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Introduction

This book is the first comprehensive, one-volume history of
the Irish novel ever published. This is intended not as a
comment on my own critical ambition (or hubris), but on
the peculiar treatment of my subject in the existing critical
literature. As a distinct subject the Irish novel has had to
overcome the tendencies of critics to ignore it entirely, to
lump it together with the British novel, or to attend only to
the works of its most celebrated practitioner, James Joyce.
Ernest Baker absorbed the Irish novel into the English in his
History of the English Novel (1924-39), just as Ireland itself
had been annexed by Britain during centuries of tortured
economic and political existence. Walter Allen continued this
practice in his The English Novel: A Short Critical History
(1954), and for decades it has been reflected in American
courses on “The Modern British Novel” that include Joyce—
who turned to Europe, not Britain, for his foreign literary
inspiration. Subsuming “Anglo-Irish”" writers within courses
on English literature, when not ignoring them altogether, has
been a form of cultural imperialism. As the Irish novelist
and critic Anthony Cronin writes, “There is not much point
in talking about Anglo-Irish literature. Whatever else these
works are, they are not Anglo-anything, unless, that is, the
work of Whitman or Hart Crane or Melville or Dos Passos
or Scott Fitzgerald is Anglo-something” (1982, 11).

The American-dominated “James Joyce Industry” is a more
subtle but even more pervasive form of cultural imperialism.
As the greatest twentieth-century novelist in the English
language, Joyce merits considerable critical attention and in
fact actively encouraged it himself. Many scholars have made
their names and their careers by writing about Joyce, with
each Joycean breeding several others and perpetuating a
tunnel vision that is often blind to other Irish novelists.
Within Irish literary studies, one effect of the Joyce Industry
has been to block attention to many other worthy Irish
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authors—and also to neglect, ironically enough, an adequate
understanding of the place of Joyce’s own novels within their
most obvious context, the development of the Irish novel
itself. Virtually every current critical approach—psychoan-
alytic, structuralist, poststructuralist, reader-response, fem-
inist, Marxist, and others—has been applied to Joyce’s novels,
but many other Irish novelists, when not ignored entirely,
have been subjected to an extremely limited range of critical
methods, a point I shall take up in this book. Each one of
the hundreds of dissertations, books, and articles on Joyce
is one that does not examine the valuable work of Padraic
O Conaire, Kate O’Brien, Charles Lever, or dozens of other
Irish novelists who might be named (and will be named in
this book). Patrick Kavanagh wrote a memorable poem on
the subject of “Who Killed James Joyce?”” (“The weapon that
was used / Was a Harvard thesis”), but at Joyce’s wake we
should mourn not Joyce but, more properly, the neglected
remains of other Irish novelists.

I deliberately listed as my examples above a novelist in
the Irish language (O Conaire), a woman (O’Brien), and a
Protestant (Lever) because they represent groups that have
often been victims of particular neglect. Writing about an
earlier group of Gaelic writers, Daniel Corkery described their
oppressed position in an Ireland increasingly dominated by
the English and their language, in his book The Hidden Ireland
(1925). Corkery’s well-known phrase, ““the hidden Ireland,”
has been borrowed much more recently by both Janet
Madden-Simpson, to describe the treatment of women writers
within an Irish critical tradition dominated by men (1984,
4), and Gerald Dawe and Edna Longley, who assert that
“the ‘Hidden Ireland’ has now more claim to be Protestant
than Gaelic” (1985, ii). Dawe and Longley emphasize that
W. B. Yeats (who, ironically, was a Protestant) did much to
encourage a critical code that celebrates southern Catholic
writers as Irish at the expense of northern Protestant ones.
Protestants represent a minority within Ireland, just as the
Irish as a whole are outnumbered by the English in the
British Isles. Yeats frankly admitted, “‘I generally dislike the
people of Ulster, and want to keep them out” (quoted in
Dawe and Longley, iv). W. ]J. McCormack agrees that “to an
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extent which is too infrequently recognized, critics of Anglo-
Irish literature have derived their techniques from Yeats, and
so have entered into a conspiracy with that formidable reviser
of history” (1980, 266). Countering the older narrow na-
tionalism and the discomfort of Irish Protestants, Irish mem-
bers of the Field Day Theatre Company (1985)—Seamus
Deane, Seamus Heaney, Brian Friel, Tom Paulin—advocate
a more inclusive brand of Irishness, a new kind of nation-
alism.

