent birthday.
Presumably, one of Charlie’s thwarted hangers-on had attempted to
destroy the portrait, an act of such vindictiveness that, when Doris discov-
ered it in Charlie’s “Beach House,” she burst into tears, feeling as if she
herself had been stabbed.

As this whodunit of a kind was being set in motion, my uncle Jimmy
had returned from the three years abroad he has described in his prize-
winning memoir, 4 Different Person. So much time away required a gift
to propitiate his father. Where another prodigal might have brought back a
Belvedere or a marble Venus, Jimmy had in tow a Paris-based sculptress
of Romanian origin, Guitou Knoop (called Xenia in his novel), whom he
had commissioned to do a bust of his father. Guitou succeeded in her task
so admirably that, to keep her around, Charlie commissioned a statue of
my younger brother Peter.
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To this day I’'m amazed that I did not understand the events that were
happening in plain sight. I remember Guitou, for instance, commenting on
the difficulty she was having in capturing the aliveness of Charlie’s
unusually wide mouth. And I remember her describing how, at my age in
Romania, she had fashioned herself a rope made out of bedclothes to exit
from her window on many an evening. It would never have occurred to
me to see in this henna-haired blowsy fortyish woman the sexual adven-
turess that she obviously still was, much less understand the threat she
posed to my prudish parents.

Behind the whodunit of the portrait slashing and the sexual imbro-
glio—who will get to marry Francis’s Old Man?—lies a serious conflict
between the two “sons,” the real one, Francis, and the usurper, my father
Bob Magowan (Larry Buchanan in the novel). Both see Benjamin
Tanning as Midas. But growing up with the Man with the Golden Touch
as your father is a very different proposition from coming as my father did
from a very poor working-class background and marrying the boss’s
daughter. Where my father, as a businessman, can imagine no higher
Utopia than a world where everything has turned into money, Francis
resents being turned into a mark to be grabbed, snatched, and made off
with. His first response, upon returning, is to try to persuade my father to
allow him to give away his trust fund. When that proves unfeasible—
those chains are written in legal adamant—the prospect of passing on his
wealth to another generation so revolts Francis that in a moment of self-
loathing that we misread as attempted suicide, he castrates himself.

An overly drastic solution? Certainly, in that it represents a fictional
intrusion on a work that cleaves to a roman-a-clef veracity. But not, if like
Francis, you want your father to recognize the eunuch that his wealth and
womanizing have produced. By the novel’s end, Francis is freed from the
heterosexual rat race. As for Jimmy, to the end of his life, he remained
grateful that he hadn’t succeeded in giving his money away as he had
fully intended. So, it might be thought, are the myriad recipients of his
Ingram Merrill Grants.

There remains Francis’s responsibility towards the rest of us, “the
nephews and nieces” to whom this tell-all novel is poignantly addressed.
How, in a society that insists, Saturn-like, on devouring its children, are
we victims expected to cope? In this respect, the novel’s closing set piece,
the dinner at the end of my much younger brother Mark’s christening
party at which the guests, after a moment’s gulp and hesitation, set forth glee-
fully to devour a dessert of chocolate babies, could not be more germane.
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By marrying my mother and going to work for her father, my father
was positioning himself to be Charlie’s heir-apparent. After several lean
years in the outbins he had recently become Number Two and Head of
Sales in what he regarded quite rightly as the world’s “number one mon-
ey-making machine.”

In my father’s eyes, more was at stake than his own succession: he
had five sons, just like John D. Rockefeller, Jr. By marrying my mother,
he hoped to create a business dynasty that would survive him. All of our
training, the churches and social schools we attended, the sports we
played, the cotillions and deb parties we graced, everything had been cal-
culated to prepare us to play a role in an increasingly powerful financial
empire. Our model in this was my grandfather, always presented by my
father as if the two of them were one and the same. It was expedient for
my parents to portray Charlie to us in his more professional aspect as a
self-made tycoon, and not the disruptive Zeus-like figure that, to a kid,
might have offered an almost equally valuable heritage. If I was chal-
lenged by my father to “do whatever I wanted to with my life, so long as I
succeeded as well in it as he and my grandfather,” couldn’t that mean being
more than a mere dollar machine and rivaling them in their full complexity?

In portraying the familial chaos surrounding his uncontrollable father
and my own father’s nouveau riche aspirations, Jimmy revealed there was
more than one way to view my parents. Though Jimmy was fond of my
mother, he satirized her and my father as shallow and preoccupied with
their own social advancement.

The Seraglio threw open other family doors as well. I had always
loved my grandfather, but I would never have claimed an intimacy of
understanding. Now, watching his character unfold, chapter by ever more
revelatory chapter, and talking about him with Jimmy, I progressed to a
point where I could become his confidant. On the last night of my sum-
mer vacation he insisted on my staying up to meet Lady Saint (the novel’s
Prudence Good), the love for whom he had taken up residence in
Barbados. That didn’t quite work out: the chauffeur whom he had dis-
patched to fetch her at the train station failed to locate her, and when she
finally swept in, out of sorts and insisting on a bath, there wasn’t time for
more than a curt greeting. After Charlie passed two days later into a final
coma, I received two letters from her basically acknowledging our missed
opportunity. Thirty years later—all of Charlie’s women lived into their
nineties—while living in London, I got to spend some time with her and
her husband, who regarded Charlie, amazingly, as his best friend.

10
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As for Jimmy, our acquaintance deepened as the novel was being writ-
ten. In college, I had the rare luxury of a car. Every month I spent a week-
end with him and his partner, David Jackson. Immediately upon arrival at
his top floor apartment in a refurbished clubhouse on Water Street in
Stonington, Connecticut, or in the farmhouse they were renting outside
Amberst, I’d pounce on each new chapter. It helped perhaps that I was not
myself in the novel. Jimmy’s Freudian casting required not a son but a
daughter, Lily, to whom the stabbing of Mother’s portrait could be attrib-
uted. (In actuality, the portrait was vandalized by Lillian Coe, the novel’s
Irene Cheek.) But, as a concerned spectator who knew the participants
and the Southampton locale, I could have my use.

How the scales dropped from my eyes as 1 watched the novel take
shape! In our house any ascription of sexuality to anything was out of the
question. We children did not come into being out of animal need, but
were instead dynastic heirs sprung indirectly from Charlie Merrill’s god-
head. Jimmy knew that the curse of his father’s uncontainable sexuality,
which had ruined his adolescence with divorce, would go on haunting him
as long as its inherited compulsions remained unacknowledged. In this a
nephew ten years younger could be helpful. We were both convinced that
understanding our sexual imperative (read from our vantages on either
side of the gay/straight divide) was the key to our moral development.

Perusing a work in manuscript as it changes from one visit to the next
makes a very different experience from reading it in published form. Print
itself promotes an undeniable authority; typescript is more malleable.
When I opined how, even for me, the satirical portrait of my father bor-
dered on caricature, Jimmy could insert the fictionalized anecdote of a
missing fingertip, severed in a Philippine prisoner of war camp while
doing something brave.

To this day I feel incapable of rereading the whole of The Seraglio,
much less judging it. Instead I continue to be distracted or appalled by the
fictional transpositions. But I can understand how others winced. My
mother was so put off, not by her own portrayal, the demeaning “little”
spiking her every remark, but by Jimmy’s gratuitous cruelty to his mother,
Helen, and to my father, that she did not speak to her brother for two
years. My father, flayed right, left, and center as he was, had every reason
to talk about the “hateful novel” with a vehement authority. For all his
talk, it turned out that he had managed to restrain his curiosity and not
read it. He continued to handle Jimmy’s investment account—miffed, of
course, that it outperformed his other clients’—and found himself on
excellent terms with Jimmy whenever they met in later life.

