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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

SIR MYLES NA gCOPALEEN (the da) who has been buried in the
country for some months, was exhumed last week following a
dispute as to the interpretation of a clause in his will [. . .] The
grand old man was alive and well, and looked extremely fit as he
stepped from the coffin. ‘Never again,” he said as he jested with
reporters before being driven away in a closed car. (BM, 158)

In 2011, ‘the da’ was resurrected once again to offer his expert testi-
mony in the unresolved dispute over the legacy of the author Brian
O’Nolan - the progenitor not only of Myles Sr and Jr and his most
famous heir Flann O’Brien, but also of a host of literary offspring
whose parentage remains a point of contention. The occasion was the
centenary of O'Nolan’s birth, marked by an international gathering of
readers and scholars at 100 Myles: The International Flann O’Brien
Centenary Conference at the University of Vienna and its Centre for
Irish Studies. Their common purpose: to take stock of how the writer’s
legacy has been shaped throughout the last century. Yet one might
wonder to what extent O'Nolan would have appreciated the efforts of
these ‘Flanneurs’ and ‘Mylesians’ given Sir Myles’s mature reflections,
following his re-exhumation, on the inconvenience of afterlife:

T considered carefully,” Sir Myles said, ‘the advisability of dying
intestate but rejected the idea as too dangerous. [. . .] I would have
placed upon me the onus of establishing quite novel juridical theses.
For example, I would have to show that there is an alternative to
testacy or intestacy, viz., extestacy, which would be the condition I
would claim to be in. I would have to show that death is an essential
concomitant of intestacy and this would involve lengthy legal defin-
itions of death. I would have to show that death is not final and
conclusive. This in itself would involve equally recondite definitions
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2 Editors’ introduction

of life. My own ‘existence’ would be called in question and I would
have to prove — on oath, mind you! — that I was not dead, notwith-
standing my recent decease and the hasty nuptials of my dear
widow. [. . .] Even my undoubted right to participate as next-of-kin
in my own estate would be called in question. The income tax
authorities would challenge the inclusion of funeral charges under
allowable expenses and would probably insist on sticking me for
death duties. It would all be far too troublesome. I would not like it
at all. Gentlemen, I would rather be dead.” (BM, 158-159)

Implied in the parable of the resurrected da’s legal troubles — almost as
though ‘legal troubles’ were the very definition of life after death —is a
hilariously forbidding view of literary immortality, but perhaps also a
commentary on the task of the critic. Whether O’Nolan scholars con-
sider themselves executors of his will or its beneficiaries, it seems they
must take stock of a deep-seated discomfort with any form of afterlife,
literary or otherwise.

Thankfully, as close as he has come to obscurity at times, Brian
O’Nolan did not die intestate, but entrusted to us some of the finest
works of twentieth-century literature. The matter of his legacy,
however, has often been as burdensome as Sir Myles seems to have
feared. Born S October 1911 in Strabane, County Tyrone, O’Nolan’s
two most famous and innovative novels At Swim-Two-Birds (1939)
and The Third Policeman (1967; written 1939-40) were both written,
under the guise of Flann O’Brien, before the author had even out-
grown his twenties. Each could easily take a seat alongside Miguel de
Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605, 1615), Laurence Sterne’s Tristram
Shandy (1759-67) and James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) at the head table
of masterpieces of comic literature. Yet O’Nolan’s reputation remains
a strange one indeed. While Anthony Burgess might urge that ‘of all
the neglected truth-tellers of our age, Flann O’Brien is perhaps the
most considerable [. . .] You have to read him’,' O’Nolan’s standing as
one of the best kept secrets of modern literature has been dogged by
the idea that by the end of his life, ‘a great future lay behind him’. ‘Was
it the drink was his ruin’, Hugh Kenner asked, somewhat less than
rhetorically, ‘or was it the column? For ruin is the word. So much
promise has seldom accomplished so little’.> Once actuated, this nar-
rative of underachievement and disappointment can take on a life of
its own in the eyes of its tellers, who find everywhere, even in
O’Nolan’s greatest achievements, indices of its work.
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At Swim-Two-Birds, Flann O’Brien’s riotous matryoshka of a debut
novel, was praised by James Joyce as ‘a comic work of remarkable cre-
ative power’,’ and by Jorge Luis Borges as outdoing even the Argentine
fantasist’s own verbal labyrinths,* before selling a mere 244 copies and
being consumed, along with Longman’s London warehouse, back into
obscurity and legend by a Luftwaffe bombing raid. The issue of inheri-
tance weighs heavily on the work and not only the contested issue of
O’Nolan’s own debts to Joyce. Against this charge O’Nolan would
protest that the book was ‘not a pale-faced attempt to hold a mirror up
and has nothing in the world to do with James Joyce’. Rather the writer
presented his debut as ‘a lot of belching, thumb-nosing and belly-
laughing’, humbly adding: ‘T honestly believe that it is funny in parts’.®
Itis and more than in parts; yet as Graham Greene insightfully pointed
out in his reader’s report for Longman, ‘its amazing spirits do not dis-
guise the seriousness of the attempt to present, simultaneously as it
were, all the literary traditions of Ireland’. ¢

O’Brien’s follow-up, The Third Policeman, offered a fantastic vision
of the Irish midlands re-imagined as a hellish place populated by
grotesque bicycle-obsessed policemen. By turns hilarious and frightful,
sublime and ridiculous, the book follows the misadventures of a mur-
derous scholar, as he struggles to make sense of his uncanny
surroundings, of the policemen’s impossible inventions and of absurd
theories about harnessing the fundamental energy of the universe for
boiling eggs. Tellingly, inheritance is again at the root of the scholar’s
problems. It is the bequest of a small farm that seals his fate, setting up
the plot, serving as a catalyst, creating the opportunity for his disas-
trous relationship with John Divney:

A full year had not passed when I noticed that Divney was using
the word ‘we’ in his conversation and worse than that, the word
‘our’. [.. . .] After that it was useless trying to tell him that it was I
who owned everything. I began to tell myself that even if I did own
everything, he owned me. (CN, 227)

Championed by Pulitzer Prize winner William Saroyan, The Third
Policeman was perhaps O’Nolan’s masterpiece and it was rejected for
publication in the writer’s lifetime.”

In the aftermath of this rejection and while supporting his mother
and eleven siblings with a day job as an Irish government civil servant,
O’Nolan produced two decades worth of work on which critics have
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been keen to hang the label of ‘squanderer’. An Béal Bocht (1941), the
memoir, ‘discovered’ by Myles na gCopaleen, of one Bénapart O
Cunasa (aka Jams O’Donnell) in the perpetually rainy, poverty-stricken
and relentlessly Gaelic Corca Dorcha: ‘written in Gaelic’; over two
decades (4 October 1940-1 April 1966) of bitingly satirical and uproar-
iously anarchic Cruiskeen Lawn columns cataloguing clichés, bores and
the strange adventures of Keats and Chapman: ‘tomorrow’s fish wrap™; a
late return to the novel and the Flann persona with The Hard Life (1961)
and The Dalkey Archive (1964): ‘diminishing returns’. Thus we find in
O’Nolan an author that combines the tags of ‘incomparable comic
genius’ and ‘avant-garde innovator’ with that of ‘wasted talent’.

Yet, these critical counterfoils seem wildly lacking in comparison
with the cheques that Myles himself wrote towards down payments on
his own good standing in posterity. As even a casual reader of Cruiskeen
Lawn will know, the question of his own legacy was one that occupied
Myles’s thoughts regularly:

I DISLIKE LABELS — rather I mean it’s not that they aren’t terribly
useful. They are, old man. But do ... do they sufficiently take
account ofone as. . .a. .. person? There is my dilemma. (How do
you like his horns?) But [...] I know how the small mind hates
what can’t be penned into the humiliating five-foot shelf of its ‘cate-
gories’. And so . . . if you must libel me, sorry, wrong brief, if you
must label me, if you must use one epithet to ‘describe’ a being who
in diversity of modes, universality of character and heterogeneity of
spatio-temporal continuity transcends your bathetic dialectic, if, in
short, one. . . . practically algebraic symbol must suffice to cover the
world-searing nakedness of that ontological polymorph who is at
once immaculate brahmin, austere neo-platonist, motor-salesman,
mystic, horse-doctor, hackney journalist and ideological catalyst,
callme...call me... (quimporte en effet, tout cela?) callme. ..
ex-rebel. (BM, 373)

Myles’s monomaniacal narcissism is part tongue in cheek, no doubt,
yet perhaps here we find a trace of an expansive practice of enquiry into
a polymorphic legacy that constantly undermines itself in order to
refashion itself anew and neatly sidestep the red tape of literary after-
life. A mode of appraisal that, rather than leaving the resurrected
‘ex-rebel” longing for a return to the grave, ‘transcends your bathetic
dialectic’ between ‘hackney journalist and ideological catalyst’ by
contesting all of the labels that have been attached to the author.
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What if, rather than the ruination of his immense talent in sub-
servience to an inferior medium, the Cruiskeen Lawn columns
represent O'Nolan’s great modernist magnum opus in that most
Benjaminian site of modernity, the newspaper?® What if, rather than a
minor, if funny, bald parody of Peig and An t-Oilednach, Myles na
gCopaleen’s An Béal Bocht deserves acknowledgement for the subtlety
of its nuanced cultural critiques, the innovation of its compositional
strategies and the fullness of its achievement beside Flann O’Brien’s
more established novels? What if long-standing views of O’Nolan’s
position on the spectrum from parochial conservatism to international
experimentalism are complicated by the rich expanses of largely uncol-
lected experimental Gaelic texts, from the anarchic tales and columns
that he contributed to Eamon de Valera’s Irish Press to the predomi-
nantly Gaelic first years of Cruiskeen Lawn? And what if the wealth of
O’Nolan’s short stories, dramatic texts, translations, poetry, teleplays,
uncollected columns and non-fiction, once reassessed, call into ques-
tion his reputation for wasting his talent? The essays collected within
this volume aim to tackle these contested issues head-on; in the
process laying bare the amount of exciting work that lies before this
emerging and expanding generation of O’Nolan scholars.

