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Summary

This thesis re-examines selected short stories of Irish writer Mary Lavin, placing a
particular focus on fiction she published from the early 1940s to the late 1950s.
Drawing on extensive archival research into Lavin’s unpublished correspondence, it
uncovers how the transatlantic aspects of Lavin’s biography intersect with key
elements of the social and cultural history of mid-twentieth-century Ireland. It also
provides vital new evidence to scholars through its explicit use of correspondence
between Lavin’s father, Tom Lavin, and his employers, the Bird family. The thesis
shows how a mixture of autobiographical experience, social and political context and
an empathetic awareness of the significance of various cultural inheritances, inflects
Lavin’s realist style. Analysing important stories across the main span of her
writing, the thesis contends that Lavin is a major figure, with a unique perspective on

her times.

Despite valuable early literary studies in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and some
increasing attention during the 1990s, we have only recently begun to see a more
sustained resurgence of interest in Lavin’s fiction. While such a shift is welcome,
this thesis argues that a perceived lack of complexity in Lavin’s fiction still remains
and needs to be challenged in order to reveal the true value of her oeuvre. The thesis
offers a new analysis of Lavin’s writing that tracks major themes, appraises her use
of the novella form, and recognises the richness and significance of her contribution
to the Irish literary canon. In taking a fresh look at Lavin’s work, it thus prepares

readers for a fuller understanding of the intricacies of her art.
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Introduction

This thesis will focus on the short stories of Mary Lavin, an American-born Irish
writer whose fiction was well-known to Irish, British and American readers during
her lifetime. Particular attention is paid to early career stories published in
collections during the 1940s, as these illustrate Lavin’s most innovative period, and
to key stories from the 1950s. Lavin’s substantial body of work actually spans fifty-
six years from 1939-1995 consisting of short story collections for adults, two novels,
two children’s stories, and a small body of poems. A significant number of her short
stories were also published in magazines as varied as Harper’s Bazaar (an American
women’s magazine), The New Yorker (an American publication with a broad remit
that included a wide range of literary genres), Dublin Magazine (an Irish literary
journal), and the American literary magazine, Atlantic Monthly, before their
inclusion in various collections. Her work was disseminated to a range of
readerships throughout her career. Despite her success, however, there are a number
of conflicting elements within what appears to be a professional narrative of
confidence and achievement. Lavin’s work really only received sustained critical
attention from the 1960s, some twenty years after her first short story, ‘Miss

Holland’, was published.1

This lack of critical attention at the beginning of a career is not unusual; other
short story writers and relatively close contemporaries suffered from similar delays,
but this did not then exclude them from substantial critical recognition in the future,

as it seems to have in Lavin’s case. In his biography of Frank O’Connor, for

! Mary Lavin, ‘Miss Holland’, Dublin Magazine, 14 (April-June 1939), pp. 50-62. Cited in Heinz Kosok
‘Mary Lavin: A Bibliography’, Irish University Review, Mary Lavin Special Issue, 9:2 (Autumn 1979),
279-312 (p. 280).



instance, Jim McKeon establishes that some critical material appeared from 1934
onwards, but the first full-length text on this author by Maurice Sheehy was only
published in 1969, some thirty-eight years after O’Connor’s first collection of short
stories, Guests of the Nation (1931). Maurice Harmon’s 1967 introduction to Sean
O’Faolain’s work, Sean O’Faolain: A Critical Introduction, came some thirty-five
years after O’Faolain’s first short story collection, Midsummer Night Madness and
Other Stories (1932). Elizabeth Bowen’s first short story collection was Encounters
(1923): in 1952, twenty-nine years later, a short book on Bowen by Jocelyn Brooke
entitled Elizabeth Bowen was published and in 1961 this was followed by William
Heath’s Elizabeth Bowen: An Introduction to her Novels. Kate O’Brien’s first play
was in 1926, her first novel published in 1931, but it was not until a collection of
essays in 1981 and later Lorna Reynolds’ biography, Kate O Brien: A Literary
Portrait (1987) and Adele Dalsimer’s Kate O Brien: A Critical Study (1990) that her
work was appraised for a modern readership. This was, extraordinarily, fifty-five
years after her first work. Eibhear Walshe’s most recent work on O’Brien, Kate
O’Brien: A Writing Life (2006), and his earlier collection Ordinary People Dancing:
Essays on Kate O’Brien (1993), contribute more recent and valuable considerations
of her work and life. Full reference details for these publications are contained

within the Bibliography.

Although this is a relatively small sample, the pattern illustrates a slower
critical response to women as writers; borne out, as | will demonstrate later, within
the wider context of other mid-twentieth century Irish and female literary figures. It
may appear that Lavin’s fiction earns critical engagement far earlier than some

others, but the comparisons should be treated with some caution. Lavin was



conscious that she was set apart from her contemporaries, admitting ‘I think perhaps
I’m the only writer in Ireland who has supported herself, man or woman, by writing
only creative work — by fiction’.? Her stringent focus on the genre of the short story
may be too narrow for some and may explain in part why Bowen and O’Brien,
whose work also includes travel writing, memoirs and reviews, have benefited from
an earlier and more sustained revival of interest in their work from the 1990s
onwards. Subsequent attention to Lavin’s fictions has been inconsistent and interest
in a complete re-appraisal of the fictions, or even critical biographical research, has
been slow to develop. However, if the reason for this critical neglect is driven by
more than Lavin’s commitment to the short story, is it something more directly

related to the subject matter of the narratives?

Up to the point at which a pattern of critical response to Lavin’s fiction
became evident in the 1960s, newspaper and magazine reviews were complimentary,
and short stories were published in Ireland, England and America. On first glance,
therefore, the absence of increased scholarly commitment towards this established
writer during this period is remarkable, especially when weighed against her
increasing success. In fact, any attempt to correlate critical and popular responses at
that time draws attention to neglect of Lavin’s fiction and demonstrates just how
insubstantial any attention to her work is: criticism is almost wholly reliant on
popular commentary. Is this, perhaps, because of a mistaken belief that the fiction is
focused too narrowly on the domestic? Interestingly, this problematic placing of
Lavin’s work is still encountered in a more oblique form in contemporary

anthologies devoted to the short story. Whether understood in terms of Irish writing,

2 Herbert A. Kenny, ‘A Visit with Author Mary Lavin’, Boston Sunday Globe, 22 August 1971, Al, press
cuttings fol. 1: James Joyce Library.



women’s writing or genre, Lavin’s short stories continue to elude a full welcome into

the literary establishment.

Since the first essay by Roger Chauviré was published in The Bell, entitled
‘The Art of Mary Lavin: Tales from Bective Bridge’ (1945), work on Lavin has
moved through significant peaks and troughs. Lorna Reynolds, a contemporary of
Lavin’s at UCD, included supportive comment on her work in ‘Thirty Years of Irish
Letters’ (1951) and later Augustine Martin wrote the seminal critical essay ‘A
Skeleton Key to the Short Stories of Mary Lavin’ (1963), but it was not until the mid
1960s, as | have said, that more concentrated accumulations of criticism emerged
with three articles by Robert Caswell entitled ‘The Human Heart’s Vagaries’
(Kilkenny Magazine, 1965), ‘Mary Lavin: Breaking a Pathway’ (Dublin Magazine,
1967) and ‘Irish Political Reality and Mary Lavin’s Tales from Bective Bridge’ (Eire
Ireland, 1968). What can be discerned from current analysis of the ensuing criticism
is that Lavin’s work markedly falls in and out of favour over the coming decades:
Zack Bowen’s monograph Mary Lavin (1975), R. F. Peterson’s Mary Lavin (1978)
and A. A. Kelly’s Mary Lavin: Quiet Rebel (1980) emerge from a relatively tight
timescale. The 1970s resulted in some interest, markedly more than the 1980s, but it
is only in the 1990s - towards the end of Lavin’s life - that there is a significant

upturn of interest.

With that in mind, and following that critical juncture where 2012 marked the
centenary of her birth, it is appropriate to re-think our understanding of Lavin’s place
within the canon of Irish literature. The inventory of Lavin’s own publications and
awards is impressive yet her absence in twenty-first century reading circles is

noticeable. This is at odds with Lavin’s proven track record; during her lifetime her



professional success was recognised by her peers, reviewers and critics with a
number of successful publishing contracts. She was awarded prestigious fellowships
and prizes, notably the James Tait Black Memorial Prize in 1943 for Tales from
Bective Bridge. This was an extraordinary achievement for a new writer, and ranked
her with other winners such as D. H. Lawrence, Radclyffe Hall, Liam O’Flaherty,
Siegfried Sassoon and Kate O’Brien. She also enjoyed the support and
encouragement of Lord Dunsany, a well-respected writer of fantasy, science fiction,
drama and poetry who wrote the preface to her first collection.®> Lavin was granted
the Guggenheim Award in 1959 and 1960; the Katherine Mansfield Prize
(International PEN) 1961 for ‘The Great Wave’; an honorary doctorate from her
alma mater, University College Dublin, in 1968 and the Ella Lyman Cabot Award in
1972. Lavin was awarded the Gold Medal of the Eire Society of Boston in 1974, the
Gregory Medal in 1975, followed by the American Irish Foundation Literary Award
1979 and the Allied Irish Banks Award for Literature 1981. She was President of
Irish PEN for two terms, also President of the Irish Academy of Letters (1971-75), a
member of the Cultural Relations Committee 1985 and 1986 and after her
appointment to Aosdana in 1983, she was accorded their highest honour — Saoi — in
1992.* With such an impressive chronicle of professional recognition, her fall from

favour is all the more surprising.
The American dimension

Where it has been noticed and addressed critically, Lavin’s American heritage is seen
as a secondary consideration. However, her distinguished career has an important

transatlantic aspect. Although Lavin emigrated with her parents to Ireland when she

* Lord Dunsany, ‘Preface’ to Tales from Bective Bridge (London: Michael Joseph, 1945).
* <http://aosdana.artscouncil.ie/Members/Literature/Lavin.aspx> [accessed 24/1/12].
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was ten, as an adult she was determined to retain her American citizenship. Despite
some issues surrounding the validity of her claim for an American passport in 1947
(due to residency issues), she later settled the dispute and held both Irish and
American passports until she approached her seventies.” It was only then she made
the final decision to relinquish her constitutional rights, a delayed personal choice
which raises some questions in light of the proportional topographical and social
focus on Ireland in her narratives.® Why wait so long? Was Lavin’s decision framed

by professional or private considerations?

In fact, this dual American-Irish heritage is a significant underlying and
critically neglected influence on her writing. My research makes direct connections
between the fictions and family correspondence, which illuminates key relationships
and significant periods in Lavin’s life. It illustrates how American influences have a
particular bearing on a specific body of her short stories and is empirically supported
by material content that offers an important new insight for readers of Lavin’s short
stories. This material offers an essential contribution to the study of Irish literature
and enhances our understanding of primary motivations evident in Lavin’s writing.
As a consequence, through close readings of the short stories, it will become evident
just how important this biographical perspective is in terms of the sub-genre
constructions of the Big House and emigration narratives, areas greatly

underestimated in previous assessments of her work.

The bulk of archive material relating to this American dimension rests in the

Howard Gotlieb Archive, Boston, USA and Special Collections in the James Joyce

> Letter to Mary Lavin from the American Consulate in Dublin dated 7 October 1947, ML 628, box 18,
fol. 2: Gotlieb Archive.
6 Mary Lavin papers, fol. 4: James Joyce Library.



Library, University College Dublin, Ireland. The Boston collection evolved as
Howard Gotlieb, assistant director and then director of Special Collections, actively
corresponded with Mary Lavin to procure a wide range of personal and professional
material, and Lavin was financially recompensed for this. However, Lavin also
corresponded with other institutions, and from at least one of Gotlieb’s letters to
Lavin it is possible to see that her intentions were to offer materials to repositories in
the Southern states, and to maintain some control about the final destination of
archive items.” The UCD collection formed through close association between Lavin
and Augustine Martin, Professor of Anglo-Irish literature at UCD. The interpretation
of the contents of these archives as a means by which Lavin’s fictions can be read,
builds on the early work of critics Zack Bowen, Richard Peterson and A. A. Kelly.

In addition, previously undocumented materials are drawn on to provide a clearer
picture of significant early influences on her writing. These new resources move
forward our understanding of Lavin’s fictions, in particular with reference to links
between America and Ireland. Chapter 2, relating to the early part of Lavin’s career,
Chapter 3 regarding the Big House fictions and Chapter 5, particularly on the subject

of Lavin’s time at The New Yorker, draw on this material.
Lavin’s Realism

Lavin’s short stories present a compelling case of what Raymond Williams calls ‘the

substance of a general way of life [which] actively affects the closest personal

7 Letter to Lavin dated 23 December 1975, fol. 15: Mary Lavin papers, Special Collections, James
Joyce Library University College Dublin. Duplicates of some letters are held at the James Joyce
Library and Howard Gotlieb Archive, Boston University. A small collection resides in the Sedgwick
papers, Massachusetts Historical Society. Binghamton University, New York holds a collection of
letters from Lord Dunsany and Seumas O’Sullivan to Mary Lavin. Manuscripts of a selection of short
stories, and some letters, are held at Southern lllinois University, Carbondale, USA.



experience’.® This research examines the short story collections, paying particular
attention to those characteristic modes relevant to realist expression. In Lavin’s
fictions these focus on the particularity of ordinary, everyday, recognisable events,
milieux and people. Lavin’s work responds to contemporaneous concerns, reflecting
anxieties and uneasiness about shifts in religious and secular dogma. The short
stories also fictionalise the impact of legislation and societal developments on
individuals. In an interview with Aileen Orpen, Lavin reveals, ‘I write from
experience, but because of the long period that elapses between an experience and
the time | write about it, my stories have become very objective by the time they go
to prin‘[’.9 This objectivity is an essential marker of Lavin’s literary output and in
those short stories that rely heavily on autobiographically engendered plots and
characters it preserves the integrity of the fiction present in otherwise personal

narratives.

However, this proactive dynamic process by which we assimilate and
discriminate between what is read and what is known may render very quickly such
social representation as ‘out of date’. On the one hand, as Williams notes, this is not
inhibiting as ‘[r]eality is continually established, by common effort, and art is one of
the highest forms of this process’.10 Nonetheless, the episodic attention to Lavin’s
oeuvre suggests one deciding factor for the downturn of interest in her work may be
whether it is relevant to a twenty-first century readership. Is this a contributory

factor towards a waning of interest in Lavin’s fiction? Where the stories rely too

heavily on temporal connections perceived as out-dated by contemporary readers, it

8Raymond Williams, ‘Realism and the Contemporary Novel’, 20" Century Literary Criticism: A Reader,
ed. by David Lodge (London; New York: Longman, 1991), pp. 581-591 (p. 587).

? Aileen Orpen, ‘Mary Lavin’, Irish Times, 6 August 1970, p. 12.

10 Williams, ‘Realism’, p. 591.



does take a significant investment on the part of a reader to ‘get’ the reality on offer.

Williams makes the following point:

When we thought we had only to open our eyes to see a common world, we
could suppose that realism was a simple recording process, from which any
deviation was voluntary. We now know that we can literally create the world
we see [...] the old static realism of the passive observer is merely a hardened
convention [...] Reality, in our terms, is that which human beings make

common, by work or language.™

This ‘common’ consensus, according to Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth, ‘indicates a
formal agreement about the conditions of perception, not an agreement about this or
that perceived’.'? Rather than arguing for relativism, however, Ermarth points out
that in that ‘the identities of things and the conditions in which they appear have a
consistency and a constancy that permit them to be measured and mproduced’.13
Taken together with the ‘effort’ that Williams’ recognises has to be present, the
reader is both discriminator and adjudicator, determining what is realism and what is
not. With that in mind, the close readings of Lavin’s short stories that follow have
been selected to illustrate and substantiate the hypothesis that Lavin’s work is
essentially realist. This takes into account Lavin’s own comments in interviews.
Where that realist profile deviates with the interweaving of the folkloric or
supernatural into particular narratives, these will be considered to discern to what

extent this may impact upon readings of Lavin’s oeuvre as realist texts.

1 Williams, ‘Realism’, p. 590.

12 Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth, Realism and Consensus in the English Novel: Time, Space and Narrative
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), p. xix.

2 Erma rth, Realism and Consensus, p. 18.
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As Joe Cleary points out, interest in experimental modernist Irish fiction as a
reaction to literary romanticism has overshadowed to some extent any serious focus
on realism as an aesthetic form." Reading Lavin’s work within this mode clearly
separates it from the dominant ideological resonances of the Irish Revival and
anticipates a shift in emphasis towards more questioning fiction that in Lavin’s case
demonstrates both empathy with, and critique of, Irish society post-Civil War and
Second World War. Cleary’s highlighting of a particular period in Irish literary
history and labelling of the realist mode as ‘conservative’ suggests that Lavin’s
fictions may be too muted or conventional to be of interest. This misconception will

be addressed in the following chapters.
Research strategies

The research is based upon close reading of key texts from published short story
collections. This is in conjunction with private correspondences from members of
the Lavin family that are held in academic archives. The correspondence provides a
space in which to read those lived experiences recorded in Tom and Mary Lavin’s
correspondence and allows for interpretation of a congruent realism through the
fictions. In the nature of divided archive sources, there is no way of knowing how
many letters were exchanged between Tom Lavin (Mary Lavin’s father) and Mr Bird
(his employer), or indeed how many letters were exchanged between Mary Lavin,
Tom Lavin and the Bird family. Nevertheless, an extensive and methodical appraisal
has been undertaken for the first time of those letters that are held, and a reappraisal
made of how they are connected to key narratives. They are read as preserving lived

relationships, protecting the memories contained within. Close examination of Tom

“ Joe Cleary, Outrageous Fortune: Capital and Culture in Modern Ireland (Dublin: Field Day
Publications, 2007), pp. 111-112.
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and Mary Lavin’s letters also suggests that they wrote openly to all correspondents,
without prejudice, taking the trouble to clarify their meaning and reaffirm allegiances
where necessary. Although each wrote specifically for a private intended audience,
the fact that Mary Lavin did agree in later life to the letters being held in an
institution that intended to offer access to their content suggests awareness of their
cultural value. They offer an invaluable discourse on Irish life in the twentieth
century. The selection of secondary research reading is to support a sound

evaluation and re-appraisal of Lavin’s short stories.

It should be noted that my focus on what I consider to be an undervalued Irish
woman writer is, however, inflected by my personal history. My own lIrish and
American lineage informs the choices that are made regarding research interests. As
a result I have a personal, cultural and feminist interest in the position of lesser well-
known women writers in relation to the literary canon. However, the close textual
readings made within this thesis are not wholly or essentially feminist in nature;
rather they seek to discern a viable realist mode of expression in the short stories that
says something tangible about Irish life in the twentieth century. One responsibility
of the researcher is, | believe, to be as open as possible about influences upon
decision making processes and outcomes. In Outsiders Inside: Whiteness, Place and
Irish Women, Bronwen Walter also reveals that her decision to focus her research
attention on Irish immigration patterns was made partly to disentangle herself from a
personal Welsh narrative and yet at the same time to examine clear parallels between
Irish and Welsh population shifts.”> Breda Gray too recognises the value of

assessing personal histories in ‘Putting Emotion and Reflexivity to Work in

!> Bronwen Walter, Outsiders Inside: Whiteness, Place and Irish Women (London: Routledge, 2001),
p. 31.
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Researching Migration’.'® Gray discusses the research process and argues a
biographical relationship to research subject can provide powerful motivational
factors with regard to the design of the research and conduct. In Gray’s case the
experiences of emigration were felt throughout her family when she was a young
child. Gray notes ‘I was witness to [...] stories and practices of emigration and
staying’. Her decision to focus on Irish Migration had its roots there. Their

reflections have been of significance to this project.
Auto/biography: a method of interpreting Lavin’s fictions.

The thesis locates a fluid boundary between autobiographical and fictional forms in
Lavin’s prose. The resulting synthesis between the two, in Lavin’s fiction,
contributes to an immersion in the lived texture of twentieth-century Ireland. The
reading of that fusion offered here is primarily informed by Angela Bourke’s
biographical work on Maeve Brennan.!” Bourke’s holistic study of Brennan
contextualises her life and writing within a broad cultural landscape. Where the
public and private come together, this approach accomplishes a much better
understanding of Brennan’s writing. I have adopted a similar approach to examine
Lavin’s own oeuvre. Bourke employs a powerful domestic metaphor to describe the

process of biographical research and its negotiated difficulties:

I had not been long engaged in researching Maeve Brennan’s history when it
became clear that memory and invention lie one upon the other in her writing,
as in a pastry that has been many times rolled thin and folded back upon

itself. To pick apart the delicate layers will destroy its structure, and yet to

'® Breda Gray, ‘Putting Emotion and Reflexivity to Work in Researching Migration’, Sociology, 42:5
(2008), 919-936.
v Angela Bourke, Maeve Brennan: Homesick at the New Yorker (London: Jonathan Cape, 2004).
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give a truthful account of her life and times, it will be necessary in places to
mark a boundary [...] I have also felt it important to point out the differences

between real events and people, and her depiction of them.*®

Bourke’s use of the domestic complements the numerous household analogies Lavin
offers about her own writing. Bourke’s caution reminds us that when fiction
explores a truth it does not mean it is a factual or wholly truthful account.
Nevertheless, the representation of location, events and people in fiction can be seen
to offer verisimilitude, as understood within accepted literary conventions. In
Lavin’s writing, this inextricable linkage between memory and invention is a notable
feature: the autobiographically engendered fictions such as ‘Lemonade’ (1961) or
“Tom’ (1977) provide accounts faithful to life events, offering genuine insights into
collective experiences of the lives of Irish men and women in twentieth-century
Ireland. Whether Lavin’s stories are driven by these more personal interests or
engage with wider community issues, a chief characteristic of her work is recognition
of community dynamics and the interconnected relationship between the one and the

many.

Recognising the autobiographical genesis of the emigration and Big House
fictions is therefore essential to any reading of Lavin’s use of those literary sub-
genres. Indeed, Claire Lynch’s distinction is useful here: ‘[aJutobiography’s
principal focus is identity; it is often concerned with existential concepts of self-
definition, what it means to be a person, how to live a life and then how to write

about it’; this lies at the heart of Lavin’s overriding interests."® Lavin recognised the

18 Bourke, Maeve Brennan, p. 3.
' Claire Lynch, Irish Autobiography: Stories of Self in the Narrative of a Nation (Oxford: Peter Lang,
2009), p. 3.
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impact that her parents’ stories had upon her writing, her sense of who she was and
where she belonged, as evidenced by her interview with John Quinn.?® Lavin’s
fictions create viable environments where individuals manage their relationship with
family and wider community as best they can. The personal achievements of her
fictional characters are rationalised through various levels: these include social
interaction determined by economics, religion and class, and family legacies of the
same. Yet these fictions also provide a fulfilment of Lavin’s own family narrative in
their reiteration on the page. Lynch’s coming-of-age sentiment in her introduction to
Irish Autobiography is set within the context of how Irish writers represent
themselves within a varied range of mediums.”* The process of self-definition is
particularly relevant to a discrete number of Lavin’s short stories when considered
alongside her own deliberations about citizenship and residency over the course of
her life. These concerns can also be allied to Liz Stanley’s work: Stanley suggests
that ‘a distinct feminist autobiography is in the process of construction, characterised
by its self-conscious and increasingly self-confident traversing of conventional
boundaries between different genres of wri‘[ing’.22 Whilst Lavin’s fiction is not
specifically allied to feminist readings, in my view, Stanley’s argument that genre

need not determine a writer’s mode of expression or subject matter, serves Lavin’s

family fictions well.

Focus on self-identity and the personal is not the only driver according to
Mary Evans, who recognises that the popularity of the autobiographical genre also

drives the focus outwards to ‘the relationship between the individual and the

2 John Quinn, ed., ‘Mary Lavin’, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Girl [1986] London, Methuen,
1987), pp. 81-91.

21 Lynch, Irish Autobiography, p. 2.

2 iz Stanley, The Autobiographical I: The Theory and Practice of Feminist Auto/Biography
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1992), p. 255.
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organising ethic of the twentieth and twenty-first century’.?® Evans qualifies this in
two ways: that ‘all auto/biography demonstrates the way in which individuals are
perceived and judged both within a culture and by those with more distance from it’
and that auto/biography ‘can also be about a collective subject’.?* This type of inter-
connected social interface between the individual and wider communities is at the
heart of Lavin’s fictions. Whilst the fictions do not always illustrate social
cohesiveness, and more often than not express concerns about isolation, they do offer
evidence that the micro-experience informs the macro. For example, personal stories
of emigration are shared stories of cultural movement. They co-exist inside and
outside of fiction. Lavin’s memories of her early years co-exist with those of her
parents, and also are transferred onto the wider landscape of Irish emigration. The
particular resonances of Lavin’s autobiography connect with a much broader
narrative of Irish history in her fictions and Lavin’s ownership of these co-existent

worlds and memories through her writing is worthy of note.
The short story

Lavin’s professional resilience and dedication to the art of the short story is
significant within a professional niche often perceived by outsiders as second choice
for its practitioners. As Heather Ingman argues ‘the short stories of major short story
writers like Elizabeth Bowen [are] treated as minor or apprentice pieces in
comparison with their novels’.” In A History of the Irish Short Story, Ingman offers

a long-awaited and now contemporary review of its development to redress the

2 Mary Evans, ‘Auto/biography as a Research Method’, Research Methods for English Studies, ed. by
Gabrielle Griffin (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), pp. 31-46 (p. 36).

** Evans, ‘Auto/biography’, p. 37, p. 38.

%> Heather Ingman, A History of the Irish Short Story (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009),
p. 1.
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relative deficiency of critical study of the genre. Kenny’s suggestion that we value
writers’ own comments is particularly pertinent in light of this recent study, as in the
mid-twentieth century a number of short story practitioners expressed discomfort
about the impact of the genre on their lives. Frank O’Connor saw it as a ‘lonely art’,
arguing that ‘[t]he saddest thing about the short story is the eagerness with which
those who write it best try to escape from it’.?° Sean O’Faolain whimsically
references the form as a “Will o’ the Wisp chased hopefully, and generally in vain by
writers, editors and readers’.?” In contrast, Elizabeth Bowen’s seminal scrutiny of
the place of the short story in her introduction to The Faber Book of Modern Stories
offers a more robust viewpoint and encapsulates the coming of age of the genre.
Bowen situates the form at the cutting edge of modernity, allying it with the
technological progress and novelty of the cinema. She suggests it has enormous
development potential unhampered by the strictures of a tradition.?® Forty-two years
after Bowen’s introduction, in her afterword to an interview, Mary Lavin says this of
the short story: ‘It needs only readers to accept that it is already a powerful medium
in which anything, anything, anything that is to be said can be said, as in poetry’.?®
Lavin’s reflections on limitless potential engage with Bowen’s confident assertions
of its promise, and suggest Lavin’s self-assurance as a modern writer.
Simultaneously, this allies the short story to the much older literary tradition of
poetry, thus securing added gravitas for the new form. Intriguingly, they also offer a
small sample of divergent opinion between both genders in relation to the short story

and its promise.

*® Frank O’Connor, ‘The Girl at the Gaol Gate’, The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story [1963]
(Hoboken, New Jersey: Melville House Publishing, 2004), pp. 195-205 (p. 165).

%7 Sean O’Faolain, The Short Story (London: Collins, 1948), p. 12.

%% Elizabeth Bowen, ed., The Faber Book of Modern Stories (London: Faber and Faber, 1937).