11
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The Seraglio may be too indebted to the example of Henry James to
be a good novel. (Jimmy read The Ambassadors, alone, six times before
he was 26.) But it is a distinguished example all the same, and I’'m glad he
attempted it. The issues the novel brings up, of overwhelming wealth and
what it does to you and to others, are absolutely germane to the
Southampton in which we both came of age where every activity, every
acquaintance, came rolled out in an accompanying dollar sign.

As to why the novel fails is a somewhat harder question. For anyone
inside my family, The Seraglio is at best fascinating and, at worst, merely
infuriating. But for readers outside the charmed family circle, the novel
must often seem either perplexing or plain impenetrable. Then again,
growing up as Jimmy did in his father’s Southampton mansion, with its
32 guest-filled rooms, its 12 house servants and 8 gardeners, could not
have been easy. The unreality comes across in the title of his novel, The
Seraglio, an Italian word for a Turkish harem. That’s a measure of how
alienated he felt.

Jimmy’s disillusionment may well have prevented his writing the
Buddenbrooks-type coming-of-age saga that might have been more suc-
cessful as fiction. Instead, for the revenge he wants he chooses the worst
of all devices, the roman-a-clef, because the tyranny of fact keeps the fic-
tion from ever generating a momentum of its own. The novel very quickly
runs out of gas once the incident that gives it its shocking start—the slash-
ing of Enid’s portrait—becomes a side issue. And the novel’s brilliant cli-
max—the castration scene that we first read as an attempted suicide—cir-
cumscribes character development by removing the narrator from his role
as a player in the marital field.

It may be true that in a chaotic society, where the life-denying forces
hold all the cards, the one sane response may be to drop out and not abet
them. That was my response as well as my uncle’s. But there were in the
Hamptons of those very years other alternatives—witness the bohemian
scene developing around Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning, and in
Southampton, Larry Rivers and Fairfield Porter. Even impoverished art-
ists, by creating a community, could effect as big a change in their own
way as Charlie Merrill.

One can perhaps see the attractions of the roman-a-clef, for one drawn
to gossip, as Jimmy was. But what may have worked for Jimmy’s friends,
Mary McCarthy and Alison Lurie—Alison’s Amherst novel, Love and
Friendship even features Jimmy and David—doesn’t work as well for The
Seraglio. It may be that Jimmy confuses the need to shock that spurs such
works with the need to wound. Either way, an inevitable narrowing of

12
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focus gets in the way of empathy. Jimmy never plumbs the vision that
drove my father and other businessmen locked into the Southampton
scene. All that golf, that tennis, that one-upmanship; what was it really
about? Another way of saying that The Seraglio, much as it would like to
be, is not The Great Gatsby.

13



JEANETTE ROBERTS SHUMAKER

Catholic against Catholic:
Abjection and Xenophobia in
Edna O’Brien’s 1990s Triology

Critics have praised Edna O’Brien’s stories and novels from the 1960s
about country girls encountering the challenges of city life, especially
love. Her fiction was long banned in Ireland for its openness about sexual-
ity; however, O’Brien defends its authenticity, pointing out that art must
be truthful (Eckley 24). Despite her pioneering treatment of female sexu-
ality that recalls James Joyce’s and Kate O’Brien’s, some critics have
noted that she became repetitive during the 1970s.! For example, in 1982
Darcy O’Brien wrote, “Somehow, Edna O’Brien must, in future, break
free of the self-enclosure to which all of the virtues of her talents and sen-
sibilities have led her” (189). With her recent trilogy about life in contem-
porary Ireland—House of Splendid Isolation (1994), Down by the River
(1996), and Wild Decembers (1999)—O’Brien departs from her usual
style and subject, confessionals of sexual passion.

Written during O’Brien’s sixties, these millennial novels portray a
wide range of ages, issues, and personality types. House of Splendid
Isolation is the first of O’Brien’s novels to focus upon Irish politics
(Graham 19). “Critics have previously cited the lack of an external, public
world that might be expected to affect O’Brien’s characters, but in House
of Splendid Isolation that public world directly confronts the private lives
of Josie and McGreevy” (Hild 287).3 House deals with nationalist poli-
tics—Irish Catholics’ reactions to the Irish Republican Army. In contrast,
Down by the River dramatizes gender politics—incest and the religious
factionalism surrounding the abortion controversy. Finally, Wild
Decembers deals with age-old rural disputes over land rights. In this trilo-
gy O’Brien examines controversial issues such as abortion, incest, chang-
ing sexual mores, IRA violence, land disputes, and the conflict between
Irish natives and emigrants returning to their Irish homeland.
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The trilogy presents men from a more sympathetic perspective than
did O’Brien’s earlier work. In 1991, Janet Egleson Dunleavy and Rachael
Lynch said of O’Brien’s fiction that “men are at the worst brutal, at best
timid and undependable and men and women are essentially incompati-
ble” (99) Although O’Brien’s 1990s trilogy affirms Dunleavy’s and
Lynch’s assessment at times, it also contains admirable male characters
who form meaningful friendships with women. Allison Hild observes of
House of Splendid Isolation that “in this portrayal of a trained killer
O’Brien presents her first sympathetic, emotional man” (286). Men as
well as women are unfairly marginalized in O’Brien’s trilogy—a change
from O’Brien’s previous short stories about Irish rural life in which the
outcasts are usually female.

All three novels in O’Brien’s trilogy portray conflicts between
Catholics, rather than between Catholics and Protestants, as is convention-
al in Irish fiction. Xenophobia among Catholics is directed at a variety of
marginalized individuals: an IRA gunman and an aging would-be
adulteress in House of Splendid Isolation, a teenage victim of incest who
desires an abortion in Down by the River, and a too successful Irish-
Australian in Wild Decembers. To grasp the hatred against so-called
“strangers” that causes insiders in the novels to label them as abject, I
draw upon Julia Kristeva’s work. Her psychoanalytic, ahistorical
approach to xenophobia is explained in Strangers to Ourselves (1991),
and, to abjection, in Powers of Horror (1982). In addition, René Girard’s
theories about rivalry described in Deceit, Desire, and the Novel (1965)
illuminate the tensions between small farmers dramatized in Wild
Decembers.

Political Divisions in House of Splendid Isolation
As is typical of the Big-House subgenre to which the first novel in
O’Brien’s trilogy belongs, most of its social commentary deals with reli-
gious and class divisions. What is unusual for a Big-House novel is that
conflicts occur between Catholics from Ireland and Catholics from
Northern Ireland, not between Catholics and Protestants. It seems surpris-
ing in House that a Catholic from Northern Ireland is seen as a foreigner
in Ireland. Partition is resented by many Catholics in Ireland, yet they are
exasperated with the IRA violence that protests it. Hence, McGreevy, an
Irish Republican Army gunman from Northern Ireland, is seen as a for-
eigner in the Irish Republic. However, Kristeva points out that a foreigner
does not have to come from another country to experience being ostra-
cized as an outsider; for example, in France, people who came from
another province are sometimes regarded as foreigners by the natives of
the province to which they have moved (Strangers 18). Tired of being
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robbed, threatened, and sometimes killed by IRA soldiers raising money
for their cause, Catholics in the Irish Republic regard Northerners such as
McGreevy as psychopaths who should be jailed.

Disputing the stereotype of the IRA as full of psychopaths, O’Brien’s
narrative shows that the rumors about McGreevy’s brutality to a girl
whom he kidnapped are false. Such lies articulate the xenophobia that
Kristeva analyzes and O’Brien dramatizes. O’Brien paints a disturbing,
moving picture of McGreevy as a flawed martyr in the tradition of Yeats’s
“Easter 1916”: “Too long a sacrifice / Can make a stone of the heart. / O
when may it suffice?” Josie O’Meara, the elderly woman who is the pro-
tagonist of O’Brien’s novel, softens McGreevy’s ossified heart while
imperiling their lives in the process. Learning to cross the borders of sec-
tarian hatred, Josie is the novel’s vehicle for critiquing xenophobia based
upon the “us-them” thinking that afflicts Catholics of the Republic,
according to O’Brien.