Yet, beyond centenary festivities, the time is ripe for such a re-eval-
uation of this great late-modernist writer. With isolated exceptions,
O’Nolan scholarship has long subsisted on the margins of Irish
Literary Studies. Even when the work produced was of the highest
calibre, the rubric ‘Irish Modernism’ tended to provide the co-
ordinates for readers, with O’Nolan’s exiled and significantly more
canonised, compatriots James Joyce and Samuel Beckett as standard
terms of comparison. Flann O’Brien and Myles na gCopaleen were,
Hugh Kenner proclaimed, ‘not bottled for export’.'° Yet in recent years
this trend has begun to change, with critics finding O'Nolan’s finger-
prints all over self-reflexive fictions by Alasdair Gray, Anthony Burgess,
John Fowles and Gilbert Sorrentino,'" and exploring his stature among
authors as varied as Georges Perec, Patrick McGinley, Vladimir
Nabokov and Jorge Luis Borges."”? Following Timothy O’Keeffe’s
Myles: Portraits of Brian O’Nolan (1973), Anne Clissmann’s pion-
eering Flann O'Brien: A Critical Introduction to His Writings (1975) and
Ridiger Imhof’s casebook Alive Alive O!: Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-
Two-Birds (1985) a full ten years later, the last two decades have seen
monographs on O'Nolan that hint at new lights by which the author’s
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work might be read." Breandan O Conaire tackled ‘Gaelic Myles’,'*
while M. Keith Booker took on ‘Menippean Flann’; Keith Donohue
and Joseph Brooker ‘Irish Modernist Myles’,'® and Sue Asbee and
Thomas F. Shea ‘Metafictional (Post-)Modernist Flann’.!” Mono-
graphs have also started to emerge from continental Europe, from
scholars such as Roberta Ferrari, Monique Gallagher, Ralf Zimmer-
man, Jirgen Meyer, Christian Schuldt and Thierry Robin."® So much
for the notion that O’Nolan was ‘not bottled for export’.

More recently, in a new wave of O’Nolan scholarship, a number of
book-length studies devoted to O’Nolan’s work have picked up the dif-
ferent threads established by these pioneers and woven them into a
more complex tapestry, not in isolation, but in fruitful dialogue with
each other. Four works in particular from the current generation of
O’Nolan scholarship stand out as important points of reference for the
essays in this collection. Two book-length studies published by Cork
University Press set the general borders of the terrain. Carol Taaffe’s
Ireland Through the Looking-Glass: Flann O’Brien, Myles na gCopaleen
and Irish Cultural Debate (2008) expertly applies the toolkit of the cul-
tural critic to O’Nolan’s work, reading the fiction and the newspaper
columns against the Irish context that informs them." Keith Hopper’s
Flann O’Brien: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Post-Modernist (1995;
2nd edn, 2009), by contrast, provides a groundbreaking analysis of
O’Nolan’s experiments with literary form (especially with the form of
the novel), presenting O’Nolan as an Irish post-modernist whose
metafictional experiments are best read in alternative to the two pre-
vailing paradigms of Irish modernism: Yeats and Joyce.*® Elsewhere,
two recent O’Nolan collections have subtly negotiated the terrain
between these two flags in the sand. Jennika Baines’s Ts it about a
bicycle?’: Flann O’Brien in the Twenty-First Century (2011) aligns itself
more closely to Taaffe’s cultural contextual approach,® while a special
Flann O’Brien edition of The Review of Contemporary Fiction (2011)
positions itself in conversation with Hopper’s calls to explore O'Nolan
as an innovator of post-modern forms and to re-centre The Third
Policeman as the site for such critique.?” Each collection demonstrates
the robustness of O’Nolan’s work for a variety of critical approaches,
thus providing an important precedent for this collection.”

The essays in this volume expand on these examples through three
interrelated strategies. Firstly, they address the need to rethink
O’Nolan’s canon by re-evaluating his lesser-known works and personae,
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foregrounding the centrality of his journalistic writing, of his short
stories and of his Irish-language masterpiece An Béal Bocht. Secondly,
they promote O’Nolan’s international profile while examining debts
and influences closer to home. Finally, they explore this broader canon
as a fertile ground for a range of critical perspectives.

Broadening the canon

The essays in the volume’s first section aim to redraft the O'Nolan lit-
erary canon by bringing a rich panoply of ‘minor’ texts in from the
margins and analysing them alongside the major novels.

Even from his student days, O'Nolan was making anarchic, often
surreal contributions, under various guises, to the University College
Dublin student magazine Comhthrom Féinne and to his short-lived
Dublin monthly Blather, which announced itself to the world with the
bold, if somewhat spurious, claim of being “THE ONLY PAPER
EXCLUSIVELY DEDICATED TO CLAY-PIGEON SHOOTING IN
IRELAND’ (MBM, 96). The most prominent work from this period is
‘Scenes in a Novel by Brother Barnabas (Probably Posthumous)’
(1934), which pits its putative author against creations who refuse to
follow his design (SF, 49-53). The story anticipates not only many of
the themes and devices of O’Nolan’s post-UCD debut At Swim-Two-
Birds, but also three decades of writing about problems with authority
of one kind or another. Between and against, the canonical authorities
of the novels and columns, the contributors here plough the course of
richly metafictional and complex, yet critically under-analysed short
stories (‘Dioghaltais ar Ghallaibh ’sa Bhliain 2032!, ‘“Teacht Agus
Imtheacht Shedin Bhuidhe’, ‘Scenes in a Novel’, John Duffy’s Brother’,
“The Martyr’s Crown’, “Two in One’), plays (Faustus Kelly, Thirst),
non-fiction (‘A Bash in the Tunnel’, “The Pathology of Revivalism’),
student writing, letter-writing and a wealth of equally under-analysed
correspondence, drafts and manuscripts housed in collections in the
Morris Library (Southern Illinois University), John J. Burns Library
(Boston College) and Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center
(University of Texas at Austin). The welcome recent republication of
O’Nolan’s short stories, plays and teleplays in two volumes by Dalkey
Archive Press has provided further impetus for these investigations; as
does the editorial note by Neil Murphy and Keith Hopper that these
valuable resources offer ‘an initial act of recovery rather than a com-
pletist project’ (SF, ix). In the same spirit, while focusing overdue
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critical attention on O’Nolan’s ‘minor works’ as fertile sites for literary
and theoretical investigation, the essays in the present volume do not
close the door to enquiry into these texts, but rather invite future
scholars to follow them in re-assessing O’Nolan’s fuller body of multi-
genre and polyphonic comic texts.

Keith Hopper opens the collection by exploring Flann O’Brien’s
1940 short story John Duffy’s Brother’ as a complex text with an
uncanny unspoken notion at its centre. Using O’Nolan’s boisterous
Envoy editorial on James Joyce as a frame by which to access various
anxieties submerged throughout O’Nolan’s work, Hopper deftly inter-
weaves intertextual readings with Joyce’s ‘A Painful Case’ and John
Keats’s ‘Upon First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’ in order to open
up O’Brien’s story to a suspicious reading of its anxieties of influence
(as well as the influence of anxiety) and of oppressions both divine and
cultural.

Continuing this theme, Jack Fennell unfolds another aspect of
O’Nolan’s multigeneric output beyond Myles the scathing satirist and
Flann the daring experimenter in literary forms: that of Brian O
Nualldin, Gaelic science-fiction writer. Focusing on two 1932 Irish-
language short stories published in de Valera’s Irish Press, Fennell reads
O’Nolan’s engagement in the genre of science fiction against a histor-
ical moment in which the tension between science and religion was
increasingly defining Ireland’s cultural make-up. Opening out his argu-
ment to revisit O’Brien’s final novel The Dalkey Archive, Fennell finds
within its negotiations of genre an index of O'Nolan’s existential anxi-
eties and apocalyptic ‘Manichaean’ imagination.

Marion Quirici shifts the conversation of O’Nolan’s metafictional
‘mastery’ from the familiar terrain of the Flann novels to the less trav-
elled roads of the shorter fiction. Casting new light on O’Nolan’s
negotiations of the communicative literary circuit through a close
analysis of the frame-breaking strategies of ‘Scenes in a Novel
(Probably Posthumous)’, Quirici offers a comparative genetic reading
of “The Martyr’s Crown’ with an earlier draft, ‘For Ireland Home and
Beauty’, in order to elucidate O’Nolan’s attitudes and experiences
regarding writing, revision and publication. Vividly illuminating the
connections between the textual object and the historical conditions
of its production and reception, Quirici finds that in O’Nolan’s hands
these metafictional techniques insist, ultimately, upon the definitive
vulnerability of text and the failures inherent in authorship.
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From Quirici’s investigation of the writer behind his desk, Paul
Fagan turns to O’Nolan’s metafictional foregrounding of the reader’s
unusual vantage point in the literary event. Reading ‘John Duffy’s
Brother’ and “Two in One’ against Maurice Blanchot’s reinterpretation
of the myth of Narcissus and Michel Foucault’s understanding of the
relationship between confession and power, Fagan finds O’Nolan
returning to Ovid’s scene in order to deconstruct humanistic models of
subjectivity and to test the peculiar ethical demands of the encounter
between narrator, character and reader. Drawing together their con-
trasting exploitations of genre, their intertextual echoes and their
metafictional strategies, Fagan proposes that these stories negotiate
the tension between self and Other and between secrecy and confes-
sion, in order to ask us to attend to what is owed when we (figuratively,
literally) get under the protagonists’ skins in the act of reading.

Thierry Robin explores the subtle metafictional modes and parodic
devices of “The Martyr’s Crown’ and Thirst as fruitful sites for negotia-
tions of O’Nolan’s brand of historical scepticism. Investigating
O’Nolan’s blurring of the boundaries separating spurious local anecdotes
from the ‘Grand Narratives’ of history, Robin refreshingly places these
sceptical readings within a frame of cultural critique. Interweaving post-
modern compositional strategies as catalogued by Ihab Hassan with the
irreducibly local aspects of humour, accent, idiom and bar room banter,
Robin explores O’Nolan’s ‘peculiarly Irish postmodern treatment of
history as a never-ending source of ideological hangover’ (p. 90).