With such powerful problems to be overcome, it is perhaps
not quite so surprising that critics have examined the Irish
novel only in bits and pieces. As Diane Tolomeo notes, “Few
critics have attempted to deal with the development of Irish
fiction” (1983, 268). In 1903 Horatio Sheafe Krans published
the pioneering if necessarily limited book Irish Life in Irish
Fiction, but for the most part his successors did not pursue
the path he had cleared. In the most influential early
twentieth-century study of Irish literature, Ireland’s Literary
Renaissance (1922), Ernest Boyd belittled Irish fiction in a
single chapter subtitled “The Weak Point of the Revival.”
W. ]. McCormack notes that the study of Irish literature at
large “is still at what may be aptly called an infantile stage,
obsessively concerned with certain prominent and important
figures—Yeats, Joyce, Synge—but neglectful of the larger
body of writing amongst which the masters must ultimately
be placed” (1980, 266). A few valuable studies of the Irish
novel during particular periods have appeared. Benedict Kie-
ly’s Modern Irish Fiction—A Critique (1950) is a short but
useful examination of Irish fiction between 1920 and 1950.
Thomas Flanagan’s The Irish Novelists, 1800-1850 (1958) was
a pioneering book that oddly concluded that “the nineteenth-
century novel established no tradition” and that Joyce “owed
little to the work of his predecessors” (333). These claims,
as we shall see, are far from the truth. Klaus Lubbers has
published a very valuable book (1985a) in German, examining
the development of the Irish novel up until 1900, and prom-
ises a second volume on the twentieth-century novel; an
English translation of his work would be useful. Most recently
of all, John Wilson Foster has authored Fictions of the Irish
Literary Revival: A Changeling Art (1987), a large book that
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implicitly counters Ernest Boyd’s dismissal of Irish fiction as
“The Weak Point of the Revival.” Several surveys of Irish
literature as a whole (Fallis 1977; McHugh and Harmon
1982; Jeffares 1982; Deane 1986) provide useful overviews
of the development of the Irish novel, but within limited
contexts. My own first book examines the development of
one subgenre, the Irish historical novel, over the course of
its entire development (Cahalan 1983).

I intend for this volume to provide students and scholars
with a starting point for more in-depth study, thereby stim-
ulating both an appreciation of the Irish novel as a distinct
subject and, I hope, further research and publication on some
of the most neglected areas within the topic. Throughout
this book I indicate the prevalent critical approaches to the
Irish novel, continually linking assessments of the criticism
to the story of the novel in Ireland, and suggesting (especially
in my conclusion) some ideas for further research. For my
purposes here, an “Irish novel” is any Irish author’s novel
that is set in Ireland. I seek to explain how the novels respond
to the patterns of Irish history and are in fact a part of that
history. In each chapter I briefly outline the relevant contours
of Irish history; the beginning student should also consult
one or more of the several valuable surveys of Irish history
that are available (J. C. Beckett 1966; Lyons 1971; McCaffrey
1979; Moody and Martin 1984).

As indicated at several points throughout this book, in
giving attention to a number of the better novelists I have
been forced to neglect many minor talents. Yet, determined
to avoid tunnel vision, I have cultivated a fairly broad view,
examining in my seven chapters the works of more than
eighty novelists—with my treatment of individual novelists
varying in length from a paragraph to a full chapter—and
briefly naming about thirty others while always seeking to
provide a context for understanding rather than merely listing
one author and title after another. My simple and necessary
operative definition stated above means that I cannot examine
here novels by Irish authors set abroad (Brian Moore’s North
American novels, for example) or novels by foreigners set
in Ireland (such as Thomas Flanagan’s The Year of the French).
But I do include Joyce’s Finnegans Wake and Beckett’s novels,
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since they are set largely in Ireland inasmuch as they are
“set” anywhere in particular (and inasmuch as they can be
said to be “novels”). As we shall shortly see, one of the
distinctive features of many Irish novels is that they are
constantly interrogative of the genre as a whole, departing
in many respects from various novelistic conventions.

True to my definition, I include in this book not only
novels written and published in English but also novels in
Irish. Irish is a Celtic language (best called “Irish” rather
than “Gaelic” to distinguish it from Scottish Gaelic) as dif-
ferent from English as any other Indo-European language
could be said to be, yet novels in Irish share many of the
concerns and features of Irish novels in English, and are
discussed here at the appropriate points in this history. A
few novelists—most notably Flann O’Brien—published nov-
els both in English and in Irish. It is well known that English
as spoken and written in Ireland has been much influenced
by Irish, especially in its vocabulary, verbal forms, and
syntax (O Muirithe 1977; McCrum, Cran, and MacNeil 1986).
When conversing with his English dean of studies, Stephen
Dedalus in Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
becomes sharply aware of how “his language, so familiar
and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired speech”
(189). Irish English—the variety of English spoken in Ireland,
also sometimes called “Hiberno-English” or “ Anglo-Irish”’—
has created difficulties but also furthered artistic freedom for
the Irish novelist, especially as we move from early nine-
teenth-century attempts to write dialogue to generally more
sophisticated and often more imaginative uses of Irish English
in our own century. I agree with Robert Welch (1985) that
a continuity can be found in Irish literature, focusing on the
rich interactions between Irish and English—while I cannot
accept his notion of Gaelicism that would judge Yeats as
more “Gaelic” than Breandan O hEithir (229). Alan Titley
recalls Frank O’Connor’s question about whether Irish lit-
erature in the two languages is a unified subject or ““merely
two unrelated subjects linked by a geographical accident”
(1981, 116), and he concludes that “freagra simpli . . . ata
ar cheist thosaigh Frank O’Connor. Dha litriocht ata in Eirinn,
litriocht na Gaeilge agus litriocht an Bhéarla . . . Sin uile”