Kristeva writes of foreigners like McGreevy that “Hatred makes him
real, authentic so to speak, solid or simply existing” (Strangers 13).
McGreevy’s relentless determination as a terrorist stems from his enmity
towards the British, and theirs towards him as the most objectionable kind
of foreigner. Similarly, Josie’s initial hatred heightens McGreevy’s inten-
sity as he prepares for his next campaign. McGreevy takes over Josie’s
house as his hideout, rips out her phone, and orders her not to betray him
should anyone come to the door. He rejects Josie’s occasional friendly
overtures during the early days of their acquaintance, for, as Kristeva
observes, “the foreigner excludes before being excluded” (Strangers 24).

At the end of the novel, after McGreevy is finally arrested, he seems
unmoved by the taunts and curses of the Irish garda. Hild calls this “the
soldier’s eloquent, silent endurance of his fate” (286). Kristeva notes of
the foreigner that “all rejections are indifferent to him as he seeks that
invisible and promised territory, that country that does not exist but that
he bears in his dreams, and that must indeed be called a beyond”
(Strangers 5). In the letter to Josie that McGreevy writes (in defiance of
IRA rules) before he leaves, he tells her “I have only one wish [. . .] that
all the deaths have not been in vain” (113). He explains that “No one
knows or cares about our struggle. They think we’re cowboys or animals
or worse” (113). McGreevy is isolated by his radicalism. Richard Kearney
writes that the experience of “cruel history” has created a cult of sacrifice
in Ireland that enacts random acts of revenge; members of the cult feel
such acts are just, while others call them terrorism (222). Given the
repeated rebellions against the English throughout the centuries of Irish
history, it makes sense that McGreevy would feel betrayed by the Irish
Catholics of the Republic who call him a terrorist. They are conveniently
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indifferent to his people’s sufferings since they themselves long ago
achieved freedom.

Like most people in the Republic, Josie regards the present IRA as
completely different from that of the past. Josie struggles over whether to
call McGreevy a terrorist or a hero like her uncle, who died as a Volunteer
during Ireland’s war against the British in 1921. When Josie shows her
uncle’s diary to McGreevy, he approves of it, regarding her uncle as part
of his own struggle. Josie indignantly disagrees; however, later, she
changes her mind. Local garda argue over a similar question when com-
paring modern rebels such as McGreevy to prior rebels. Cormac, a young
policeman, says to an older one, “But if you’d been in 1916 you’d be on
their side.” The elder policeman responds, “That’s different. [. . .] These
guys are without conscience, without ideals and with only one proclama-
tion, money and guns and murder, guns and money” (187). Unlike the
garda, Josie comes to know McGreevy well enough to see that he sincere-
ly cares about his cause. Unfortunately, McGreevy must steal money,
cars, lodging, and food because the IRA does not supply him with what he
needs to carry out their orders; instead, they tell him to take what he needs
from the locals. He follows their policy of banditry unwillingly, treating
his victims politely.

McGreevy’s marginalization as a terrorist leads to sadness not unlike
that experienced by those who are victims of xenophobia everywhere.
Kristeva says the foreigner “is a dreamer making love with absence, one
exquisitely depressed” (Strangers 10). “Exquisitely” suggests the volun-
tary, masochistic element of such depression. McGreevy chose his voca-
tion of gunman, therefore choosing the sorrows and risks he believes
prove his superiority over the cowards who bear British rule without com-
plaint. McGreevy believes that the sacrificial rhetoric of 1916 still applies
today. The pleasure and pain of suffering for his beloved nation raise him
above ordinary experience. Kristeva might call McGreevy’s nationalistic
obsession a form of jouissance.

Not only does McGreevy pursue his dream of a united Ireland despite
danger, but the ghost of his dead wife haunts him, adding to his depres-
sion. Killed in the national struggle, his wife Shiona offers him comfort in
his dreams, yet when he awakens he feels the loss of her anew, more bit-
terly than ever. His little daughter died too, of heart failure, not long after
her mother’s death. Bereft and lonely, McGreevy, like Kristeva’s foreign-
er, can be seen as “Not belonging to any place, any time, any love”
(Strangers 7).

Josie predicts that someday McGreevy will form new ties. She gets to
know and like the girl, Creena, who hopes that McGreevy will court her
one day. Daughter of a dead IRA soldier, Creena helps her mother assist
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the cause. McGreevy seems unaware of Creena’s interest in him. As
Kristeva describes the foreigner, “Arrogantly, he proudly holds on to what
he lacks, to absence, to some symbol or other” (Strangers 5). However,
McGreevy does tell Josie of his wish to have children eventually, after the
Northern Irish cause is won. Perhaps his lack of ties allows him to fully
dedicate himself to his mission: “Since he has nothing, since he is noth-
ing, he can sacrifice everything” (Kristeva, Strangers 19). The anonymity
Kristeva implies through “he is nothing” furthers McGreevy’s covert
aims. In addition, a kind of freedom from everyday morality comes with
marginalization; such freedom makes the revolutionary’s job less painful.

However, Josie’s and McGreevy’s developing friendship jeopardizes
McGreevy’s convenient indifference about ordinary individuals. That
Josie and McGreevy gradually become intimate bears out the literature
about hostages which observes that they often learn to identify with their
captors’ positions.

Meals become an occasion for developing the friendship between
McGreevy and Josie. Kristeva notes that “the brotherhood of guests [. . .]
soothe and forget their differences, the banquet is outside of time”
(Strangers 11). For although they eat only sandwiches, McGreevy and
Josie enjoy her beautiful, if decayed, Big House. McGreevy scrubs the
kitchen, bakes bread, and begins to do household repairs, cementing their
friendship through domestic tasks. Josie and her husband, James, had
opened their house to English fishermen and their families on holiday dur-
ing previous decades. The former guesthouse still has a certain grandeur,
though now its only guest is one whom many would regard as scum.

Josie’s past humiliations bring her closer to McGreevy; she knows
that outsiders may be unfairly stigmatized by the conventional, rural Irish,
as she was. Kristeva explains that it is not only foreigners who are mar-
ginalized, for natives “might have the same problems if they were a bit
different, a bit special, if they did not play the game, if they were like for-
eigners from within” (Strangers 14). Josie was stigmatized because she
did not play the game of compliant wife. In fact, she aborted her only
pregnancy, since she did not feel ready to be a mother. As she hated her
insensitive husband, why would she want to bear his child? After James
recovers from his drinking spells, he abuses her sexually as well as physi-
cally. “The prospect of motherhood itself is so horrible to O’Brien’s
young women that it leads to emotional and physical deformity” (Haule
217). Josie’s personality becomes deformed—cold, hard, and aloof. Like
the lonely, reserved McGreevy, she pays for not conforming to what her
peers expect of her.

Not only did Josie refuse the traditional roles of devoted mother and
submissive wife, she fell in love with her priest. This subplot is a vestige
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of O’Brien’s familiar tales of adultery. Josie’s flirtation with her priest
verged on an affair until he stood her up. Too proud to admit her rejection
to James, who thought she was having an affair, Josie took a beating
instead. Earning the reputation of a “fallen” woman from that incident,
Josie went a little mad for a while. Later, she shoplifted until she was
caught and her reputation sunk even further. In 1988, Tasmin Hargreaves
wrote of O’Brien’s early works that they show “the fallacy of the love
solution, but [. . .] never go beyond it” (295). House does go beyond the
inadequacy of the love solution. Josie develops a different kind of mean-
ingful relationship decades after the devastating failure of her romance
with her priest. Josie begins to see McGreevy as a replacement for the child
she refused to have, though setbacks to their intimacy continue to occur.