?° Catherine Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin: an interview’, Irish University Review, Mary Lavin Special Issue, 9:2
(Autumn 1979), 207-224 (p. 223). The Afterword is two pages in length.
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In the following chapters, close reading of Lavin’s short fictions is informed
by what Catherine Belsey calls ‘extra-textual knowledge’.*® Here this includes the
contexts within which the texts were produced as well as their reception when first
published. Belsey’s suggestion that we enter into negotiation with a text that may
‘invite’ or ‘offer’ readings has been adopted in analysis of the fictions rather than
accepting imposed and intransigent meaning by writer or critic.** Examination of the
short stories is also made in conjunction with personal and professional materials
relating to Lavin and retrieved from archive sources; the resulting assessment of the
fictions fully acknowledges the possibility of multiple readings, even though specific
interests may be suggested as part of the reappraisal process.** Lavin’s fictions are
ideally placed to question whether Irish society provides sustenance and security for
individuals. However, the fictions do not offer idealised versions of community and
family relationships. The narratives can be open-ended with anticipated yet
unresolved features, and there is a constantly evolving management of Lavin’s
representation of Ireland at this time. ‘The Becker Wives’ is a significant example

from this period.

The early critical neglect of Lavin’s fiction, coupled with a more recent
difficulty in accessing the short story collections, suggests that this writer has been
overlooked for a number of reasons. Whilst these may, in part, be due to practical
considerations as Chapter 1 will show, there is a clear sense that other factors have
contributed to a shift from well-known and respected writer to one whose fictions lie

on the outskirts of the canon. Is this because inclusion of autobiographical material

30 Catherine Belsey, ‘Textual Analysis as a Research Method’, Research Methods for English Studies,
ed. by Gabrielle Griffin (London: Modern Humanities Research Association, 2008), pp. 157-174 (p.
160).

3 Belsey, ‘Textual Analysis’, p. 163.

32 Belsey, ‘Textual Analysis’, p. 164.
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in some way complicates readers’ understanding of Lavin’s work as fiction? Her
focus on domestic milieu and quite ordinary everyday matters may also suggest too
limited a range of subject matter. Does this contribute to a decline of interest in her
work? In fact these questions highlight particular strengths in Lavin’s writing. As
the following chapters illustrate, she questions certain patterns of social, religious

and political conduct, both on a national scale and more familiar, personal territories.

Chapter 1 introduces a particular strength of Lavin’s — her acute visual
awareness — that locates her fiction firmly in a recognisable Irish setting. It also
provides an assessment of where Lavin’s fiction is located outside of her own
collections. Chapter 1 also provides some insight into the use of archive materials
within this thesis. Chapter 2 contextualises Lavin’s early short stories from the
1940s within a realist framework, taking into account those surprising and
deliberately contrasting fictions that broaden attention onto the folk tale or fable.
Key themes are embedded in the fictions from this period. Lavin returns to these
over the course of her career. For example, ‘The Mug of Water’ and ‘Chamois
Glove’ are later fictions but represent those narratives that fall outside of the realist
mode and are clearly bound to earlier tales. Chapter 3 will examine the close
connection between Lavin’s American and Irish background, and its bearing on
Lavin’s realisation of a particular type of Big House fiction in her short stories,
through ‘The Joy Ride’, ‘Magenta’ and ‘Scylla and Charybdis’. Lavin’s ‘shift of
gear’ between the short story and the novella is highlighted through an extended
reading of ‘The Becker Wives’ (1946) in Chapter 4. This most extraordinary piece
of writing is undoubtedly the best of her early work and in many ways is unsurpassed

by anything that she later wrote. Augustine Martin first signposted this extended
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narrative, stating his ‘conviction that it is one of the finest works of fiction, long or
short, to come out of modern Ireland’.** The novella works on a number of levels: as
a psychological thriller, as family drama and as a cautionary tale; published at a
pivotal time in world history just after the Second World War, it registers the
uncertainty change engenders in one family. The intricacies of its construction and
development is set against an introduction to her other extended stories. Such a
departure from her primary choice of the short story suggests a writer who will
challenge herself professionally: she has published two novels, written poetry and in
the course of her career taught and lectured, in what she describes as ‘my own way’
whilst still maintaining her hold on the short story. Her engagement with public
events was informal, with Lavin claiming ‘I have never given a lecture and I don’t
think I ever will. | hope to read one of my short stories and then answer questions’.*
‘The Becker Wives’ is a densely packed and apposite exemplar of a text that would
have benefitted from such a dialogue with its author. Chapter 5 completes the links
to Lavin family history through the short stories “Tom’ and ‘Lemonade’, with

reference to ‘A Bevy of Aunts’.

3 Augustine Martin, ‘A Skeleton Key to the Stories of Mary Lavin’, Studies, 52 (Winter 1963), 393-406
(p. 394).

** Herbert A. Kenny, ‘A Visit with Author Mary Lavin’, Boston Sunday Globe, 22 August 1971, A1,
press cuttings fol. 1: James Joyce Library.
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Chapter 1
Locating Lavin’s fiction

Lavin’s stories have been published in a number of anthologies and this is often the
best means to access her work initially. These anthologies range from those purely
concerned with Irish fiction, to focus in particular on women’s writing or the short
story genre. In the early stages of her career, a number of stories submitted by Lavin
for competitions or already published in magazines were anthologized. This
exposure contributed to recognition of Lavin as a new writer. However, there is a
trend in the more recent collections that suggests a renewed interest in her as a
woman rather than an Irish writer. Earlier publications appear less concerned with
gender distinction. Her first collection, Tales from Bective Bridge (1942),
established Lavin as a writer of great promise, and almost immediately her short
stories began to appear in these types of collected works. Notably ‘Fogger Halt’ was
published in English Story: Fifth Edition (1944) where aside from its publishing
manifesto, is the phrase ‘Only previously unpublished stories by British subjects are
accepted’ - [my emphasis].! Its publication date during the Second World War may
add some weight to that political focus, yet it is an ironically misplaced agenda as
Elizabeth Bowen and Sean O’Faolain are also included. In addition that year, ‘The
Will” was published in an anthology, It's a Woman's World: A Collection of Stories
from Harper's Bazaar and in her own collection The Long Ago and Other Stories.
The O. Henry Memorial Award Prize Stories of 1945 - 27" Collection took into
account stories published between June 1944 and April 1945 and although Lavin’s

story ‘The Sand Castle’ was not one of the main prizewinning entries it was

! Woodrow Wyatt, ed., English Story Fifth Edition (London: Collins, 1944), frontspiece.


http://www.amazon.co.uk/womans-collection-stories-Harpers-bazaar/dp/B00005XJMV/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1361620726&sr=8-2
http://www.amazon.co.uk/womans-collection-stories-Harpers-bazaar/dp/B00005XJMV/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1361620726&sr=8-2
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published in recognition of its merit. In his introduction, the editor Herschel Brickell
reflects on the fact that fifty percent of the stories were predominantly focused on
war, not surprisingly, he felt, ‘since the short story reflects more immediately and
more thoroughly what is going on in the world of actuality than any other form of
art’.? Although not identified as war-themed, in the sense of being allied explicitly to
the import of the Second World War, ‘The Sand Castle’ focuses on childish rivalries
between three young siblings and their eventual albeit temporary collusion to fight
against the turning tide as a destructive force of nature. ‘The Green Grave and the
Black Grave’ was published in Voyage — An Anthology of Selected Stories (1945)
and ‘The Two Friends’ in Little Reviews Anthology the following year. In 1946,
‘The Story of the Widow’s Son’, Lavin’s remarkable illustration both of the artifice
of storytelling and the tragic consequences of human resistances to our accorded

fates, was published in Irish Harvest: A Collection of Stories, Essays and Poems.

Modern Irish Short Stories (1957), later republished as Classic Irish Short
Stories (1985), contains two stories: ‘The Will” and ‘A Wet Day’. This marks the
introduction of personal commentary on her stories in the prefaces of short story
anthologies. In his introduction, Frank O’Connor claims Lavin as a tenacious artist:
‘Her great gift as a story-teller is her remarkable power of gripping a subject till she
has wrung everything from it’.> However, this appreciation is tinged with
uncertainty as he struggles to justify ‘The Will” for inclusion, in case it is outside of

the realm of experience of some of his readers. It sets the somewhat bewildered and

2 Herschell Breckell, ed., The O. Henry Memorial Award Prize Stories of 1945 - 27" Collection (New
York: Doubleday & Co, 1946), p. xiv.
® Frank O’Connor, ed., Classic Irish Short Stories (Oxford and New York: OUP, 1985), p. xiii.
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patronising tone for his later essay ‘The Girl at the Gaol Gate’.* The subjective
nature of O’Connor’s comments reflects an ambiguous critical standpoint; his unease
with Lavin’s personal, intimate portraits of domestic life in particular seems
impossibly outdated to a modern reader, but may well reflect an intellectual
discourse surrounding gender difference across many social areas between the 1930s
and 1960s.> There was little in the way of a right to reply for someone like Lavin
who preferred not to support herself as a literary critic and did not respond too
frequently to requests for interviews. In 1960 a compilation of stories from The New
Yorker included Lavin’s ‘In a Café’ (published February 1960 in The New Yorker)
alongside O’Connor’s ‘The Men of the World’, ‘The Wild White Bronco’ by
Benedict Kiely and Maeve Brennan’s ‘The Rose Garden’.® This put her work on an

international footing with fellow Irish writers.

Her short stories continued to appear in anthologies from the 1970s onwards.
There is an interesting inclusion in David Marcus’ anthology, Tears of the Shamrock:
An Anthology of Contemporary Short Stories on the Theme of Ireland’s Struggle for
Nationhood (1972); it contains ‘The Patriot Son’, one of two distinctly political
narratives that Lavin had published.” Marcus does make the distinction that those
writers included in the anthology provide ‘nationalist stories but being the work of

artists, not propagandists, jingoism never intrudes’.® Lavin’s story is one of five that

* Frank O’Connor, ‘The Girl at the Gaol Gate’, The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story [1963]
(Hoboken, New Jersey: Melville House Publishing, 2004), pp. 195-205.

> Caitriona Clea r, Women of the House: Women’s Household Work in Ireland 1926-1961: Discourses,
Experiences, Memories (Dublin; Portland, USA: Irish Academic Press, 2000).

® Stories from The New Yorker: A Thirty-Fifth Anniversary Volume of Stories that Have Appeared in
the Magazine during the Past Decade 1950-1960 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1960).

/ Special Collections, UCD, also holds a manuscript entitled ‘The Flame’, dated February 1974,
annotated as destined for a reading on radio RTE: James Joyce Library.

® David Marcus, ed., Tears of the Shamrock: An Anthology of Contemporary Short Stories on the
Theme of Ireland’s Struggle for Nationhood (London: Wolfe Publishing, 1972), p. 7.
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Marcus selects that show ‘to what extent Fenianism/Republicanism was rooted in all
sections of the native Irish people’.” These statements map onto and reinforce the
particular nature of Lavin’s fictions: they are subtle and most significantly for her,
authentic representations of an Ireland that she knew. Marcus places ‘The Patriot
Son’ alongside Frank O’Connor’s ‘Guests of the Nation’, one of the most powerful
short stories in the political genre. Marcus also selects Lavin’s story ‘Happiness’ for
Irish Short Stories (1982). This is a well-received story, and appears again in
Modern Irish Short Stories (1983). In his introduction there, Ben Forkner accords

Lavin particular praise:

Mary Lavin deserves to be treated separately, but in the same breadth [sic] as
the three masters [O’Flaherty, O’Connor and O’Faolain] since she is well on
her way to becoming the fourth. She continues to publish a major collection
every two years or so, and she has long proved herself to be one of the surest

and most original stylists of the subjective narrative.'

By this time it was nearly forty-two years since her first publication, and this was not
the first link to O’Flaherty, O’Connor and O’Faolain. In his study of Lavin’s work,
Richard Peterson also ranked Lavin alongside the triumvirate but distinguishes her
writing from theirs (in so far as he sees it), as emerging from a life of security, rarely

nationalist in focus and technically outside of the same ‘literary generation’.11

Catherine Murphy’s earlier thesis entitled ‘Imaginative Vision and Story Art
in Three Irish Writers: Sean O’Faolain, Mary Lavin, Frank O’Connor’ (1967), had

already used the short story as an investigative link between these writers, but

® Marcus, Tears of the Shamrock, p. 7.
19 Ben Forkner, Modern Irish Short Stories, [1983] ed. by Ben Forkner (London: Futura, 1989), p. 40.
" Richard Peterson, Mary Lavin (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1978), p. 144.
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suggests they have more in common as a literary cohort, despite their differences in
terms of artistic vision and expression.*? The benchmark of O’Flaherty, O’Connor
and O’Faolain, even Joyce, is utilised in these early studies, as critics find it hard to
effect comparisons between Lavin and other writers. Sandra Manoogian Pearce in
‘Snow Through the Ages: Echoes of “The Dead” in O’Brien, Lavin, and O’Faolain’
(1999)" and Margaret Church in ‘Social Consciousness in the Works of Elizabeth
Bowen, Irish Murdoch and Mary Lavin’ (1980)* broaden the comparative authorial
landscape in later research, as does Janet Egleson Dunleavy in ‘The Subtle Satire of
Elizabeth Bowen and Mary Lavin® (1983)." These signal a shift towards
establishing other women writers as valued comparators. More recent work by
Giovanna Tallone suggests that Lavin’s influence has moved beyond the mid-
twentieth century in ‘Elsewhere is a Negative Mirror: The “Sally Gap” Stories of

Eilis Ni Dhuibhne’ (2004).*°

Of the following anthologies, five are edited by women and this reflects
renewed interest in her work amongst women scholars. The first is a significant
contribution to the field, entitled Woman’s Part: An Anthology of Short Fiction by
and About Irish Women 1890-1960 (1984) and this contains ‘Frail Vessel’. Janet

Madden-Simpson argues in her introduction that for too long a hierarchy of

12 catherine A. Murphy, ‘Imaginative Vision and Story Art in Three Irish Writers: Sean O’Faolain,
Mary Lavin, Frank O’Connor’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Trinity College, University of Dublin,
October 1967): James Joyce Library.

B sandra Manoogian Pearce, ‘Snow Through the Ages: Echoes of “The Dead” in O’Brien, Lavin, and
Q’Faolain’, Joyce Through the Ages: A Non-Linear View, ed. by Michael Gillespie Gainsville FL and
Orlando: University Press of Florida, 1999), pp. 165-178.

14 Margaret Church, ‘Social Consciousness in the Works of Elizabeth Bowen, Irish Murdoch and Mary
Lavin’, College Literature, 7:2 (Spring 1980), 158-163 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/25111327>
[accessed 13/10/2009].

!> Janet Egleson Dunleavy, ‘The Subtle Satire of Elizabeth Bowen and Mary Lavin’, Tulsa Studies in
Women'’s Literature, 2 (1983), 69-82.

'8 Giovanna Tallone, ‘Elsewhere is a Negative Mirror: The “Sally Gap” Stories of Eilis Ni Dhuibhne’,
Hungarian Journal of English and American Studies, 10:1-2 (2004), 203-215.
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commentary privileging ‘selected, usually male writers’ has given a false impression
of the true state of Irish writing."” Madden-Simpson is uneasy about a process driven
by what she names as a ‘one-sided cultural imprinting’ by an advantaged literary
hierarchy. Women writers who are recognised and Lavin is named as one by
Madden-Simpson, have been ranked and artificially graded in terms of success."®
The selection of stories in this anthology attempts to overcome what Madden-
Simpson sees as ‘prejudice’ and also includes stories by Dorothy Macardle,
Elizabeth Connor and Maura Laverty. Madden-Simpson’s hopeful anticipation of
renewed interest in forgotten women writers is borne out by Territories of the Voice:
Contemporary Stories by Irish Women Writers, edited by Louise De Salvo, Kathleen
Walsh D’ Arcy and Kathleen Hogan (1990); her title benchmark of 1960 as
contemporaneous to a seismic shift in the social history of women is the framing

point for this collection.

The next two anthologies look back at earlier contributions to Lavin’s oeuvre:
Stories from the Great Irish Writers (1987; 1991), edited by John McCarthy,
contains ‘A Voice from the Dead’, adapted from The House in Clewe Street;'* The
Oxford Book of Irish Short Stories (1989; 1992), edited by William Trevor, reissues
‘Sarah’.?® The first problematically introduces ‘A Voice’ as a monologue, despite its
framing as a third-person narrative enclosing dialogue and extended mono-voice.
This gives a false impression of Lavin’s methodology, and is problematic in both its

partial representation of a much longer novel, and a short story. There is an uneasy

'7 Janet Madden-Simpson, Woman'’s Part: An Anthology of Short Fiction by and About Irish Women
1890-1960 (Dublin: Arlen House, 1984), p. 3.

18 Madden-Simpson, Woman’s Part, p. 3.

9 John McCarthy, ed., Stories from the Great Irish Writers [1987] (Cork: Mercier Press, 1991).

20 William Trevor, ed., The Oxford Book of Irish Short Stories [1989] (Oxford and New York: OUP,
1992).
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sense of her work being fitted to the short story form without due consideration to
her artistic ambitions; additionally, it is an unusual choice in light of the large body
of work available. This manipulation is repeated in The Modern Library: The 200
Best Novels in English Since 1950 (1999), edited by Carmen Callil and Colm Téibin.
Unusually in this ‘top 200’ only 194 novelists were offered and readers were asked
to choose the final six. Lavin is included for a short story collection as the best of
her writing, Happiness, and the example of the title story discussed. The editors here
reveal a great deal about their own literary appetites, going against their own remit,
and admitting that ‘some of the greatest writers of the period are represented by their
short stories — V.S. Pritchett, Alice Munro, Mavis Gallant, Mary Lavin, Raymond

Carver’.?!

The short story ‘In the Middle of the Fields” was published in Territories of
the Voice: Contemporary Stories by Irish Women Writers (1990), defined by its
editors as ‘the first collection of contemporary short stories by Irish women writers to
appear in the United States’.”> This is a collection which has a broad feminist remit:
each chosen story should represent the ‘entire oeuvre of the writer’; the story should
say something about women’s lives in Ireland and offer a comprehensive portrait of
as many ‘types’ of woman as possible.23 ‘In the Middle of the Fields’ is one of many
widow stories that Lavin wrote, but it hardly represents ‘her entire oeuvre’. Its

inclusion under this remit misleads new readers and is, as Elke D’hoker has

2 carmen Callil and Colm Téibin, eds., The Modern Library: The 200 Best Novels in English since 1950
(Basingstoke; Oxford: Picador, 1999), p. xv.

22 L ouise De Salvo, Kathleen Walsh D’Arcy, Kathleen Hogan, eds., Territories of the Voice:
Contemporary Stories by Irish Women Writers (London: Virago Press, 1990), p. xi.

2 De Salvo, Walsh D’Arcy and Hogan, Territories, p. Xii.
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highlighted elsewhere, potentially self-limiting.** This is not to say that Lavin
should not have been included but, as her own concerns were that short story writers
were ‘to be judged ultimately by the whole body of the work’, the agenda set in this
anthology does not allow for a competent assessment of her oeuvre.” It does,
however, introduce her to a new readership. ‘The Girders’, a little-known gem by
Lavin, was published in Short Stories from the “‘Strand’ (1992).%° ‘Happiness’ was
published in The Picador Book of Contemporary Irish Fiction (1993; 1994), edited
by Dermot Bolger. The issue of textual and biographical currency is apologetically
raised in Bolger’s introduction; he acknowledges the incongruity of including ‘major
figures like Mary Lavin, Samuel Beckett, Sean O’Faolain and Francis Stuart, who
were born in the early years of the century’ but argues that the collection ‘presents
their later work within the context of the younger writers working around them’.?’
He claims ‘Happiness’ as ‘a short story mas‘[erpiece’.28 ‘Lilacs’ is published in The
Penguin Book of Contemporary Women'’s Short Stories (1995), edited by Susan
Hill,? a partner piece to The Penguin Book of Modern Women's Short Stories
(1991).% It is also included in Cutting the Night in Two: Short Stories by Irish

Women Writers (2002), edited by Evelyn Conlon and Hans-Christian Oeser.** ‘In

the Middle of the Fields’ is published in For the Love of Ireland (2001), edited by

** Elke D’hoker, ‘Beyond the Stereotypes: Mary Lavin’s Irish Women’, Irish Studies Review, 16:4
(November 2008), 415-430.

> Mary Lavin speaking to Maurice Harmon, ‘From Conversations with Mary Lavin’, Irish University
Review, 27:2 (Autumn/Winter 1997), 287-292 (p. 292).

%6 Geraldine Beare, ed., Short Stories from the ‘Strand’ (London: The Folio Society, 1992).

%’ Dermot Bolger, ed., The Picador Book of Contemporary Irish Fiction [1993] (London: Picador,
1994), p. xvi.

28 Bolger, Picador, p. xviii.

2*Susan Hill, ed., The Penguin Book of Contemporary Women’s Short Stories (London: Penguin, 1995).
3 susan Hill, ed., The Penguin Book of Modern Women’s Short Stories (London: Penguin, 1995).

31 Evelyn Conlon and Hans-Christian Oeser, eds., Cutting the Night in Two: Short Stories by Irish
Women Writers (Dublin: New Island, 2002).
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Susan Cahill.** The most recent anthology to include Lavin’s story Lilacs’ is The
Granta Book of the Irish Short Story (2010), edited by Anne Enright.** The House in
Clewe Street has been recently re-published by Faber and Faber (2009)* as has
Happiness and Other Stories (2011) by New Island Books® and Tales from Bective

Bridge (2012), also by Faber and Faber.*

Though not exhaustive, this overview highlights a fragmentation of Lavin’s
oeuvre across anthologies. Heinz Kosok’s Bibliography of Lavin’s work (1979)*
and Ruth Krawschak’s Checklist (1979)* provide more nuanced publication details
in terms of essays, articles and reviews, but inclusion of the later anthologies and
other publications here will contribute to a fuller understanding of how Lavin’s
fiction is disseminated. In the early anthologies, the scattering of short stories can be
read partly as building the reputation of a new writer keen to establish their name,
but as the piecemeal inclusions in anthologies from the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s
suggest, there is a sense that Lavin is included more for the personal agenda of each
editor than for anything else. For example, Madden-Simpson’s reclamation of
women writers, Woman'’s Part, invites a feminist reading of that anthology, as does
Territories of the Voice edited by De Salvo, Walsh-D’ Arcy and Hogan. This
manipulation and dispersal dilutes any thematic or cyclical patterning that Lavin had
invested in her own collections earlier, and has some consequences for Lavin’s

subsequent reputation as a writer. Anthologising fiction out of context is an obstacle

32 Susan Cahill, ed., For the Love of Ireland: A Literary Companion for Readers and Travelers (New
York: Ballantine Books, 2001).

3 Anne Enright, ed., The Granta Book of the Irish Short Story (London: Granta, 2010).

3 Mary Lavin, The House in Clewe Street [1945; 1987] (London: Faber and Faber, 2009).

3 Mary Lavin, Happiness and Other Stories [1969] (Dublin: New Island Books, 2011).

3 Mary Lavin, Tales from Bective Bridge [1942; 1945; 1996] (London: Faber and Faber, 2012).

%’ Heinz Kosok, ‘Mary Lavin: A Bibliography’, Irish University Review, Mary Lavin Special Issue, 9:2
(Autumn 1979), 279-312.

38 Ruth Krawschak, Mary Lavin: A Checklist (Berlin: Author, 1979).
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for any novelist, playwright, poet or short story writer who wishes to retain a precise
sense of the value of their writing in their own lifetime; it contributes to a diminished
sense of her work if editorial decisions are made purely on sentiment, as in Callil and
Toéibin’s decision to include the short story collection and its title story ‘Happiness’
in a ‘top 200’ list of novels since 1950, or political agenda, as in David Marcus’
Tears of the Shamrock. On the other hand, Lavin was one of a handful of women
writers to appear in Volumes 2 and 3 of The Field Day Anthology, marking the
esteem in which she was held by literary scholars.*® Gerardine Meaney frames Lavin
amongst ‘canonical women writers of this period such as Somerville and Ross,
Elizabeth Bowen, Kate O’Brien’, distinguishing them as ‘most eminent’.*’ In light
of the patchy scholarly attention to Lavin’s work, however, later argument for her
exclusion from Volume 5 in favour of less well known women writers does not
persuade fully. The variable interest in Lavin’s fiction, especially to the date of
publication of these volumes, sets her apart from Bowen and O’Brien for instance,
who ironically were included in Volumes 4 and 5. Renewed interest in Bowen and
O’Brien’s work outside of The Field Day Anthology appears to have favoured their
inclusion in both volumes, and the reasoning behind the placing of a writer such as
Emily Lawless because of her ‘range and power [in] work [that] is largely out of

print’ is equally applicable to Mary Lavin.*

When it arrives, critical interpretation of Lavin’s oeuvre is undoubtedly

complicated by Lavin’s practice of revising her writing at every possible juncture,

** | would argue that Lavin should have had her place in both later volumes, despite the argument
that these volumes served as a continuation of rather than a replacement for the earlier Field Day
anthologies.

0 Gerardine Meaney, ‘Identity and Opposition: Women’s Writing, 1890-1960’, The Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing: Irish Women’s Writing and Traditions, Volume 5 (Cork: Cork University
Press, 2002), pp. 976-980 (p. 976).

“ Meaney, ‘Identity and Opposition’, p. 976.
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pre- and post-publication. This, alongside an uneven republication record for some
fictions, as favoured stories appear in a number of collections and others appear only
once, contributes to an as yet inconclusive assessment of Lavin’s short stories.
Lavin’s practice of continuous revision has created some misunderstanding where
newer versions of the stories are cited, and older versions ignored, or not given full
attention. Strategic alterations to the text in some cases impact greatly upon meaning

outside of its original context.

For instance, Lavin’s final collection, In a Café, is wholly comprised of
revised and older stories published elsewhere. As Elizabeth Walsh Peavoy reveals,
these mark latent stories Lavin had been ‘reshaping’ since the late 1970s; the stories
were completed as a labour of love by Walsh Peavoy using her mother’s original
notations.*? The collection In a Café was published in May 1995, only ten months
before Lavin died. Itis hard not to sense that these act as a concluding retrospective,
a thematic exhibition almost of this writer’s body of work so close to her death.
Though they span the 1940s-1980s in terms of publishing history, the chosen stories
also form a diachronic narrative of Lavin’s own life, as seen by her daughter,
Elizabeth. Ina 2008 essay, Elke D’ hoker is uneasy about the potentially self-limiting
content of the collection as it ‘gives the mistaken impression of Lavin as a highly
autobiographical writer’.* Yet Lavin is someone who can use intimate and personal
experiences to engage with much wider social concerns, and the frequent crossover
between the micro-level of the individual and the macro-level of society tells us a
great deal about Ireland in the mid-twentieth century. Lavin’s use of private

experience is not weakness in her writing. It is strength. A reader who engages with

a2 Mary Lavin, In a Café, ed. by Elizabeth Walsh Peavoy (Dublin: Town House, 1995), p. xi.
** Elke D’hoker, ‘Beyond the Stereotypes’, p. 415.
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this collection, In a Café, as their first introduction to Lavin’s work will experience
curiosity about the life of the family, the impact of emigration on individuals, the
decline of the Big House and the writer’s craft in twentieth-century Ireland. The
collection must be read, however, with the full knowledge that these stories have
been published in various forms before. 1 read this collection as both an introduction
to Lavin’s short stories, and as the closing chapter of her career. In the case of the
latter, this is informed by knowledge of her writing practice, her close attention to the
revision of work, empirical data in archives that goes some way to illustrate the
extent of the revisions, and Lavin’s own preference that readers should read the
whole collection of an author’s works, and not just those favoured stories cherry-
picked for republication. Despite Walsh Peavoy’s suggestion that Lavin had been
working on these stories for some time, it is impossible to know just to what extent
Lavin had a controlling hand. Keeping an open mind as to just how far these
represent a definitive authoritative voice from Lavin at this stage is the most fruitful
way to read this collection. 1985 marked the penultimate collections published, A
Family Likeness and Other Stories* and The Stories of Mary Lavin, Volume 3, over

which Lavin herself had more authorial control.*

It is clear that close contemporaries of Lavin’s also suffer from a similar
marginalisation within the Irish canon in terms of critical appraisal and availability of
their fiction to new readers: the work of Dublin-born Maeve Brennan still hovers on
the fringes of academic interest and as yet the enormous potential for research on
Maura Laverty of Rathangan, County Kildare has not been realised, in spite of the

fact that both produced important bodies of work during the 1940s and 1950s.

a“ Mary Lavin, A Family Likeness and Other Stories (London: Constable, 1985).
s Mary Lavin, The Stories of Mary Lavin, Volume 3 (London: Constable, 1985).
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Brennan and Laverty were, however, included in Volume 5 of The Field Day
Anthology. This fractional reclamation is at least something. To date, Lavin is still
bound to a similar peripheral interest that has been shown in Brennan and Laverty’s
work, despite the fondness with which Irish readers of a certain generation remember
Lavin from their Intermediate Certificate reading. Readers’ nostalgic affection for
her short stories itself dates the material, perpetuating a perceived lack of scholarly

currency.