Inter/national contexts

At the centre of this project is an exploration of this broadened (and
broadening) canon as fertile territory for mediating between Irish
cultural perspectives and international and European modernist per-
spectives. Increasingly, O’Nolan scholars have traced his influence on
later writers through their employment of suspiciously O’'Nolanesque
self-reflexive tropes and compositional strategies. On this theme
M. Keith Booker writes,

like his character Bonaparte O’Coonassa, O’Brien’s literary repu-
tation has suffered a certain amount of ‘Gaelic hardship’, including
‘distress, need, ill-treatment, adversity, calamity, foul play, misery,
famine and ill-luck’ [...] But [...] O’Brien’s work in fact resem-
bles that of many important modern authors, ranging from Kafka
to Conrad to Garcia Mérquez to Bulgakov.**
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Even as we rightly claim O’Nolan’s international profile among these
writers and his works as essential reference points in any discussion of
late-modernist or postmodern metafiction, it is important to avoid
reducing O’Nolan’s texts to non-proprietary formal strategies. Seen in
this light, the critic’s task is not to liberate O’Nolan’s writing from
‘Gaelic hardship’ to position it in ‘international prosperity’, but rather
to explore a body of work that uniquely tests the old lines between
stay-at-home conservatism and international experimentalism. Thus,
as much as cultural critics need to accommodate Booker’s call for a
‘recognition of O’Brien’s engagement with the kinds of issues that have
concerned so many other modern thinkers in so many themes from
around the world’,* the contours of O’Nolan’s aesthetic project need
to be traced with a careful eye towards longer-running critical conver-
sations about the ways in which his texts are shaped by and in contrast
to, towering authorities at home.

In this section our contributors subtly address the intricacies of these
debates by renegotiating the reference points of Republicanism, the
Gaelic tradition and the Dublin literary scene of the 1940s and 1950s,
while looking outward to the submerged pressures of the external gazes
of international scholarship (in the alien form of American Joyceans),
European experimentalism (Alfred Jarry’s experimental pataphysics)
and contemporary philosophies (viewing O’Nolan’s texts as a solicita-
tion of the emergent school of postmodernism).

Ute Anna Mittermaier explores the dichotomy between O’Nolan’s
reputation as an apolitical jokester and the ascription to him of several
letters to The Irish Times signed by ‘Oscar Love’, which supported the
Republican government shortly before the end of the Spanish Civil War.
Mittermaier casts this critical conversation over the problem of the ‘Love
Letters’ in new light by investigating it as a productive site on which to
engage the conflict between ‘inside’ and ‘outside affairs’ in O'Nolan’s
writing. Continuing the volume’s emphasis on testing the borders of
O’Nolan’s canon, Mittermaier draws on evidence from the Irish church
and census records, The Irish Times digital archive, O’Nolan’s early
Blather columns, his infamous letter-bombing of The Irish Times editorial
page and his unpublished manuscript “The Pathology of Revivalism’.

John McCourt re-examines a long-running thread in O’Nolan
Studies: the author’s attempts to come to terms with his Joycean inheri-
tance. Declining the traditional critical path of finding in O’Nolan’s
Joycean debt a picture of the lesser writer, crippled and consumed by
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anxiety, McCourt offers a more sensitive re-appraisal of O’Nolan’s
complex relationship with Joyce in the cultural context of the Dublin lit-
erary scene of the 1940s and 1950s, in which the Joycean absent
presence was close to asphyxiating. In O’Nolan’s curiously ambiguous
mixture of disdain and admiration for Joyce’s writings and his increas-
ingly hostile attitude towards the growing armies of (mostly American)
Joyceans’, McCourt finds a mask for the writer’s own deeper and more
personal lifelong battles; ‘battles he both lost and won’ (p. 125).

Tom Walker builds on recent efforts to reposition O’Nolan’s work
more clearly in relation to Irish cultural history by considering The
Third Policeman in the light of various forms of Republican life-writing
that appeared in the aftermath of the Irish War of Independence and
the Irish Civil War. From memoirs by Dan Breen and Ernie O’Malley
to the fiction of Frank O’Connor and Sedan O’Faoldin, this material
offers an unexplored context to the undertow of violence and its
repeated association with the act of writing in O’Nolan’s work,
informing its often-noted mixture of fantasy and realism. Drawing
these materials together to emphasise the persistent presentation of
the bicycle as a driving force behind Irish freedom, Walker’s essay sub-
stantially extends the sense that the bicycle in The Third Policeman
operates as an index of the ideology of the new state.

Neil Murphy explores a broad network of Irish allusions and generic
echoes in An Béal Bocht in order to claim for the text an under-acknowl-
edged and under-explored variation on postmodern compositional
strategies that is the equal of Flann O'Brien’s more established novels.
Exploring the novel’s sustained parodic treatment of an intertextual
complex encompassing works by Miire, Peig Sayers, Tomas O
Criomhthain and the Middle Irish saga Immram Curaig Mdele Diiin,
Murphy argues the case that An Béal Bocht deserves to be considered a
radical, multi-layered, intertextual masterpiece of early postmodern
Irish writing.

Ondrej Pilny focuses on the remarkable similarity in the techniques
and motifs of two outstanding innovators: Brian O’Nolan and Alfred
Jarry, the father of pataphysics. Positioning O'Nolan’s fascination with
science and technology in The Third Policeman and the ‘Myles na
gCopaleen Central Research Bureau’ amid the dreary times of the
‘Emergency’ and politico-cultural debates involving the Dublin Insti-
tute of Advanced Studies, Pilny explores O’Nolan’s critique of
universal science in a certain aesthetic line of experimental writing
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from Jonathan Swift to Jarry’s grotesque pataphysician Dr Faustroll. In
the process, O’'Nolan’s debts to the past and his position in modernity
are cast in new and expansive light.

Critical perspectives

Beyond illustrating the fuller wealth of O'Nolan’s body of work and
its vast potential for scholars of Irish and modernist studies, this
volume extends the purview of O’Nolan scholarship by confronting
some of the more complex ideological positions tested in his writing.
This final selection of essays builds on the emphasis placed in pre-
vious sections on the potential for bringing a range of critical
perspectives to bear on the study of O’Nolan’s work, from adaptation,
genre and genetic criticism to cultural materialism, post-structuralism
and post-colonialism. At issue in the essays gathered are the author’s
gender politics, his language politics, his parodies of nationalism, his
ideology of science and his treatment of the theme of justice.

Alana Gillespie explores Myles’s infamous exchanges with the
Dublin Institute of Advanced Studies, in which Myles provocatively
wrote that the DIAS’s only accomplishment to date was having
proved that there were ‘two Saint Patricks and no God’. Decon-
structing this debate through the critical perspectives of cultural
materialism and Bakhtinian dialogism, Gillespie finds that Myles dia-
logically voices at least four different attitudes to science prevalent in
1940s Ireland, ranging from the suspicious and derisive to the curi-
ously open-minded. Through his cumulative critique of the
conflicting attitudes towards science held by members of the gov-
ernment, the Church, educationalists and the Plain People of
Ireland, Myles reveals the pieties, misconceptions and motivations
that underlay Irish science debates.

Combining the precedent of the real-life 1882 trial for the
‘Maamtrasna murders’ with Jacques Derrida’s theories on the proper
name, Walter Benjamin’s ‘Critique of Violence’ and Giorgio
Agamben’s concept of homo sacer, Maebh Long reads An Béal Bocht
as a parable of the status of Gaelic as a language outside the law,
outside trade and outside prosperity: in other words, as a language
that dehumanises those who speak it and positions them outside the
political realm. In this context, Bénapart O Cunasa’s imposed
moniker of ‘Jams O’Donnell’ becomes the name under which the
Irish peasant can be nominally included within English-language
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legal proceedings, as well as the structure through which Myles
places the Gaelic League, the government, the English-speaking
public and the Gaeltacht before the law.

Concentrating on The Dalkey Archive and The Third Policeman,
Thomas Jackson Rice analyses representations of masculine identity
in O’Nolan’s fiction, focusing on the author’s defensive gestures of
misogyny and on the predominance of male characters in his writing.
When the anonymous narrator of The Third Policeman tells his
wooden-legged confrére Martin Finnucane, ‘Women I have no
interest in at all’ (CN, 260), O’Nolan’s largely submerged references
to homosexuality, both in this novel and throughout his ceuvre, come
as close to the surface of the narrative as they ever dare. In claiming
little interest in women, Rice proposes, this anonymous narrator
might well be speaking for his creator, for females are at best margin-
alised and sentimentalised in O’Nolan’s fiction, killed off early,
sequestered in back rooms, or altogether absent.

Finally, Jennika Baines considers murder as a trope for meting out
punishment in O’Nolan’s first three novels and his grotesque short
story “Two in One’. In At Swim-Two-Birds Sweeny is murdered only
to be resurrected in order to suffer further humiliation at the hand of
the text, while the nameless murderer in The Third Policeman ulti-
mately returns to claim the life of his accomplice. As these narratives
draw to a close, it seems these characters will continue on without
the reader, trapped in a textual existence that serves as a punishment.
However, Baines argues, Bénapéart O Ctinasa differs from the first
two protagonists because, accused of a murder he did not commit
and wrenched from the plot to take his father’s place in jail, he is
forced to exist in a punishment outside his native realm of fiction.
Thus an implied text continues on without the reader, but that text is
to be located in the suffering at Corca Dorcha, the ‘brutality and
cruelty’ of which is so much at odds with the text’s fantastical
narrative that ‘the only response that An Béal Bocht can make is to
come to an end’ (p. 218).

The tropes and rhetorical strategies explored in these essays show up
O’Nolan’s suspicion of the very concept of literary afterlife. The
writer’s frequent disappearing acts under cover of pseudonymity, his
arsenal of disguises, his generic eclecticism and his debunking of
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fantasies of immortality seem designed to pull the rug from under the
scholar’s feet. How can one be faithful to a legacy that continually
undermines its own reception as a single body of work?

For all that, we cannot but look to the future of O’Nolan scholar-
ship with an unqualified optimism. Each member of this strong line-up
of established and emerging scholars makes the gesture towards
burying the myth that O’Nolan wrote two good novels and then
retired to the inferior medium of journalism. In its place, this volume
aims to open up a space for competing and contesting voices, more
suited to ‘the world-searing nakedness of that ontological polymorph’
Myles na gCopaleen/Flann O'Brien/Brother Barnabas/Count O’Blather/
George Knowall, et al. Above all, greeting ‘the da’ as he steps from
obscurity, the editors and contributors mean to keep him to his word:
‘Never again’.