When Josie repeatedly remembers that McGreevy’s purpose in her
neighborhood is to kill, then her dislike for him returns. She imagines him
as a kind of psychopath, a monster who ruthlessly furthers his cause. As
Kristeva writes, “The foreigner comes in when consciousness of my dif-
ference arises, and he disappears when we all acknowledge ourselves as
foreigners, unamenable to bonds and communities” (Strangers 1). Josie
acknowledges that she resembles McGreevy after he rescues her. She had
feverishly collapsed in the field while looking for him. After McGreevy
takes Josie to Creena’s home to be nursed, the old lady’s attitude to his
violence changes. She continues to try to foil his plots through impulsive-
ly visiting Creena and through telling the garda lies, but she no longer
berates him. Unfortunately, Josie’s well-intentioned efforts increase the
garda suspicions; sure that she has sheltered and abetted the gunman, they
put a watch on her house.

It surprises the garda that McGreevy takes the risk to return to her.
McGreevy himself wonders, “What want in him has brought him back?”
(182). When he falls asleep in the bed Josie puts him in, the answer is
revealed: Josie had stood over him “like a nurse, a nursing mother. A good
woman to him” (202). Josie’s care humanizes McGreevy as he responds
with the enthusiasm for friendship that ordinary people feel. Earlier, he
had told Josie how much he missed his mother when Josie “glimpses the
secret source of him” (193). Having returned to Josie to meet his need to
be mothered, he makes himself vulnerable to getting arrested. His self-
protective distance from human ties has been eroded.

McGreevy’s vulnerability increases Josie’s affection for him. He
awakens her from emotional deadness as she has awakened him. Kristeva
writes, “Strangely, the foreigner lives within us: he is the hidden face of
our identity [. . .]. By recognizing him within ourselves, we are spared
detesting him in himself” (Strangers 1). Josie’s identification with
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McGreevy leads her to try to intercede with the garda when they demand
that he give himself up: “She must remonstrate with them, mediate
between him and them which is perhaps why he came to her rather than
another” (204). Josie thinks of McGreevy, “His life had many chapters to
it and many evolutions. They [the garda] do not know that” (205). From
the vantage point of Josie’s old age, McGreevy seems young, though he is
in fact middle-aged. A mother tries to preserve her child’s future, as Josie
attempts to save McGreevy’s. Josie has learned to value McGreevy’s life
over her own, despite her dislike of his plans for sectarian violence.

With love overcoming ambivalence, Josie has arrived at what Kristeva
seems to regard as the goal of psychoanalysis. “Psychoanalysis is then
experienced as a journey into the strangeness of the other and of oneself,
towards an ethics of respect for the irreconcilable. How could one tolerate
a foreigner if one did not know one was a stranger to oneself?” (Strangers
182). Josie’s physical remaking of herself into an androgynous being sym-
bolizes her acceptance of her own strangeness. She cuts off her hair in a
symbolic gesture of grief; she finally acknowledges her mistake of refus-
ing to bear a child. Perhaps unconsciously, Josie makes herself over in the
image of McGreevy by putting on a long raincoat. Now that she looks like
a gunman, the garda mistake her for one. Her identification with
McGreevy has become more than spiritual; it is dangerously physical as
well. Possibly she meant to die for him, and perhaps her death saves
him—for after realizing they have mistakenly shot an innocent, the garda
are careful to take McGreevy alive.

As in O’Brien’s earlier fiction, love remains the central theme. The
garda watching the house had misunderstood the nature of that love,
thinking it a perverted sexual one when they saw McGreevy and Josie fall
to the ground together in response to an unexpected noise that the garda
could not hear. Perhaps it reduces the garda’s guilt to believe that the peo-
ple they must arrest or kill are sexual deviants. But it is a mother-son love
that unites these two lonely, marginal characters. Kiera O’Hara observes
that “It is, in fact, this moment of allurement, the possibility of union, to
which O’Brien’s characters seem addicted” (322). O’Hara adds that “that
which is most unattainable is most sought” (324). In risking his life to
return to Josie, McGreevy bears out that view. Losing her life to preserve
his, Josie continues the pattern of valuing the unattainable that she had
followed during her passion for her priest.

Like Jennifer Johnston’s The Fool’s Sanctuary (1987), O’Brien’s
novel posits spiritual union between unlikely opposites as a possible solu-
tion to the violence sweeping Ireland. Though Josie is not Anglo-Irish like
the owner of the declining mansion in Johnston’s novel, local villagers do
regard her as a snobbish lady of the manor. At first, McGreevy also seems
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to see her in that light. None know that Josie was once a servant in
America. Similarly, Johnston’s Anglo-Irish characters have disturbing
secrets that make it easier for them to identify with the marginal Catholic
characters whom they befriend or fall in love with. Stylistically, too,
O’Brien’s novel recalls Johnston’s in interweaving past and present to
show how the present is shaped by the past.

The past’s influence is seen, among other times, when Josie’s guilt
over causing her fetus’ death, as well as her husband’s, encourages her to
sacrifice her life for McGreevy’s. Josie’s husband had hidden some weap-
ons for the IRA years before, along with concealing a gunman who had
once worked for them. Josie had written an anonymous letter to the
police, since she opposed her husband helping the IRA. However, she did
not foresee that her husband would be accidentally killed by the garda
when they acted upon the tip in her letter. Due to her husband’s death as
well as her abortion, Josie may see herself as a type of murderer like
McGreevy.

Josie’s own death echoes her husband’s, suggesting the randomness of
sectarian violence. The policeman who killed Josie is Cormac, who feels
some sympathy for the IRA because his girlfriend witnessed the police
brutalizing Catholics in the North. Cormac wants to kill himself for kill-
ing Josie. The garda who have shot gunmen also feel guilty, especially
whenever patriotic songs are played. The mental border between them-
selves and the equally well-armed IRA gunmen is flimsy. The garda
know, in Kristeva’s sense, that the gunmen are not really foreigners. As a
policeman, Ned, tells Tommy, a policeman struggling with his regret over
shooting McGreevy’s comrade, Brennan: “I know . . . I’d be the same . . .
We’re all Irish under the skin” (177). The political situation has turned the
garda into killers, as it has McGreevy and even Josie, the indirect cause of
her husband’s death. Through violence, they have all become strangers to
themselves, as Kristeva might say.

Not only does the policeman Tommy feel guilty about killing
Brennan, but he also fears that his family will suffer IRA reprisals. He and
his family have become marginalized—foreigners of a sort—because he
performed his official duty. So the cycle of Irish violence goes on.
Departing from the realism that dominates her novel, O’Brien starts and
finishes it with words from another victim of violence, Josie’s daughter:
“I thought my mother’s death would grant me my life but it hasn’t” (215).
The dead voice speaks outside of time, about Ireland’s past, present, and
future. Her words sum up the message of O’Brien’s novel, and of
Kristeva’s study of xenophobia too: “Inside you get to know. That the
same blood and the same tears drop from the enemy as from the self,
though not always in the same proportions” (216). Josie’s daughter was a
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casualty of domestic conflict, not political rifts, but both involve turning
against the “other” through a kind of xenophobia.