Yet there is a further gradation amongst critical recognition of these women:
although the body of research surrounding Lavin’s work has been greater overall,
with RTE airing an Arts Tonight special on Mary Lavin in November 2012 as part of
her centenary celebrations, the most recent biography has been on Maeve Brennan,
and some popular interest has been raised in Maura Laverty through the 2011 RTE
radio documentary.46 These fine distinctions suggest reclamation of their fictions,
and the fictions of other less well-known women writers, is challenged by the issues
of precedence and currency amongst the reputations of those same women, even
before they are set against other canonical male writers. It illustrates the enormity of
the work needed to raise their profiles in a consistent manner. Whilst the primary
focus of this research is on Mary Lavin, as scholarly interest in her is episodic, often
driven by key literary and personal anniversaries, it seeks to normalise this interest
within an extended narrative that recognises other women writers less familiar to

readers, whilst offering a route to recover and sustain interest in her work.

*®Lavin special broadcast 10pm RTE Radio 1 on Monday 26™ November 2012
<http://www.rte.ie/radiol/artstonight/>. Laverty’s life and work was highlighted most recently in a
radio documentary <http://www.rte.ie/radiol/doconone/radio-documentary-mauar-laverty-agony-
aunt-cook.html>. First broadcast on RTE Radio 1 on Saturday 18th June 2011 at 2pm.


http://www.rte.ie/radio1/artstonight/
http://www.rte.ie/radio1/doconone/radio-documentary-mauar-laverty-agony-aunt-cook.html
http://www.rte.ie/radio1/doconone/radio-documentary-mauar-laverty-agony-aunt-cook.html
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It is significant that even now this marginalisation of some women writers
highlights a problematic hierarchy of interest within academic literary circles. When
Ann Owens Weekes talks of ‘the single lens with which critics have traditionally
viewed most fiction, Irish included’, the neglect she refers to may well surround
adequate recognition of a history of Irish women’s writing within the literary canon,
yet it could equally apply to a secondary inner stratum in women’s fiction.*” How
then do we prioritise which women writers are fore-grounded, and when? The
thorny problem of addressing why less well-known individuals are being excluded or
included at any given time, in any discipline, has to be negotiated against less
obvious but nevertheless substantial paradigms of academic interest or popular
currency. Despite articulate and heartfelt debates amongst scholars, the problem is
still unresolved, even within the broader remit of Irish Studies, as a number of
detailed and provocative articles demonstrate. Historian Cliona Murphy, for
instance, argues for the most productive means by which a legitimate account of the
past can be forged ‘to put women into history’; she calls for greater cooperation
between ‘mainstream historians and feminist/women’s historians’ to achieve ‘a valid
his‘[ory’.48 Murphy’s concerns about distorting the past are most pertinent to Literary

Studies.

The challenge to dominant mainstream historical scholarship that Linda
Connolly highlights in ‘other’ histories (those of social, economic, cultural, local

history and women’s history) also maps onto similar challenges faced by scholars of

*” Ann Owens Weekes, Irish Women Writers: An Uncharted Tradition (Kentucky, USA: University
Press of Kentucky, 1990), p. 2.

*8 Cliona Murphy, ‘Women’s History, Feminist History or Gender History?’, The Irish Review, 12:1
(June 1992), 21-26
<http://docserver.ingentaconnect.com.abc.cardiff.ac.uk/deliver/connect/cork/07907850/v12n1/s3.
pdf?expires=1365530390&id=73703676&titleid=75002952&accname=Cardiff+University&checksum
=F2394C0BA42A64DCF5A9631005A92B50> [accessed 3 April 2013].


http://docserver.ingentaconnect.com.abc.cardiff.ac.uk/deliver/connect/cork/07907850/v12n1/s3.pdf?expires=1365530390&id=73703676&titleid=75002952&accname=Cardiff+University&checksum=F2394C0BA42A64DCF5A9631005A92B50
http://docserver.ingentaconnect.com.abc.cardiff.ac.uk/deliver/connect/cork/07907850/v12n1/s3.pdf?expires=1365530390&id=73703676&titleid=75002952&accname=Cardiff+University&checksum=F2394C0BA42A64DCF5A9631005A92B50
http://docserver.ingentaconnect.com.abc.cardiff.ac.uk/deliver/connect/cork/07907850/v12n1/s3.pdf?expires=1365530390&id=73703676&titleid=75002952&accname=Cardiff+University&checksum=F2394C0BA42A64DCF5A9631005A92B50
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literature reclaiming the work of neglected Irish women writers.* Margaret Kelleher
draws attention to related concerns about how the focus on women’s writing, and
women as writers, has been slow to progress.® Claire Connolly examines a range of
contributions to the landscape of Irish critical theory, and pertinently reminds us that
‘[t]aking Ireland as the main strand of inquiry can lead to silence on other subjects,
as if it casts a dark shadow over critical thought’.”* What these responses suggest is
the as yet inconclusive nature of debates surrounding the position of women in Irish
Studies, and consequently Irish literature. Assimilating themes of gender and
sexuality into a literary tradition constructed primarily through ideas of nationality is
a continuing process, as subject-matters outside of the frameworks of national and
political history appear to suffer by comparison. Lavin’s construction of a narrative
of Irish life out of the material of the everyday and the domestic, the seemingly
inconsequential, at first glance sets her apart from these dominant interests.
However, Lavin’s short stories straddle equally grand themes such as emigration and
the decline of the Big House. These themes are explored through the substance of
Lavin’s own American-Irish connections, using domestic plots and details from

family history and private life. As a result, the subject-matter of each story

contributes to a more complex and meaningful understanding of the national context.

9 Linda Connolly, ‘The Limits of “Irish Studies’: Historicism, Culturalism, Paternalism’, Irish Studies
Review, 12:2 (2004), 139-162 (p. 146) <http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0967088042000228914>
[accessed 30 November 2012].

>0 Margaret Kelleher, ‘The Field Day Anthology and Irish Women'’s Literary Studies’, The Irish Review,
30:1 (November 2003), 82-94
<http://docserver.ingentaconnect.com.abc.cardiff.ac.uk/deliver/connect/cork/07907850/v30n1/s7.
pdf?expires=1365530790&id=73703797&titleid=75002952&accname=Cardiff+University&checksum
=79A2508B1FE29DA33CD00F6706A6727F> [accessed 3 April 2013].

>! Claire Connolly, ‘Theorising Ireland’, Irish Studies Review, 9:3 (2010), 301-315 (p. 309)
<http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09670880120091991> [accessed 30 November 2012].


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0967088042000228914
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09670880120091991
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Augustine Martin considered the neglect of Lavin’s work was ‘wholly an
extra-literary concern’ but that is a disavowal, rather than concrete reasoning that
might offer a plausible answer.>> What he offers as cursory explanation, that the
neglect belongs ‘more to the history of publicity than the history of literature’, does
not satisfy either.>® Perhaps there is some merit in considering whether Lavin’s
marginalisation rests on her interest in the lower-middle classes, or ‘small-town
ethos’ as Martin suggests.> His concerns make sense with regard to readers in a
world ‘that is apt to confuse geographical with artistic range’, but Lavin transcends
the pitfalls of narrow-minded and provincial thinking in her detailed scrutiny. Her
outlook is both global and regional.”® It is not beyond the realms of possibility that,
as her family came first during the first twenty-five years of her career, she was
dismissed as semi-professional, as someone who wrote for pleasure rather than
primarily for paid income, and therefore is easily dismissed in any appraisal of Irish
literary history. Eleanor Gay contributes to this perception in her article for the
Dublin Evening Herald when she writes: ‘[a] strangely brilliant and independent
woman is Mary — who puts being a “Farmer” before “Writer” and being “Mary
Walsh” far above Mary Lavin’.*® Yet, as interviews and personal correspondence

have revealed, Lavin’s motivation to write was both artistic and financial.

Lavin’s interest in the domestic shapes her writing. The micro-domestic,
familial milieu that she explores in stories such as ‘At Sallygap’ and ‘A Happy

Death’ constructs a universality that is at once familiar to readers yet fraught with

> Augustine Martin, ‘A Skeleton Key to the Stories of Mary Lavin’, Studies, 52 (Winter 1963), 393-406
(p. 393).

>3 Martin, ‘A Skeleton Key’, p. 393.

>* Martin, ‘A Skeleton Key’, p. 405.

>> Martin, ‘A Skeleton Key’, p. 405.

*% Eleanor Gay, ‘Eleanor Gay Recalls the Good Old Days of Not So Long Ago’, Evening Herald, 14
August 1957, press cuttings, fol. 1: James Joyce Library.
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personal tensions that resonate far beyond the walls of individual homes. That
butterfly effect in the narratives deceptively projects back on itself, as life inside the
home mirrors social dramas outside. Lavin was a widowed single parent for a
significant part of her writing career. Constantly worried about money problems,
anxious that her children should not suffer as a result of their family circumstances,
these concerns were the bedrock for those narratives that deal with home life.
Lavin’s representation of what she sees deals with the fundamental structures of
society: for example, Lavin challenges popular notions of the idealised functional
family unit, revealing complex intricate truths about individuals and, in the process,

their relationship to the wider community.

Long before Lavin chose the short story as a practical means of support in
light of those responsibilities, she had begun writing for pleasure: first as a
postgraduate student while still working towards a PhD on Virginia Woolf and then,
having made the decision to withdraw from academic work, quickly forged a
reputation as a promising new writer. She was published in Atlantic Monthly and
Dublin Magazine before her first collection was published in 1942, and later had
stories published in The New Yorker from 1958-1976. Correspondence with Ellery
Sedgwick and Edward Weeks (editors of Atlantic Monthly), and Gordon Lish
(Esquire) reveals a great deal about Lavin’s efforts to establish links with various
publications.> Although these contacts illustrate Lavin’s determination to extend her
writing output and publishing range, focus throughout the thesis will be on stories
contained in her published collections. Reference to other publications will be made

to support or illustrate particular instances only.

>’ ML 628, box 25, fol. 2: Gotlieb Archive.
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Elke D’hoker has suggested that, on a practical level, the lack of availability
of Lavin’s published work has hampered sustained interest.”® Sixteen years before
D’hoker’s essay, in her letter to Lavin, Janet Egleson Dunleavy had expressed
concern that Lavin’s fictions were not more readily available in paperback.>®
Egleson Dunleavy highlighted the increasing popularity of American college courses
on the short story, and cogently argued that as students could not afford hardback
copies for their academic pathways, fiction in paperback was more likely to be
placed on syllabi and purchased by students. Economic pragmatism was the driver
for publishing survival. D’hoker also suggests that as the fictions are not easily
defined, this too inhibits a revival of her work.®® Both of her observations are true.
Lavin’s frame of reference is broad: she offers us broken individuals, destabilised
families, politics, a critique of the nation, the art of writing, the Church — a panorama
of life. Her clear vision and insight emerge from a complex sense of unprejudiced
scrutiny and empathetic understanding for the people that she writes about, whatever
their flaws. The visual metaphor of the ‘single lens’ that Owens Weekes uses in her
introduction to Irish Women Writers can be positively appropriated if one considers
Lavin as the operator of a camera obscura having both viewed and translated images
of real life.* Where the technology converts inverted images Lavin makes sense of
the Ireland that she sees, an Ireland complicated by issues of social import such as
politics and religion, poverty, family and fear of change. Whatever context Lavin
situates her characters in the actions of an individual are acutely observed as part of a

far greater social pattern. There is at the same time a clear sense of the universality

*% D’hoker, ‘Beyond the Stereotypes’, p. 415.
>? Letter dated 17 September 1982, fol. 11: James Joyce Library.
% D’hoker, ‘Beyond the Stereotypes’, p. 415.
1 Owens Weekes, Irish Women Writers, p. 3.
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of the human condition, as Egleson Dunleavy notes, moving Lavin’s narratives
beyond the categories of parochial and insular writing.®* Lavin’s drive is for
authenticity, an ideology with its own history and politics. She had already made

that clear during an interview in the early 1980s:

‘My interest is in recording and preserving the real life of living Irishmen and
women whom | have known and seen with my own eyes. | want to note the

way they acted and the things they believed, whether right or wrong. I°d like
to preserve them, rather than the diluted culture that is being shown by tourist

bodies and agencies — all good and no bad’.*®

Her reaction against ‘tourist bodies’ and drive for authenticity has to be understood
in terms of early- to mid-twentieth-century travel impressions such as Stephen
Gwynn’s The Charm of Ireland (1927), H. V. Morton’s In Search of Ireland (1930),
Lynn Doyle’s The Spirit of Ireland (1935) and Sean O’Faolain’s An Irish Journey
(1941); these served as guides and travelogues that both romanticised and politicised
Ireland for tourists.®* In many ways they also supported the Irish Tourist
Association’s advertising programme for tourism. This type of literature is what
Lavin reacts against. Lavin is not being narrow-minded; she was an experienced
traveller conscious of the broad frames of reference available to her through

literature and art. Lavin took occasional trips to America with her father when she

®2 Janet Egleson Dunleavy, ‘The Fiction of Mary Lavin: Universal Sensibility in a Particular Milieu’,
Irish University Review, The National Library of Ireland Centenary Issue 1877-1977, 7:2 (Autumn
1977), 222-236 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/25477178> [accessed 3 February 2010].

83 L. Robert Stevens and Sylvia Stevens, ‘An Interview with Mary Lavin’, Studies, 86: 341 (1997), 43-
50 (p. 46).

% Eric zuelow, Making Ireland Irish: Tourism and National Identity since the Irish Civil War (Syracuse,
New York: Syracuse University Press, 2009). Stephen Gwynn, The Charm of Ireland: Her Places of
Beauty, Entertainment, Sport and Historic Association [1927] [revised 1934] (London; Bombay;
Sydney: G. Harrap & Co Ltd, 1936); H. V. Morton, In Search of Ireland [1930] (London: Methuen & Co
Ltd, 1936); Lynn Doyle, The Spirit of Ireland [1935] (London: Batsford Ltd, 1939); Sean O’Faolain, An
Irish Journey (London: Readers Union, 1941).
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was a student at UCD. She spent time in America as writer-in-residence at the
University of Connecticut in the late 1960s and earlier had travelled with her
daughters through Europe, following a Guggenheim grant in 1959 and 1960. She
was a French speaker who studied English and French literature at UCD and who, for
a short time, taught French at the Loreto College, Dublin.®> Her response to
marketing strategies by tourism bodies was not, therefore, prejudiced by
inexperience. Lavin was not opposed to the notion of new experiences and engaging

with other cultures as her travels clearly illustrate.
Texts and reception

Although readers will have their favourites, and while critics tend to utilise stories
for their own ends with thematic or chronological paradigms of interest, Mary Lavin
cautioned that ‘[a] short story writer has to be judged ultimately by the whole body
of the work. The most anthologised stories are often the least important in the body
of the work’.®® There are challenges marked by this statement: Lavin’s own
collections are often difficult to find as they are out of print, and so only individual
stories are found in anthologies. Those that are released tend to form a customary
pattern: ‘Lilacs’ and ‘Happiness’, for instance, are popular choices.®” This limitation
diminishes the impact of Lavin’s corpus of work, and complicates our sense of
Lavin’s position in the Irish Literary tradition. Kelleher’s prompt to be open to the
value of questioning how and why we retrieve women’s writing, and why that

writing is lost in the first place, is a valuable reminder of the sensitivities surrounding

®> Leah Levenson, The Four Seasons of Mary Lavin (Dublin: Marino, 1998), pp. 46-47, p. 165.

% Harmon, ‘From Conversations with Mary Lavin’, p. 292.

%7 See D’hoker, ‘Beyond the Stereotypes’, p. 415-6 for comments on the marginalisation of certain
writers.
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the recovery of forgotten fictions.?® Yet to reclaim or retrieve even a small quantity

of writings is a necessary task, even if it temporarily unbalances that picture.

The body of work with which this thesis engages is a substantial one that
emerged over several decades and is published on both sides of the Atlantic. Some
of Lavin’s short stories are republished at least three times, but twenty, including
‘Magenta’ (1946), ‘Scylla and Charybdis’ (1956) and ‘Villa Violetta’ (1972) appear
only once. These single appearances occur in each decade of Lavin’s publishing
career so no one timeframe can be claimed either as retrospective or original work
only. Where Lavin also wrote a number of stories for publications such as The New
Yorker, the Atlantic Monthly or The Dublin Magazine, not all were republished in the
collections.”® The practical need for financial security in part accounts for the range
of publications that Lavin wrote for in her lifetime, but this diversity was not unusual
for Irish writers in the mid-twentieth century: Frank O’Connor, Maeve Brennan and
Brian Friel also wrote for The New Yorker. Lavin’s first short story, ‘Miss Holland’,
was accepted for The Dublin Magazine in 1938, published in 1939.”° ‘The Green
Grave and the Black Grave’ (1940) and ‘At Sallygap’ (1941) were both published by
Atlantic Monthly in those years. This appeal to both American and Irish markets is a
feature of her work: notably, it reinforces her dual heritage as an American-born Irish

woman in the choice of publication whilst providing a valuable source of income.

Throughout her career Lavin continually revised both her ongoing and

published work; most new collections held revisited and modified content as well as

68 Margaret Kelleher, ‘Writing Irish Women'’s Literary History’, Irish Studies Review, 9:1 (July 2010), 5-
14 (p. 9) <http:dx.doi.org/10.1080/09670880020032654 > [accessed 2 April 2013].

% See Kosok, ‘Mary Lavin: A Bibliography’, 279-312.

7% Richard Burnham, ‘Mary Lavin’s Short Stories in The Dublin Magazine’, Cahiers du Centre d’Etudes
Irlandaises (Rennes, France), 2 (1977), 103-110 (p. 103).
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introducing new material. Where repositories and archive collections now hold
copies of her personal manuscripts, these are covered in extensive marginalia and
revisions, as are her personal copies of the proofs and published collections. This
meticulous redrafting can be interpreted as restlessness with the final product and an
inability to accept any story as complete. However, Lavin responded to criticism
surrounding the rewriting of published material with some confidence rather than
apology. In an interview, Lavin recalls Sean O’Faolain’s conviction that ‘an author
has no right to re-edit his published stories, that the work should stand as it was
written’.”! Lavin’s own emphatic declarative in response, ‘I do not hold this view’,
stems from two personal beliefs she affirmed: that it is right and proper to make

corrections and that experience, in her case at that time over forty years, enhances the

revised stories whilst improving her own learning of the craft.

In an earlier interview, in more colloquial terms, she said: ‘[e]very time a
story of mine is about to appear in a second edition, or an anthology, | feel obliged to
have another bash at it’.”> This sense of responsibility can be read as obsession. Yet
Egleson Dunleavy likened it to a mother unable to let a young child go to school
without making one more adjustment to their clothing or their appearance, and that
simile translates aptly to Lavin’s pride in her work, and love of the craft.”* Lavin’s
personal correspondence is also littered with corrections and letter margins
surrounding the body of text filled with additional messages. The substance of these

letters offers valuable insight into her creative motivation and insecurities, whilst the

"' Stevens and Stevens, ‘An Interview with Mary Lavin’, p. 43. Original interview was held in 1981.
72 Catherine Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin: an interview’, Irish University Review, Mary Lavin Special Issue 9:2
(Autumn 1979), 207-224, (p. 219).

73 Letter dated 17 September 1982, fol. 11: James Joyce Library.
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ever-broadening text inscription from the original body of the correspondence creates

an additional visual archive contribution.

Newspaper and magazine reviews of her work were almost entirely positive;
the continued quest for improvement was self-motivated rather than as a result of
unfavourable critiques. The stories were sometimes altered by only one or two
words following republication.” Her rationale is not always apparent, although in a
story such as ‘Sarah’ as time passed Lavin’s treatment of the main protagonist
became more severe, suggesting a more personal critical response to the scenarios
she had constructed somewhat at odds with a more liberated modern consciousness.

These tensions will be highlighted in Chapter 2.

Lavin’s Archive

Use of archival material forms an essential pathway to readings of Lavin’s fictions,
as there are fruitful, close links between Lavin’s own family history and key texts.
For example, the hitherto unexplored contents of letters from Tom Lavin to his
employers, the Bird family of East Walpole, Massachusetts offer a primary data
source. Close reading and analysis of these letters has revealed to what extent that
relationship impacted upon Mary Lavin’s own work, in terms of contextualising
autobiographical environments and authenticating experiences that were translated to
fiction. Correspondence between Mary Lavin and Howard Gotlieb in particular
illustrates a growing interest in establishing a key locus of creative, financial and

personal information that would be accessed in the future by interested parties.

" The James Joyce Library Special Collections, UCD and Navan Library, County Meath both hold
Lavin’s personal copies of published collections annotated by her.



43

Gotlieb made it clear to Lavin that as much material as possible should be stored in

Boston Special Collections. He wrote:

The photographs, the press cuttings, the “personal” correspondence, and the
other “letters” do interest me a lot. After all, | do feel that what we have
created here is the official Mary Lavin collection ... the one in which scholars
will do their primary studies of you, your life, your work. My object these
past years has been to make it as complete as possible and | continue in this

direction.”™

Poignantly, the muddled, haphazard and various contents of such a key archive,
suggests some urgency on the part of Mary Lavin and the repository manager to
accommodate and archive an accumulation of material whilst she was still alive,
whether the motivations were financial on Lavin’s part as she was recompensed for

the materials, or legal on Gotlieb’s, with regard to future family concerns.

The archive materials reveal Lavin’s productivity outside of the published
fiction, and are remarkable in light of how she believed her time was allocated. In an
interview with Bonnie Kime Scott, Lavin described herself as ‘a one-armed writer
[...] 'am interrupted fifty times an hour. | am disorganised, all held together with
safety pins’.76 Lavin notes elsewhere that she managed her revisions ‘in time filched
from other duties’.”” This might suggest an unconvincing mastery of her writing.

Yet this is not the case. The obsessive nature of her return to the fictions despite

demands on her time is therefore particularly worthy of note. With this in mind,

7> Letter to Lavin dated 23 December 1975, fol. 15: James Joyce Library.

’® Bonnie Kime Scott, ‘Mary Lavin and the Life of the Mind’, Irish University Review, 9:2 (Autumn
1979), 262-278, (p. 265).

" pileen Orpen, ‘Mary Lavin’, Irish Times, 6 August 1970, p. 12.
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extensive marginalia in Lavin’s personal copies of published collections and as
supplement to private correspondence can therefore be read as augmentation to what
Lavin revealed was a ‘life of the mind’.”® This offers some additional insight into
Lavin’s creative processes. These extraneous markings work alongside more formal
revisions to blur the boundaries between marginalia and revision. By revising,
commenting and writing in copies of her own published collections, and by
reworking personal correspondence around the edges of the paper and main text,

Lavin adopts the dual role of writer and distant reader.

In her introduction to Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books, Heather
Jackson suggests that ‘authorial reflections and revisions are marginalia of a special
kind, refinements to the text, and of limited interest, as a rule, to anyone but the
producer’.” However, Lavin’s conscious decision to donate and sell a substantial
part of her professional and personal documents to institutions, despite warnings to
delay from at least one business acquaintance, acknowledges her understanding of a
future possibility where those revisions are being viewed by others who choose to
enter archival space, and makes relevant their place in a study such as this.
Substantial pressure must have been put on her to consider various institutions as

repositories. It is worth noting A. D. Peters’ advisory comments from 1962 here:

This business of buying original manuscripts for American University

libraries has snowballed tremendously and a number of our authors get this

78 Scott, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 265.
" H. . Jackson, Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books (New Haven; London Yale University Press,
2001), p. 13.
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sort of offer ... I suggest that you hold him off [Schwartz] until | have

completed my enquiries and can write to you again.®

This culturally driven accumulation of materials is significant. It concentrates valued
documents in institutions supported by financially loaded budgets and in many ways
that protects the integrity of a body of material. However, it also limits the
availability of those same materials to other researchers because of financial
constraints. Lavin continued the long established relationship with Howard Gotlieb

in selling manuscripts and personal effects.

Lavin’s notations echo certain freedoms intimated by Edgar Allan Poe in

‘Marginalia’. Having admitted to the practicality of ‘an ample margin’ Poe adds:

[T]he marginalia are deliberately pencilled, because the mind of the reader
wishes to unburthen itself of a thought; — however flippant — however silly
— however trivial — still a thought indeed, not merely a thing that might
have been a thought in time, and under more favorable circumstances. In the
marginalia, too, we talk only to ourselves; we therefore talk freshly — boldly

— originally — with abandonnement — without conceit A

Examination of Lavin’s writing practice reveals a great deal in common with Poe’s
observation and draws attention to another blurring of boundary in Lavin’s case —
where early stage creativity and later revision work both emerge from similar

mindsets. The green notebooks Lavin used to record new ideas are full of large

8 | etter dated 27 November 1962 to Lavin from A. D. Peters, NY (Michael Sissons), ML 628, box 12:
Gotlieb Archive.

81 Edgar Allan Poe, ‘Marginalia’, Part 1, Democratic Review, November 1844, 15: 484-494
<http://www.eapoe.org/works/misc/mar1144.htm> [second access 17 May 2013].
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scrawled writing, not her more usual tightly formed script in revisions and comments

that occur on printed collections or correspondence.

In the early creative phase Lavin writes in Poe’s sense of ‘freshly — boldly
— originally — with abandonnement — without conceit’ associated with marginalia,
and the penmanship is a visual marker of this. Refinements to the stories come much
later and the physical traces on the page differ greatly. She had qualified this process
saying that a story came to her ‘complete yet compressed all at once, needing to be
drawn out’.** Examination of Lavin’s manuscripts reveals that as she draws out each
story, some subsequent readings engender instinctive changes more akin to
marginalia responses, as the experience of approaching her own work at a later date
mimics the primary encounter of a new reader.®* In many ways Lavin’s insistence on

returning to stories over and over again places her alongside Frank O’Connor and

against Sean O’Faolain in the debates surrounding revising one’s own work.

Interpreting the unexpected scraps of information, notation and grammatical
emphases around published material is an especially demanding and personal
exercise, as Carolyn Steedman highlights in Dust.* Steedman moves beyond the
mere accumulation of materials as she discusses navigating record offices and
repositories, and lyrically sheds light on the occupational hazards of working within
the physical history of pathological detritus that researchers inhabit, such as the dust
of the vellum and paper, the air of the past. Whilst this is more a hazard for scholars

working amongst older materials than the mid-twentieth century, and Steedman is

82 Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin: An Interview’, p. 212.

BA A Kelly suggests ‘editing her own work which, written years before, is almost like editing the
work of another’. See A. A. Kelly, Mary Lavin Quiet Rebel: A Study of her Short Stories (Dublin:
Wolfhound Press, 1980), p. 144.