Selected primary bibliography

Given the extent of Brian O’Nolan’s writing in various genres under
multiple pseudonyms in diverse newspapers and journals — and given
the fact that numerous works attributed to him remain a point of crit-
ical contention - this bibliography represents only the author’s most
prominent and most frequently discussed works and the sources in
which they were first published. For a live and continually updated
bibliography of works by, about and adapted from Brian O’Nolan/
Flann O’Brien/Myles na gCopaleen, et al., the reader is encouraged
to consult the International Flann O’Brien Society Brian O’Nolan
Bibliography at <http://www.univie.ac.at/flannobrien2011/bibliog-
raphy.html>.

Novels

Flann O’Brien, At Swim-Two-Birds (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1939).

—, The Hard Life: An Exegesis of Squalor (London: MacGibbon and Kee),
1961.

—, The Dalkey Archive (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1964).

—, The Third Policeman (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1967).

—, Slattery’s Sago Saga, or From Under the Ground to the Top of the Trees
[unfinished novel]. SP, 19-64.

Myles na gCopaleen, An Béal Bocht, né An Millednach: Droch-sgéal ar an droch-
shaoghal curtha i n-eagar le Myles na gCopaleen (Baile Atha Cliath: An
Preas Naisitinta, 1941; Baile Atha Cliath: Cl6 Dolmen, 1964).
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Short stories

Brother Barnabas, ‘A Brass Hat in Bannow Strand’, Comhthrom Féinne, vol. 7,
no. 1, January 1934, pp. 12-13.

—, ‘Scenes in a Novel’, Comhthrom Féinne, vol. 8, no. 2, May 1934, pp. 29-30.

Myles na gCopaleen, ‘Drink and Time in Dublin’, Irish Writing, no. 1, 1946,
pp-71-77.

—, ‘Donabate’, Irish Writing, nos. 20-21, November 1952, pp. 41-42.

Myles na Gopaleen, “Two in One’, The Bell, vol. 19, no. 8, July 1954, pp. 30-34.

Brian Nolan, “The Martyr’s Crown’, Envoy, vol. 1, no. 3, February 1950, pp.
57-62.

Flann O’Brien, John Dufly’s Brother’, Irish Digest, June 1940, pp. 69-73;
Story: The Magazine of the Short Story, vol. 19, no. 90, July-August 1941,
pp. 65-68.

—, ‘For Ireland Home and Beauty’, SF, 138-14S.

—, ‘When I Met William of Orange’, Irish Digest, April 1942, pp. 20-23.

Lir O’Connor, Tm Telling You No Lie!’, Irish Digest, July 1943, pp. 15-18.

John Shamus O’Donnell, ‘Naval Control’, Amazing Stories Quarterly [USA], vol.
S, no. 1, Winter 1932, pp. 141-143. [O’Nolan’s authorship speculative .

Brian O’Nolan, ‘After Hours’, Threshold, no. 21, Summer 1967, pp. 15-18.

Brian O Nualldin, ‘Dioghaltais ar Ghallaibh ’sa Bhliain 2032, Irish Press, 18
January 1932, pp. 4-S.

—, “Teacht agus Imtheacht Shedin Bhuidhe’, Irish Press, 13 June 1932, p. 4.

—, ‘Eachta an Fhir Olta: CEOLY’, Irish Press, 24 August 1932, p. 4.

—, ‘Mion-Tuairimi ar Sinnsir’, Irish Press, 29 September 1932, p. 4.

—, ‘Ceist Gan Réidhteach’, Irish Press, Christmas edn, 1932, p. 20.

—, ‘Glér an tSioraiocht’, Comhthrom Féinne, March 1933, p. S.

—, ‘Aistear Pheadair Dhuibly’, Inisfail, vol. 1, no. 1, March 1933, pp. 63-64.

Stage plays

Myles na gCopaleen, Faustus Kelly: A Play in Three Acts (Dublin: Cahill 1943).

—, Rhapsody in Stephen’s Green: The Insect Play, Robert Tracy (ed.) (Dublin:
Lilliput Press, 1994).

—, Thirst (short version), SP, 81-94.

—, Thirst (long version), PT, 137-157.

—, An Scian. Unpublished. Original typescript, dated 4 December 1944, box
4, housed in folder 9, Flann O’Brien Collection, Boston College.

Myles na Gopaleen, A Moving Tale: A Dublin Hallucination, PT, 265-281.

—, The Handsome Carvers: A Tragedy in Two Acts, PT, 259-264.

Brian O Nualldin, Mairéad Gillan [ Translation of stage play Margaret Gillan
(1934) by Brinsley MacNamara)]. (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig an tSolathair,
1953).
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Television plays

Myles na Gopaleen, The Boy from Ballytearim, RTE 1961, PT 285-309.

—, The Time Freddie Retired, RTE 1962, PT 311-342.

—, Flight, RTE 1962, PT 343-356.

—, The Man with Four Legs, RTE 1962, Journal of Irish Literature, January
1974, pp. 40-55.

—, The Dead Spit of Kelly, RTE 1962, PT 385-413.

—, O’Dea’s Yer Man, twenty-four episodes, RTE September 1963-March
1964.

—, TWOul Lad of Kilsalaher, thirteen episodes, RTE September—December
1965.

Serial journalism

Brother Barnabas, et al. Comhthrom Féinne/ The National Student, vol. 1, no.
2-vol. 13, no. 3, 15 May 1931-Christmas 193S.

John James Doe, ‘A Weekly Look Around’, Southern Star, Skibbereen, 15
January 1955-3 November 1956.

George Knowall, Bones of Contention a.k.a. George Knowall’s Peepshow, The
Nationalist and Leinster Times, Carlow, 1960-1966.

Count O’Blather, et al. Blather, vol. 1, no. 4-vol. 1, no. S, August 1934-January
193S.

Myles na gCopaleen/Gopaleen, Cruiskeen Lawn, The Irish Times, 4 October
1940-1 April 1966.

Non-fiction

Brian Nolan, ‘A Bash in the Tunnel: An Editorial Note’, Envoy: A Review of
Literature and Art, vol. 5, no. 17, April 1951 [James Joyce special issue],
pp- S-11.

Brian O'Nolan, ‘The Pathology of Revivalism’, unpublished manuscript,
Flann O’Brien Papers, MS.1997.027, John J. Burns Library, Boston
College.
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COMING OFF THE RAILS
the strange case of ‘John Duffy’s Brother’

Keith Hopper

FADE IN

INT. THE HOUSE OF JOHN DUFFY’S BROTHER - NIGHT

A dimly lit attic room where an old-style train set runs on a modest
oval track. Close-up on the engine as it chugs along mechanically on
its route. We follow the engine through tiny tunnels and past small
model trees and stations as the NARRATOR speaks. His voice is con-

fiding yet grave.

VOICEOVER:

Strictly speaking, this story should not be told at all. To tell it is to
spoil it. This is because the man who had the strange experience
we will relate never told it to anybody. Indeed, the fact that he
kept it secret in his memory is the whole point of the story. Thus
we must admit from the beginning that it is absurd for us to tell the
story, absurd for anyone to listen to it and unthinkable that any-
one should believe it.

[...] Close-up on the model train engine which comes abruptly off
the rails. ROLL CREDITS.
(Eoghan Nolan, screenplay, John Duffy’s Brother, 2006)"

Trains appear everywhere in Brian O’Nolan’s shorter works. In an
early metafictional sketch, ‘Scenes in a Novel’ (1934), the despotic
author-narrator, Brother Barnabas, threatens to write a rebellious char-
acter out of existence by having him run over by a train (SF, 52); in a
later short story, ‘Donabate’ (1952), the drunken protagonist is killed
by a train (SF, 83); and in ‘Naval Control’ (1932) — a newly-discov-
ered story, which has been provisionally attributed to O'Nolan — much
of the action takes place on board a Pullman train (SF, 151-153).2
Elsewhere, in his long-running Cruiskeen Lawn columns, Myles na
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gCopaleen talks about steam trains so often that a whole section of The
Best of Myles (1968) is dedicated to the topic (‘For Steam Men’; BM,
163-179), while Myles’s teleplays for O’Dea’s Yer Man (RTE, 1963
64) centre around a loquacious railway worker and are set entirely
inside ‘an old-fashioned railway signal box’.}

Trains also figure prominently in O’Nolan’s 1951 essay on James
Joyce, ‘A Bash in the Tunnel’.* In this rather cantankerous portrait of the
artist as an egotistical iconoclast, O’Nolan relates an apocryphal tale told
to him by an archetypal pub bore. The central conceit of this shaggy-dog
story involves an unnamed man stealing whiskey from a train’s buffet car
and secretly drinking it, alone, in the toilet of an empty carriage. Un-
fortunately for him the carriage in which he is hiding gets moved and he
ends up being trapped in a tunnel for three days: ‘surely there you have
the Irish artist’, remarks O’Nolan, ‘resentfully drinking somebody else’s
whiskey, being whisked hither and thither by anonymous shunters,
keeping fastidiously the while on the outer face of his door the simple
word, ENGAGED? I think the image fits Joyce’ (SP, 206).

This elaborate and abstruse metaphor introduces more sober re-
flections, including the perceived relationship between comedy and re-
ligion in Joyce’s writings: ‘Humour, the handmaid of sorrow and fear,
creeps out endlessly in all Joyce’s works. [. . .] With laughs he palliates
the sense of doom that is the heritage of the Irish Catholic’ (SP, 208).
Moreover, O'Nolan sees religious belief and a fear of hell as funda-
mental to Joyce’s worldview: ‘Joyce emerges, through curtains of
salacity and blasphemy, as a truly fear-shaken Irish Catholic’ (SP, 207).
He concludes his essay on a typically waspish note: ‘Perhaps the true
fascination of Joyce lies in his secretiveness, his ambiguity (his poly-
guity, perhaps?), his leg-pulling, his dishonesties, his technical skill, his
attraction for Americans’. In a final flourish, O’Nolan suggests that de-
spite the best efforts of these American scholars, ‘at the end, Joyce will
still be in his tunnel, unabashed’ (SP, 208).