Josie undergoes a revolution of consciousness that brings her too close
to the IRA for safety. The garda dub Josie a deviant for breaking from the
expected neutrality of the middle-class Catholic Irish in the Republic.
O’Brien is pessimistic about the fate of the woman who dares to cross
political borders in Ireland. Yet Josie completes a bildung of mental
growth during her old age, conforming to a pattern observed in Elizabeth
Abel’s study of the female bildung during the past two centuries. Like the
heroines of earlier eras who rebelled against sexual expectations, not
political ones, Josie ends up just as dead. Through creating a tragic fate
for her heroine, O’Brien interrogates the binary thinking of post-colonial-
ism that fosters xenophobia and its utmost extension, political violence.

Abjection and Despair in O’Brien’s Down by the River
Suffering repeated rapes by her father, fourteen-year-old Mary
MacNamara also becomes a victim of a Catholic society that unfairly
maligns her as a would-be murderess because she tries to get an abortion.
The horror of Mary’s abjection indicts both the nation that will not stand
behind her as well as the father who violated her; O’Brien suggests that
child abuse extends beyond Mary’s family to her nation in that Irish soci-
ety puts the rights of a fetus over those of an innocent girl. St. Peter
argues that O’Brien fictionalizes a famous case to show the ill effects of
the 1983 Irish constitutional amendment that prohibits abortion
(“Petrifying” 132). To argue against that amendment, O’Brien transforms
Mary, mother of Christ, into Mary, unwilling mother of a possible freak
while she is unjustly labeled a Magdalen. Instead of being visited by God
the Father through the Holy Spirit, the modern Mary is raped repeatedly
by a drunk. The girl’s name not only suggests that her fate will be one of
suffering, but also implies her purity. Yet, due to the pain she undergoes
through her father and later, her society, Mary feels defiled (as anyone
would in her situation). Mary’s self-esteem declines as she redefines her-
self as the grotesque, monstrous thing that her society believes her to be.
Through portraying Mary’s despair as a result of abjection, O’Brien criti-
cizes the society that prolongs it; she also shows that the mislabeling of
Mary supports her society’s unjust gender structure.”

That gender structure depends on the idealization of the Virgin
Mother. Such worship results in the ostracism of women who do not con-
form to the Madonna’s example of self-sacrificing maternity. “The politi-
cal identification of woman and motherhood in Ireland, enshrined in the
Irish Constitution of 1937, signals the conjunction of the power of the
state, the Church and family ideology in the construction of femininity
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and in the coding of the female body” (Rooks-Hughes 84). To Catholic
pro-lifers, Mary’s pregnant body is ineradicably coded for birth and the
maternal role.

The pro-lifers” fight with pro-choice activists over control of Mary’s
body almost destroys the girl. Mary is figuratively rent—body and
mind—between two opposing groups and viewpoints. Like Josie in House
of Splendid Isolation, Mary pays a high price for her unwillingness to
conform to the maternal role that pro-lifers who comprise the majority of
the Catholic population wish to impose upon her.

O’Brien’s title, Down by the River, records the scene of Mary’s initial
rape: later, she attempts to drown herself in the river after she becomes
pregnant, following the tradition of betrayed literary heroines and real
women; the river will also be the site of Mary’s mother’s grieving when
she suspects she has the cancer that will eventually kill her. Before
describing Mary’s violation, O’Brien calls the road to the river a place of
“old mutinies and a fresh crime mounting in the blood” (Down 2).
O’Brien creates a primal scene of violence against the vulnerable that is
neither new nor unique. The symbolism traditionally associated with riv-
ers also suggests the way Mary’s life eludes her control as she is raped
repeatedly; loses her mother and friends; is kept away from the convent
school she loves; and, through Irish law, is denied the option of aborting
her father’s fetus.

After the first rape, Mary’s father instills shame in Mary to keep her
from revealing their secret: “what would your mother say . . . Dirty little
thing” (5). At her father’s cue, Mary owns the blame for what has
occurred, as though she had invited defilement by choosing to play in the
mud of her father’s passions. Mary is silenced by the second rape, which
involves oral sex. Kristeva writes that bodily fluids such as semen can
cause abjective reactions (Powers 53). Because of having to drink her
father’s semen, Mary is forced to admit to herself that she has been violat-
ed—her father has invaded her in a way she cannot ignore. Between hys-
terical fits and spells of nausea, Mary literally cannot speak, as though she
is still choking on her father’s penis and his poisonous sperm. The lady
doctor who examines Mary ignores the clues to what happened; instead,
she tries to cure Mary’s muteness by cleaning her ears. Invading Mary’s
body by pouring hot liquid into her ear canals, the doctor unwittingly
mimics Mary’s rape. Unintentionally, the doctor conforms to Mary’s
father’s view that the girl’s distress originates in her own body. Removing
its “dirt” will cure the abject creature that she is. But it is not deafness that
makes Mary mute, but that what she has felt, seen, tasted, smelled, and
heard is unspeakable.
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O’Brien contends that the doctor and Mary’s mother suspect the truth
but, like Mary, will not voice it: “They know without knowing” (32).
Through their silence, they collude with Mary’s father in hiding his abuse.
Still suspicious, however, Mary’s mother takes the girl to a kind of witch
to whom Mary reveals the truth, along with her dream of violent retribu-
tion. Without telling Mary’s mother about the rapes, the witch convinces
her to send Mary to live at a convent school. At the convent, Mary studies
hard and becomes popular with the nuns, escaping the abject state of self-
hatred she knew at home. To Mary, the nuns “were not women, they were
snow creatures” (37). Enamored with a young nun who returns her affec-
tion, Mary imagines becoming a postulant. In the convent, she feels safe
and almost pure.

When Mary returns home for her mother’s funeral, her father per-
suades her to stay a few months by asking her to do so in front of a group
of mourners; she would be ashamed to refuse her father publicly, for to do
so would be to suggest that she is disloyal. Mary makes a second, under-
standable mistake when she gives her mother’s legacy of five hundred
pounds to her father to buy a fine tombstone for her mother. Through her
naive generosity, Mary surrenders the chance of independence that her
mother had carefully earned for her.

Lizzie, their cleaning lady, discovers that Mary’s father is molesting
her, but Lizzie’s efforts to get a social worker to intercede are foiled by
Mary’s father. Lizzie and Mary travel to a shrine to pray for her safety,
leaving coded letters addressed to the divine, begging for the rapes to
stop. Kristeva describes purification rituals that have the incest taboo at
their root (Powers 58). Lizzie’s and Mary’s brief pilgrimage resembles
such a ritual because Mary feels cleansed and comforted afterwards. As
well as through the childlike method of prayer, Mary attempts to protect
herself through the practical tactic of staying overnight at her friend Tara’s
house as often as she can.

The most violent rape occurs one night when Mary is about to go with
Tara to a disco. Her father uses the guilt-inducing ploy, “Do you love your
father?” (96), confusing filial duty with sexual love. The destruction of
Mary’s sense of self deepens at this time, as she thinks, “I will not put
myself together again. It is broken now. That which was is gone” (98).
Though Tara finds Mary lying undressed and bruised, Tara asks and does
nothing, for such “things [were] so awful that she blanked them out” (167).

Believing she is pregnant, Mary runs away to Galway where a kindly
street musician, Luke, lets her stay with him. Mary writes to him, “I never
felt young. Never” (112). Sadly, Mary’s period of asylum with Luke is
short-lived. When a policeman finds Mary in a mall, he chastises her as
though, unwittingly, to drive her insane: ““Your poor father gone out of his
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mind” (118). Of course, the garda does not realize that Mary has fled her
father for that very reason. In the most terrifying scene in a disturbing
novel, Mary’s father calls her “strumpet” and says he will “de-fuck that
bastard out of her” (120). In fact, Mary never had sex with Luke. When
Mary attempts to protect herself by threatening to call the garda and
reveal her pregnancy, her father pokes her deeply with an old, splintered
broom handle, twisting it in a “grotesque rite” (121). At this point, “the
madness passed from him then and into her” (121) as she lies stunned and
painfully wounded.