84 Carolyn Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001.
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being playful in her approach to the subject, there is a real sense of breathing in the
air of Lavin’s life whilst finding a way through the archive materials. For example,
the Lavin archive at the Gotlieb contains, amongst many other personal items,
Lavin’s wedding bouquet. The object might be read as a physical reminder of the
tenuous nature of public recognition and private histories. In an envelope and
shockingly deteriorated, it is not preserved in the sense of a floral tribute or an
artefact for public viewing — it is literally turning to dust. The inevitable physical
inhalation of presence becomes meaningfully allied to Lavin’s correspondence and
manuscripts as it is stored amongst them. In many ways Steedman’s pejorative
association is transcended: Lavin’s second marriage, for instance, is documented as a
resolution to a long-term relationship and a contributory factor to the later work she
produces. It is, therefore, significant that this personal marker of a relationship is
kept. Acknowledging the significance of personal material in archives, additional to,
and well beyond, simple drafts of the short stories, broadens rather than limits, our
appreciation of Lavin’s fiction. Recognising the widest possible influence on a
writer’s life and the substance of creativity empowers readers to be viable textual
destinations, whose comprehension of material is made from an informed choice.

Contra Roland Barthes, there is no tyranny, only empowerment.®

The collation and interpretation of revisions and marginalia often involves a
literal ‘reading between the lines” where handwritten text overlaps, underscores,
obscures and therefore alters the printed text as well as its content. For instance, a
simple notation such as: ‘Speeded up for reading Poetry Centre Nov 19. 1967 New

York’ at the top of the title page for ‘In the Middle of the Fields’ indicates why some

% Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, Image Music Text, trans. by Stephen Heath (London:
Fontana, 1977), pp. 142-148.
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minor alterations might have been made to a published short story.®® In itself, it is
easy to read. Lavin’s handwritten note to herself at the top of a newspaper article
elsewhere is also revealing, as it suggests the genesis of ‘The Yellow Beret” in a
report of two murders that took place in 1959; dated 25 January 1971 it reads: ‘This
headline gave me the idea for The Yellow Beret’.®” The publication date is partially
obscured by a handwritten acronym TLS. A recent paper by Julie Anne Stevens
traces ‘The Yellow Beret’ to an additional source based on the events of the murder
of a Catherine Cooper, and so isolated incidences of annotation like this are
important, contributing to a sense of Lavin’s own methodology, but not

conclusively.®

Archive materials used throughout the thesis are fractional constituents of
Lavin’s existing private and public papers held within academic institutions. These
fall outside of the existence of those papers still held by family members and friends,
and those documents long since vanished into landfill sites or fireplaces. The history
of Lavin’s papers at the Boston archive (as extrapolated from the content itself) is
that material arrived gradually depending on how forthright Gotlieb was about
pursuing Lavin’s personal papers and how much Lavin felt that she needed some
financial support. Although it is of a significant size and contains valuable material,
the archive is not the only repository of Lavin’s life work, as noted earlier. However,
it does contain a most important collection of correspondence that forms the basis for

a significant element of this research.

8 Mary Lavin, ‘In the Middle of the Fields’, Kilkenny Magazine, 12-13 (Spring 1965), p. 90: private
archive collection, Meath County Library, Navan, Co. Meath.

8 Mary Lavin, newspaper article unattributed, Monday 20 July 1959, ML 628, box 18, fol. 2: Gotlieb
Archive.

%)ulie Anne Stevens, ‘Murder and Mystery: The Case of the Yellow Beret’; paper given at the
International Conference of the Irish Short Story, University of Leuven, Belgium, 2012.
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Previously unseen manuscripts

One final significant aspect of scrutinizing archive material is that as marginalia
comes in many and varied forms, it can also reveal hitherto unread drafts of short
stories especially if, as Poe suggests, paper notes are held within the leaves of a text.
Lavin was a recycler: anecdotal reference to turning her thesis on Virginia Woolf
over and writing her first published short story on the back (‘Miss Holland’ for
Dublin Magazine), proves that. She also wrote four pages of ‘The Lost Child’ on the
reverse of carbon typescript pages from Mary O’Grady, a pattern suggesting Lavin
was also an impatient writer, keen to get ideas down on paper as soon as possible.®
The irony is that Virginia Woolf would not have approved of Lavin’s recycling as
she herself wrote in designate notebooks, hardly ever annotating a book she was
reading.”® Such haste to write is also evident in Lavin’s private and business
correspondence; her letters are rarely completed without revision and the medium in
which she communicates varies according it would seem to what was close to hand:
correspondence from her time in Rome includes a lengthy letter on graph paper and
the headed notepaper from Abbey Farm often served more as a notepad than a formal
record of communication.”® Even typed correspondence was altered significantly

before postage.

Lavin’s reclamation of writing materials means other published short stories
are literal repositories for reworking sections elsewhere. As an example, in
September 2012, | discovered two short stories stapled together in Lavin’s own

personal copies of two of her collections (The Stories of Mary Lavin, Volume 1 and

ML 628, box 1, fol. 19: Gotlieb Archive.
% Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (London: Chatto and Windus, 1996), pp. 411-414.
*! ML 628: Gotlieb Archive.
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The Stories of Mary Lavin, Volume 2) that make clear that Lavin’s obsessive
revisions did not always lead to published reformation of stories.”® These, as always
with Lavin’s books, have ownership marks just inside the cover. With the assistance
of archive staff | opened the stories, and, for preservation purposes, marked where
the staples had been with plastic clips. ‘Brigid’ (Volume 2, 1974) was heavily
revised, but had not been looked at presumably since Lavin herself stapled the pages
of the story together (these were her personal property and no record has been made

in the UCD archive of stapling the pages at UCD).

Tucked into the final pages of ‘Frail Vessel’ in a green cloth File copy of The
Stories (1964) was a green and blue inked double-page manuscript. Further
investigation proved it relates to the short story "The Lost Child' in Happiness and
Other Stories (1969).” As this is Lavin’s own file copy of the collection, and had
remained in the archive unopened for some time, if the repository story was stapled —
who was the intended reader? Lavin’s reputation as a writer who constantly revised
her short stories for subsequent editions is well understood, so was this only staged
revision and Lavin went on to make other notations elsewhere? In this instance yes,
as the final published version of the story in Happiness is shorter. However, it is not
possible to state that all drafts have been examined from all archive sources.** Such
practice suggests there may have been a compulsive need in Lavin to maintain
ownership of the fictions at various stages of her writing career regardless of whether

changes were published or not. Or was this just, as Lavin said, acceptance that ‘re-

*? File copy of The Stories of Mary Lavin (1964). File copy of The Stories of Mary Lavin, Volume 2,
1974), ML papers: James Joyce Library.

3 Happiness and Other Stories (London: Constable, 1969), pp. 101-152. The pages themselves relate
to pages 139-140, but the manuscript is a bit longer than the final printed section. 1964 and 1970
versions of The Stories of Mary Lavin (London: Constable) viewed; 1964 File copy contained the
manuscript.

% The second File copy of The Stories (rep. 1970) contained minor alterations to ‘Frail Vessel'.
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9% The discovery of unread revisions some

editing can be interesting and exciting
seventeen years after Lavin’s death illustrates just how much work there is still yet to

be done on Lavin’s fictions.

The short story

The issues discussed so far, of textual form and history, come together in Lavin’s
chosen genre of the short story. Lavin’s decision to work within the normalised
expectations of the short story was perhaps a surprising choice, as her own method of
writing was lengthy and involved. Yet short stories by writers such as Anton
Chekhov and Katherine Mansfield, as Lavin revealed in interviews, clearly
influenced how she could master the genre and reduce what were in some cases
novel-length drafts (taking into account the numerous revised manuscripts) into
carefully crafted and condensed narrative forms. Attention only to the physical span
of the genre is problematic in that it overshadows more pertinent values of genre
construction: the fragmentary narrative reflecting life’s disconnected and unresolved
patterns, moments of elucidation, links with oral story-telling culture, or as Frank
O’Connor posited, the ideal medium for the voice of a marginalised ‘submerged
population group’.*® Yet, constrained by its very nomenclature, the short story is
fundamentally defined by size rather than content. Lavin used this very limitation to

her advantage, asserting that:

% Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin: An Interview’, p. 219.

% Frank O’Connor, The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story [1963] (Hoboken, New Jersey:
Melville House Publishing, 2004), p. 17. These values and others outside of the length of the
narrative are examined in Mary Louise Pratt’s essay ‘The Short Story: The Long and the Short of It/,
[1981] The New Short Story Theories, ed. by Charles E. May (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1994), pp.
91-113.
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[T]he short story aims at a particle of truth. | hope to convey something of
what | have learned. 1 like its discipline, its combination of experience,
imagination and technique. It combines them, compresses them, telescopes

them, working towards a solution.®’

South African writer Nadine Gordimer affirms both the precision and momentary

illumination of the genre and the implicit specialised community of practitioners:

Short-story writers see by the light of the flash; theirs is the art of the only
thing one can be sure of — the present moment. Ideally they have learned to
do without explanation of what went before, and what happens beyond this

point.*®

Gordimer argues that a ‘discrete moment of truth is aimed at — not the moment of
truth, because the short story doesn’t deal in cumulatives’.*® All this comes within ‘a
stricter technical discipline’ than the novel form yet, paradoxically, according to
Gordimer, with a wider freedom amongst short story writers than novelists.

Although these comments were published some years apart, Maurice Harmon had
met frequently with Lavin during the compilation of Irish University Review, Mary
Lavin Special Issue (1979), and so Lavin’s comments in fact originate from that year,
only three years after Gordimer’s.'® The similarity of approach is worth noting, and
illustrates the various means by which short story writers try to articulate a defence

for the genre. In their public engagement with discussions of short story form and

practice, their voices, and not just those of the critics, are heard.

7 Harmon, ‘From Conversations with Mary Lavin’, p. 288.

% Nadine Gordimer, ‘The Flash of Fireflies’, Short Story Theories, ed. by Charles E. May (Athens, Ohio:
Ohio University Press, 1976), pp. 178-181 (p. 180).

99 Gordimer, ‘The Flash of Fireflies’, p. 180.

10 e footnote 1 in Harmon, ‘From Conversations with Mary Lavin’, p. 287.
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John Kenny supports this shift towards writers’ own sense of their craft, and
argues that we should pay attention to the ‘formal ideas practitioners have had about
their own short story writing, [and of] certain generalisations they have made based
on their own developing experience of the craft’.™®" For a writer such as Eudora
Welty, admired and befriended by Lavin, writing about the genre does become a
form of defence. In her essay entitled ‘The Reading and Writing of Short Stories’,
Welty writes of the divide between criticism and practice, admitting to being ‘baffled
by analysis and criticism’ about some of her fictions.’® Lavin, Gordimer and Welty
make clear that the short story has an elusive quality to it, and that it is, according to
Welty, ‘a little world in space, just as we can isolate one star in the sky by a
concentrated vision’.'® These striking natural visual analogies (elsewhere Lavin
also talks of the short story as ‘a flash of forked lightning’ in an interview with
Catherine Murphy) say a great deal: just as a photograph captures a specific moment
in time, framing visual detail and distinctiveness, and is unique in that it represents
only that which is captured at that time, so the short story has the freedom to focus
on a similar topical inclusiveness for however brief a time.'® This can usefully be
compared to a similar visual intensity in the work of American poet Emily Dickinson
whose writing captures imagined or real images with connotations of much wider
emotional resonances.’®® Lavin’s poem ‘Let Me Come Inland Always’ (1952) and
the opening of ‘A Likely Story’ (1967), her tale for children, sit comfortably

alongside poems by Dickinson such as: ‘South Winds jostle them’ (c. 1859), ‘Twas

1% john Kenny, ‘Inside Out: A Working Theory of the Irish Short Story’, p. 3

<http://www.aran.library.nuigalway.ie/.../Inside%20%0ut%20> [accessed 8 November 2010].

%2 Fudora Welty, ‘The Reading and Writing of Short Stories’, Short Story Theories, ed. by Charles E.
May (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1976), pp. 159-177 (p. 161).

103 Welty, ‘The Reading and Writing of Short Stories’, p. 163.

Mary Lavin in Catherine Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin: an interview’, p. 212.

Emily Dickinson, The Complete Poems, ed. by Thomas H. Johnson (London; Boston: Faber and
Faber, 1975).

104
105


http://www.aran.library.nuigalway.ie/.../Inside%20%25Out%20

54

such a little — little boat’ (c. 1859) or ‘A slash of Blue’ (c. 1860), where the natural

106 .
1.7 In Lavin’s case the

world frames the suggestion of security for an individua
image of Bective ‘Like a bird in the nest’ creates a site of secrecy during the day, and
some stature when lit at night."®” Lavin claims Bective as a location of refuge.
Dickinson disrupts a full sense of security through transient images of display, colour
and then loss. Yet the import of these momentary images is such that they also
connect the reader to familiar settings — the garden, the sea and the evening sky —
marking viable association with the natural world. These realisations of what Edgar
Allan Poe called ‘the immense force derivable from totality’, the impact of a reading
in a single sitting, illustrate the intensity of the short story form for the reader also.
Poe argues: ‘[d]uring the hour of perusal the soul of a reader is at the writer’s control.
There are no external or extrinsic influences — resulting from weariness or
interruption’ in a way that reading a novel might engender.108 The short story
therefore is the most obvious choice for a writer such as Lavin, whose curiosity about

the human condition may be most fruitfully deployed within a genre that can isolate

key moments for maximum impact.
Connections and revisions

Understanding the interdependent nature of short story collections by a single author
depends a great deal upon our willingness as readers to step away from a history of
compartmentalising short stories and work towards more fluid readings between and

across collections. Robert Luscher reminds us that:

1% bickinson, Poems, pp. 44, 52, 95. Mary Lavin, A Likely Story (Ireland: Dolmen Press, 1967).

197 | avin, A Likely Story, p. 1.
108 Edgar Allan Poe, ‘Review of Twice-Told Tales’, The New Short Story Theories, ed. by Charles E. May
(Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1994), pp. 59-72 (p. 61).
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[a]lmost any short story, even the most self-contained and strikingly unified
one, may be potentially enriched by the context that a group of similarly

oriented stories by the same author provides.'%

Whether that context is explicitly relayed to the reader or whether the writer relies on
the reader’s capacity to search for and maintain patterns of their own, it is worth
examining Lavin’s collections with this potential enrichment in mind. As a
consequence, selected stories within Lavin’s collections can be seen as representative
of key repeated foci. The discussion of ‘Sarah’ in Chapter 2 offers a pertinent
example of how Lavin’s reworking of short stories alters our sense of the narratives.
The extended revisions to stories, rather than merely altering grammatical or
punctuation errors, suggest that Lavin’s own perception of life in Ireland altered over
time, and ‘Sarah’ in particular reflects a negative shift towards retribution rather than
empathy, as will be seen in my reading. This short story first appears in Lavin’s
earliest published collection of short stories entitled Tales from Bective Bridge: the
title firmly locates her interests in a discernibly Irish vein as it positions the short
stories within an important topographical and architectural frame of reference.’® It
was here in Westmeath that Lavin spent a great deal of time during her teenage years
and in her early married life. The title of the collection sets up a presumed common

linkage between these first stories and the Irish landscape: whether that is

psychological or physical, as Marie Arndt suggests, it is a connection fashioned in

109 Robert M. Luscher, ‘The Short Story Sequence: An Open Book’, Short Story Theory at a
Crossroads, ed. by Susan Lohafer and Jo Ellyn Clarey (Baton Rouge; London: Louisiana State
University Press, 1989), pp. 148-167.

110 Mary Lavin, Tales from Bective Bridge (Boston: Little, Brown, 1942); (London: Michael Joseph,
1943, 1945).
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multiple forms here and in future short story collections.'*

Lavin’s negotiation
between the artistic and social circumstances of her life forms the backdrop to this
collection.’? Tales from Bective Bridge may appear at first as a set of incongruously
positioned narratives, but there is an organisational strategy inherent in that
collection, as in others, that anticipates a final body of work closely linked over time.
That linkage can be most effectively interpreted in terms of interwoven narratives,

connecting and supporting developing themes. Lavin’s focus throughout her oeuvre

on the lives of Irish men and women forms the keystone to that strategy.

Whilst the stories in Tales from Bective Bridge range over different
topographies - farmland, a monastery, a fishing community, village and town life, the
city and the realm of the supernatural - the atmospheres and locations generated are
closely allied to an understanding of Irish life. The architectural designation
embedded in the title of Lavin’s first collection generates links with the geography of
Bective that was to prove so influential on Lavin’s writing. The Tales from Bective
Bridge stories are also linked by abstract concepts of loss and isolation; interestingly,
these fundamental levels of interest contextualise her fictions within contemporary
thinking on society and its constraints. Indeed, Lavin’s work mirrors shifts of
interest internationally in psychology and sociology in the 1940s and 1950s, as part
of which social relationships, the individual’s place in society, social order and how
conflict could be managed became key foci. The main protagonist in ‘Brother
Boniface’ from Tales from Bective Bridge for instance, exemplifies a human need to
feel physiologically and psychologically safe, to find a place of belonging and then

achieve some sense of self-esteem. In this case life in a religious community leads

1 Marie Arndt, ‘Narratives of Internal Exile in Mary Lavin’s Short Stories’, International Journal of
English Studies, 2:2 (2002), 109-122.
12 Scott, ‘Mary Lavin and the Life of the Mind’, 262-278.
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Boniface towards self-actualization and the realisation of his own potential.
However, Lavin’s own fascination with the inter-relationship between the individual
and society does more than merely echo contemporaneous research; that interest
generates fictions driven by Lavin’s desire to represent faithfully the lives of Irish

men and women as she sees them.

Lavin’s short story collections that emerge from the 1940s reflect a period of
international turmoil leading up to and beyond the Second World War. Yet they are
couched within, and clearly attuned to, national and local concerns. Lavin engages
with a number of issues surrounding the role of the family, inheritance and the close
relationship between the Catholic Church and the State. These provide an early
career platform from which Lavin establishes her reputation. In the following
chapter, a number of close, extended readings will provide access to those short
stories not often republished. These readings are driven by the recognition that
Lavin writes ‘from experience’, and re-fashions that with which she is familiar.*?
The 1940s fictions are some of her most original work, and deserved of particular

attention.

113 Aileen Orpen, ‘Mary Lavin’, Irish Times, 6 August 1970, p. 12.
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Chapter 2

Conflict and Change: The 1940s fictions

The 1940s were a key period for Mary Lavin; her reputation was built and
established in what was a crucial and defining period in twentieth-century history.
Yet Augustine Martin somewhat poetically suggests her fictions were set apart from
‘the public debates that flickered across the screen of the nation’s life” at that time, to
some extent deflecting readers from understanding the true range of Lavin’s oeuvre.!
This fails fully to recognise the subtle nuances of her work: the understated
resonances in the fictions that indeed were addressing the impact of the Constitution,
and issues surrounding Irish neutrality, emigration and censorship. It is the private
focus in Lavin’s fictions that Martin acknowledges. Paradoxically, this is couched in
comprehensive terms as he adds: ‘she has fashioned perhaps the most complete
fictional tapestry of middle Ireland about its daily business’ [my emphasis].2 This
unconvincing brief assessment also reads Lavin (alongside Francis MacManus) as set
apart from what Martin labels the earlier ‘traumata of armed uprising or guerrilla
warfare’.®> Whilst this may be because it is part of an introductory overview of Irish
fiction in the Field Day Anthology, and the tenor is complimentary overall, his
estimation of the scope and impact of Lavin’s short stories is somewhat limited here;
this despite his notable early admiration of Lavin’s work in ‘A Skeleton Key to the
Stories of Mary Lavin’ (1963). ‘A Skeleton Key’ had promised so much for Lavin
as a writer and recognised the lack of critical work available at that time. This shift

in attitude of one who knew her well highlights the need for a reappraisal of Lavin’s

! Augustine Martin, ‘Prose Fiction 1880-1945’, The Field Day Anthology, Volume 2, ed. by Seamus
Deane (Derry: Faber and Faber Ltd, 1991), p. 1024.

2 Martin, ‘Prose Fiction’, p. 1024.

3 Martin, ‘Prose Fiction’, p. 1024.
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oeuvre, as recognition of her work appears to fade over time even in the most ardent
of her supporters. The 1940s short story collections do indeed generate an inclusive
picture, but it is complex and multi-faceted. The 1940s collections have an extensive
range of concern, and the very first collection Tales from Bective Bridge (1942)
begins to mark those fields of interest: Lavin engages with issues surrounding the
family, illegitimacy, emigration, issues of commerce, death, responses to Church

doctrine and the Big House narrative.

The short story collections and novels produced in the 1940s were well
received, although it took some time for critical engagement with her work to
emerge. In his essay on Tales from Bective Bridge, Professor Roger Chauviré,
Lavin’s French lecturer at UCD, highlights ‘an utmost precision, a graphic vividness
which would do honour to a painter’ in her fiction.* This visual acuity is indeed a
significant feature of her entire oeuvre. Overall, whilst Chauviré somehow manages
to adopt both a paternalistic tenor and somewhat poetic analysis, he does get to the
core of what makes Lavin noteworthy. He argues that Lavin is a poet and storyteller
who ‘can read souls as she would an open book’, but whose parochial focus in no
way detracts from the breadth of her art.” Chauviré’s allusions to alchemy, treasure
troves and natural methodologies of production as part of Lavin’s creative distinction

are in themselves noteworthy:

Mary Lavin has that beautiful knack of extracting from the miserable dregs

the drop of elixir they concealed [...] There is a crock of gold in every

* Roger Chauviré, ‘The Art of Mary Lavin: (Tales From Bective Bridge)’, The Bell, 11, October 1945, pp.
600-9 (p. 601). Also cited in Caroline Walsh, ‘Mary Lavin (1912-1996)’, The UCD Aesthetic:
Celebrating 150 Years of UCD Writers, ed. by Anthony Roche (Dublin: New Island, 2005), pp. 122-
129.

> Chauviré, ‘Art’, p. 602.
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existence; everybody’s only task is to discover it [...] She writes as a bee

makes honey, with that infallible perfection of instinct.®

He builds a picture of almost effortless, instinctive creativity on Lavin’s part,
underscored with connotations of industrious activity. Published in 1945, Chauviré’s
was the first commentary on the actuality of Lavin’s labour intensive writing process.
This current reappraisal of Lavin’s short stories draws attention to that process and
the many implications it has for readings of her fictions. However, it is Chauviré’s
essay that marks the foundation for what is a much later critical trail. Lavin’s future
success was undoubtedly of great importance to him: in spite of the Irish Times’
earlier rejection of his article ‘The Art of Mary Lavin’, and in anticipation of
publication in The Bell, Chauviré wrote to Lavin stressing ‘What | want is to help
you and to tell people of your grand work, if I may’.” His confidence in her was to

be met.
Early support

At the turn of the decade Lavin had completed short stories which were published on
both sides of the Atlantic, a somewhat fitting maintenance of, and association with,
her birthplace. Seamus O’Sullivan, then editor of Dublin Magazine, had accepted
‘Miss Holland’ for publication in the April-June edition of 1939, and later in 1940
‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave” was published by Atlantic Monthly. Richard
Peterson claims Seamus O’Sullivan as a ‘catalyst’ in accepting her first story as she
had had several magazine rejections before.® The opportunity afforded her by

O’Sullivan’s interest cannot be underestimated in light of later publication in

® Chauviré, ‘Art’, p. 606, p. 608.
7 Roger Chauviré, letter dated 9 May 1945, fol. 8: James Joyce Library.
8 Richard F. Peterson, Mary Lavin (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1978), p. 20.
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America and in terms of establishing strong professional links there. However, Lord
Dunsany’s interest should also rank as a determining factor; Lavin’s work appeared

in 1940 and 1941 in Atlantic Monthly following his recommendation.’

Lord Dunsany offered Lavin support and encouragement at a very early stage
in her career: he himself was a well-respected writer of fantasy, science fiction,
drama and poetry, and he wrote the preface to Lavin’s first collection, Tales from
Bective Bridge. Here there is marked endorsement for Lavin and her work. Dunsany
reflects that upon reading her earlier short stories he ‘had no advice whatsoever to
give her about literature; so | have only helped her with her punctuation, which was
bad>.*® Lavin revealed much later that this placed an enormous responsibility on her
at the beginning of her career as ‘no young girl could be the equal of Tolstoy’,
adding ‘I must have some tremendous tenacity that I ever wrote another line after

that’.** His fulsome praise continues as he challenges readers to:

[T]ake a page at random from ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’ and
compared with a random page of any novelist of the present century, to see

which page evokes the vividest pictures.*?
There is no doubt that he is indicating that Lavin would be the winner every time.

In a letter to Ellery Sedgwick, editor of Atlantic Monthly (1909-1938), Lavin
acknowledges Dunsany’s support as she discusses two stories he sent to his friend

Sedgwick: ‘The Nun’s Mother’ and ‘Say Could That Lad Be 12°** The letter is

’ Peterson, Mary Lavin, p. 21.

10 Dunsany, ‘Preface’ to Tales from Bective Bridge, p. 6.

1 Mary Leland, ‘Mary Lavin in Cork’, Irish Times, 23 November 1977, p. 8.

12 Dunsany, ‘Preface’ to Tales from Bective Bridge, p. 8.

B Letter to Ellery Sedgwick from Mary Lavin dated 30 January 1940: Massachusetts Historical
Society.
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remarkably personal and expansive for a newly published author; it reveals a great
deal about Lavin’s approach to writing and her concerns about the suitability of some
of her work for publication. There is already some sense of the protégé moving
beyond her mentor, as she is evidently trying to control final distribution of her work.
Interpreting Sedgwick’s ‘delicacy’ of criticism she suggests ‘The Nun’s Mother’
may be misconstrued by ‘people outside of the church as one more excuse for

sneering at Christianity in general’ and says:

[M]y objection to the story is that it might be classed as cheap anti-clerical
writing, and now, more than ever, in this time of war and irreligion, | should

not want to convey this impression.**

Her keen sensibility surrounding the public mood on both sides of the Atlantic,
coupled with a resolute belief in the integrity of her own work is evident in this letter.
Lavin’s concerns are rooted in a culture of formal and informal censorship that had
prevailed in Ireland since the Censorship of Publications Act (1929) and there must
have been serious worries about damage to her reputation at home and abroad.
Although for some negative reception may have been a badge of honour or a matter
of humour, for Lavin that was not the case.™ Her youngest daughter Caroline always
retained the belief that her mother would never have done anything to harm the
family in any way. This is made clear in Elizabeth Walsh Peavoy’s article in Inside
Tribune; Mary Lavin put her daughters first even when times were difficult in

widowhood.*® While this letter to Sedgwick was written before marriage and

YLetter to Sedgwick dated 30 January 1940: MHS.

> Benedict Kiely, ‘The Personal Experience of Censorship’; Banned in Ireland: Censorship and the
Irish Writer, ed. by Julia Carlson (London: Routledge, 1990), pp. 23-35 (p. 23, p. 26).

'8 Elizabeth Walsh Peavoy, ‘Elizabeth Peavoy writes about her mother the writer Mary Lavin’, Inside
Tribune, 24 March 1985, press cuttings, fol. 1: James Joyce Library.
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motherhood, Lavin’s reputation as a new writer evidently mattered to her. On the

other hand, Sedgwick had written this to Lavin about ‘The Nun’s Mother’:

The theme of your story is a very delicate one, for the link between the
dedicated life and natural passions of the flesh is not often dwelt upon and |
can see how among many Catholics your story might be read with a certain —

what shall | say — unease is certainly an understatement [sic]."’

Sedgwick’s reticence may be rooted in publishing and profit considerations but as
Lavin’s writing uncovers what V. S. Pritchett asserts is ‘the smoldering [sic] of a
hidden life’ with all the accompanying connotations that promises, there are evident
tensions between the freedom of artistic expression, professional and economic
success and personal responsibilities.*® The creative decision to lay bare sexual
desire in this story not only has to be balanced against contemporaneous discretions
but also Lavin’s own relationship with the Catholic Church. In that respect, Lavin’s
understanding of potential reactions from target audiences astutely protects both her
freedom to comment and the reputation of the Church. She displays great sensitivity
whilst deliberating about publication of ‘The Nun’s Mother’, a story that tests
intellectual, emotional and religious boundaries. It questions the practice of celibacy,
the complexities surrounding parental acceptance of choices made by their children,

and openly addresses the normative silences surrounding married intimacy.