It could be argued that ‘A Bash in the Tunnel’ ultimately says more
about its author than it does about its subject; as J.C.C. Mays has
shrewdly noted, O’Nolan ‘characteristically mistakes Joyce’s position for
his own, [. . .] yet the misunderstanding vindicates his own originality’.’
In this respect, O’Nolan’s idiosyncratic critique of Joyce could be read
as a deep-rooted expression of his own religious and artistic anxieties.
By way of exploring these elements of secretiveness, ambiguity and
leg-pulling in his work, I wish to examine Flann O’Brien’s most complex
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and compelling short story, John Duffy’s Brother’ (1940). This absur-
dist fantasy, which is only 2,047 words in length, is about a lonely office
clerk — known only and mysteriously, as John Duffy’s brother’ — who,
after a series of meandering digressions by an unknown narrator, imag-
ines one morning that he has turned into a steam train: ‘No explanation
of this can be attempted. [. . .] But John Duffy’s brother was certain that
he was a train’ (SF, 56). Just as mysteriously, in the middle of his lunch,
he transforms back again: ‘He gazed out into the day, no longer a train,
but a badly frightened man’ (SF, $8). The story ends with John Duffy’s
brother reassured in his own mind that the full import of this psychotic
episode seems to have gone unnoticed: ‘Nobody knew his secret but
himself and nobody else would ever know’ (SF, 58).

As Anne Clissmann has observed, John Dufty’s Brother’ antici-
pates the digressive style and fantastic logic of O’Brien’s masterpiece
The Third Policeman (1967; written 1939-40). ‘After all’, Clissmann
points out, ‘a man thinking he is a train is not far removed from a man
becoming a bicycle’ — a reference to a key scene in The Third Policeman,
to which I will return later.® John Duffy’s Brother’ also bears (delib-
erately) uncanny resemblances to Joyce’s classic short story ‘A Painful
Case’ (composed in 190S; published in 1914), although the particular
manner in which it deconstructs and re-imagines Joyce’s text has not
yet been fully explored. For the purposes of this essay, I would like to
bring to the surface some of these submerged intertextual elements and
think about how these ghostly allusions allow us access to the unspo-
ken ‘secret’ at the heart of the text. In passing, I will briefly touch on the
short film version of the story and consider how even the most faith-
ful of adaptations can sometimes offer — consciously or unconsciously
— a deconstructive commentary on the original text.” Finally, I would
like to offer what Margot Norris has called a ‘suspicious reading’ of
‘John Duffy’s Brother’, linking it back, in turn, to ‘A Painful Case’.* And
part of what I want to suggest is that by 1940 Brian O’Nolan had suc-
cessfully overcome the Joycean anxiety of influence — though not, per-
haps, his own fear of hell and damnation.’

Joyce, Keats and ‘Negative Capability’
John Duffy’s Brother’ was first published in Dublin in the Irish Digest
(June 1940), although, tantalisingly, the original byline describes it as

being taken ‘From a Radio Eireann broadcast’, so there may well be an
earlier version which is yet to surface.'® A year later, the story appeared
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in the prestigious New York literary magazine Story (July—August
1941), on the recommendation of the American author William
Saroyan.'' It was later reprinted in Flann O’Brien’s Stories and Plays
(1973; SP, 89-97) and in Black Water: The Anthology of Fantastic
Literature (1983)."> As Neil Murphy and I remark in our introductory
notes to The Short Fiction of Flann O’Brien (2013), there are minor but
telling variations between the 1940 and 1941 imprints. In the
American version, there is a reference to a character who ‘had gone to
sea at the age of sixteen as a result of an incident arising out of an
imperfect understanding of the sexual relation’; in the more prudish
Irish version, this simply reads as ‘an imperfect understanding of the
world’.”* This variation says much about the Draconian censorship
code then in operation in Ireland, which O’Nolan spent much of his
career trying to circumvent or subvert (I will return to this issue of cen-
sorship later on). In turn, the 1941 American version has blandly
smoothed out some of O’Brien’s more idiosyncratic linguistic usages;
for example, his pedantically precise description of a train’s ‘four-wheel
bogey’ is changed to the more banal ‘four-wheel buggy’. Consequently,
the definitive version of ‘John Duffy’s Brother’, which appears in The
Short Fiction, is derived from the original (undated) typescript held in
the Flann O’Brien Collection at Boston College and this clean copy
text has been cross-checked against all later variants.'

There is also an early draft typescript of the story housed in the
Special Collections Research Center at Southern Illinois University.'s
The title page reads John Dufty’s Brother, by Flann O’Brien, 1,000
words, 2.12.1938’. This four-page version is approximately half the
length of the extant text; it ends quite abruptly and is most likely an
incomplete fragment. The draft begins with the words ‘Mr Hugh Dufty
lived in a small house on an eminence in Inchicore’, an opening that is
much closer to that of Joyce’s ‘A Painful Case’: ‘Mr James Duffy lived
in Chapelizod because he wished to live as far as possible from the city
of which he was a citizen’.'® As Thomas F. Shea notes, ‘By 1940,
O’Brien had added the opening two paragraphs and had changed the
protagonist’s name, emphasising narrative digression and the won-
derful absurdity of the term “John Dufty’s brother™."” In one of the few
scholarly commentaries on the story, Shea outlines some of the many
similarities between ‘John Duffy’s Brother’ and ‘A Painful Case’:

First, both stories centre on a man named Duffy; Joyce’s story
features a James Duffy while O’Brien’s story revolves around the
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unnamed brother of a John Duffy. Second, readers often misre-
member that each story involves a sea captain. Mrs Sinico’s
husband is a sea captain, ‘plying between Dublin and Holland’, but
John Duffy’s brother’s father is merely ‘late of the mercantile
marine’. Finally, each forges a connection between trains and
death. Mrs Sinico is struck by a train which precipitates ‘shock and
sudden failure of the heart’s action’. [. . .] John Duffy’s brother
spends the better part of a day ‘possessed of the strange idea that he
was a train’.'®

Furthermore, as Shea notes, there are striking similarities in the sense

of place:

Both main characters live alone, James Dufty in Chapelizod, John
Duffy’s brother next to it. [. . .] Both stories intersect on points of
geography. Confused over the death of Mrs Sinico, James Duffy
wanders through Phoenix Park until he ‘gained the crest of
Magazine Hill’. In O’Brien’s story, Mr Smullen is regularly seen
‘hurrying across the uplands of the Park and disappearing from
view in the direction of the Magazine Fort’."

However, Shea’s observations come with two important caveats. First,
‘the assertion of affinities actually interferes with and often precludes,
the thoughtful investigation of O’Brien’s texts’.** Second, as Shea
rightly argues, ‘the oppositions between the stories are far more reso-
nant than any resemblances’:

The stories essentially sound differently and the styles intentionally
and successfully take us in opposite directions. While Joyce’s sen-
tence structures sound spare, rigid and enervated (like James
Duffy’s sensibility), O’Brien’s configurations want to wander ener-
getically. They build themselves mellifluously, asking us to listen
to the pregnancies of periphrasis and to witness moments of imag-

inative conception.*!

This periphrasis — or ‘a roundabout way of speaking™* - is largely a
result of O’Brien’s playfully digressive style and enigmatic theme, but is
also a by-product of another key intertext which runs throughout the
story. In the final lines of the written text, the narrator tells us that
‘Never once did the strange malady return. But to this day John Duffy’s
brother starts at the rumble of a train in the Liffey tunnel and stands
rooted to the road when he comes suddenly on a level-crossing —
silent, so to speak, upon a peak in Darien’ (SF, 58). In the 2006 film
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version, the intertextual source of the final phrase is made more explicit
in the narrator’s final voiceover (spoken by Michael Gambon): ‘silent,
as Keats has it, upon a peak in Darien’ [my emphasis].

The reference here is to John Keats’s famous sonnet ‘On First
Looking into Chapman’s Homer’.> First written in October 1816, the
sonnet tells of the poet’s astonishment upon reading a translation of
Homer’s Odyssey by the Elizabethan playwright George Chapman.
The Odyssey, in this regard, offers a discreet point of intersection
between Joyce and Keats and the two dominant intertexts in John
Dufty’s Brother’; as the narrator himself tells us, Mr Dufty’s father ‘was
of a scholarly turn of mind and would often spend the afternoons [. . .]
thumbing a book of Homer with delight’ (SF, 55).

Like ‘John Duffy’s Brother’, Keats’s sonnet is strategically peri-
phrastic, especially in the final sestet, in which Keats characterises
his own ‘delight” at thumbing Chapman’s translation of Homer by
way of analogy:**

Then felt I like some watcher of the skies
When a new planet swims into his ken;

Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes
He stared at the Pacific — and all his men
Looked at each other with a wild surmise —

Silent, upon a peak in Darien.*

As Shea points out, there are several allusions to the Keats poem
sprinkled throughout the text of John Duffy’s Brother’:

The first (seemingly incidental) reference to Keats occurs early
in the story just after we are introduced to the title character. We
learn that he has the habit of killing time in the morning by taking
the family spyglass and ‘ranging the valley with an eagle eye’. Like
Keats’s ‘stout Cortez’ who ‘with eagle eyes/. .. stared at the
Pacific’, John Duffy’s brother is looking out with the vision of
speculative fantasy.

In all, Shea reckons, ‘six separate references in the story reiterate twelve
distinct words in the sonnet’.”” What is the point of this particular
intertextual citation? For Shea, “John Duffy’s Brother” deliberately
wants to remind us of “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer”
because the story and sonnet share essential, vital themes celebrating
the risks of imaginative exploration and the fantastic possibilities inti-
mated by incompletion’?® Sue Asbee suggests something similar,
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although she also acknowledges the darker energies in O’Brien’s story:
‘new horizons are opened for the explorer, for the poet Keats and for
John Duffy’s brother, the inoffensive, quiet citizen of Inchicore who
would have preferred the unfathomable depths of his mind to have
remained undiscovered’.”’