Soon after, Mary tries to drown herself, but Betty, a neighbor and a
friend of her mother, stops her. Though Mary does not tell Betty the truth,
the widow gets the idea through Mary’s statements that her child would
be “a freak” (142), and that her mother is “better off dead” (142). Betty
and Mary fly to London for an abortion but are recalled home by a doctor
under threat from the garda; a pro-life activist had discovered their plan
and phoned the authorities. The activist, Noni, tries to enlist Mary’s
father’s support in stopping Mary from committing “Murder,” “the whole
country’s business” (152). Mary’s father, the would-be abortionist of the
broom handle incident, tells the garda that he thinks that Luke is the father
of Mary’s fetus. But Luke’s blood test, plus his letter from Mary, eventu-
ally confirm his innocence.

The authorities and other adults misread Luke and Mary as criminals;
they also misread Mary’s father as a martyr to a wayward child. Mary and
Luke’s youth and poverty mislead adults, as does Mary’s father’s respect-
ability as a tax-paying property owner. In addition, the adults pity Mary’s
father because of his recent bereavement, whereas they detest Luke as a
kind of beggar. A policeman describes Luke’s “Long, matted hair, that
hadn’t seen a brush or a comb in weeks [. . .] the lice upon the locks of the
nation” (195). Using the language of abjection and xenophobia, the garda
blurs the line between actual dirt and moral corruption. Because Luke,
whom Mary’s father calls a hippie, looks like a degenerate, he must be
one. Even after the garda know Luke is innocent, they continue to treat
him harshly. Similar abjective reactions lead pro-life activists to assume
that Mary is evil because she tried to get an abortion. Her father’s cousin,
Veronica, whom the courts give custody of Mary, shares the pro-life activ-
ists” hatred: at every opportunity, Veronica pulls Mary’s hair to “chastise
her” (210), and she forces Mary to stay with her at all times in case she
might flee. In Dublin, lawyers gossip about Mary’s case, calling her
“some brat . . . Some little slut about to pour piss on the nation’s breast”
(190). On a radio show entitled “Magdalen vs. the nation,” a caller labels
Mary “a slut” (212).
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Even Tara’s mother, who has known Mary for years, angrily tells
Mary’s favorite teacher of “a night paradise of foul pleasures which the
girl enjoyed” (170). Tara’s mother’s evidence for her speculations is that
she found Mary’s knickers on her property. That Mary was raped by her
father never occurs to Tara’s mother, even after Mary’s teacher says that
he suspects that Mary is the victim of a lecherous uncle or other relative.
Clearly, the older woman’s abjective reaction to Mary involves a projec-
tion of her own desires; as a defense against her desires, she xenophobi-
cally attributes them to marginalized “others.” Tara’s mother pretends she
is above such desires by blaming Mary for supposedly indulging them.

Tara does not join her mother in condemning Mary. With her friend
disgraced, Tara fears that she will be humiliated next. Hoping her sexual
exploits with a boy will not be discovered, Tara imagines “herself and her
best friend the two Mary Magdalenes of the parish” (168). Fearing that
she will be labeled an outcast like Mary, Tara has no energy for either pro-
tecting her friend or sympathizing with her. Tara does not tell her mother
what she suspects about Mary’s father, but Betty gives a clue to the garda
when she reports that Mary said her baby would be a freak. The garda’s
resulting doubt about Mary’s father accounts for him being asked to trans-
fer custody to Veronica. Eventually, Mary escapes her cruel cousin and
the bevy of pro-life women who police Veronica’s home. A radio talk-
show host finds a lawyer for Mary and a place for her to stay. When
Mary’s lawyer asks her father for permission to fight for her right to an
abortion, he tells her father of Mary’s continuous suicidal longings. Her
father replies, “Who wouldn’t want to be dead?” (247). His global projec-
tion reveals the depression that will result in him hanging himself after the
garda finally convince him to admit his crimes. The truth had come out
when Betty gave Mary’s diary to her lawyer, who passed it on to the
garda. In it, Mary writes that her father “drugged himself with tablets
because of his loneliness and trying, I think, not to harm me but the harm
is done” (250).

Part of Mary’s harm had come from being unfairly labeled as an evil
seductress and baby killer. After the garda realize the nature of Mary’s
father’s crimes, he stimulates their abjective reactions. They call him
“vermin” (256) and “an animal” (259), recalling their denigration of
Luke. Finally, Mary’s father must bear some of the shame that she has
unjustly carried for months. Even when the truth about the incest eventu-
ally is revealed in the press, it does not deliver Mary from her abject sta-
tus as murderous Magdalen. She may have been a victim but because she
wanted an abortion, she remains a criminal in the eyes of pro-life activ-
ists. The leader of the activists accuses Mary of murdering her fetus when
she miscarries: “May you rot in hell. . . . You have murdered it” (281).
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The leader wants to force Mary to kneel to confess her crime to God, pre-
tending not to see that she is writhing from the pain of her miscarriage.
O’Brien shows that abjective reactions, even when unjustified, are diffi-
cult to change.

Ironically, on the day of Mary’s miscarriage, the judges had voted to
give her the right to go to England for an abortion. But by then Mary was
no longer certain she wanted one. She had written a letter to her fetus,
asking it to miscarry: “I don’t hate you, you know I don’t. If only you
were my sister or my brother but not my child. [. . .] T am asking your soul
to fly off now and wait for the right mother” (267). O’Brien makes
Mary’s wish come true: Mary does not again have to face the wrenching
decision of whether to have an abortion.

O’Brien portrays the process by which one of the judges, Frank,
comes to vote for Mary’s freedom. Frank’s teenage daughter, Molly, con-
vinces him that Mary is “a scapegoat” (270). Molly reminds Frank of his
own frailties, implying that Mary is a scapegoat for those of her nation.
Molly adds that she hopes Frank would let her go to England for an abor-
tion if she needed one. As a result of Molly’s words, Frank begins to see
Mary as vulnerable, like his daughter. Also, Frank is swayed by Mary’s
despair, for his own brother committed suicide. Frank observes that
Mary’s second suicide attempt failed merely because she cut her wrist in
the wrong direction. That the judges allow Mary her right to an abortion
softens O’Brien’s criticism of Irish law to some extent.

By the end of the novel, Mary has partially recovered from her trau-
ma. She visits a disco with Mona, an Irish girl she got to know at the
London abortion clinic. Unlike Mary, Mona had gone through with her
abortion without interference. At the disco, Mary dreams of love, “such as
all people dream and go on dreaming in the cold crucible of time” (293).
Youth’s ability to recuperate is startling here, and recalls Mary’s earlier
fantasy that Luke would purge her of her father’s violations with his kiss.
Mary shares the romantic dreams of earlier jejune heroines created by
O’Brien who end up disillusioned as they age. O’Brien’s “cold crucible of
time” evokes the historical forces of perversity, prejudice, and decay that
have already attacked Mary and that continue to threaten her as they do
“all people.”

Still, Down by the River closes on an optimistic note as Mary sings for
the crowd: “what they were hearing was in answer to their own souls’
innermost cries” (298). Mary’s suffering is transformed into music that
reaches those who have also suffered. Through her singing, Mary momen-
tarily escapes her loneliness and abjection. However, the reader assumes
that this is a rare moment of fellowship, for Mary is not a professional
singer. Whether Mary will begin to study music is not mentioned; more

27



likely, she will continue to look for someone to love, without thinking
about the difficulties that love poses for an incest survivor. There is the
possibility that Mary might choose a man who resembles her father; then
another “fresh crime” could open a sequel to O’Brien’s novel. However,
O’Brien leaves these dark possibilities unspoken to create a sense of hope
for the abused girl. What remains in the reader’s memory is Mary’s tor-
ment by the forces of respectability who upheld her father’s rectitude lon-
ger than they should have, and who tortured Mary with the label of whore
while genteelly imprisoning her to preserve a monstrous impregnation.
Whereas in House of Splendid Isolation Catholic fought Catholic over
political issues, in this novel well-established Catholics unjustly persecute
a young outcast.