The correspondence with Sedgwick reveals much more than simply
contractual continuity; despite being at an early stage of her career, Lavin conveys

confidence in her ability to discriminate in the future selection of appropriate stories

7 Letter from Ellery Sedgwick to Mary Lavin dated 12 December 1939: Gotlieb Archive.
By.s. Pritchett, ‘Introduction’ to Collected Stories (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971), p. x.
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for publication.”® Paradoxically, Lavin also seeks approval by putting forward
‘Lilacs’, ‘The Black Grave’ and ‘Love is For Lovers’ for Sedgwick’s attention,
whilst at the same time denying they would be suitable for Atlantic Monthly. This is
no false modesty: insecurity and uncertainty dogged her throughout her writing
career as correspondence to family, friends and professional acquaintances such as

Sedgwick reveals.

Lavin’s reticence about misinterpretation is indicative of a particular frame of
mind in the period. Even as late as the 1950s a climate of restriction still persisted in
Ireland; how to circumnavigate that was a serious consideration for artists and
writers and their work. For instance, Maura Laverty refused to allow her essay
‘Woman-shy Irishmen’ to be published in the second edition of The Vanishing Irish
(1954) despite it having been included in the earlier American edition (1953). In its
original form it is an outspoken discourse on the sexual indifference of contemporary
Irishmen, who in reality Laverty sees as far removed from the ‘dashing and
impetuous [...] Irishman of the novel and film>.%° Laverty was concerned enough to
write to the publishers refusing permission for re-publication and was successful in
removing the essay. Laverty had also received unfavourable correspondence from
readers after publication of an article in Pageant was made without her knowledge or

permission. This suggests Laverty’s caution was well-placed.”*

'® Lavin continued to be on equally good terms with Edward Weeks (editor 1938-1966), but the
letters reflect a more formal relationship.

2% Maura Laverty, ‘Woman-shy Irishmen’, The Vanishing Irish: The Enigma of the Modern World, ed.
by John A. O’Brien (New York, Toronto and London: McGraw-Hill, 1953), pp. 50-59.

*'Maura Laverty papers, ACC 4607, box 1/10, fol. 1: National Library of Ireland, Dublin. Roger
Gorman, editor of The Sign, commiserates in his letter to Laverty dated 24 March, 1954 about the
backlash.



65

Outside of The Atlantic Monthly interest in Lavin’s work grew throughout the
decade: publication of Tales from Bective Bridge (1942), The Long Ago and Other
Stories (1944), The Becker Wives and Other Stories (1946) and At Sallygap and
Other Stories (1947) followed with two novels, The House in Clewe Street (1945)
and Mary O’Grady (1950). However, the novels seemed less successful, and were
dismissed rather harshly as ‘[t]wo bad novels’ by Mary Lavin herself.?* Despite
some negative responses, notably one by Kate O’Brien, who suggests Lavin lacked
the novelist’s ‘passion’ and seemed ‘tired’ by the text itself, there were valuable
insights into what Lavin could produce in the short stories.”® Francis Hackett’s
review of The House in Clewe Street recognises the methodology at the very heart of

Lavin’s writing:

Miss Lavin does not evade the sordidness common to all stagnant
communities. Her imaginative demands are too resolute, too independent,

too fortified by inner dignity, to permit either evasion or submission.?*

Dan Norton notes The House in Clewe Street ‘is rich with the truth of commonplace
things’ and whilst detecting some imbalance in a notable character, values the

‘hundred details of voice and turn of phrase, of dress and gesture [whilst recreating]
the intricate rhythm of village life, with its conscious and unconscious rituals’.?®

Although Hackett and Norton are responding to the novel, their observations are also

relevant to the short stories. Lavin’s attention to fine detail and courage in engaging

’Marianne Koenig, ‘Mary Lavin: The Novels and the Stories’, Irish University Review, 9:2 (Autumn
1979), 244-261(p. 244).

2 Kate O’Brien, ‘Short Stories — In and Out of Place’, Irish Times, 5 January 1946, p. 4. It did not help
Lavin’s case that O’Brien was reviewing Elizabeth Bowen’s The Demon Lover in the same column.

2% Erancis Hackett, ‘Books of the Times’, New York Times, 26 May 1945, p. 13.

2 Dans. Norton, ‘The Coniffes of Castlerampart’, New York Times, 27 May 1945, p. 79.
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honestly with the challenges experienced by small-town communities is a feature

throughout her oeuvre.

Alongside her professional productivity this was also a challenging period
personally for Lavin. She had married and had two daughters by 1945, but also lost
her father in the same year. For a writer who always maintained that she put her
family before her writing, such productivity is remarkable at this time. If Lavin did
not hide the strains she sometimes felt between her roles as a mother and a writer,
neither did she dwell on them. In the preface to Selected Stories (1959) she
pragmatically reveals that ‘the actual writing down of stories has been done in
snatches of time filched from other duties’, a comment reiterated later to Aileen
Orpen in her interview.?® Somehow this fragmentary process was a fruitful one for
her. Indeed, the short story genuinely appeared to work for her stylistically, as well
as being a practical medium that allowed her to write over extended periods, taking
into account these personal commitments. Each story had numerous drafts and two
or more narratives were worked on at the same time. In a documentary made and
aired in the later stages of Lavin’s life, Caroline Walsh remembers her mother would
write in big green notebooks and would have begun writing in the early morning,
before her daughters left for school, and continued during the day in Bewley’s Café,
Grafton Street and the National Library.?” Bewley’s position as part of the cultural
capital of Ireland is well-documented and Lavin’s place amongst a long list of

writers, artists and theatre personnel was noted in Hugh Oram’s article for the Irish

2 Mary Lavin, ‘Preface’ to Selected Stories (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1959). Aileen
Orpen, ‘Mary Lavin’, Irish Times, 6 August 1970, p. 12.
%’ Cian O’hEigeartaigh, ‘An Arrow in Flight’, RTE, 1992: produced and directed by Cian O’hEigeartaigh.
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Times in 2004.® Writer, journalist and protégé, Nuala O’Faolain, also remembers

Lavin working in the National Library in the 1950s.%
Reworking texts

As Angeline Kelly highlights in one of the main studies of Lavin’s work, far from
casting early collections in stone, Lavin makes significant alterations to key short
stories from across this decade in subsequent publications and these alterations are
noteworthy enough to impact to a lesser or greater degree on later readings of those
narratives.* Kelly notes that ‘factual accuracy, stylistic cohesion [or elucidation of]
aesthetic, and sometimes moral intention’ are key drivers.®* Lavin wrote multiple
staged versions of each short story. Once initial ideas were committed to paper, the
early drafts increased in length and had to be condensed significantly, with
adjustment even between proof copy and the published edition. Even after
publication, Lavin made corrections on the pages of editions that she came across:
copies of various short story collections held in Meath Library, Navan, and the James
Joyce Library, UCD, illustrate the extent of these corrections. With each new
collection this process continued.** Research on specific narratives by Janet Egleson

Dunleavy, ‘The Making of Mary Lavin’s “Happiness” and ‘The Making of Mary

28 Hugh Oram, ‘No More the Nostalgic Aroma of Coffee or the Touch of Sticky Buns’, Irish Times, 30
October 2004, p. 3; cited in Kieran Bonner, ‘A Fry-Up and an Espresso: Bewley’s Café and
Cosmopolitan Dublin’, New Hibernia Review, 11: 3 (Autumn 2007), 9-27 (pp. 15-16).

?® Nuala O’Faolain, Are You Somebody? The Life and Times of Nuala O’Faolain (Dublin: New Island
Books, 1996), pp. 79-80.

% A. A. Kelly, Mary Lavin: Quiet Rebel (Dublin: Wolfhound Press, 1980), pp. 139-168.

3 Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 168.

32 This aspect of her writing is recorded in reference texts, but not always made use of in critical
interpretations of Lavin’s work. See Janet Egleson Dunleavy in British Novelists 1930-1959, ed. by
Bernard Oldsey (Detroit, MI: Gale, 1983), pp. 261-269. Also Greg C. Winston in Cheryl Alexander
Malcolm and David Malcolm, Dictionary of Literary Biography: British and Irish Short Fiction Writers,
Volume 319 (MI, USA: University of Gdansk Thomson Gale, 2006), pp. 151-164.
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Lavin’s “A Memory’”’, illustrates just how detailed and lengthy a process this was. >

However, this recognition is redundant if, each time an entry or essay on Lavin
appears subsequent to studies such as Egleson Dunleavy’s, the title of a story is
deemed the only crucial identifier. Reference to published edition or draft
manuscript is crucial, otherwise ongoing critical discourse becomes tainted by

inaccuracies.

Some short stories reveal the impact of Lavin’s modifications more obviously
than others. Where the tenor of a story shifts markedly, as in revised versions of
‘Sarah’, it creates a strikingly alternate reading, refusing sympathies that were
engendered in earlier versions of the text. This suggests Lavin is either responding to
a shift in social mood or modifying her personal commitment to a theme. Where the
revisions are minor it can be interpreted as an opportunity to improve the quality of
the work, or simply proofreading with hindsight. However, Lavin’s interventions do
exhibit traits of obsession and at best control about the process, analogous to a
similar course of action remarked upon by Frank O’Connor about rewriting his own
work ‘[e]ndlessly, endlessly, endlessly’.3* This mode of revising published work
was heavily criticised by Sean O’Faolain, yet Lavin rejected his arguments in favour

of editorial control over her work and what she believed was best practice.*

* Janet Egleson Dunleavy, ‘The Making of Mary Lavin’s “Happiness”, Irish University Review, 9:2
(Autumn 1979), 225-232; ‘The Making of Mary Lavin’s “A Memory”’, Eire-Ireland, 12 (1977), 90-99.
3 Anthony Whittier, ‘Frank O’Connor: The Art of Fiction No. 19’, Paris Review, 17 (Autumn-Winter
1957) <http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4847/the-art-of-fiction-no-19-frank-oconnor>
[accessed 7 March 2012] (para. 21 of 74).

> Maev Kennedy, ‘Mary Lavin’, Irish Times, 13 March 1976, p. 4.
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1940s realist fictions

A key locus for Lavin in the 1940s collections is the family. Regardless of how that
manifests itself in the particularity of constitution, circumstance and milieu, in
microcosm it serves as a significant reflection on Irish society. In light of the spare
nature of the short story, characters are established through a narrator’s informed
viewpoint. This may be practical descriptive focus on physique, mannerisms or
dress, in some cases with an individual history prior to the existing narrative. Whilst
this assumes the convention of reciprocity between reader and storyteller, and in
some ways foregrounds the artificiality of the fiction, it also creates the closest
approximation to an appropriate realist environment. Compression of time through
character histories means that the reader is situated within a narrative continuum that
appears familiar in its frame of reference and action. In ‘Sarah’ (Tales from Bective
Bridge) we learn the chief protagonist is labelled as both an unmarried mother with a
reputation and a valued worker. The suggestion of the potential damage her
unrestrained sexual behaviour may engender within a Catholic community is offset
by the positive subjective marker offered by the narrator. Such damage limitation
privileges Sarah, creating what Wayne C. Booth marks as ‘particularity and
autonomy’.* This makes a character seem like a real person with all the complexity

of positive attributes and negative flaws present

Whilst Booth is responding to lan Watt’s analysis of the novel and realism,
and has problems with Watts’ comments on authorial intrusions and their impact on
this realist intent, he adds a valid cautionary note: ‘Each man trusts his own brand of

reality, and the seeming agreement about the importance of a natural surface breaks

36 Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd edition (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1987), p. 41.
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down as soon as we compare doctrines in detail’.*’ This interpretative harmony runs
a similar risk to close reading of an impressionist painting; it is far more difficult if
we examine too closely the fine print or brushwork of the artist. Booth’s reservations
about how individual interpretation overshadows perceived consensus are justified,
whereas Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth’s strategy of reading the realist mode with a
‘perspective system’ suggests total collapse is not inevitable.*® Ermarth reiterates
that there has to be some sort of consensus about what is perceived as a realist
environment, and this system removes the pressure, if you will, of the detail that may
cause consensus to fail, providing a ‘common horizon’.*® However, rather than
focusing negatively on perceived differences of interpretation as Booth does,
Ermarth embraces the notion of various points of view to ‘find the form of the whole
in what looks from a closer vantage point like a discontinuous array of specific
cases’.”® This plurality of vision puts a positive spin on what Booth saw as a
negative: consensus through convention orientates what we understand as
representation of reality. Through an objective ‘management of distance’,
recognised patterns can be measured and agreed upon.** If an appropriate distance or
objectivity is maintained from the source of interest, for instance a painting or novel
or indeed a short story, then a certain truth or viability about its content can be
readily agreed. The conventions of reading a text would then support a realisation of
authenticity or verisimilitude in its contents. Ermarth’s discussion of realism allows

us to understand narrative as a matter of approach and perspective. Lavin’s unique

37 Booth, Rhetoric, p. 42.

%8 Elizabeth Deeds Erma rth, Realism and Consensus in the Novel: Time, Space and Narrative
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), p. xxi.

39 Ermarth, Realism, p. 21.

0 Ermarth, Realism, p. 35.

“a Ermarth, Realism, p. 35.
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narrative management of distance and empathy can be better understood in these

terms.

Lavin maintains a fine balancing act in offering that objective distance: she is
never afraid to be critical or to expose weakness in those systems she has issues with
and yet Lavin reveals great sympathy with, and empathy for, individuals within those
systems. This apparent tension strengthens rather than diminishes her work. The
interconnected nature of Lavin’s construction of realism complements Raymond
Williams’ sense that in such fiction, ‘[e]very aspect of personal life is radically
affected by the quality of the general life, yet the general life is seen at its most
important in completely personal terms’.*> Williams recognises that this is not
always fully understood by novelists (his main focus here) who fail ‘to realize the
extent to which the substance of a general way of life actively affects the closest
personal experience’.*® Lavin’s focus on the relationship between individuals and

wider impact circles within Irish communities, clearly acknowledges public affect

upon private life.

There is clear evidence from interviews and archival sources that the fictions
and Lavin’s own life-experience were closely meshed. Although the basis of a
character might emerge from an acute observation of domestic or public sources, it
would always develop further. Lavin herself was keen to establish that distinction,
commenting ‘I don’t think I have ever written directly with anything like fidelity

about a real person whom I have known’.** Yet she was equally concerned not to be

42 Raymond Williams, ‘Realism and the Contemporary Novel’, 20th Century Literary Criticism: A
Reader, ed. by David Lodge (London; New York: Longman, 1991), pp. 581-591 (p. 584).
43y s . .,

Williams, ‘Realism’, p. 587.
*Catherine Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin: An Interview’, Irish University Review, Mary Lavin Special Issue, 9:2
(Autumn 1979), 207-224 (p. 208).
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‘outed’ because the lines had been blurred in the transition from what was known to

what was eventually imagined. In her interview with Catherine Murphy, Lavin said:

It might interest you to know that when | wrote The Will, which must have
been early in my career, probably the fourth or fifth story I wrote, | was afraid
someone in the family would recognise traits of my aunt in the fictitious
character. But of course, no-one did — Lally was only an objectification of a

concept.®

Speaking about that central character Lally from ‘The Will’, she freely admitted that
her personal reaction to her grandmother leaving an aunt of hers out of her will
because she had married against her wishes, was one of shock ‘at the injustice of
it’.* The memory remained and Lavin, ever conscious of social sensibilities,

reveals:

I based the character of “The Will’ on that aunt. She pitted herself against
her mother, her family and the Church, at a time when to do so was very

uncommon.*’

Yet Lavin denies that the translation of the real woman to the fictional is purely an
autobiographical one; the aunt had merely ‘embodied the concept of a certain kind of
person’.*® The creative distinction is upheld, with an acknowledgement that rural life
existed as she portrayed it, and the occupants were every bit as complex and
challenging as the readers themselves were and are. Whilst here Lavin goes some

way towards revealing her engagement with what is already known to her, close

*> Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 208.

4 Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 208. Mary Lavin, ‘The Will’, The Long Ago & Other Stories (London:
Michael Joseph Ltd, 1945), pp. 7-21. All further references are to this edition.

4 Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 208.

8 Murphy, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 209.
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reading of the stories also suggests a broader understanding of the contemporaneous
social context. The transatlantic journey in her own life and those of her parents’
resonates in stories connected with emigration such as ‘At Sallygap’, ‘Lemonade’
and ‘Tom’, also in the Big House narratives: ‘Magenta’, ‘The Joy Ride’ and ‘Scylla
and Charybdis’. However, whilst they are deeply rooted in the Lavin family
experience, located at the borderland of autobiography and fiction, they also

contribute meaningfully to the wider national narrative of emigration experience.

In the following section, a chronological look at key stories from the 1940s
collections will establish evident patterns of interest in the family. Each close
reading illustrates Lavin’s consistent approach to representing the inescapable
relationship between an individual and society. I begin with a reading of ‘Sarah’.
This offers a similar understanding of social context to the aforementioned stories,
but in particular focuses on the complex position some women found themselves
faced with if their behaviour, or the behaviour of those known to them, transgressed
contemporary religious or social norms. It raises questions about how far community
and family support extends before it is revoked. The subject-matters of nation, of
illegitimacy, adultery and betrayal in the narrative run alongside more conservative
values enshrined within marriage, monogamy and loyalty. What ‘Sarah’ displays in
this first collection is Lavin’s confidence in interrogating mid-twentieth century
values and norms. It moves beyond a black and white template of existence,

marking the complexity of human life. It is deserving of a detailed reading.

‘Sarah’ is a third-person omniscient narration from Tales from Bective
Bridge. It tells the story of a young unmarried mother of three who falls pregnant for

the fourth time. In many ways the narrative offers a sympathetic treatment of Sarah
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the transgressor, despite the blunt introduction to her in the opening line: ‘Sarah had
a bit of a bad name’.* The local midwife, while suggesting Sarah is perhaps
illegitimate herself, alludes to Catholic doctrine in her support and justification of
Sarah as an individual: ‘She is a good girl at heart [...] We are all born with a
tendency to evil’ (‘Sarah’, p. 48). The doctrine of original sin is upheld in the
Catholic Church and all newborns are seen to have entered into this world tainted by
the sins of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Consequently they are baptised as
soon as possible, to cleanse their souls and become part of the church. I would argue
that this normative, public statement of religious acceptance translates to the
midwife’s acknowledgement of collective experience and sin in her statement.
Bound up as it is in the narrative, it goes a long way to validate Sarah’s position in
the community, and to make sense of the perceived acceptance of her by the women
in the village. There is almost a sigh of resignation echoing in the background as
Mrs Muldoon the midwife speaks. Angeline Kelly suggests that ‘[t]he authority of
the Catholic Church is stressed in all Mary Lavin’s early work’, but it could still be
argued that this holds limited social power alone.® However, set alongside the far-
reaching secular changes to the Irish Constitution it is possible in this story to
envisage an all-encompassing paradigm of conduct which Irish women could be

forced to adopt.

Nevertheless, Sarah is located well outside of Eamon de Valera’s ideal
female role model as suggested by revision of Article 41 of the 1937 Constitution.
One reading of the narrative could be that she holds power outside of the home by

her obvious sexuality: men are attracted to her and local women are ‘filled with a

49 Mary Lavin, ‘Sarah’, Tales from Bective Bridge [1942] (London: Michael Joseph, 1945), p. 48. All
further references are to this edition unless otherwise stated, and are given in the text.
>0 Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 89.
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strange uncontrollable envy of her youth and her brazen mind, and her slow leopardy
beauty’ (‘Sarah’, p. 50). In part this natural stimulation of sexual instinct in others
plays into the pastoral milieu that de Valera posited in his St Patrick’s Day speech
but is driven further by the framed focus on animal attractiveness. It isa wild
predatory beauty, suggesting that regardless of whatever reciprocal relationships
transpire, Sarah appears to initiate interest by her very presence. This allusion to
animals, in particular large felines, is repeated elsewhere in Lavin’s tales, as for

instance with Flora in ‘The Becker Wives’, where it assumes a far darker presence.

A number of legislative changes prior to publication of Lavin’s first short
story collection establish a background against which ‘Sarah’ can now be read. Most
significant are the medical and religious restrictions in The Criminal Law
Amendment Act (1935) which outlawed the importation and sale of contraceptives,
and The Censorship of Publications Act (1929), intended to protect readers from
immoral content from overseas. This resulted in an official silence surrounding some
medical as well as popular literature. ‘Sarah’ highlights the inherent dangers
imposed on women who are active sexually but denied the security of contraception.
It exposes the reality of women’s lives, inside and outside of marriage. Mary
Kenny’s succinct comment inserted into her review of The Oxford Book of Irish
Short Stories reduces this reality to ‘a cruel double standard of morals whereby men
played and women paid”.>* In this short story, the social alliance of secular and
religious jurisdiction is juxtaposed against a fictional nonconformist free spirit in the
main protagonist. Sarah has already had three children when the story opens — there

is some debate as to who their father might be. Lavin teases us with the phrase,

>t Mary Kenny, ‘A Nation Consumed by Death’, Catholic Herald, 23 June 1989, p. 6
<http://archive.catholicherald.co.uk/article/23rd-june-1989/6/a-nation-consumed-by-death>
[accessed 28 February 2012].
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‘there was a certain fortuity in her choice of fathers for them’ (‘Sarah’, p. 48). This
suggests autonomy and control over her circumstances, but Sarah is still confined to
the family farm housekeeping for her brothers, handing over her wages to them. The
implication is that she has to seek work outside of the home, a direct contravention of
the ideal suggested in the Constitution. There is little to suggest financial benefit in
all her paternity choices, if we are to believe this autonomy is present, although a
local man called Molloy is mentioned in terms of potential support should the need

arise by her brother Pat.

The issue of paternity is one also discussed by Donna Potts in ‘Reviving the
Lass of Aughrim’; working from a later version of the story she intimates that the
brothers may well have fathered Sarah’s children.>® Their secrecy amongst
themselves and towards the local priest offers the possibility of an alternative route
for the reader — that of abusive incestuous behaviour. This hinges on the fact that
most unmarried young girls about to give birth would have been sent to a Home or
Magdalene institution, but in this story each time Sarah remains at the family
residence. Is that, Potts suggests, because the brothers had abused Sarah and so felt a
sense of responsibility? The earlier version (1942; reprinted 1945) does not
substantiate that reading, however. There, the brothers are referred to as uncles.
Fewer ancestral identifiers are present to connote paternity; the older brother is
named as Pat but the younger remains unidentified and so the issue of paternity is
made even more questionable by the absence of all family names. The family
surname is also withheld until the anonymous letter is introduced into the narrative.

In the 1974 version of ‘Sarah’, the family surname Murray is introduced early on in

> Donna L. Potts, ‘Reviving the Lass of Aughrim: Mary Lavin’s “Sarah”, Celtic Cultural Studies, 6
(2007) <http://www.celtic-cultural-studies.com/papers/06/potts-01.html> [originally accessed 10
May 2008; second access 17 April 2013] (para. 11 of 27).
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the opening stage of the narrative, and Sarah, Pat and Joseph are all assigned
forenames, so there is more scope, through overt labelling and subliminal contextual

references, for attribution of fatherhood there.

In conjunction with her single status as a mother, Sarah is heralded as ‘a great
worker, tireless and strong’ (‘Sarah’, p. 48). Although she is not considered safe
around the men in the village where ‘[w]omen with sons, and young brides, took care
not to hire her’, those same women were often seen as those ‘kindest’ to her,
defending her position to outsiders (‘Sarah’, p. 48). It is a strange benevolence
directed towards her in these times, but it is in part because of recognition of her
religious observations: she attended the Stations of the Cross, Holy Day activities
and never missed Mass. Technically these attendances align her with the soothing
effects of ritual and repetition, and traditional observances. In a telling statement the
narrator suggests that ‘[t]here was a greater understanding in their hearts for sins
against God than there was for sins against the Church’ (‘Sarah’, p. 48). This
combination of secular restriction through the Constitution, allied with constraints
imposed through religious doctrine, produces an interesting tension. It discriminates
between the established powerhouses of the State and Church, whilst discretely
acknowledging the elusive (and therefore perhaps ineffective) presence of God in
terms of retribution for sins committed. Potts acknowledges this religious aspect of
the narrative, expanding on the obvious Mary Magdalene identifiers in the character
and notes ‘Sarah’s type of religious devotion is certainly much more matriarchal than
patriarchal, and arguably more pagan than Christian’.>® That is a valid reading in

terms of the obvious allusions to pre-Christian fertility rites and observances, but it

>3 potts, ‘Reviving the Lass of Aughrim’, (para. 5 of 27).
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also demonstrates the plurality of influences that Lavin places upon her characters.
Potts usefully points out a long social history in support of her reading of ‘Sarah’
where ‘women are obligated to uphold virtue’; this works then as a metaphor for the

times — a weight of expectation upon the female figure who cannot win.>

Faced with the anticipated establishment and public judgemental responses to
literature in the 1940s Lavin never, interestingly, has her work banned. This
continues to be the case throughout her professional life. By the late 1960s, Lavin
claimed to be ‘bored to madness with this talk of censorship in Ireland’ but in the
1940s, as Lavin began her writing career, artists, writers and film makers faced the
threat of their work being banned permanently in Ireland under censorship
legislation.”® By the Sunday Press interview in 1968, Lavin articulated concerns that
moved beyond Ireland: ‘What we should be concerned about is censorship in its
widest sense — in a world context. About things like are we getting the truth about
Vietnam or Ecumenism’.>® This outspokenness is noteworthy; a shift away from her
usual more considered comments purely on the craft of writing. In a footnote to
‘Religious Conventions’ in Mary Lavin: Quiet Rebel, Kelly suggests that as Lavin’s
‘criticism is veiled in irony’ her writing was never banned by the Censorship
Board.®” In truth, irony alone cannot protect a writer from criticism surrounding the
topics of their work, and Kelly does not make explicit the exact form of verbal or
structural contrivance. However, Lavin’s measured nuances of disapproval can be

seen to serve as some form of defence. The early versions of ‘Sarah’ bear this out.

>* potts, ‘Reviving the Lass of Aughrim’, (para. 3 of 27).

>® ‘The Quiet Authoress’, The Sunday Press, 21 April 1968, p. 20, unattributed: Colindale, British
Library Newspapers.

*® ‘The Quiet Authoress’, The Sunday Press, 21 April 1968, p. 20, unattributed: Colindale, British
Library Newspapers.

> Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 181, n. 4.
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When the young wife Kathleen Kedrigan asks for Sarah’s assistance in looking after
the house whilst she is away in Dublin, a seemingly unstoppable sequence of events
occurs. Simple domestic work is the catalyst for a tragic outcome. The wife in
question is a newcomer to the village and is the opposite of Sarah in every way. She
has a ‘pale and papery face’ and is described by other women as ‘that bleached out
doll’ (‘Sarah’, pp. 49-50). These descriptors suggest absence of a life force: the
metaphor of a child’s toy both infantilises and is disempowering in connection with
the adult figure of Kathleen. It also foreshadows a problematic childbirth. Her visit
to Dublin to see a doctor is not received well by the local women — it is seen as a
slight on the local practitioner, and redundant in their eyes, as she also seems
destined for a troublesome pregnancy anyway. Sarah on the other hand has proved
her fruitfulness and is pictured as full of life with ‘warm colouring [and] gold eyes’
(‘Sarah’, p. 50). Even these descriptions of her, allied to those of the husband Oliver
Kedrigan, are contained within a pastoral semantic field. There are echoes of the
orchard and ripened fruit about her. After Kathleen leaves Sarah and Oliver together
they are both seen by neighbours illuminated in the sunlight working in symmetry.
Identified as ‘peasants’, they appear as a celebration of all that is natural and healthy,
in contrast to the relationship of opposites that is Oliver and his wife. Kathleen
meanwhile is seen as ‘anaemic and thin-boned’ (‘Sarah’, p. 50). She is already

identified as not being able to carry a healthy child.