We shall return shortly to those ‘unfathomable depths’ that John
Duffy’s brother might have wished to remain undiscovered (and shall
see how the intertextual parallels with ‘A Painful Case’ might aid us in
recovering them). In the meantime, it is worth exploring the notion
that O'Brien’s story celebrates imagination, undecidability and inde-
terminacy, as Asbee and Shea suggest in their readings of the story’s
Keatsian allusions. This concept of an open-ended text, which invites
the reader to participate in the construction of meaning but which
resists any single or absolute interpretation, is a hallmark of both post-
structuralist thought and literary post-modernism and of Flann
O’Brien’s work in particular. However, this concept can be traced at
least as far back as the Romantic period and to John Keats himself. In a
famous letter to his brothers in 1817 (a year after he had written ‘On
First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’), Keats wrote about the dual
importance of the imagination and of uncertainty to literary expres-
sion: ‘at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of
Achievement especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed
so enormously — I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is
capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irri-
table reaching after fact & reason’.*

As Nathan A. Scott has argued in Negative Capability: Studies in the
New Literature and the Religious Situation (1969), this romantic
concept may well be the key distinguishing feature that differentiates
post-modernism from modernism:

Today, we do, indeed, find ourselves in a period in which the
primary quality of the ‘men of achievement’ — of a Beckett, a
Robbe-Grillet, a Grass, a Burroughs, a Godard — appears to be a
Negative Capability, for they represent, generally, a firm disinclin-
ation to transfigure or to try to subdue or resolve what is
recalcitrantly indeterminate and ambiguous in the human scene of
our time; they do not reach irritably after any great counterpoise
to chaos. It seems to me that it is in this that their difference from

traditional modernism chiefly exists [. . .].*!
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In other words, post-modernism is against resolution, reason and cer-
tainty and all in favour of indeterminacy, irrationality and ambiguity.
In John Dufty’s Brother’ this epistemological and ontological insta-
bility is reflected in one of its most striking formal features, namely the
narratological paradox with which the narrator opens the tale:

Strictly speaking, this story should not be written or told at all. To
write it or to tell it is to spoil it. This is because the man who had
the strange experience we are going to talk about never mentioned
it to anybody and the fact that he kept his secret and sealed it up
completely in his memory is the whole point of the story. (SF, 54)

As Sue Asbee perceptively remarks, if ‘the story was never told in the
first place, how does the present narrator know about it — unless it
happened to him and we are, in fact, reading a disguised first-person
narration?’* As Asbee concludes, although ‘the story can be read and
dismissed as simply amusing, it is a not-inconsiderable achievement.
[...] The best of O’Brien’s fiction all has this ludic - or playful -
quality. The main pleasures of the game are the inexhaustible possi-
bilities of narrative that are alternately exposed or hidden’.** The
director of the film adaptation of ‘John Dufty’s Brother’, Mikel Murfj,
notes something similar:

The narrative voice is significant. At once it is deft and unobtrusive
and at the same time it tells us exactly about its technique of story-
telling. It tells us no-one could know this story and yet it can
furnish us with the most intimate details. [. . .] The narrative voice
gently reinvents at every turn the world we're inhabiting. It points
up its own digressions. It lulls us, it asks questions by subterfuge
and ends the film acknowledging the epic grandeur of the small
man. It is a voice which adds to the intrigue of the world into which

we're bringing the audience.>*

On this scheme, then, the source and cause of John Duffy’s brother’s
metamorphosis is essentially unknowable and effectively unimportant
- indeed, it transcends rational analysis. Instead, what really matters is
the telling of the story itself — despite, or perhaps because of, the nar-
rator’s insistence that the story is untellable. While I have some
sympathy with this view, I do think we should at least try to find some
sort of explanation for Mr Duffy’s transformation and breakdown,
even if it remains speculative and provisional. Without wanting to
reduce the complexities of art and literature to a set of simplistic and
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mechanical explanations, it does seem important to maintain some
sort of critical balance between mystery and reason. As Alberto
Manguel astutely observes, in ‘John Duffy’s Brother’, ‘as in other fan-
tastic stories, the seemingly impossible might be explained away by
madness or delusion. And yet, as in a dream that seems real, the reader
knows that something more is being said’.**

For steam men

One way of articulating these silences in the text is to replant the story
in its original historical context and to read it allegorically. A common
problem with many critical accounts of metafictional and post-mod-
ernist texts is that elements of formal play and self-reflexivity are often
privileged over the material and ideological content. It seems to me
that Flann O’Brien’s particular brand of post-modernism needs to be
understood in two interrelated contexts: in an aesthetic domain (a
challenge to the conceits of high modernism); and in an ethical
domain (a resistance to the nativist and Catholic hegemony of post-
colonial Ireland).

In the case of John Duffy’s Brother’ and despite its determined
sense of indeterminacy, there is a strange and disquieting specificity.
Often overlooked, for instance, is the fact that the protagonist’s meta-
morphosis takes place on a quite specific date: ‘He arose one morning —
on the 9th of March, 1932 — dressed and cooked his frugal breakfast.
Immediately afterwards, he became possessed of the strange idea that
he was a train. No explanation of this can be attempted’ (SF, 56).
However Shannon Tivnan does attempt an explanation, highlighting
the fact that 9 March 1932 ‘is the same day that Eamon de Valera took
his place as president of the Executive Council and head of the ruling
Fianna Fail party’. Thus, according to this resolutely materialist reading,
John Duffy’s brother’s experience as a train and the frugal meal he
enjoys immediately before the experience appear to be connected to
the official rise of Eamon de Valera and the Fianna Fail party to power’.
Moreover, Tivnan deconstructs the name ‘Duffy’ to mean ‘duffing’ -
nineteenth-century slang for the selling of ‘inferior or counterfeit’ goods
— and interprets the story as a satire of Fianna Fail’s economic policies in
1938.3 While the exclusive emphasis on economics is too reductive, the
attempt to understand the story in historical terms is laudable and
Tivnan’s suggestion that trains are ‘a symbol for the paradox that is the
Irish Free State’ is worth considering further.
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As I indicated at the outset, trains appear frequently in Brian
O’Nolan’s writings, where they often function as complex symbols of
frustrated modernity and thwarted desire: trains may present the pos-
sibility of escape from provincial life, but they also represent the
suburban dreariness of the daily commute. In his own anarchic and
absurdist way, Myles na gCopaleen cannot help but offer a more direct
commentary on the strangeness of everyday life in the Irish Free State,
especially during the Second World War - or the ‘Emergency’, as it was
officially dubbed in neutral Ireland. Take this fairly typical example
from Cruiskeen Lawn:

MYSELF AND THE EMERGENCY

I have been looking further into the problem of maintaining effi-
cient railway services in these days of inferior fuel. My latest
solution is expensive, but highly ingenious. My plan is that all lines
should be re-laid to traverse bogland only and that the locomotives
should be fitted with a patent scoop apparatus which would dig
into the bog underneath the moving train and supply an endless
stream of turf to the furnace. [. . .]

Of course, there are difficulties — nobody sees them more clearly
than myself. For example, unless care were taken, an express
careering across a bog at full tilt might encounter a quagmire and
disappear into the bowels of the earth, passengers and all. [. . .]

FURTHERMORE

Another snag is the difficulty of finding continued bogland
between, say, Dublin and Galway. Here, again, failure to recognise
defeat will be invaluable. Our plan will be to follow the bog wher-
ever we find it and get to Galway one way or another, even if we
have to spend weeks in the train and wander through every county
in Ireland. The unrelieved bogland scenery on such a journey
would be a bit tedious to the eye, but telescopes could be supplied
for viewing the more distant vistas. (BM, 114-115)%’

O’Nolan’s conscious yoking together of James Joyce and trains in ‘A
Bash in the Tunnel’ demonstrates his appreciation of the importance
of the motif of trains in Joyce’s writing and not just as the instrument of
Mrs Sinico’s death in ‘A Painful Case’. Unlike Myles’s inventive (and
inventorly) flights of fancy, Joyce tends to associate trains more with
sensuousness and sensuality. In A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
(1916), the young Stephen Dedalus is fascinated with trains: ‘he heard
the noise of the refectory every time he opened the flaps of his ears. It
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made a roar like a train at night. And when he closed the flaps the roar
was shut off like a train going into a tunnel’.*® In the course of Molly
Bloom’s interior monologue in Ulysses (1922) - at the very point at
which she fantasises ‘I wished he was here or somebody to let myself
go with and come again like that I feel all fire inside me’ — she hears a
‘train somewhere whistling the strength those engines have in them
like big giants and the water rolling all over and out of them’.* Trains
can also be erotically charged in Brian O’Nolan’s work, but in a much
more roundabout and secretive way. Notice how in John Dufty’s
Brother’, for instance, the narrator recalls Mr Duffy’s initial transfor-
mation into a train:

Small boys sometimes like to pretend that they are trains and there
are fat women in the world who are not, in the distance, without
some resemblance to trains. But John Duffy’s brother was certain
that he was a train — long, thunderous and immense, with white
steam escaping noisily from his feet and deep-throated bellows
coming rhythmically from where his funnel was. Moreover, he was
certain that he was a particular train, the 9.20 into Dublin. His
station was the bedroom. (SF, 66)

This barely sublimated and contorted eroticism, along with its tinge of
misogyny, is commonplace in O'Nolan’s fiction. Interestingly, in the
film version of John Duffy’s Brother’ the existing train metaphor is
supplemented by and conflated with, another of O’Nolan’s favourite
machine metaphors: the bicycle. The final image in the film is a shot of
John Duffy’s brother (played by Mark O’Halloran) standing at a
railway crossing holding onto a bicycle. This image does not appear in
the original story, although its casual inclusion in the film does help to
enlarge our understanding of the sexual subtexts. In O’Brien’s dark
Menippean satire The Third Policeman - for which ‘John Duffy’s
Brother’ could be considered something of an ur-text — the bicycle
forms part of an elaborate scientific conceit by which, in an absurd
parody of atomic physics, it transfers its atoms into the person riding it.
This complicated bicycle motif also fulfils another function, as a rhyth-
mically encoded image of sex and sexuality:

Her saddle seemed to spread invitingly into the most enchanting of
all seats while her two handlebars, floating finely with the wild
grace of alighting wings, beckoned to me to lend my mastery for
free and joyful journeyings [. . .]. How desirable her seat was, how
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charming the invitation of her slim encircling handle-arms, how
unaccountably competent and reassuring her pump resting
warmly against her rear thigh! (CN, 378-379).