Ancient Feuds in O’Brien’s Wild Decembers

The final novel in Edna O’Brien’s trilogy about contemporary Ireland,
Wild Decembers, is regarded by one critic as the most successful of the
three. The novel concerns a problem that may become increasingly com-
mon as the Celtic Tiger’s burgeoning economy draws Irish emigrants back
to their native Ireland. When returning emigrants resettle in their native
Irish village—or in that of their parents—they may rekindle familial feuds
over land. Alternatively, such returning Irish may develop new territorial
conflicts with the native Irish or with Europeans who have previously
moved to Ireland or bought vacation homes there. Owners compete over
rights to scarce natural resources, such as turf, in an increasingly crowded
countryside that is growing in value. Perhaps the impending feeling of
crowdedness along with the heady rise in property values adds to the terri-
toriality that might otherwise feed such conflicts.

Like Romeo and Juliet, Wild Decembers depicts a romance destroyed
by a feud between Catholic peasants that goes back for generations.
O’Brien’s prologue refers to the Famine as the origin of Irish peasants’
obsessive competitiveness about land: “The enemy is always there and
these people know it, locked in a tribal hunger that bubbles in the blood
[. . .] wanting to roar again, to pit neighbour against neighbour and dog
against dog in the crazed and phantom lust for a lip of land” (8). The
Brennans and the Buglers have long fought over their mountain, resulting
in at least one Bugler ancestor murdering a Brennan ancestor: “The fami-
lies, though distantly related, had feuds that went back hundreds of years
and by now had hardened into a dour sullenness” (11). However, when
Mick Bugler comes from Australia to claim his inheritance, Joseph
Brennan befriends him in defiance of ancestral grudges. Joseph allows
Mick to park his tractor at Joseph’s house, writes down stories about the
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area at Mick’s request, exchanges confidences, and teaches Mick to hunt
birds. ““What’s yours is mine . . . We’re friends,’ Joseph said” (39).

Joseph’s younger sister, Breege, is delighted with the young men’s
friendship that breaks her household’s loneliness. Attracted to Bugler,
Breege writes in flour, on the range, “My brother and Mick Bugler are
best friends” (39). At this point, Joseph and Mick follow the pattern of
relationship that René Girard calls “external mediation,” meaning that
each openly admires the other. Soon, though, a petty dispute about Mick’s
tractor disrupts Joseph’s and Mick’s friendship. Just after their dispute,
Mick’s popularity at a dinner dance makes Joseph jealous of his former
friend. Their relationship deteriorates further when Lady Harkness trans-
fers fields that Joseph had rented for over ten years to Bugler. Because of
losing the fields he had leased from Lady Harkness, Joseph has to sell
some of his cattle at a loss.

From this point onwards, Joseph’s and Bugler’s relationship can be
understood through what Girard describes as the “internal, double media-
tion” of mutual rivalry. Girard argues that although fictional rivals public-
ly detest each other, at least one of them secretly admires the other; Girard
calls the rival’s covert emulation of the counterpart, “internal mediation.”
Such paradoxical admiration is founded upon self-hatred. Self-loathing
leads the rival to think that imitating and ultimately outdoing the counter-
part will give the rival the value that the counterpart possesses. The rival
learns to desire a contested object through copying the counterpart’s
desire. In O’Brien’s novel, the process of imitating desire goes both ways,
with rivals emulating each other while protesting mutual contempt,
through a process that Girard calls “double mediation.” Constantly on the
defensive, Joseph, in his paranoia about Bugler, fits Girard’s explanation
of newly formed rivalries: “Now the mediator is a shrewd and diabolical
enemy; he tries to rob the subject of his most prized possessions; he obsti-
nately thwarts his most legitimate ambitions” (11). Joseph thinks that
Bugler is intentionally ruining Joseph’s plan to build his herds through
stealing his lease of Lady Harkness’s land; later, Joseph thinks Bugler is
trying to rob him of his sister Breege, too.

Once Joseph hates Bugler, he becomes angry at Breege for liking their
neighbor. Hence, gossip about Breege and Bugler acts as a lightning rod
to spark Joseph’s fury. When Joseph hears that Breege took a ride on
Bugler’s tractor, he hits her hard across the face (100); he had never hit
her before. In fact, Breege recalls Joseph’s gentleness towards her
throughout her youth. On a later occasion, after spiteful neighbors trick
Breege into dressing up to go to what she thinks is a rendezvous with
Bugler, Joseph hits her again. This time Joseph uses a clothes brush on
Breege’s face, drawing blood as her head hits the table. What could
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explain such brutality from a man who had previously treated his sister
tenderly?

When Joseph was friends with Bugler, he told Mick that he had felt
like a father to Breege ever since their father died when they were chil-
dren; his paternal feeling had increased after their mother died while they
were young adults. Along with his avowed paternalism, Joseph may also
feel inappropriate desire for Breege that she senses one night when he
enters her room while she is sleeping, awakening her (205-06). Such
incestuous feelings may have arisen in reaction to losing Catherine, the
girl Joseph loved. Fifteen years ago, Catherine broke with Joseph, after
his mother talked him out of emigrating with his beloved. Joseph’s mother
had argued that she and Breege would lose the farm if he left. After losing
Catherine, Joseph tried to poison himself with sheep dip. He never court-
ed another woman, putting all his effort into the farm instead. Now,
Breege is his only intimate. Other factors cause Joseph’s violence besides
paternalism and incestuous longings. Girard explains that “In double
mediation, it is not that one wants the object but that one does not want to
see it in someone else’s hands” (102). Letting Breege marry Bugler would
mean that Joseph had lost his contest with their neighbor. An additional
reason for keeping Breege away from Bugler stems from Joseph’s anti-
quated notion of honor.

A romantic, Joseph reads Irish and Greek myths, Anglo-Irish writers
such as Yeats, Irish history, and local genealogy. Given Joseph’s antiquat-
ed values, it is fruitful to apply Julian Pitt-Rivers’s ideas about honor in
Western cultures to Joseph. For women, purity traditionally lies at the
core of honor; for men, it is the willingness “to defend his honour and that
of his family” (Pitt-Rivers 42). A family’s honor rests upon the chastity of
its women along with its men’s ability to protect the women’s virtue. As a
result, the cuckold is viewed as defiled, like his wife, for he has failed to
defend his wife’s chastity (Pitt-Rivers 46). Breege is not Joseph’s wife;
still, because of Joseph’s unacknowledged incestuous longings, he acts as
if he feels cuckolded by Bugler. In addition, Joseph’s paternal feelings for
his sister heighten his sense that he must defend family honor through
keeping her chaste. After Joseph assaults Bugler, Joseph worries about
Breege: “If I go to gaol, who’ll mind you?” (159). Given that Breege is
22—a girl no longer—Joseph’s question betrays his condescension and
also his paranoia about her chastity.

Pitt-Rivers describes such paranoia as explaining the origin of the
witch figure in Western cultures. The dangerous associations surrounding
the witch figure imply cultural paranoia regarding women whose sexuali-
ty is liberated from male authority (Pitt-Rivers 69). Joseph conjures
witch-like images when he tells Breege that she is wearing “a Jezebel
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dress” to her supposed meeting with Bugler (121), and that she is “No
better than a streetwalker” for wanting to meet that young man (122).
While berating Breege about her feelings for Bugler, Joseph’s unspoken
subtext is to blame her for arousing his own improper desires. Joseph
projects his lustfulness onto Breege, under the guise of preserving the
family honor like a proper patriarch.