Lavin’s frank use of the image of the tin of sheep-raddle in ‘Sarah’ points to
early personal confidence in her skills as a writer, which confirms Lord Dunsany’s
appraisal of her creative abilities. Sheep-raddle is a red paint used to mark sheep

either in connection with their lambs, or as evidence of ownership by the farmer, or
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to demonstrate that a ewe has been serviced by a ram. Just one hour after his wife
has left for Dublin Oliver is getting ready to work with the sheep and is in his cart
when he asks Sarah to pass him the tin of raddle. The paint resonates with obvious
markers of fruitfulness and promise. It is a detail that is highly embedded within the
consciousness of rural life, and places the narrative simultaneously within the
pastoral and patriarchal domain. The immediacy with which Sarah and Oliver
Kedrigan are at ease with one another is notable. He jokes and suggests that her
facial ruddiness is due to the raddle itself. Asa marker and identifier it signifies both
the potential for fertility and the element of ownership. It is an obvious metaphor for
the alleged events about to take place. Later, a similar interaction occurs between
husband and wife where Sarah’s death is revealed to Oliver but in a very different
atmosphere. The possessive dominant patriarchal focus is evident then, as is the
evident shrew-like pleasure Kathleen takes in revealing Sarah’s demise. The reader
should note that with Sarah, Oliver retains a sense of desire and power that is
attractive, not destructive. In the later versions of ‘Sarah’, Oliver asks for wire
cutters to be passed to him; in the earlier story it is the pigment. That does seem
significant, as Oliver is actively placed as the suitor and Sarah as the object of desire
within a pastoral domain previously. However, in those later versions the marriage
relationship is viewed in more aggressive terms with the signifier of the wire cutters

as an agent of separation.

Undeniably, this re-working of the narrative has caused some interpretative
slippage, as can be seen in Melissa Kleindl’s use of an anthologised version of

‘Sarah’ in The Oxford Book of Irish Short Stories.”® Kleindl criticises Richard

*% Melissa K. Kleind|, ‘Mary Lavin’s “Sarah”: Punishment for a Temptress or Victimization of an
Unconventional Woman?’ Region, Nature, Frontiers: Proceedings from the 11" International Region
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Peterson for his confusion about the sheep-raddle and the wire cutters, yet Peterson is
working from Tales from Bective Bridge (1942) in his appraisal of the early stories,
and at no time then are wire cutters referred to in the narrative. The sheep-raddle is
the primary marker: its presence and use distinguishes between the relationship that
Oliver has with his wife and that with his lover. It connects both women to Oliver
and highlights sexual connection and loss. Lavin creates a mood of potential
between Oliver and Sarah in their opening exchange despite Sarah reddening ‘with
capricious temper’, but this is quickly diffused with humour rather than anger as in
the later version (‘Sarah’, p. 50). The structural continuity of the sheep-raddle
engenders a more poignant outcome in the earlier version, where the connotations of
the pigment are transferred to the wife. Yet there is no closure by the end of the
narrative; Oliver Kedrigan’s shouts to his wife for the raddle can be read as
unresolved emotional and sexual frustration. His wife’s inability to pass on the tin to
him resonates as withdrawal on a number of levels. Lavin’s later introduction of the
wire-cutters that Kleindl refers to is far less subtle but also does make its point.
Undoubtedly, Lavin’s reworking of material has engendered some analytical
confusion. At different stages throughout the critical history responding to Lavin’s
short stories, similar assumptions have been made about which version is under
review. Potts’ own reading of abuse in ‘Sarah’ also falls into this category. In order
fully to engage with Lavin’s reworking of the texts, especially where she shifts from
minor revision to major restructuring, critical integrity relies on interpretation
grounded within transparent paradigms of publication. Clearly in this case, Lavin’s

revisions altered potential reader sympathies.

and Nation Literature Association Conference (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2008), pp.
152-162.
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Rather than depict the sexual act between Sarah and Oliver, Lavin’s decision
to insert a central ellipsis in the text forces a structural ‘black hole” where the
narrative withholds explicit sexual reference, in keeping with the climate of the time.
In fact, there is no overt expression of sexual behaviour, merely flirting and innuendo
until Oliver and Sarah’s ease with one another (which could be seen as naive
foreplay) is later tied to Sarah’s pregnancy when it becomes noticeable. In the
gentlest of ways the reader is led to believe that their time spent together was on the
one hand a practical arrangement where the housework was completed, but also there
was a sense of inevitability about the ensuing affair. The wife does return to a clean,
well-ordered house. It is only some six months later that the brothers notice Sarah’s
altered state; when confronted, she walks from the house ‘nonchalant and
independent’ and as she walks out we read ‘her slow gait had a strange rhythmical
grace’ (‘Sarah’, p. 51). This movement foreshadows the descriptors of Honoria and
Flora’s mimicry in ‘The Becker Wives’, whilst this apparent physical confidence
belies the onset of Sarah’s destruction. Although Oliver’s wife Kathleen Kedrigan is
also pregnant at the same time, she is described as having bouts of hysteria,
‘bloodless and self-conscious [as her] nerves were getting badly frayed’ (‘Sarah’, p.
53). She offers us an alternative negative view of pregnancy. Although for her this
was an inauspicious time to read a letter that accused her husband of infidelity, the
reader has little sympathy in light of her deliberate cruelty towards Sarah. After
Oliver’s clumsy protests of denial and then cries of fear, her response is to take
control, allegedly by burning the anonymous letter. However, a similar letter appears
at Sarah’s home the next day and that is when her brothers turn on her, banishing her
from the family home. Sarah is left to support herself in any way she can. The

eldest brother cannot reconcile her obvious pregnancy with the anticipated gossip of
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the village and the censure of the local priest. He has no answers to give about the
father and is also angered by the possible independence of his sister in writing the
letter to Oliver Kedrigan. It appears that having broken the pattern of her previous
silences Sarah is seen as a real threat to the continuance of the family unit, such as it

is.

Although Oliver Kedrigan believes that his wife has burnt the letter, neither
he nor the reader is absolutely sure. There is some doubt as he only sees a blank
piece of paper burn. Given the logistics of writing another letter in so short a space
of time, it makes more sense that Kathleen retains the letter and returns it to Sarah’s
brothers knowing that retribution will take place outside of her own home. However,
that retribution is all-encompassing. Zack Bowen considers the actions of the
betrayed wife to be sophisticated as she ‘manages to control the situation and punish
without doing anything that on the surface appears to be vindictive’.>® In many
respects she retains a Christian mantle — forgiving her husband without outwardly
causing a scandal. However, her due diligence in alerting Sarah’s brothers makes her
culpable with regards to the death of Sarah and her child. Bowen refers to Sarah as a
‘temptress who scandalizes the community by seducing men and having illegitimate
children’.®® He notes that while Lavin’s authorial condemnation is absent in the
narrative Sarah is eventually punished when cast out of the family home by her
brothers, implying a righteous retribution in her death. Kleindl objects to Bowen’s

interpretation, and his particular use of semantics, and suggests Sarah would not be

culpable, or acting as a temptress.*® However, there is no evidence in the narrative

>% Zack Bowen, Mary Lavin (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1975), p. 27.
60 .

Bowen, Mary Lavin, p. 27.
o1 Kleindl, ‘Mary Lavin’s “Sarah”’, p. 152.
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that she was coerced or misled into the brief relationship, so it might easily be

presumed she had ownership of, and responsibility for, her actions.

The casting out of Sarah does still suggest some censure, even outside of the
narrative. Does the narrative endorse or indict this community’s position? Or more
tellingly, is it more an indictment of Ireland in the 1940s? The answers may be
found in some significant textual detail. For instance, Lavin’s descriptions of Sarah
metaphorically echo those of the euphemistic identifier, the scarlet woman. The
elder brother throws out her belongings, clothes and a few ornamental possessions
such as a green box, a picture frame and a box of powder. Of the clothes, most
obvious are a red dress and a red cap and a brown coat. In later versions revised by
Lavin, ‘a few bits of underwear [...] an alarm clock [...] a prayer book, a pair of high-
heeled shoes’ are added.®® These alterations include more intimate clothing and
these, alongside a box of powder, are value-laden: set against the neutral condition of
an alarm clock and a picture frame they foreground Sarah’s gender, and a particular
codification of her belongings contributes to a growing sense of her marginalisation.
The addition of a prayer book complicates matters; it makes clear Sarah’s secure
position as a church-goer more tenuous in that the casting out of the book suggests
the possibility of her separation from the religious community. In the later versions,
Pat, the elder brother, drags her by the hair across the floor in his attempt to banish
her from the family home. She is also labelled by the stereotypical sexual identifiers
of red clothing, underwear and high-heeled shoes. These would serve as the obvious
branding of a prostitute elsewhere in literature and film, for instance, and the

connections between sex and violence is uneasily made within the context of her

62 Mary Lavin, The Stories of Mary Lavin, Volume 2 (Constable: London, 1974), p. 21; Tales from
Bective Bridge (Dublin: Town House, 1996), p. 50.
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brother’s disapproval. Regardless of interpretation, the tragedy of the narrative is
that Sarah, well-liked and respected in many ways, is cast out and left to die. As
Kathleen tells her husband, she is found ‘as dead as a rat, and the child dead beside
her!”®® The simile is explicit and redundant: it excites anger and resentment in him.

This is supposed to be our final proof of his guilt.

The conservative religious and secular focus in Ireland on the family as the
nexus of social strength does translate to the territories of experience in Lavin’s
fiction. It maps onto Raymond Williams’ analysis of the relationship between the
individual and society. Constitutional restrictions evidently would have had an effect
on patterns of behaviour between men and women, although Caitriona Clear’s
reappraisal of the difficulties experienced suggests we should not measure the
expectations of the populace by present-day assumptions.®* There is also the danger
of passively accepting historically assimilated notions surrounding the full extent of
government impact upon individuals.®® Nevertheless, legislation introduced would
suggest that by the 1930s in Ireland, opportunities for women were increasingly
under threat and this impacted upon the economic decisions that people made.
Mpyrtle Hill argues that ‘women’s role in the Free State was characterised as domestic
and familial, with legislative measures progressively eroding their position in public
life’.®® Yet Caitriona Clear suggests issues surrounding ‘citizenship and employment

rights’ for women were far more complex and less rigid than merely focusing on

63 Lavin, ‘Sarah’, p. 56.

® Caitriona Clear, ‘Women in de Valera’s Ireland 1932-48: A Reappraisal’, De Valera’s Irelands, ed. by
Gabriel Doherty and Dermot Keogh (Cork: Mercier Press, 2003), pp. 104-114.

% In his essay former Irish Taoiseach Garrett Fitzgerald highlights Eamon de Valera’s influence which
still resonates within the Irish political system today: Garrett Fitzgerald, ‘Eamon de Valera: The Price
of His Achievement’, De Valera’s Irelands, ed. by Gabriel Doherty & Dermot Keogh (Cork: Mercier
Press, 2003), pp. 185-204.
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‘paid work and public life’.%” Although in 1933 it became law for national
schoolteachers to resign upon marriage, and the 1935 Employment Act extended the
bar to all civil service posts, Clear argues that in practice, women were not barred
from every type of work outside the home, and had access to education and to
political office.®® However, it is difficult to come to terms with these aspirations to
political office when, as Hill points out, a Bill in 1927 had already excluded women
from jury service ‘in the interests of administrative efficiency and financial
savings’.” Interpretation of the inevitable tensions surrounding the success or failure
of this legislation is complex and varied. Our desire as readers to see change as
necessary and plausible at specific points in narratives is one marred or blessed with
historical and social hindsight. Gillian Beer cautions us about the imposition of
present-day expectations of ‘relevance’ that we place on texts. She argues that there
is a ‘need to recognise the difference of past writing and past concerns instead of
converting them into our current categories’.’”® Although this could suggest that texts
inhabit an historical space which cannot allow for later translation or appropriation, it

also offers a useful insight into the dangers of mechanistic decoding of past texts.

Nevertheless, how Lavin’s fictions engage with issues surrounding women’s
economic choices is just as nuanced and varied as this historical analysis has proved.
Where the family is the core unit, for instance in ‘Lilacs’ (Tales from Bective

Bridge), the fiction disarmingly brings into play interaction between its members as

®7 Caitriona Clear, Women of the House: Women’s Household Work in Ireland 1926-1961 Discourses,
Experiences, Memories (Dublin and Portland, USA: Irish Academic Press, 2000), pp. 5-8.

68 Clear, Women of the House, pp. 5-6.

69 Hill, Women in Ireland, p. 100.

7 Gillian Beer, ‘Representing Women: Re-presenting the Past’, The Feminist Reader: Essays in Gender
and the Politics of Literary Criticism, ed. by Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore (London: Macmillan,
1989), pp. 63-80 (p. 63).
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the primary focus.”* This deflects the core social critique onto them and reinforces
the inextricable link between the private and the public - the assumption being that
whatever hierarchies, obstructions and crises exist internally, they are a microcosm
of a much wider social environment. In ‘Lilacs’, the Molloy family earn their living
by the purchase and selling on of manure; their situation represents the relentless
drudgery and economic fragility of rural life. ‘Lilacs’ also offers a more
sophisticated realist expression of an Ireland that George Moore had given much
earlier in his collection The Untilled Field. Yet, paradoxically, it returns to the same
fundamental problems. Clear’s study of women’s household work in Ireland is
worthy of note here. It brings to our attention practical difficulties experienced in

rural areas, for instance, in the 1930s that are highlighted within ‘Lilacs’:

A dungheap some distance from the house, would be the final destination of
the contents of pots and commodes in rural areas. There was never a smell
off the dungheap until the day it was moved, to be spread. Then all the

windows would have to be shut.”

This connection perhaps dates Lavin’s narrative somewhat for the modern reader
inexperienced in the reality of such domestic routines. In ‘Lilacs’, the manure
business is a public concern, and an economic priority, thereby linking the family to
modern education and recreational activity through the profits made. In Moore’s
‘The Exile’, for instance, the family farm is the foundation upon which future
decisions such as marriage are made.” Significantly, in ‘Lilacs’ the financial gains

of dealing in the waste product are weighted variably: as payment for boarding

& Mary Lavin, ‘Lilacs’, Tales from Bective Bridge [1942] (London: Michael Joseph, 1945).

72 Clear, Women of the House, p. 145.

3 George Moore, ‘The Exile’, The Untilled Field [1903; 1926; 1931] (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Ltd,
2000).
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school educations and music lessons for the daughters, as a mechanism for both
social interaction with and exclusion from the community, and as a dividing element

between family members.

Sisters Kate and Stacey have grown up hating the smell surrounding the
business, resenting the encroachment upon their lives of the farmers who bring their
rotting dung to the house. They do not see the financial advantages of the business.
Ironically, throughout the story, the smell of the dung (a fertiliser to enhance growth)
drains rather than nourishes the family psyche. Phelim’s decision as patriarch to
maintain trading despite objections from all the women in the house is the first
marker of division, but a necessary economic decision. Lavin highlights the
repetitive nature of the day-to-day routines in detail: the sound of horses’ hooves on
the cobbles delivering the dung, the sweeping of the yard, the preparation of tea. The
routines are presented as a constant, just as the business is. When one of the
daughters overhears newcomers to the area complaining about the smell, it signifies
an intrusion into the unbroken pattern of rural living. This is an early indicator in the

narrative that Lavin empathises with the harsh nature of country life.

When both parents eventually die, the reader is almost ready to accept that
the dung heap will be replaced by flowering lilac trees. This is something the
youngest daughter Stacey had planned for a long time as she was so affected by the
smell of the dung. We learn also that despite her own dislike of the manure,
Phelim’s wife Rose had continued the trade after her husband’s sudden death. At
this juncture, although it is not immediately obvious, Lavin has constructed a divided
inheritance that connects mother and daughters in two intricately different ways, and

eventually divides the sisters. Significantly, the mother herself had also longed to
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blot out the smell of the dung when her young husband-to-be proposed his business
plan: for her the solution was to be rockets and mignonette; later, for her younger
daughter Stacey it was to be lilacs. In reality, the only time that the smell of manure
was dampened in the house was on the day of Phelim’s funeral — then the deep
perfume of lilies overpowered everything. Kate, the eldest daughter, is more like her
mother in practical ways; she also continues the trade after Rose’s death, building on
the inheritance with a view to making enough money to escape the family home
through marriage. Stacey is left at the closure of the narrative uncomprehendingly
still insistent on replacing the dung heap with flowering shrubs and trees. The sisters
Kate and Stacey, pragmatist and romantic, who worked together against their parents
when they were alive, are divided once alone. Lavin does not flinch from delivering
the almost painful realisation of what it takes to survive. ‘Lilacs’ is an example of
where the dysfunctional realities of the old order strain against Lavin’s portrayals of

the new.

Lavin was not alone in her critique of Irish life. The finely balanced ideal of
a relationship between individual and society in this complex climate of orthodoxy,
particularly when focused on women’s rights in connection with the Constitution,
was challenged on many levels. Clair Wills’ account of the tension between State
ideology and cultural practice points to the fact that both government and writers
actually shared a sense of the value of ordinary lives, despite there being a conflict
between State construction of femininity ‘as both sexually innocent and safely
domestic’ and the various plays, novels and short stories contesting this ideology. I

The examples Wills cites, including Margaret Barrington’s ‘Village Without Men’

7% Clair Wills, “Women Writers and the Death of Rural Ireland’, Eire-Ireland, 41:1 & 2 (Spring-Summer
2006), 192-212 (p. 193).
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(1944), either overtly celebrate women’s sexuality and independence or undermine
images of controlled femininity through distorting tales of ‘sexual corruption’ and
brutality.” Realist texts such as ‘The Great Hunger’ (1942) are explicitly
condemnatory about the decline of rural life and the limited options available to men
and women. At the same time what Wills marks as ‘state propaganda’ also had its
own agenda prioritising the lives of ordinary men and women as being positive
barometers of the identity of neutral Ireland.”® This strategy aimed to counteract any
negative commentary. Wills further notes that whilst many liberal realist writers
availed themselves of the opportunity to be critical of the government ‘provincial
discourse’ many, including Sean O’Faolain, broadly supported government policy,
so there was a difference between their creative and journalistic writing.”” Lavin is
set apart from writers such as O’Faolain, or indeed Maura Laverty, in terms of her
complete focus on the short story as a medium in which to explore these social

tensions.

Lavin’s narratives offer a subtle approach to the tensions surrounding social
decay. The somewhat modest nature of her critique belies deep concerns about rural
and small-town living. Lavin is not only condemnatory of a certain type of rural life:
she foregrounds bleakness, the harshness of poverty and isolation experienced, but
undeniably also celebrates or lends value to that very same existence. Lavin also
subverts the ideology of the safety of the home and the protective patriarchal
figurehead, particularly in a short story such as ‘Assigh’, which suggests that the

restrictions and pressures placed upon women and men were of deep concern to

7> Margaret Barrington, ‘Village Without Men’, David’s Daughter Tamar (Dublin: Wolfhound Press,
1982); Wills, ‘Women Writers’, p. 193.

e Wills, “‘Women Writers’, p. 195.

7 Wills, “‘Women Writers’, p. 199.
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her.”® The assumed privilege afforded to the patriarch of a household determines the
plot of “‘Assigh’. In the opening stage of the short story, a father briefly revisits an
episode twenty years earlier when he had lashed out at his daughter and crippled her
with his belt. At this point in time, a few days before his death, his anger is not
directed towards himself, as he felt the punishment was justified; any sense of
remorse is acutely directed towards the outcome of the beating, his daughter’s
disability, not the beating itself. His daughter and his son have always lived in fear
of his temper, and the control that he has over their lives prevents the daughter from
marrying and leaving the farm, and the son from having children of his own. Itis
only the death of the patriarch that will release both of them, but even that comes too
late for either to make up for time passed. There is a certain inevitability
surrounding the complicated territories of family duty and rightful inheritance.

Lavin does not reject the bonds of family life and patterns of social legacy; rather she
interrogates the pressures that are put upon rural communities to survive by any
means. Lavin offers a measured account of the Ireland of her day, with issues of
bloodlines and inheritance marking acknowledgement of certain truths of her culture.

That inflects her realism.

Does she stop short of what Wills calls a ‘bitter realism’ of women’s lives
which engendered the banning of a text such as Maura Laverty’s novel Alone We
Embark (1943) for instance?’® There the plot centres on the romantic involvements
of a young woman, her early widowhood, a lost love and a sacrificial marriage to an
old man in the hopes of supporting her mother. The practicality of survival is

brought to the fore when her first true love returns from America and it is only at the

78 Mary Lavin, ‘Assigh’, Selected Stories (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1959).
7 Wills, “‘Women Writers’, p. 208.
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end of the novel that redemption of sorts from the unrelenting misery of her life
comes in the form of an opportunistic fatal car crash killing her brutal husband. As
Wills notes, it is not a novel which openly castigates the government’s rural policies;
rather it illustrates a cohesive support and understanding of shortages of essential
domestic supplies under wartime restrictions. In fact, Laverty’s own move towards
non-fiction in her cookery books and pamphlets serves as propaganda to mediate
public concerns about shortages. It is the desire to rid oneself of a pragmatic
marriage as a means of survival, and return to one’s first love that appears to cause
offence. If Lavin does fall short of ‘bitter realism’, subsequently avoiding censure, it
is cleverly managed, for narratives as explicitly revealing as ‘Sarah’ would have

disrupted the censorship board’s sense of security.

De Valera’s often quoted St Patrick’s Day speech of 1943 clearly proposes a
national romanticised ideal and assumes prior national agreement, although the stable
family life imagined was not borne of his experience. The paternalistic management
appears as what Clear recognises was a ‘strong anti-feminist tendency in
government’, as if there was ‘a feminism to be against’.?® The Constitution
supported a national idealisation of family, marriage and motherhood whether that
was a reality or not. Clear evaluates that climate in her study Women of the House
and seeks to illustrate important resistances and successes amongst women, taking
into account those complex and diverse responses to conditions in Ireland. Women
of the House enhances our understanding of conditions Lavin responds to in her

finely layered fictions, and is worthy of note here.

80 Clear, ‘Women in de Valera’s Ireland’, p. 105.
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‘At Sallygap’, an important short story in Tales from Bective Bridge,
interrogates this notion of idealised family living. This collection, as Richard
Peterson reminds us in his study of Lavin, offers a ‘portrait of an Irish middle class
peopled by lonely, sometimes bitter characters trapped by their own natures and their
frustrated emotional needs’.®" There is more to it than that, however: close reading
of the text suggests maybe that the responsibility for such damaged and fragile lives
cannot be laid wholly in the hands of the middle and working class. They are the
victims of inequities forced upon rural and small-town populations during the 1930s
and 1940s in Ireland. As Robert Caswell notes, Tales from Bective Bridge was
published in the same year as the censorship debate about Eric Cross’s The Tailor
and Ansty, and ‘At Sallygap’ had appeared earlier in an American magazine.®* There
was an air of rebellion also amongst writers as Wills reminds us, which Lavin
appears to have been party to in her early work, although, as she writes deftly and
with subtlety, she remains apart from controversy. Her characters do emerge from
dull and uneventful lives to consider, sometimes even attempt, significant changes.
Despite the narrative commitment to change however, more often than not things
remain the same as cultural, social, religious and political pressures come to bear.
Success is not always the issue; the improbable fairy tale ending is not part of
Lavin’s milieu. One could argue that neither is the notion of romance, yet elements
greater than the heroic are there in the difficulties of the small town inhabitant.

There are close connections to the work of the novelist Kate O’Brien and her ‘fusion

81 Peterson, Mary Lavin, p. 25.

82 Robert Caswell, ‘Irish Political Reality and Mary Lavin’s Tales from Bective Bridge’, Eire-Ireland, 3:1
(Spring 1968), 48-60 (p. 50). ‘At Sallygap’, Atlantic Monthly, 168 (October 1941), 464-476; cited in
Kosok, ‘Mary Lavin: A Bibliography’, p. 281.
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of the conventions of romance and realism>.®® Anne Fogarty identifies a key element
in O’Brien’s work which resonates with Lavin’s, in that ‘[t]he familism of her novels
acts as a commentary on the closed and hierarchical nature of Irish society in the

initial decades of the Free State’.** Lavin’s commentary may be contained within the

generic strictures of the short story format but it offers no less intensity of

observation.

‘At Sallygap’ is a case in point. It suggests authenticity of experience, set
around the life of Manny Ryan, a Dublin shopkeeper in a loveless marriage who once
had expectations of travel, a musical career and a new life in Paris. The primary
setting is Dublin with the immediacy of the Dublin Mountains from the outset (where
he has gone to purchase a supply of fresh eggs for his shop), and the distant alienated
view of the city where he lives and works. These tangible locations legitimise a
realist reading: they offer a geographical and objective convergent point of
consensus. There are three versions of Manny dealt with throughout the narrative:
the brave young Manny of the past, full of hope and eager to travel; the timid and
subservient Manny of the present and a child-like innocent Manny who emerges
briefly in the Dublin Mountains but is subdued the closer he gets to the city and his
wife. The narrative opens with specific topographical references to locate the reader
firmly in the rural domain. The bus is moving towards the town of Enniskerry,
County Wicklow, and in the distance the late afternoon mail boat is identified as
having left Dun Laoghaire harbour on its way to England. These living landscapes

of town and country are typical examples of what will emerge in Lavin’s stories as

8 Anne Fogarty, ‘The Business of Attachment: Romance and Desire in the Novels of Kate O’Brien’,
Ordinary People Dancing: Essays On Kate O’Brien, ed. by Eibhear Walshe (Cork: Cork University Press,
1993), pp. 101-119 (p. 104).

84 Fogarty, ‘The Business’, p. 103.
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familiar locales. They serve to highlight the tension between urban and rural
economic opportunity which is always present in Lavin’s narratives. A sense of
alienation and disconnection from the familiar is in place immediately. As the bus
Manny travels in gains height in the mountains, Dublin is ‘exposed’, reduced to the
‘indistinct” whilst at the same time designated as “city’.®> It is neither elevated nor
praised, as would befit the capital of a country; rather the language of exposure is
problematic in that it suggests suppressed deviances where man-made constructions
are indistinguishable from the unruliness of the natural world. The spires and
steeples usually associated with church buildings ‘looked little better than dark
thistles rising up defiantly in the gentle pasture’ (‘At Sallygap’, p. 78). Thisisa
language of religious and secular tension, urban and rural landscape. It supports both
a contemporary decoding of Lavin’s priorities, couched within a perceived gulf
between locations, and an understanding of historical context which Gillian Beer

foregrounds.®®

Manny enters into conversation with a young man and before long, bolstered
by an apparent respect shown to him, he talks expansively about his lost opportunity
to travel to Paris, or ‘gay Paree, as they call it over there’ (‘At Sallygap’, p. 79). He
falls into the stereotypical referencing of a city that he has never visited but, like
many armchair travellers, had constructed his knowledge of Paris from postcards and
a lot of talk with friends. The reader discovers from his conversation and the
reclaiming of images in an old photograph, that Manny had had the opportunity to
travel with a musical ensemble, The Mary Street Band. He had been playing with

them for three years when they all decided to leave Dublin and the rough dance clubs

8 Mary Lavin, ‘At Sallygap’, Tales from Bective Bridge, [1942] (London: Michael Joseph, 1945), p. 78.
All further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.
86 ‘ . ’

Beer, ‘Representing Women’, p. 63.
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and try something new. Revealingly, Manny remembers that they travelled in search
of respect. In Dublin they had been heckled by audiences and spat at, and one night
a dead cat was thrown up on stage at them. Manny creates an idealised vision of
Paris for the reader and his travelling companion — the streets swimming in wine
which friendly publicans had used to clean the paths, singing at all hours — but it is
difficult to know if this is the constant dream vision constructed with his friends or
one that has become even more softened as he has aged. He encourages the young
man to travel while he can, even though he himself has been no further than Dublin.
The reason he never got as far as Paris, he tells his companion, is because he felt bad
about leaving his girlfriend, Annie. As he was about to set sail, his thoughts
travelled over his time with her; this freedom of thought ironically is the agency of
his own restriction. He makes coy euphemistic references to ‘all the things we’d
done together’; he is keen to assure him that ‘[t]here was nothing bad, you know,
nothing to be ashamed of, if you understand’ but a relationship is prioritised and

Lavin constructs an inevitable life of entrapment within it (‘At Sallygap’, p. 82).