As I have argued at length elsewhere,* this mechanised erotic dis-
course derives in part from a colloquial expression for a loose woman’
(i.e. ‘the town bike’), but is also intertextually sampled from a sexual-
ised description of trains in J.K. Huysmans’s influential symbolist
novel A Rebours (Against Nature, 1884):

[She was] an adorable blonde with a shrill voice, a long slender
body imprisoned in a shiny brass corset and supple catlike move-
ments; a smart gold blonde whose extraordinary grace can be quite
terrifying when she stiffens her muscles of steel, sends the sweat
pouring down her steaming flanks, set her elegant wheels spinning
in their wide circles and hurtles away, full of life, at the head of an
express or boat-train.*!

The inherent misogyny of these symbolist descriptions — women
reconfigured as unthinking machines designed to service male desire —
is further complicated by a distinct thread of homoeroticism. As
Andrea Bobotis has astutely noted, although the bicycle in The Third
Policeman is described as ‘she’ by the nameless narrator, it is, in fact, a
man’s bike.*” Encoded deep in this novel — and, indeed, throughout
O’Nolan’s ceuvre — is a fascination with homosexuality. And what I
want to suggest is that this may well be the source of John Duffy’s
brother’s untellable secret — and even perhaps the source of O’Nolan’s
fear of hell in ‘A Bash in the Tunnel’.*?

A suspicious reading

O’Nolan began writing in Ireland at a time when the State censorship
of literature was at its height. With the establishment of the Censorship
of Publications Act in 1929, the newly-established Irish Free State
embarked on a policy of cultural protectionism, aptly described by the
poet Robert Graves in 1950 as ‘the fiercest literary censorship this side
of the Iron Curtain’.** The Censorship Act provided for the banning of
any book or writing deemed to be ‘in its general tendency indecent or
obscene’. As there were obvious semantic difficulties in defining such a
relative concept as ‘indecency’, guidelines were established which
defined it as ‘suggestive of, or inciting to sexual immorality or unnat-
ural vice’.* The key word, in practice, was ‘sexual’, for anything
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suggesting even the remotest sexual content was dubbed indecent and
thus liable to be banned. Despite these stringent restrictions, writers
have always found ways of circumventing censorship through imagin-
ative processes of invention and euphemism, or by resorting to a coded
language which substitutes symbols for what is forbidden. As the
Viennese satirist Karl Kraus wryly remarked, ‘satire which the censor
understands is rightly prohibited’.*

Throughout his novels, O'Nolan writes about a range of taboo
topics, including abortion and contraception, but he smuggles in this
material in symbolic form. He also writes a great deal about sex and
sexuality, but again in a manner that is covert and coded. One fascin-
ating aspect of this metonymic code is the way that O’Nolan writes
about homosexuality, often by punning on the ambivalence of the
words ‘fairy’ (defined by The Oxford English Dictionary as ‘a mythical
small being with magical powers’ or ‘slang for male homosexual’) and
‘queer’ (defined as ‘odd’ or ‘slang for homosexual’). From this per-
spective, then, it is worth noting that the word ‘steamer’, meaning a
steam train, was also a colloquial Irish term, at the time of the story’s
composition, for a male homosexual.*’

So, is the metamorphosis of John Duffy’s brother into a steam
train a coded symbol of his repressed homosexuality, playing on the
double meaning of the word ‘steamer’? Read again — preferably aloud
(the oral rhythm is important) — the description of when he first
turns into a train:

No explanation of this can be attempted. [. ..] But John Duffy’s
brother was certain that he was a train — long, thunderous and
immense, with white steam escaping noisily from his feet and
deep-throated bellows coming rhythmically from where his funnel
was. (SF, 56)

Notice, too, what happens when he transforms back; as the narrator
insinuates, the whole psychotic episode is indeed a ‘queer’ one:

In the middle of his lunch John Duffy’s brother felt something
important, something queer, momentous and magical taking place
inside his brain, an immense tension relaxing, clean light flooding a
place which had been dark. [. . .] He gazed out into the day, no
longer a train, but a badly frightened man. (SF, $8) [my emphasis]

As Margot Norris notes, ‘If we remember that Duffy lives in a social
world that punishes homosexuality even more harshly than it punishes
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adultery, Duffy’s isolation, asceticism, aloofness and misanthropy take
on a wholly different character’.*® However, Norris is referring here not
to John Duffy’s Brother’, but to her own speculative ‘queer’ reading of
‘A Painful Case’ in Suspicious Readings of Joyce’s Dubliners (2003).
Norris interprets Joyce’s story against the backdrop of ‘the two great
Irish sex scandals of the late nineteenth century: the case of Charles
Stewart Parnell and the case of Oscar Wilde’, but she also draws atten-
tion to ‘a kind of black hole in the narration that effectively decentres
the story and leaves not only Duffy’s moral nature in pieces but also
our own’.*” As Norris writes:

There is something simply wrong with this whole story whose
central question [. . .] is never answered by either Duffy or the nar-
rator. And yet we are given a clue to this mystery — a solution in
plain sight [. . .] so shocking that critics and readers have over-
whelmingly failed or refused to see it.>

It seems clear to me that in his reading of ‘A Painful Case’, Brian
O’Nolan recognised the symbolic elisions and homosexual implica-
tions — and wove them back into his own story. And as Margot Norris
concludes, ‘once the possibility of homosexuality is considered, the
reader must take ethical responsibility for now imagining the thoughts,
feelings and anxieties of the possibly homosexual man’.>!

The story John Dufty’s Brother’ is about many things: a cautionary
tale about the power and danger, of the imagination; a celebration of
language and literature; an allegory of de Valera’s Ireland; and an
exploration of Keats’s ‘Negative Capability’, where ‘uncertainties,
Mysteries, doubts’ matter more than ‘fact & reason’. It also suggests
that O’Nolan’s supposed ‘anxiety of influence’ in relation to Joyce was
already incorporated and overcome as early as 1940. Yet the story is
also, it seems to me, a very real account of sexual anxiety and the fear of
discovery, written at a time when homosexuality was considered both
criminal and sinful. Thus, John Duffy’s Brother’ was partly written to
the future, to a time when these psychosexual anxieties no longer mat-
tered, either in this world or in the next. In this respect, at least, Flann
O’Brien remains in his own post-modernist tunnel, unabashed.
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Brian O’Nolan’s science fiction

Jack Fennell

In a letter to publisher Timothy O’Keeffe in 1963, Brian O’Nolan
alluded to ‘a horrible fear that some stupid critic (and which of them is
not) will praise me as a master of science fiction’.! As yet, nobody has
praised him thus, but an increasing amount of attention has been paid
to his engagements with the genre, by critics such as Keith Hopper,
Samuel Whybrow and Val Nolan. The consensus emerging from this
attention is that O’Nolan was conversant with science fiction, however
much he may have claimed to despise it.

In this essay I will explore O’Nolan’s familiarity with and creative
exploitation of, the motifs and clichés of science fiction by focusing
on three particular texts — the short stories ‘Dioghaltais Ar Ghallaibh
’sa Bhliain 2032!” and “T'eacht agus Imtheacht Shedin Bhuidhe’, both
published in 1932, and The Dalkey Archive, published in 1964. There
is a marked difference in tone between the early short stories and
O’Nolan’s final completed novel. The former are unambiguously
comic, while the latter uses comedy to mask some rather more dis-
turbing ideas and anxieties. I will claim that the shift in O’Nolan’s
philosophical outlook can be accounted for by the odd resonances
between the philosophical works of J.W. Dunne and Thomas
Aquinas — resonances O’Nolan dramatised by deploying tropes and
motifs from science fiction. By studying these texts according to this
generic tendency, we can refine our understanding of what Anthony
Cronin has described as O’Nolan’s ‘Manichaean’ leanings, namely
his preoccupation with the idea that ‘the balance of good and evil in
the universe as we know it had been disturbed in favour of evil’
(Cronin, 104).2

33
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The early science fiction works

During the late 1920s and early 1930s, a number of Irish-language
authors experimented with futuristic narratives set in Ireland, most
of which either portrayed Ireland as a nation under siege, or sought
to ameliorate the people’s feelings of frustration with what they saw
as the unfulfilled promises of independence. Padraig O Conaire’s
1926 short story ‘Péipéar a Fristhadh i mBosca’ [‘A Paper Found in a
Box’] depicts a scene from the year 1966, in which the ‘Warden of
Galway’ conciliates a mob who are demanding social reform by
reading them excerpts from a forty-year-old copy of a newspaper that
details the awful condition of Galway in those far-off times.? The fol-
lowing year saw the publication of Art O Riain’s novella ‘An Tost’
[‘Silence’], under the pseudonym Barra O Caochlaigh. Divided into
five sections, the story follows the fortunes of one nationalist family
over a four-decade time span. Part Five, set in 1978, tells of a world
war erupting between the Americas and a British-Japanese alliance,
during which a neutral Ireland is invaded by Britain and rescued by
the Americans.* Despite the dystopian vision of a world at war, the
Ireland of the future is described as having considerable material
wealth and powerful allies.

By contrast, O’Nolan’s early contributions to the genre were rather
more tongue-in-cheek, although they still took for granted that
Ireland was progressing towards a prosperous future.” ‘Dioghaltais Ar
Ghallaibh ’sa Bhliain 2032!" and ‘Teacht agus Imtheacht Shedin
Bhuidhe’ were written while O’Nolan was still completing his BA at
University College Dublin and were published under the name Brian
O Nualldin in The Irish Press, a Fianna Féil newspaper established by
Eamon de Valera in 1931. ‘Dioghaltais Ar Ghallaibh "sa Bhliain 2032
(‘Revenge on the English in the Year 2032!") is set in a future United
Ireland, where Gaeilge is the first language of the citizenry and few
remember how to speak English. The bilingual narrator describes
meeting an unnamed English tourist, who is desperately looking for
an English-speaking hotel. The narrator at first attempts to help the
hapless tourist, but is suddenly enraged by the memories of English
atrocities, including the slaughter of 2,000 respectable Corkmen’ in
Dublin on Halloween 1997 (SF, 27). To avenge these crimes, he
teaches the tourist what he says is a phrase asking for directions, but is
actually a string of obscenities so vile that they cannot be printed.
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When the unfortunate tourist recites this phrase to a taxi driver, he
receives a terrible beating and is arrested for disturbing the peace.