Joseph’s old-fashioned conflation of family honor with female chasti-
ty extends to his female dog. Joseph’s anxiety about his dog, Goldie, is a
sign that he is approaching insanity. When Bugler leaves his home for
several days, Joseph locks up Bugler’s dog, Gypsy, under the pretext of
protecting Goldie from becoming “corrupted” (102). Since he cannot stop
Breege from seeing Bugler, Joseph can at least stop Goldie from consort-
ing with Gypsy, in a ludicrous and cruel gesture of control.

To preserve his honor, Joseph engages in legal disputes with Bugler,
first over Bugler’s right to cut turf at a bog, and later over Bugler’s right
to cut a road across their mountain. Pitt-Rivers notes, however, that legal
disputes can imperil honor:

The conflict between honour and legality is a fundamental one which
persists to this day. For to go to law for redress is to confess publicly
that you have been wronged and the demonstration of your vulnera-
bility places your honour in jeopardy, a jeopardy from which the sat-
isfaction of legal compensation at the hands of a secular authority
hardly redeems it. (30)

Since Joseph loses both of his legal disputes with Bugler at a ruinous
financial cost, his honor erodes even further. Joseph’s solicitor, O’Dea,
tells cautionary tales about previous Irish farmers who acted as self-
destructively and litigiously as Joseph, but Brennan does not listen.

Part of his sense of rectitude regarding his disputes with Bugler comes
from Joseph’s outdated valuing of ancestry over wealth. Pitt-Rivers
explains that “where status is ascribed by birth, honour derives not only
from individual reputation, but from antecedents” (23). Such a traditional
way of looking at status has lost favor in Ireland, Joseph discovers. He
tells Bugler that his land is his only “because your people worked for the
landlords. They were bailiffs. They were hated. That’s why they emigrat-
ed” (128). Joseph tries to use the same kind of historical argument on the
judge: “My family were the first in Cloontha. We’ve been here forever.
His were Buglers from Wales” (155). Because the judge is unconvinced
by Joseph’s snobbish line of reasoning, Joseph labels him “a jumped-up
grocer’s son . . . I’ve looked you up in the records” (155). Like
Durbeyfield in Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’ Urbervilles, Joseph
assumes that he possesses privileges of lineage which no longer exist;
nowadays money, which Bugler and the judge have, is what creates status.
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Proclaiming “Justice for the little man,” Joseph thinks of himself and
Breege as “innocents both, pitted against a world that was too smart for
them” (205). Like Tulliver in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, Joseph
dramatizes the sad plight of the outmoded man of honor made paranoid
and dangerous by a citified, legalistic world.

Ironically, Bugler was once a rural man of honor, too. Mick was a
shepherd in Australia; it is only his manicured fiancée’s money that makes
him a “bigger,” richer man than Joseph. The lawyer whom Joseph refuses
to hire hypothesizes that Bugler resists Joseph because Bugler feels inade-
quate as an emigrant. Joseph does not believe this explanation, and
Breege seems convinced by Bugler’s protestations that he is merely pro-
tecting his own interests, not eclipsing Joseph’s. However, Bugler
becomes unpopular in the village because of his continuing contests with
Joseph, who is regarded as the victim of a well-heeled, pushy outsider.
When Bugler cuts peat on a bog to which Joseph believes he owns the
rights, Bugler’s motive is entertainment rather than necessity; Mick finds
it rewarding to get a sense of how his ancestors warmed themselves. On
the other hand, building a road across Joseph’s land to reach his house
seems a necessity, and Bugler is willing to pay Joseph handsomely for an
easement. But by this time, Joseph can no longer see Bugler and his inter-
ests dispassionately. Girard writes that “enslavement” is the ultimate
result of rivalry over a desired object, though that is not evident to the
rivals at first (180); Joseph becomes a slave to revenge because he cannot
defeat Bugler any other way.

To repair his damaged honor, Joseph fights Bugler more than once.
Their first fight occurs in Nelly’s pub. Pitt-Rivers writes that “The ulti-
mate vindication of honour lies in physical violence” (29). At the pub, as
in court, however, Joseph loses. Bugler defeats Joseph, making “a mock-
ery of him” (127). Pitt-Rivers observes that excellence involves “the
claim to excel over others” (23) at which Joseph fails yet again after
Bugler leaves the pub. Caimin, another neighbor of Joseph’s, taunts him
with tales of Breege meeting Bugler in the woods, “Their love nest”
(131). Joseph hits Caimin, but Caimin pushes him through a trapdoor,
adding to his humiliation. Later, Joseph dreams of beating Bugler at hur-
ley, a quintessentially Irish sport. Joseph’s fantasy compensates for
Bugler’s unbroken string of victories.

Breege also feels defeated in her struggle to earn Bugler’s love and
loyalty. After meeting Bugler’s fiancée who has just arrived from
Australia, Breege climbs into the church’s créche as a refuge. She cannot
speak and will not climb out of the créche. As a result, Joseph and a doc-
tor commit Breege to an asylum. After several weeks there, Breege recov-
ers her powers of speech and faces the fact that she is pregnant by Bugler.
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Bugler tries to visit her and thus inflames his fiancée’s jealousy, causing
Rosemary to leave him. When Breege emerges from the asylum, Bugler
tells Joseph that he and Breege plan to build a committed relationship. In
addition, Bugler writes a letter to Joseph promising that he will let
Breege’s brother win their territorial disputes for her sake.

When Joseph reads Bugler’s note and later speaks with him, he
becomes infuriated. “The thought that she might have given herself, that
Bugler’s blood might be mixed up with theirs, drove him berserk” (329).
Like the incestuously desiring brother in Webster’s Renaissance tragedy,
The Duchess of Malfi, Joseph cannot stand the thought of his sister mak-
ing love to another. Although traditional notions about protecting his sis-
ter’s chastity bolster Joseph’s self-righteousness, he acts more like a
betrayed husband than a brother. Joseph’s deepest motivation may be sex-
ual possessiveness, but thwarted rivalry and concern for family honor are
the motives he acknowledges. When he shoots Bugler dead in front of
Mick’s own house, Joseph knows that Breege is upstairs, witnessing their
encounter. Breege’s desertion of her post as his housekeeper inflames
Joseph into pulling the trigger. Joseph does not care that he will shock
Breege with his deed; nor that he will break her heart by killing her
beloved; nor that her child will be fatherless. Perhaps Joseph wants to ruin
Breege’s life, as his mother ruined his when she made him give up his
beloved. Joseph punishes Breege for supposedly betraying him, forcing
her into becoming as lonely as he is.

It is interesting that Joseph kills Bugler only after Mick attempts to
end their rivalry through forfeiting all contested land rights while keeping
Joseph’s most cherished chattel, Breege. Joseph interprets Bugler’s win-
ning of Breege as the final usurpation rather than as the price for Joseph’s
victory in their land dispute. Perhaps the most insulting part for Joseph is
Bugler’s implied mental superiority in being willing to lose the land rights
that had obsessed them both. That Joseph will not let Bugler out of their
relationship of double, internal mediation proves that Joseph is fixated
upon his rival, not upon victory, as Girard might predict.

That Breege later forgives Joseph for his crime against Bugler and
herself is surprising. Joseph writes her from prison that “One mad minute
stretches into a lifetime” (356). That will be so for her, as much as for
him, as she cares for Bugler’s child and Joseph’s farm alone. After
Bugler’s death, Rosemary moves into his house; Breege “wonders if the
old wars are brewing again and will they, as women, be called on to fight
the insatiate fight in the name of honour and land and kindred and blood.
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