There are echoes here of Joyce’s ‘Eveline’ and Lavin may well be revisiting
the story as a marker in the lineage of emigration narratives. There, the eponymous
protagonist also experiences a longing to travel. Her predicament is the burden of
responsibility placed upon her to care for her bullying drunkard of a father;
entrapment comes in the form of social expectations for women to remain within the
domestic sphere whatever the provocation. Unlike Manny, who initially presents as
in control when planning his journey (bearing in mind this is relayed to us as a
retrospective narrative), Eveline is evidently driven to escape. At the conclusion, she

is caught like an animal in the headlights: ‘helpless’, she is dehumanised, losing her



97

flight or fight response faculties.®” We never know how her life continues. With
Manny, the reality of remaining in Ireland is clear as the narrative continues. His
potential experience contracts into marriage and Dublin life. There is no space for
dreams. As events at the dockside unfold, they capture the intensity of restriction

that Lavin plays out in other short stories.

His life story hinges around this thwarted emigration episode. He is moved
by Annie’s isolation on the dock in the rain and in an effort to have a few last words
with her he leaves the boat and misses his passage to France. As with Eveline, there
is an evident realisation of a sexual and social dilemma. However, with Manny his
action, rather than inaction, is the determining feature. It is not explicit that he is
intending to stay, but he does bring his bag back down with him although he forgets
his fiddle. It is evident that he is torn about the journey and his separated belongings
act as metaphorical signposts. As soon as they meet, the ever-practical Annie sounds
stronger than the lonely dockside ‘widow’ portrayed. The reader almost hears her
gloating as she says ‘I knew you’d come to your senses’ (‘At Sallygap’, p. 83). In
what could be described as a farcical musical hall sketch, his friends, other
passengers and the crowd on the dock enter into a futile miscommunication as they
attempt to retrieve and return the forgotten fiddle. Someone mimes the playing of a
fiddle, others mouth lost words and in the end it is thrown from the boat and, despite
all efforts, smashed against an iron boat tie on the dockside. The broken fiddle
signifies the ending of his career in music, and Annie’s mastery over him. The

immediacy of the writing is astonishing: the reader is transported from the bus in the

8 James Joyce, ‘Eveline’, Dubliners [1914] (London: Triad Paladin, 1988), p. 43.
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Dublin Mountains to the noisy docks in an instant and it is with some effort that you

return to the conversation on the bus.

Once they reach Sallygap, Manny conducts business with a farmer to arrange
supply of fresh eggs to his shop. Interestingly, when asked by the farmer if he would
like to supplement the order with some chickens or geese, Manny is incapable of
making a decision as his wife is the primary business manager. The effort he has put
into this scheme tells us something about the level of poverty that his life has sunk to.
Exhaustion and life weariness has made him querulous and desperate. In talking
about the shop there is almost a feverish intensity when he says ‘Look at me! I’ve
been out since early morning trying to get to hear of someone that would deliver eggs
to the door’ (At Sallygap, p. 85). Still, once business has been agreed he is free to
please himself. As he walks along the road he contemplates the natural world, and
gradually opens his own horizons again as he talks himself into a trip to Paris to visit

his friends. The omniscient narrator intrudes here:

Then, as if aghast at the grandeur of his revolt, Manny gave himself an
alternative. He should go over to Liverpool, anyway, for one of the week-end
race-meetings. With a bit of luck he might make his expenses, and that

would shut Annie’s mouth. (‘At Sallygap’, p. 87)

The narrative slips into free indirect discourse, revealing a genuine sense of anger
and frustration amidst the soothing calm of the countryside. The release that Manny
experiences always seems impermanent and his expectations decrease as he moves

intellectually from European to English destination, the exotic to the mundane.
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Manny is one of many failed husbands in Lavin’s narratives, which often
depict marriages dominated by bitter and frustrated women. His presence here in the
first published collection foreshadows later characters such as Robert in ‘A Happy
Death’.®® Manny’s thoughts, however limited, give him new confidence as he enters
a public house to wait for the bus back. He has begun to enjoy his own company and
revels in the independence of observing other travellers waiting for the bus and locals
without joining in their conversation. He maintains this independence by choosing to
walk back into town and get a tram but as he is drawn back into the city the normal
concerns and restrictions of his life start to weigh him down. In the countryside he
had elevated his sights, been drawn to the Romantic notion of nurturing the soul, felt
sadness and joy all at once in an echo of the Romantic poets. He sees clearly the

beauty of the night sky and is uplifted yet scared by the enormity of his emotions:

[H]aving no thought to meet and stem the tide of desolating joy that began to
swell so suddenly within him, he ran down the road the way he used to run on
the roads as a young lad, and as he ran he laughed out loud to think that he,
Manny Ryan, was running along a country road in the dark. (‘At Sallygap’,

p. 89)

Depressingly, the reality of his marriage catches up with him. He has every right to
fear the sharpness of his wife’s voice and the ‘whipping tongue’ but, surprisingly, the
perspective of the narrative alters and when Annie is brought sharply into focus, this
engenders a brief unexpected sympathy towards her (‘At Sallygap’, p. 91). Itisa
sympathy that is difficult to rationalise as she is portrayed as a victim and gaoler at

the same time. Her life is one of drudgery, as is Manny’s, but also one of security.

88 Mary Lavin, ‘A Happy Death’, The Becker Wives and Other Stories (London: Michael Joseph Ltd,
1946).
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Manny is a decent man; he does not beat her but he is too passive and lacklustre for
her. Lavin has created a fiery potent woman in Annie who has to live vicariously
through the anguished narratives of others in order to imagine violence, a violence it
is implied that she seeks. It could be argued that a real-life Heathcliff would inspire
her passions. Manny’s late arrival home has brought her closer than ever before to
the terrors of domestic uncertainty. She imagines that he has left her, even that he
has died and she is now a widow. This is not a satisfactory conclusion to her
imaginings however, so she focuses on his return and a sense of ‘reality [coming]
into their relations’ if he brutalises her. It is telling that ‘She waited for his coming
with more eagerness than when he was coming to court her’ (‘At Sallygap’, p. 95).
The dysfunctional nature of an enforced matrimonial state is resolutely charted by
Lavin. What Annie gets is not a brutal drunken monster returning whom she could
brandish in front of other women as an example of hardship, but a timid tired man

who, having lost the sanctuary of the countryside, is a prisoner in his own marriage.

Giovanna Tallone’s reading of ‘At Sallygap’, in conjunction with Eilis Ni
Dhuibhne’s ‘At Sally Gap’, rightly highlights ‘great loneliness’ in the narrative.*
This is one of Lavin’s focus points — understanding and articulating the limitations of
human relationships. Tallone cites Kelly’s study of Lavin which elsewhere offers a
useful natural analogy — the relationship between the conceptual notions of belief and
trust and the ‘unseen portion of the iceberg’.90 Kelly reminds us that ‘Mary Lavin
often writes at two levels of significance, one exterior and one obvious’, providing a

tension between the abstract and the concrete.” Kelly also stresses that ‘Manny and

% Giovanna Tallone, ‘Elsewhere is a Negative Mirror: The “Sally Gap” Stories of Eilis Ni Dhuibhne and
Mary Lavin’, Hungarian Journal of English and American Studies, 10: 1-2, (2004), 203-215 (p. 213).

%0 Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 134.

91 Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 24.



101

Annie hope for different things from life, so their sense of reality differs’.* This
would seem to resist all that realist fiction presupposes, and reject the practice of
consensus that Ermarth feels is so important. However, Lavin’s fiction does inscribe
in itself an essential part of the human condition: that a complex mix of individual
perspectives can learn to live with one another. That is an authentic realist depiction.
The references to nostalgic escapism present in Lavin’s short stories (Annie’s dark
daydreams, Manny’s rose- tinted memories), coexist with expressions of the realist
mode. This results in presentation of judiciously selected material to create the
illusion of representing the real world as a reader might understand it. Lavin’s
fictions persuasively offer the very ordinariness of life’s stages punctured by high
and low moments. Such resistance to change as a form of escapism from the

insecurities and failures of the present is also played out in ‘The Long Ago’.

The title story of The Long Ago and Other Stories (1944) is a frustrating
exploration of the stultifying obsession of a spinster who cannot face the reality of
her life.%® Buoyed up by the well-meaning, yet equally blinkered friendships of her
youth, Hallie, the main protagonist, is the only unmarried one of a group of three
friends: Dolly Frewen, Ella White and herself. Lavin creates a friendship triangle
that is strained at various points over the years by the difference in each woman’s
life. What Hallie does not recognise is ‘that there was a difference between a
married woman and a spinster, and that even a widow is not the same as a woman
who had never had a man in the house’ (‘The Long Ago’, p. 149). This declaration,
not uttered out loud but played out in the imagination of Dolly, underpins a great

many of the religious and cultural assumptions about women and their roles at the

92 .

Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 133.
% Mary Lavin, ‘The Long Ago’, The Long Ago and Other Stories (London: Michael Joseph Ltd, 1944).
All further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.
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time, especially those resonating from Eamon de Valera’s ‘The Ireland That We
Dreamed Of” speech.” Lavin pushes against its presumptions in a story such as
‘Sarah’, whilst at the same time undercutting the pastoral rhetoric in the damning
closure of her narrative. The construction of femininity as ambiguously innocent and
yet knowing, capable of socially conventional fertility within a marriage and so
emerging from a patriarchal discourse of domesticity, is interesting when related to
the realism portrayed in Lavin’s fictional world. Within ‘The Long Ago’, marriages
are seen as sites of fertile productivity and the status of an unmarried older woman is
that of outsider, with pejorative terms such as ‘old maid’ applied to denote
barrenness of emotional and physical capability. Despite Kelly’s defence of the later
1974 version of the story as a more truthful rendition of focus on Hallie as spinster,
there is a stronger and more powerful disruption in this earlier draft between the
status of Hallie as dreamer and single woman.” Any perceived threat to the
institution of marriage by a single woman is offset by her inability to move beyond
the ‘misty dreamy land’ of the past; her manifestations of the fantasy relationship
between herself and her sweetheart are nothing more than the ramblings of an

unfulfilled individual (‘The Long Ago’, p. 150).

Hallie’s surname is never disclosed: as a narrative construction this isolates
her within the evolving landscape of births, marriages and deaths. Dolly marries
Sam Feeney, Ella marries Oliver Fallon and Hallie remains unchanged as her early
tentative, embryonic romance with Dominie Sinnot is never fully realised. He
marries Blossom, the daughter of the local solicitor, Jasper Kane. Both Ella and

Dolly have children, but Hallie never does and is unrealistic in her demands for the

% Eamon de Valera, ‘The Ireland That We Dreamed Of, Speeches and Statements by Eamon de
Valera, 1917-1993, ed. by Maurice Moynihan (Dublin: Gill and MacMillan, 1980), pp. 466-469.
% Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 151.
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attention of her old friends over the years. Even within the short list of key
protagonists given, it is obvious that Hallie remains on the fringes of emotional and
physical development, and this is a key determinant in her reliability as a genuine
friend. Hallie is the constant, but in a negatively familiar and unchanging way. The
reality of the demands of marriage and motherhood in actual fact bring Dolly and
Ella closer together, with widowhood as the final arbiter of closeness amongst

friends.

The voice of the omniscient narrator often blurs with that of the
consciousness of Hallie as in the beginning, where we learn that Dominie’s preferred
course of action to marry Blossom instead of Hallie is supposedly down to practical

measures:

He had been young and innocent, and he had not realised that an elderly man
will hardly make an offer of a partnership to a penniless young solicitor
unless there is more behind the offer than met the eye at the first glance.

(‘The Long Ago’, p. 142)

The implication here is that he was offering to take the young woman in exchange
for a permanent position in the firm. This pecuniary investment creates an exchange
between father, and prospective son-in-law, that Hallie and the narrator perceive as
an inevitable course of action in light of the inexperienced nature of her sweetheart.
Lavin complicates Dominie’s supposed artlessness in two ways: the first in that
Dominie is destined to live only a short while, and Blossom will remarry. The
prosperity promised so inelegantly in Hallie’s eyes to Dominie is denied him by the
narrative. The second is that the reader has only a flawed perspective on events;

whether Hallie’s feelings were genuine or an immature infatuation or whether
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Dominie truly loved Blossom cannot be determined. What does emerge is a
disturbing portrait of a lonely woman who elevates herself above the position of the
genuine widow and seeks to join her sweetheart even beyond the grave. Hallie
claims to have had a dream in which Dominie comes to her; she interprets that as

being a sign to visit his grave:

And so she did. Every evening she slipped up to the cemetery [...] they were
the happiest moments of the day. But even these moments had been spoiled,
because nine evenings out of ten Blossom appeared in her widow’s weeds,

and Hallie had to get up and move away. (‘The Long Ago’, p. 143)

Lavin engenders resentment towards Blossom which is undercut by the actuality of a
consistent visiting pattern by a genuinely grieving widow. The legitimacy of
Blossom’s marriage supersedes any prior claims by the single Hallie. Even Dolly
finds herself getting frustrated by her behaviour, vacillating between admiration as
‘[s]he had been prettier than any of them, and had a sweeter disposition even than
Ella’ and yet using the identifiers ‘old maid’ and ‘spinster’ when Hallie responds
jealously about what she sees as limited time spent with her old friends (‘The Long
Ago’, p. 149). Hallie’s continual denial of the practicalities of her friends’ lives is
reductive, alienating her from the limited network of friends that she has. By the
conclusion of the narrative, at the death of Oliver Fallon, the reader can clearly see
that Hallie is alone; the ‘worn wedding rings’ that her two friends wear act as
signifiers of reality and of an experience that she cannot comprehend (‘The Long
Ago’, p. 162). The story is a useful reflection on the dangers of submerging oneself
too far into the past and failing to move forward. More specifically, there is a special

focus on women; their ageing and subsequent marginalisation is seen as an index of
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wider social mutability. This shift from stability to collapse is an underlying feature
of key 1940s texts such as ‘Miss Holland’, ‘A Happy Death’ and ‘The Becker

Wives’.

‘The Cemetery in the Demesne’ suggests similar concerns but has a more
intricate frame of reference. Lavin’s fiction draws attention to the remnants of an old
country estate, ‘a gentleman’s demesne’, connecting poverty, tragedy and death most
explicitly to the decayed grandeur of an ascendency history through its landscape,
not its architecture.”® This is a deflected Big House narrative only in that it reminds
the reader of the permanent echoes of the past surrounding the present. More
interestingly, the unnamed main protagonist is the locus to explore a gulf between
the social and private lives that individuals lead; this is done through the construction
of a non-delineable travel narrative. The reader recognises both the journey’s length,
delivering gravel to ‘the other end of the county’, and relative specifics of ‘miles of
flat Midland country’ to be traversed (‘The Cemetery’, pp. 40, 41). This is Lavin’s
heartland. ‘The Cemetery in the Demesne’ also consciously articulates
contemporary expectations surrounding the roles for men and women: these are
defined in terms of the domestic interior and the external public workplace. The
private lives of a husband and wife are brought sharply to our attention; a basically
sound relationship is disrupted and damaged by another family member in
conjunction with events beyond the household. Lavin creates some distance between
reader and characters, identifying the characters initially through occupation: the
carter, the garage proprietor, the mechanics, the wife, the sister-in-law, the district

nurse, the doctor, the priest, the mother. These generic labels serve to create an

% Mary Lavin, ‘The Cemetery in the Demesne’, The Long Ago and Other Stories (London: Michael
Joseph Ltd, 1944), p. 43. All further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.
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everyman or everywoman who could be similarly affected. The only named
character is Sissie, the carter’s sister-in-law, and she is a vindictive, ungrateful
woman who poisons the mind of the carter’s wife and can clearly be seen as a
destructive force in the household. This story is one of many by Lavin which deal
with the theme of death and is extraordinarily moving in its treatment of the fragility

of individual happiness.

The carter is a man with a generous and outgoing nature. He loves to talk to
people and his job, delivering large loads of gravel across the country, often leaves
him isolated. Often his wife and sister-in-law barely tolerate his conversations,
despite his wife’s underlying keenness to hear what goes on outside the house. Sissie
appears to have eroded any confidence in his wife’s ability to enjoy his work stories.
On this occasion he has orders to transport a large load of gravel to a cemetery. His
work orders require interpretation as the foreman has written additional information
on them ‘with a short stub of pencil that wrote indistinctly’; the graveyard was inside
the confines of a big country estate (‘The Cemetery’, p. 41). This instability in the
graphology foreshadows the emotional and practical difficulties of the day ahead, as
if the inscription that could so easily be erased in some way is connected to the

stability of the carter’s life as he sees it.

Along the way, when he does break the long journey to check on the truck, he
passes the time of day with a garage man and the conversation leaves him feeling
invigorated. The carter’s thoughts are then played out through omniscient narration
as he continues on his way: ‘There was nothing like a bit of company. There was
nothing like passing the time of day with another human being’ (‘The Cemetery’, p.

43). His obvious delight in, and engagement with, the politeness conventions of
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conversation foregrounds his usual isolation early on in the narrative, partly in order
to establish some empathy with this everyman figure and also to negotiate a route
towards his eventual decline. The travel metaphor runs throughout the story, as each
step that the carter makes brings him closer to a point of separation from his old self.
At the point of delivery, the carter comes into contact with a woman and her sick
child who live in the lodge as he enters the estate. As with the other characters, the
child is depersonalised, reified as ‘it” and ‘a child no bigger than a cabbage’ (‘The
Cemetery’, p. 44). The implication of lack of brain activity is supported by
references to a floppy head, weak neck, quiet demeanour and underweight physique.
The nurse had said there was no hope for him, the mother reports. Yet, there is an
undeniable love and pride expressed by her as she valiantly tries to talk about the
child to the carter. The child’s fragility is reinforced by references to the topography
of the house, the dampness surrounding it and its proximity to a water-logged
cemetery populated by rats, and by a mother who describes him as ‘a little angel’
(‘The Cemetery’, p. 47). These points are not laboured (although they are easily
noted), but the mood of the carter alters in this environment, and eventually, in
response to her continued concerns about the child, he attempts to prevent her from
asking for a gospel to be read over the child as it equates to the last rites. It is only
given at a point when life is ebbing away. The resistance of the woman in insisting
that this be done prompts him to offer some encouragement as to the hopeful
outcome of such a blessing, but he also cautions that to meddle with fate may bring
even greater disasters on a wider network associated with the child. Lavin appears to
be constructing a resistance to Catholic doctrine here. The carter offers clear

boundaries regarding belief:
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“Oh, prayer is all right [...] I have nothing against prayer. | never go to bed
myself without kneeling down for five minutes beside my bed, if it’s only
counting the flies on the wall I am, but I don’t care to have anything to do
with relics and gospels. Relics and gospels are unnatural, that’s the way |
look on it. I’'m a great believer in Nature. Trust in Nature [ always say, and

she won’t fail you”. (‘The Cemetery’, p. 56)

This reads more as a pre-Christian doctrine than contemporary Catholicism; he later
refers to the knowledge of ‘[t]he old people’ which suggests a certain resistance on
his part to come to terms with the orthodoxies of the present. The woman also resists
the idea of accepting the fate of her child and moving forward with her grief. It
would appear he does not expect his beliefs to be followed by the woman but the
reader is left with the impression that the whole episode has irrevocably altered his

outlook on life.

When he returns home, he is short-tempered and spends a restless night with
nightmares about the cemetery and the rats. His wife is upset by his altered
demeanour but Sissie delights in the estrangement between her sister and the carter.
Just as Hallie is oblivious to the needs of her friends, Sissie selfishly usurps her
brother-in-law’s place, adopting the quasi-role of lover as she whistles, lays out a
board game and compliments her sister. There is a forced playfulness between them
when the carter retires to bed. However, Lavin disrupts the carefully pitched
emotional flow of the narrative by concluding with an anticlimax. As the carter’s
mood does not improve over the next few days, his wife attributes his altered state to
something he ate. There is scope for argument that this is descending into bathos but

that would suggest lack of control over the writing. Alternatively, it could be an
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intentional comic effect reflecting an instinctive human response exhibited by
individuals towards tragic events. Either way, it is one occasion when the reader

may be left dissatisfied with Lavin’s writing.

Lavin’s concern for authenticity in her fiction prompts a certain level of
pragmatism in the resultant representations of Ireland. Determining the selection of
events, crisis points and examples of individual characteristics to be fictionalised has
to be managed against a vast range of sources. This management acknowledges the
dichotomy of a broadly functioning social system in Ireland that is sometimes at odds
with complex intimate relationships between families and friends, cultural divisions
of labour and gender equality, policy making decisions and religious convictions.
The fiction addresses female sensibilities and concerns, but also offers a genuine and
convincing coverage of the male point of view as with Manny; that holistic practice

therefore engenders a more thorough social realism.

This shift between (and focus on) various gender interests is evident from
these early collections. For example, ‘The Nun’s Mother’ from The Long Ago
(1944) and At Sallygap & Other Stories (1947), looks at the impact of a decision
upon both parents by a young woman to enter into a religious order, although it is
driven mainly through a mother’s perspective. This was the short story Lavin had
been discussing in her correspondence with Ellery Sedgwick in 1940. Some shift in
confidence had taken place between then and its first publication, as it is republished
with minimum revision within three years. The omniscient narration allows the
reader intimate access to the thoughts and fears of Mrs Latimer, the mother, on the
ride home from her daughter’s final mass, where she was to become part of the

religious order. It does not matter which religious order; the metonymic nature of the



110

cloister implicitly references the Catholic Church and breaks the bond between both
parents and their child. This is a story of loss and regret, with a sense that nothing
will ever be the same again. It also offers a bold and explicit rendition of female

sexuality through its close reference to the intimacies of married life.

Although there is minimal communication between husband and wife on the
journey, reflecting the earlier silences between mother and daughter, it is through
Maud Latimer that her husband’s fears and insecurities are channelled. If we trust
this narrative strategy, then Lavin succeeds in demonstrating the full impact of
Angela Latimer’s decision to abstain from marriage and a family, and in the event to
withdraw from public life. Mrs Latimer is a self-absorbed woman yet Lavin
manages to bring about some sympathy for her by focusing on the self-reflexive
weariness she exhibits. This potentially offers some resonance with readers. Despite
the fact that their daughter’s choice affected both of them and would have taken its
toll in equal measure, Mrs Latimer is concerned with the deterioration in her own
appearance as ‘it had taken more effect on herself all the same [where] only this

morning she had seen a fleck or two of grey hair reflected in the mirror’.”’

Luke Latimer would have preferred almost anything else to have happened to
his daughter. Far from being a badge of honour to have a son or daughter enter into
the Church, it felt like a waste, a betrayal of fecundity as the line of heredity would
cease. The euphemistically structured phrasing, with its implied suggestion that loss

of virginity and possible pregnancy was less of a challenge than the loss of a

%7 Mary Lavin, ‘The Nun’s Mother’, At Sallygap and Other Stories (Boston: Little, Brown & Company,
1947), p. 34. All further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.
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daughter to the Church, is bravely articulated here and that may well have been at the

root of Sedgwick’s earlier concerns in his letter®®:

Really and truly she quite believed that Luke had been more hurt and
repulsed by what Angela had done than he would have been had she got into
some serious scrape or other. Yes, even that kind of scrape. (‘The Nun’s

Mother’, p. 35)

The reader is left in no doubt that the purpose of parenthood is to support the
expected evolution of the family, looking forward to one’s own children becoming
parents, and then grandparents, but there is an odd sense of fear emerging as Maud
Latimer’s interior monologue progresses. As she recognises the implications of her
daughter’s decision she is freed from the social and religious constraint of obedience
and becomes more outspoken, at least in her thoughts. Her focus is on sexual
matters. Maud’s view of women is tainted; ‘covert and sly when they were alone, so
prudish, so guarded’ (‘The Nun’s Mother’, p. 40). This is at odds with her confident
articulation of how she feels about the sexual connection between men and women.
A series of tableaux frame this discordant, one might say disloyal, appraisal of her
own sex: women dressing and undressing ‘under slips and nightdresses’ set against
men who were ‘normal [...] walking around with nothing on. And if they were given
any encouragement they’d never wear bathing suits’ (‘The Nun’s Mother’, pp. 40-
41). There is a concentrated flashback inscribing her own encounters onto her
daughter’s lack of sexual experience: ‘the heavy weight of the hard male breast, the
terror, the pain, the soft delirium seeping through’ is coupled with her attempts to

image women’s bodies as ‘so much more graceful; moulded so secretly, so subtly’

%8| etter from Ellery Sedgwick to Mary Lavin dated 12 December 1939: Gotlieb Archive.
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(‘The Nun’s Mother’, p. 44, p. 41). Read now, albeit out of context, that synthesis of
innocence, fear, hurt and eventual euphoria may resonate with the normalised
eroticism of Mills and Boon fictions or chick-lit; in addition, the candid nature of
Maud’s thoughts potentially places this narrative at risk to a hostile response at the
time of its publication. Within the safety of the narrative, Maud is fortunate in being
able to articulate, even to herself, her own sexual desires and successes even if
through an internally constructed feverish onslaught of images. The omniscient
narration is complicit in this sexualisation of the moment, focusing on Maud’s breast
rising and falling, following the journey of a coral brooch ‘from the depths of sepia
lace and down again to its hollows’ (‘The Nun’s Mother’, p. 45). Her triumph is
evident as she revels in a sexual energy she knows is now denied her daughter:
‘None of all the women she knew had lived with love as long and as intimately as
she had done. No one knew what love was as well as she’ (‘The Nun’s Mother’, p.
45). Yet somehow above all this she believes that relinquishing her daughter to the
Church is going to stop the intimate exchanges between herself and her husband; she

must now ‘act and think like a nun’s mother’ (‘The Nun’s Mother’, p. 44).

The abrupt shift from an erotic tableau to the finality of sexual suppression all
in the name of religious belief is challenging and demoralising. The disorientation
that Maud experiences on this journey triggers memories of how she felt after her
daughter Angela was born, and reinforces the terrible sense of parental obligation
that she felt then towards her daughter and future generations. In what appears as a

dream sequence, Maud recalls a dystopian vision of her descendants:

strange , terrifying people; lawyers, doctors, soldiers, nurses, deans with

rolled parchments, drunkards, men of business, cheats, liars [...] with
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frightened faces, and each face had the cast of hers [...] All were better never

born. (‘The Nun’s Mother’, pp. 47-48)

The sense of responsibility is overwhelming, darkly articulated for a Catholic
Irishwoman. Instead of joy at the birth of her daughter we see fear, and the release in
the present narrative from that responsibility is shocking. It appears that salvation
has come in a twisted way: release your daughter to the church and you will then be
free. In fact, their responsibility for as yet unborn lives ceased as ‘Angela had cut
them both adrift from the shore of the menacing future. There would be no people
branching out into armies of evil in the years beyond control’ (‘The Nun’s Mother’,
p. 48). There is a cost; with that release is future barrenness for the family. As Lavin
manipulates the reader with her use of flashback within the present narrative,
somewhat at odds with the realist chronological narrative, movement is slowed into a
nightmare scenario. The safety and security of ‘natural’ provision of children
through marriage is questioned in this delusional episode. Interestingly, this
attention towards an individual’s accountability for affirmative social construction in
terms of bloodline is returned to in ‘The Becker Wives’. It suggests Lavin is
compelled to draw attention to the most private and ultimately determining issues
that would impact on society, if an authentic depiction of Ireland is to be managed by
her. Notably, the question of blemished psychological inheritance also sits alongside
conditions of fecundity and sterility in ‘The Becker Wives’; Lavin returns again and
again to these themes over the course of her career. Asin ‘The Nun’s Mother’, there
is a sense of protection for the future of the wider family in not producing another

generation from one particular family stem.
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This anticipated barrenness in ‘The Nun’s Mother’ and ‘The Becker Wives’
counters Section 6 (1) of the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act.”® Whilst the Act
is concerned with highlighting literary content advocating ‘the unnatural prevention
of conception or the procurement of abortion or miscarriage or the use of any
method, treatment or appliance for the purpose of such prevention’, and clearly does
not consider admission to Holy Orders an example of such mechanistic avoidance,
Lavin embarks on a difficult course when she fashions joy amongst this sterile future

for the family.*®

Lavin’s frequent reminders in interviews that she was a Catholic
suggest there is more than mere railing against the system here. Lavin implies that
women rationalise various routes in order to negotiate religious, social and personal

obstacles. Lavin does not deny a woman’s right to experience pleasure. In fact, in a

later interview with the Boston Sunday Globe she says:

I don’t think Irish women are as oppressed as many think them to be. Irish
women enjoy sex. Many enjoy it before they are married and it’s not a test of

whether or not they are fertile [...]. They have happy lives.*™

This interview was twenty-seven years after publication of At Sallygap & Other
Stories, thirty years after The Long Ago and Other Stories, but ‘The Nun’s Mother’

clearly reads with the same sentiments as the Boston Sunday Globe interview.
Outside of the realist mode

In conjunction with the realist narratives, Lavin also introduces surreal episodes

closely allied to the tradition of the folk tale or to the fable elsewhere in a number of

% Censorship of Publications Act 1929, no. 21 (Dublin: The Stationery Office, 1929), p. 9.

100 Censorship of Publications Act 1929, p. 9.

Otile McManus, ‘Mary Lavin: A Jolly Irish Story Teller’, Boston Sunday Globe, 5 May 1974, pp. A9
and A17, press cuttings fol. 1: James Joyce Library.
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her short stories. While these supernatural references might appear to be in stark
contrast with the majority of Lavin’s fiction, they have an important part to play.
These episodes encode traditional notions of moral behaviour, demonstrating Lavin
clearly has an intellectual interest in retaining long-established storytelling
techniques. This secures added gravitas for the short story with its alliance to much
older literary forms. However, their place within the larger body of work is
problematic. The predisposition of the collections is undoubtedly towards a much
stronger realist approach. Whilst this group of stories offers a synthesis of folklore
and the contemporary moment, it produces a contrast that is so great that it forces a
reappraisal of how those texts function within the body of work as a whole. Thisis a
welcome shift, foregrounding the fine distinctions in Lavin’s writing; nonetheless it
can disrupt a secure sense of how Lavin is read. Lavin was acutely aware of
perceived currency in relation to her fiction. In an interview with Eavan Boland she
recalls being asked if she was afraid of her work being obsolete. Her response is

telling:

[W]hat occurred to me is that every framework gets obsolete and what you
are doing is showing people against the existing framework or even against
frameworks that have crumbled beyond recognition — yet that very

framework was the very hurdle they had to get over.'*

Lavin’s acknowledgement that change is inevitable in itself identifies the nature of
fiction as a repository for soon to be outmoded concepts. Yet the framework of oral

culture and folklore traditions in her fictions is grounded in a fairly recent historical

192 Favan Boland, ‘Eavan Boland Talks to Mary Lavin’, This Week (Arts in Ireland) 3:35 (29 June 1972),

pp. 40-42, p. 41: Lavin private collection: Navan Library, Meath County Council.
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recognition of its importance.’® As such, Lavin’s reference to older structures, in
this case popular culture, positions these subject-matters solidly at a point at which
they recognisably exist — the present. Those dreamlike or fantastic moments in her
fictions are as relevant in the 1940s as Eilis Ni Dhuibhne’s fictions are today. Ni
Dhuibhne’s memories of her own participation in the Urban Folklore Project in
Dublin (1979-1980) cogently illustrate the persistence of stories that disseminate the
histories of urban communities. Her experience was, she recalls, ‘a folkloristic
blitzkrieg, a systematic and intensive trawl of the oral culture of one place’.!® These
echoes of the Folklore Commission’s earlier 1938-9 project for schoolchildren
provide a point of staged linkage when appraising Lavin’s fictions. Although Ni
Dhuibhne’s involvement with the folklore project was nearly ten years after Lavin’s
interview, it clearly demonstrates the point that Lavin makes with regard to building
on existing or declining structures. Scholarly interest in folklore continues to grow,

fostered by the experience and knowledge of previous generations.

Reappraising Lavin’s fictions also provides a crucial opportunity to determine
to what extent this ‘otherworldly’ influence permeates the texts. Rather than
diffusing the impact of the realist narratives, however, the complexities of her variant
writing styles and the confident use of folklore, complement a keen awareness of
rural and small-town Ireland that proves the vital bedrock for a major part of her
work, that is, the realist depiction of the Ireland that she knew. It is evident that

Lavin’s corpus of work resists simplistic labelling. Three key short stories in

103 Angela Bourke, ed., ‘Oral Traditions’, The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing: Irish Women’s

Writing and Traditions, Volume 4, ed. by Angela Bourke et al., (Cork: Cork University Press in
association with Field Day, 2002), pp. 1191-1197.

104 Eilis Ni Dhuibhne, “They made me tea and gave me a lift home’: Urban Folklore Collecting 1979-
1980’, Béaloideas, 73 (2005), 69-83 (p. 66) <http:www.jstor.org/stable/20520878> [accessed 28

September 2011].
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particular highlight an association with this much older Irish storytelling tradition
that Lavin clearly has an interest in: these are ‘A Fable’ in Tales from Bective Bridge,
‘Chamois Gloves’ in The Patriot Son and Other Stories and a later tale ‘The Mug of
Water® in The Shrine and Other Stories.'® They are noteworthy as they reference
Lavin’s engagement with the strange and fantastic, but still ally themselves closely
enough to a fictional realism more familiar to Irish readers. ‘The Dead Soldier’ in
Tales from Bective Bridge also marks the supernatural, but its more powerful

overtones of one woman’s reaction to grief set it apart.

There are generic tensions highlighted in critical responses to Lavin’s
engagement with the folkloric. In a special edition of Irish University Review

dedicated to Mary Lavin, Marianne Koenig asserts that:

Reading these stories one is often surprised, so strong is the sense of the
fabulous, to find that they are realistic at all, let alone as they frequehntly
[sic] are in their attachment to the mundane details of everyday Irish life.
Myth and folk-lore, fairy-tales and ghost stories, underlie Mary Lavin’s

work 1%

Where Koenig suggests conflict, however, | believe there is far more value in
interpreting Lavin’s engagement with the folk-tale as complementary to realist
modes. Koenig offers a range of short story exemplars engaging to a greater or
lesser extent with the fairy-tale and folk-tale in her essay on Lavin’s work. These

include ‘The Becker Wives’ which she regards as ‘[t]he longest and most

105 Mary Lavin, ‘The Mug of Water’, The Shrine and Other Stories (London: Constable, 1977), pp. 73-

113. All further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.
1% Marianne Koenig, ‘Mary Lavin: The Novels and the Stories’, Irish University Review, 9:2 (Autumn
1979), 244-261 (p. 251).
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sophisticated, most brilliant and perhaps most sombre story to combine everyday life
and fairy tale into moral fable’.*" It is without a doubt Lavin’s finest work, and

vastly underrated, but has far more gradation than Koenig’s reading of a moral

indicating ‘Pride goes before a fall’.'®®

There is a danger of over-simplifying deceptively accessible texts, to shaping
a reading of those texts towards a specific, localised genre of the folk tale, of
directing and suppressing variant readings in the process. Such narratives, associated
with a peasantry or common people, are echoes of a traditional life that pre-dates
modernity and new order. They stand outside of a contemporary, seemingly
progressive sensibility and reflect looking back to a cultural value system that may

no longer be recognised, rather than looking forward.'*

Lavin’s view is unhampered
by such logistical paradigms as she moves between time frames and topical interests.
What is useful in Koenig’s reading is an understanding of the ‘direction’ that Lavin’s
short stories offer: ‘a full transcription of everyday life [that iS] accepted in all its
gravity’.*® There is some merit therefore in linking ‘The Becker Wives® and other
stories to fairy and folk tales. Lavin’s acknowledgement and use of these
repositories of customs and beliefs suggests a keen awareness of wider historical and
contemporary appreciation of their worth. Lavin’s fictions engage with core interests
of cultural reclamation that were, for instance, at the centre of the Irish Folklore
Commission’s mission. Sean O’Sullivan states that the Commission (established by

the government in April 1935), was charged with ‘the purpose of collecting,

cataloguing, and eventually publishing the best of what remained of Irish oral

107 Koenig, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 253.

Koenig, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 253.

Diarmuid O Giollin, Locating Irish Folklore Tradition, Modernity, Identity (Cork: Cork University
Press, 2000), p. 11.

1o Koenig, ‘Mary Lavin’, p. 261.
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tradition’.*** Equally important, in terms of depicting rural and small-town Ireland,
Lavin appreciates an inherited sense (within that micro-context) of ordinary Irish
people’s connection with much older traditions. Finally, Lavin engages with the
structure of these traditional narratives, crafting newer versions of older tales that

still reflect a continuity of experience.

Ritual responses to tragedy, for instance, are re-created amongst rural and
coastal communities in ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’.**? It has a
companion piece in ‘The Bridal Sheets’.™* The discovery of a body in the sea late at
night by two fishermen opens the narrative. ‘It was a body all right’, the first
sentence, is repeated soon after as part of a complicated rhetoric of kinship stature:
Tadg Mor, as father, has the final word in a sequence shifting the conversation from
what the fishermen saw and did, to surmising what might have happened before
discovery of the body. Their conversation reveals how they make sense of the events

of the night:
“I knew it was a shout [ heard” said Tadg Mor.
“I knew it was a boat I saw ...” said Tadg Beag.
“I said the sound I heard was a kittiwake, crying in the dark.”
“And I said the boat I saw was a black wave blown up on the wind.”

“It was a shout all right.”

! sean 0’Sullivan, Folktales of Ireland [1966] (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press,

1968), pp. xxxiii.

12 Mary Lavin, ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’, Tales From Bective Bridge, [1942] (London:
Michael Joseph, 1945). All further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.

13 Mary Lavin, ‘Bridal Sheets’, The Great Wave and Other Stories [1961] (New York: The Macmillan
Company, 1962).
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“It was a boat all right.”

“It was a body all right.”

“But where is the black boat?” said Tadg Beag.

“It must be that the black boat capsized,” said Tadg Mor, “and went down

into the green sea.” (‘The Green Grave’, p. 33)

In some instances this type of reflected comment is itself mirrored by physical action
and a sense of inevitability, especially as the narrative moves towards its close. The
opening sequence above, with its verbal echoes, follows the unified pattern of
movement as the two men head for shore, ‘pulling stroke for stroke at the sea’ (‘The
Green Grave’, p. 33). The fishermen recall the other lost souls on their way back to
shore, knowing that this man in particular will be missed as his young wife, a ‘one-
year wife’, was an inland woman not used to the inevitable sacrifices the sea forces
on a marriage. They believe community codes and mores are only understood within
the right context: ““An island man should take an island wife,” said Tadg Beag.

Tadg Mor replies, “An inland woman should take an inland man™’ (‘The Green
Grave’, p. 36). They wish to return Eamon Og Murnan’s body to his young wife, but
she herself had gone out fishing with her husband and drowned with him. By the
time they return to the shore to retrieve his body, it has itself been dragged back into
the sea. The concluding narrative reflection highlights a change in the customs and
practices of the islanders whilst at the same time acknowledging that those very

customs made sense in harsh island life:
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Eamon Og Murnan would be held fast in the white sea-arms of his one-year
wife, who came from the islands where women have no knowledge of the sea

and have only a knowledge of love. (‘The Green Grave’, p. 47)

The young wife’s disappearance prompts the memory of an island woman Inghean
Og, as she recalls the young woman’s previous outcry against the tyranny of the sea.
In an extended moving paragraph suggesting a progressive intellectual movement
away from the fatalism of an island community, the young woman’s war against the
elements is brought to life in thirteen remembered statements prefixed by ‘She said’.
For example, the young wife’s references to the sea as having a ‘scabby back’ able to
‘drag’ a body down metaphorically suggest the physicality of a monstrous creature
(‘The Green Grave’, p. 45). Inghean Og remembers that ‘[s]he said that the sea
wanted taming and besting’ (‘The Green Grave’, p. 46). This interplay between
tradition and progression embodied in Eamon Og’s wife is characteristic of Lavin’s
interests elsewhere in her fiction. The episode itself is framed by the reality of the

dangers of fishing.

As Peterson argues, the influence of J. M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea can be
felt in the patterning of idiomatic and local dialect in this short story, an unusual

departure for Lavin.***

However, Lavin makes it her own in denying Synge’s
insistence on the domestic restriction for women, placing her female protagonist,
wife of the drowned man Eamon Og Murnan, in the boat with her husband. She had
refused to be parted from him any longer during fishing expeditions. Here also, the

ritual patterning of island voices simulates prayer responses. This continues from the

initial discovery of his body by a father and son themselves fishing in the night

1 Peterson, Mary Lavin, pp. 101-103.
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waters, to the final lament as Eamon Og’s unsupervised body returns to the sea. The
anticipated customary keening of the island women for the loss of a fisherman is
preceded by the to and fro of Tadg Mor and Tadg Beag’s own lamentation
throughout. The island will now mourn the loss of a couple married barely a year.
However, ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’ is more than a reworking of
Synge’s play: it is Lavin acknowledging a traditional occupation and community
support structure whilst, at the same time, establishing new patterns of behaviour that
reflect a more modern society. It follows the expectations of genre in its vocal

repetition, as Tadg Mor’s observations are reflected back by his son Tadg Beag.

Lavin’s appreciation of the integral position of folklore in Irish society, and
as such her portrayal of Irish life as she saw it, can be analysed in terms of Angela
Bourke’s account of fairy-tale belief and practice in Ireland in the 1890s; in
particular, in connection with the murder of Bridget Cleary in 1895. Amongst
numerous examples of the tragedies resultant from the belief in the supernatural and
superstition, Bourke cites Sir William Wilde’s research on Irish folklore in the
nineteenth century, referring to the case of ‘a man in the county of Kerry [who]
roasted his child to death, under the impression that it was a fairy’.**> The man in
question was not brought to trial as the authorities viewed him as insane. To a
twenty-first-century reader, this example is horrifying both for the loss of a young
life and the blurring of distinction between popular superstitious belief and the law.
Wilde himself considers the judgement made as ‘mercifully’ attributing insanity.116
Bourke evidences that in his unique position as physician, antiquary and folklorist

Wilde read reports about the perpetrators of appalling crimes against individuals who

1> Angela Bourke, The Burning of Bridget Cleary: A True Story (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 33.

18 \W. R. Wilde, Irish Popular Superstitions [1852] (New York: Sterling Publishing Co, Inc. 1995), p. 12.
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‘were usually treated leniently by the courts, which recognized the component of
“superstition” in their actions’.**” This legitimising and support of the influence of
the supernatural on communities in the early part of the nineteenth century pre-empts
what Lavin observed within her own communities much later, that is, acceptance of

the fairy tale and folk narrative in shaping rural practices.

Koenig’s essay foreshadows a much lengthier study of Lavin’s use of the folk
narrative by Jacqueline Fulmer in 2007. In Folk Women and Indirection in
Morrison, Ni Dhuibhne, Hurston and Lavin, Fulmer argues that key figures in
Lavin’s two novels can also be closely allied to ‘Otherworldy or “wise-women”
female characters’.**® The figures of Mary in Mary O’Grady and Onny from The
House in Clewe Street are closely examined in this way; although highlighted here,
these novels do not form a major part of this discussion but serve as exemplars of
Lavin’s flexibility in terms of embracing different genres. However, having pitched
the connection with folklore as a strategy for misdirection in Lavin’s work and
others, Fulmer falls short of committing the main protagonist, Mary O’Grady, to the
nomenclature of ‘wise woman’.""® Fulmer argues the use of time-honoured
alternative figures is present in Lavin’s fiction; her reading of Mary O Grady
suggests that these figures emerge from a folkloric tradition and redirect attention
from what could be termed explicitly challenging content in Lavin’s novels, making
their content more palatable. Potentially, this is appealing for a readership either
searching for new modes of expression or retreating to familiar narrative often

embedded in simpler form in childhood bedtime stories, or wider community

7 Bou rke, The Burning of Bridget Cleary, p. 34.

Jacqueline Fulmer, Folk Women and Indirection in Morrison, Ni Dhuibhne, Hurston and Lavin
(Hampshire, England and Burlington, USA: Ashgate, 2007), p. 10.

9 Eulmer, Folk Women, p. 50. Mary Lavin, The House in Clewe Street [1945] (London: Virago Press,
1987); Mary O’Grady [1950] (London: Virago Press, 1986).
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storytelling practice. Undeniably the projection of interest towards magical and
supernatural figures, and allusion to behaviours associated with such characters, is an
interesting shift of emphasis, and one that Fulmer makes use of in her study of Irish
and African American narratives. However, it presumes an automatic, almost
passive gravitation towards the folkloric by Lavin that is not fully substantiated.

Citing Leah Levenson, Fulmer argues that:

Lavin’s milieu was soaked in a nationalistic use of folklore, such that for her,
it was more challenging not to foreground folklore in a milieu where

“tradition was the byword” and modernist writers were often censored.*?’

Yet Lavin’s writing confidently straddles tradition and modernity, and so her
engagement with older forms and content of storytelling should be approached with

an open mind.

Fulmer fails to recognise that Levenson is in fact commenting on 1930s’
Ireland as she notes ‘Mary’s career was getting under way at an inauspicious
time’.**! This statement cannot be used to suggest, as Fulmer does, that Lavin
predictably uses folklore material. Eventually, Fulmer does concede a broader
palette where ‘Lavin integrates folklore into a style that favours realism and
“modern” Irish settings, whether urban or rural’.*? This initial suggestion of a
passive inevitability of practice, where Lavin utilises traditional folk tales and
storytelling as an easy option, is too simplistic. If familiarity and custom, without
recognition and understanding, dominate Lavin’s approach to writing, that challenges

the promise of her early collections. Nevertheless, there is merit in highlighting

120 Fulmer, Folk Women, p. 51.

Leah Levenson, The Four Seasons of Mary Lavin (Dublin: Marino Books, 1998), p. 63.
Fulmer, Folk Women, p. 51.
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Lavin’s integration of old and new narrative practices. The stories should be read as

products of an astute, and culturally knowledgeable, practitioner of the arts.

Fulmer still insists Lavin inevitably utilises the traditions of folklore to talk

about what she describes as:

[D]elicate areas [that] have included unequal relations between the sexes,
anything that could appear critical of secular or religious authority, and
questions regarding women’s limited sphere of activity in mid-twentieth

century Ireland.*®

This deflection, or indirection, she argues, frees the writer to introduce ‘difficult
subject matter to unwilling audiences’.*** With this challenge to certain readers in
mind, in her comparison of Lavin and Eilis Ni Dhuibhne’s work, Fulmer considers
that all of their characters ‘undermine different aspects of patriarchal authority’.'?
Fulmer suggests Lavin does this by adopting ‘aspects of otherworldly and wise
women [in characters’] words, thoughts, qualities and actions’; Ni Dhuibhne’s
characters, she suggests, focus more on the ‘magical world’.*?® Clearly, as Lavin’s
work remained in print during the height of censorship there is some strategy in play.
However, Lavin’s preferred mode of realism is the more evident and influential
mode of her writing. ‘The Nun’s Mother’ clearly circumnavigates these difficulties.
The fiction unmistakably addresses those difficult areas that Fulmer suggests could

not otherwise be dealt with. Lavin’s lightness of touch in dealing with ‘delicate

areas’ is confident enough to withstand scrutiny; she does not need the screen of an

23 Fulmer, Folk Women, pp. 60-61.

Fulmer, Folk Women, p. 1.
Fulmer, Folk Women, p. 61.
Fulmer, Folk Women, p. 61.
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older tradition. So how else she chooses to use that tradition is worthy of note.
Lavin was prepared to make critical observations about Ireland in her writing, so this
shift to folklore cannot be construed as Lavin’s only viable strategy for successful
publication. In light of Lavin’s desire to record and preserve what she saw as ‘the
real life of living Irishmen and women whom | have known and seen with my own
eyes’, this also suggests an active acknowledgement of, and engagement with,

traditional practice and culture.*’

Lavin’s fictional depictions of Ireland are
constructed within a framework of intentional accuracy; her additional comment, ‘I’d
like to preserve them [the Irish], rather than the diluted culture that is being shown by
tourist bodies and agencies — all good and no bad’, serves as an agenda.'®® As part of
my future research, I will adopt a particular line of investigation to explore the

synthesis of folklore within more modern realist settings. The aim would be to gauge

the full impact of this combination.

Fulmer charts the echoes of folklore inherent in Lavin’s longer fiction,
referring to Angela Bourke’s recognition of what was termed a ‘fairy stroke’ in
relation to an emotionally charged episode, where the female protagonist appears
frozen and unconscious in Mary O’Grady.*®® However, similar resonances can also
be found in the short fiction ‘A Fable’. ‘The Mug of Water’ is in fact more explicit,
but neither short story is addressed in Fulmer’s analysis. ‘A Fable’ tells the story of
a newcomer to a village. It follows the more generic conventions of the folk tale in

that unnamed or everyman or everywoman characters frame the story; after all,

27| Robert Stevens and Sylvia Stevens, ‘An Interview with Mary Lavin’, Studies, 86:341 (1997), 43-

50 (p. 46).

128 Stevens and Stevens, ‘An Interview with Mary Lavin’, p. 47.

Fulmer, Folk Women, p. 68. This phenomenon is recorded as a category of interest in: Sean O
Suilleabhain, Handbook of Irish Folklore (Dublin: The Educational Company of Ireland, 1942), p. 478.
This publication was an aid to the collection and classification of folklore material to be held at the
Irish Folklore Commission.
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ultimately this must in some way apply to the reader or earlier listener. Highlighting
Lavin’s earlier fables, Kelly notes that ritual devices are ‘used as central images, or
what [Lavin] calls “devices of concentration”, round which the allegorical element
takes shape’.**® In ‘A Fable’, these images are centred on the use of natural
vegetation or briars; this contributes to a turning point in the relationship between the
community and the outsider. The newcomer is a beautiful woman, recognised by the
omniscient narrator in the opening line of the story as ‘the most beautiful woman
they had ever seen and so they hated her’.** Her presence is unconventional in that
there is no warning of her arrival, she travelled alone and had the mark of
independence often found threatening to others. At first the light-hearted humour is
entertaining. The narrator confides, ‘[t]o tell the truth, the perfection of this
fabulously beautiful girl was really beginning to get on the nerves of the whole
neighbourhood’ (‘A Fable’, p. 135). The tone alters as the villagers are in some way
disempowered by the woman: she contravenes social expectations by living alone
and has a wide circle of friends from the city. Her beauty threatens other women and
emasculates the men. Her skin is like flawless porcelain. She is closely allied to the
natural world. By the light of the sun she is first viewed by the villagers ‘against the
blue breast of the sky [...] She was beautiful every hour of the day, but in the early
sunlight she was perhaps most beautiful’ (‘A Fable’, p. 133). This diurnal
assessment is clearly sexually driven by the transformative connection of sky and
human form. The physical villagers are left physically shocked, stimulated and then
lethargic, as the narrative plays with the excesses of ‘gusts of a great emotion’ and

depleted energy to echo the act of sexual intercourse (‘A Fable’, p. 133). At the

130 Kelly, Mary Lavin, p. 145.

Lavin, ‘A Fable’, Tales from Bective Bridge [1942] (London: Michael Joseph, 1945), p. 132. All
further references are to this edition, and are given in the text.
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same time, her alliance with nature resonates with pre-Christian beliefs, and elevates
her from beyond human to the role of pagan goddess. The community keep their

distance.

One day she is out hunting, keenly observed by the villagers as usual, and has
a terrible fall. The speed and pattern of the story slows as the reader is forced to
confront her terrible disfigurement. Thick, strong bramble thorns cut into her face to
form ‘a blood etching of the brier branch itself’ (‘A Fable’, p. 136). She had ridden
into the branch at such speed it had exerted tremendous force on the skin, which had
to be sewn together. We are reminded by the narrator that ‘fine porcelain cracks
more easily than delft, and shows the mark of its mending’ (‘A Fable’, p. 138). Her
face is scarred. A range of visual references is employed to emphasise the impact
that this accident has on the community that day, intercutting the more trivial and
mundane with the extraordinary. As the narrative unfolds, an empathic resonance is
engendered to connect the victim with the hitherto alienated villagers; the sensory
impact upon them of her broken body after the accident is immense and
contextualised within their own working environments. As the postmistress goes
about her business, in her eyes, the victim’s damaged porcelain skin is juxtaposed
with the bright white of an envelope that she holds, itself scarred by a vividly red
stamp; a ladybird is thrown from the petals of white cyclamen by the gardener who is
shocked by the violence of the insect’s colouring against the fragile petals; the
draper’s wife, completing the domestic preparations of killing a bird for supper, is
more aware of the cruelty of the exercise with the red blood against white feathers,
and the schoolmaster is drawn to read Macbeth again as a final marker of the

extraordinary event witnessed (‘A Fable’, pp. 136-137).
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Over the course of two years the community re-evaluates its relationship with
her: they now feel that she belongs, she is no threat to them. Now their refrain is,
‘[w]ere it not for the scar on her face, would she not be the most beautiful girl in all
the land?’ (‘A Fable, p. 139). They are happy for her when she travels to Vienna to
have skin grafted over the scars, and pray for her whilst she is away. They burn so
many candles in the church to remember her that they exhaust all their supplies. Her
sudden re-appearance following her treatment temporarily unnerves them as there is
no trace of the accident on her face; they almost retreat to the same distance as
shown towards her when she first arrived amongst them. Their coping mechanism is
to believe the scars will reappear over time. They really only feel able to accept her
in this way, because they cannot reconcile themselves to the fact that she will be
totally cured. The story ends with the resolution of a natural order: she marries and
has children and grandchildren (a device to note the passing of time as well as denote
her worth), and the villagers retain a sense of control in their continued belief in the
restoration of her scars, as the expected lines and wrinkles appear on her face as she
ages. It is not a wholly satisfactory conclusion, as the narrative professes to a type of
truth only being revealed to the older villagers nearing the end of their lives;
seemingly they recognise she was more beautiful with the scars than without. Does

this mean that there was no impact on the younger villagers?

This is problematic, as although it intimates some intellectual and emotional
growth in the collective mind, it still makes evident a resistance to attractiveness in
others. In the end, the story itself implies that the woman would never be accepted
into their community without that accident, and is a brutal, bleak assessment of life.

The parochial nature of its Irish location unsettlingly damns the Meath population
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itself with its topographical and social links: there is direct reference to the ‘Meet of
the Harriers’ (‘A Fable’, p. 134).23 After all, this story is from the collection Tales
from Bective Bridge, taking as its inspiration the familiar location of Bective. The
unnamed, excessively beautiful woman is almost an ethereal presence and needs to
be made substantial in the eyes of the community through some rite of passage. At
the same time, at its conclusion, the restoration of a traditionally bound reciprocal
society with gender defined status roles is an interesting choice for Lavin, so close to

implementation of the 1937 Irish Constitution.™**

It suggests that ‘A Fable’ could be
read as an early test site where Lavin critiques the limitations of certain traditional
values. By using physical perfection as a marker of distinctiveness, rather than

religious or economic status, Lavin is not yet fully committing to a particular line of

attack.

The initial publication date of this short story in 1942 is significant in another
way. It follows new work dedicated to the collection and preservation of Irish
folklore by the Irish Folklore Commission. This work was recognised as essential to
the restoration and support of the Irish language and Irish culture, and was funded in
part by an annual government grant. So imbued in the national psyche was this
enterprise, that between 1937 and 1938 Irish schoolchildren were asked to collect
stories from grandparents, and other elders in their communities. These they
transcribed into notebooks which were returned to the Commission.™** Amongst the

literary community, the enormous work undertaken by collectors and archivists at the

32 The Tara Harriers (formerly Bellinter Harrie