The structure of the story reveals that if not a fan, the young writer
was certainly familiar with science fiction clichés. In the first half of the
story, the narrator finds himself in strange and frightening surround-
ings and wonders whether he is ‘in Ireland or in Aran or in the deepest
recesses of the devil’s Hell. When a customs official searches his bag, a
stunning revelation occurs:

‘You have to pay five shillings on this hat,’ [the customs officer]
said, pulling a new hat out of the depths of the bag. I paid the
money without saying a word and he gave me a receipt; I looked at
it and the date filled me with astonishment — 12-02-2032.

‘I thought,’ I said, ‘that it was only the eleventh.”® (SF, 24)

In June of the same year, O Nuallin’s second futuristic story was
published, again taking the Irish language as its theme: “Teacht agus
Imtheacht Shedin Bhuidhe: Iarsma an Bhéarla — Cuireadh ar Phlatai
Ceoil é!" (‘The Arrival and Departure of John Bull: The Relic of [the
English language] — Let It Be Put On Record!”). In the distant future,
Ireland is ruled over by a High King and a Gaelic nobility — perhaps a
subtle satirical jab at de Valera, then President of the Executive
Council and Fianna Fail, which in February had won 72 seats in the
general election to become the largest party in the Dail. Furthermore,
the population speaks only Irish. In fact, it appears as though the entire
Western world speaks only Irish. A grotesque giant named John Bull
invades and says he will only leave if the Gaels can prove that English is
still spoken somewhere in the country. Experts are summoned from
Dublin, Belfast, Cork and Limerick to recite the little English they
know. The Belfast man recites a string of Unionist slogans, devoid of
context (‘Not an inch. Used as a pawn in the game. Up the Twalfth. To
aitch with the Pee’); the Dubliner’s response is similarly disjointed (‘Alf.
Where were you in sixteen [1916]2 O Yeah! Sez me! Branch-a
Mapaiochta & Survey-reachta’); the Corkman parrots a train timetable
and the Limerickman commands, ‘Sprechen sie Deutsch’ (SF, 33).” The
giant is delighted and having recorded these snippets for study, he
departs the country on amicable terms with the High King. It tran-
spires that John Bull is a researcher for a society named ‘Conradh an
Bhéarla’ (‘The Covenant of English’), a group with the aim of reviving
English as a spoken language and a parody of Conradh na Gaeilge,
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Douglas Hyde’s initiative to restore the Irish language (SF, 34). The
satire is hammered home by the deliberately awful Irish translation of
‘record’ in the story’s title: ‘platai ceoil literally means ‘music plates’.

These future Irelands are described via what the critic Marc
Angenot has termed ‘the absent paradigm’: though the world of the
science fiction story is unfamiliar, exposition is kept to a minimum. As
a consequence, the reader must ‘[project] onto the text semantic,
logical and anthropological structures taken from his empirical world’
in order to make sense of the unfamiliar setting.® The reader is not told
what led to the 1997 massacre, how Gaelic came to be spoken
throughout Europe, or how Ireland came to be a monarchy. These
future-histories are implied but never described and thus the reader
must engage with the text, becoming an active participant in the con-
struction of the fictional world. Another name for this process and the
most frequently cited scholarly definition of science fiction, is the one
proposed by Darko Suvin: that it is the literature of ‘cognitive estrange-
ment’. The estrangement is caused by the ‘novum’, the ‘strange
novelty’ that is central to the world of the text.” The reader and/or pro-
tagonist then navigate this estranged world with regard to their
cognitive abilities, interpreting the events of the narrative with refer-
ence to the established norms of our physical universe.'

In both of O’Nolan’s Irish-language future narratives the ‘novum’
is an achieved nationalist dream: a unified, Gaelic-speaking Ireland.
Nationalism, with its constant appeals to tradition and obsession with
the past, is simultaneously amenable to parody and to the broad-
strokes illustration of a future-history. Though humorous in their
intent, these stories imply a teleological view of the universe in which
Catholic teaching and economic progress are compatible with
Newtonian science — time has a ‘forward’ direction, allowing for the
acquisition of material wealth as well as the salvation of the soul.

The Third Policeman and J.W. Dunne

Before the end of the same decade, however, O’Nolan’s forays into the
genre of science fiction started to take a much grimmer turn, from an
assumption of inevitable prosperity to one of ontological breakdown.
Hopper acknowledges the influence of science fiction in the construc-
tion of the ‘death-world’ of The Third Policeman (1967; written
1939-40) - ‘a space-time continuum where sinister forces of science and
technology have conspired to create Noman’s hell’ (Hopper, 196).!! In
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relation to the novel’s creation of a manifestly dystopian science-fiction
vision of hell, Jeffrey Mathewes notes that ‘Manichaean fatalism shrouds
the text like a fog of de Selby’s black air, dense and inflammable to any
phosphate-induced flicker of hope’."?

While Mathewes convincingly argues that O'Nolan’s ‘Manichaean’
pessimism was a trait present from childhood," it was likely exacer-
bated by the discoveries of the age in which he grew to adulthood. It is
difficult to overestimate the magnitude of the philosophical crisis trig-
gered by quantum mechanics’ challenge to Newtonian physics.
Newton’s ‘absolute time” has qualities that reflect a ‘realist’ view of the
world (such as objectivity, continuity, linearity and directionality) and
support concepts of historical and economic change. The new physics
cast doubt on the ‘self-evident’ truth of these characteristics and even
seemed to throw them into reverse. For an indication of some of the
effects the theory of relativity had on Western popular culture, we can
look at Everett F. Bleiler’s overview of ‘pulp’ science fiction from 1926
to 1936 — a form with which O’Nolan was undoubtedly familiar, as the
early Gaelic stories reveal. In narratives featuring time-travel into the
past, the protagonists almost invariably encounter a long-lost civilisa-
tion which is possessed of scientific knowledge light-years ahead of our
own.'* In tales depicting a journey into the future, meanwhile, the
outcome is more often than not decidedly grim, with planet Earth
either dead or dying."” O’Nolan’s initial reaction to the philosophical
crisis presented by quantum mechanics was to ignore it, as in the two
short works from 1932 - after all, the prosperous future of Ireland,
which he took as a given even as he gently poked fun at it, required a
teleological, Newtonian universe. By 1939, when he began writing The
Third Policeman, the problem was weighing heavily on his mind.

As Jennika Baines succinctly puts it, the setting of The Third
Policeman is ‘an eerie hell in which reason is perpetually thwarted by
seemingly impossible facts completely disconnected from truth’.!¢
While the novel’s epistemological breakdown is precisely what
makes the narrative so comic, it is not necessarily an attack on ration-
alism. Rather, it seems that O’Nolan expended a lot of energy trying
to recapture the state of non-contradiction between science and reli-
gion that had notionally existed between Catholicism and
old-fashioned Newtonian physics, but with little hope of success.
Catholicism ‘is founded on absolute belief in a supernatural system
of truth that is not subject to human theories of proof and evidence’,
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requiring ‘faith in the unknown and unknowable’; quantum physics,
however, ‘make the impossible possible’,'” perhaps indicating that
conflict was inevitable.

Hopper takes issue with Charles Kemnitz’s reading of The Third
Policeman as a dramatisation of the theory of relativity:'* O’Nolan was
not properly conversant with such theories, his limited knowledge of
the subject coming from the philosophical treatises of ].W. Dunne
rather than from Albert Einstein (Hopper, 196-199). As Carol Taaffe
establishes, Dunne’s work provided ‘appropriately hokey scientific
grounds for [O’Nolan’s] tale of scholarly crime and punishment’ (73)
and Dunne was undoubtedly one of the satirised models for the foot-
noted de Selby (Hopper, 212-213).!” Cronin attributes O’Nolan’s
fondness for Dunne’s work to a wider trend prevalent in Dublin at the
time, whereby Dunne’s theories became popular because, superficially,
they appeared to deal with the problems posed by relativity (103).
However, O’Nolan was not merely a follower of intellectual fashion —
as in his relationship with science fiction, something about Dunne’s
‘Serialism’ intrigued him, even as he mocked it.

Dunne’s theories on the nature of time came about through his
attempts to explain ‘scientifically’ a number of prophetic dreams, in
which he apparently predicted events ranging from stopped watches to
air disasters.”’ He eventually came to the rather de Selbian conclusion
that the dreams were not prophetic at all — they were ordinary dreams,
‘but they were occurring on the wrong nights’*' Dunne further con-
cluded that this experience was a natural one and therefore that dreams
in general are an equal mixture of past and future ‘memories’, dislocated
in time and accessible while we sleep.”” Dunne expanded upon this
theory in The Serial Universe (1934) to demonstrate that the nature of
human consciousness is one of infinite regress, since we are conscious
of our own consciousness,” and that this condition of infinite regress
mirrors the fundamental nature of the universe.”* Thus, we are indeed
immortal, but that immortality exists in ‘multi-dimensional time’ and
thus is not the same as living forever according to the mundane passage
of time as we perceive it. Dunne’s was a kind of rationalism that could
be interpreted to confirm any number of pre-existing cultural logics,
one of which was the metaphysics of Thomas Aquinas.” Indeed, the
latter is so pronounced an element of O’Nolan’s outlook that several
critics, in an ongoing debate helpfully summarised by Carlos Villar Flor,
have argued that he cannot be considered a postmodernist, since
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religious belief implies an underlying meaning to life that post-
modernism denies.?

As Taaffe points out, in de Selby O’Nolan appropriates the pop-
culture figure of the mad scientist in order to tackle modern science ‘in
a manner that ultimately re-establishes the traditional universe’ (84).
O’Nolan’s Thomist Catholic philosophy undoubtedly influenced the
way in which he utilised this stock character:

Thomistic Catholicism was the received religion of all the educa-
tional institutions that [O’Nolan] attended, including UCD,
where the philosophy courses were designed to confirm that every-
thing worth knowing was in St Thomas Aquinas’s great synthesis
of Catholic doctrine and Aristotelian philosophy, the Summa
Theologica and that all the rest was vain speculation. (Cronin, 106)

The Summa Theologica holds that there are differing kinds of temporal
experience, based on an object’s ‘permanence’ or degree of perfection:
there is Eternity, which is unchanging; there is the “Time’ mortals per-
ceive as a continuum, in which each occurrence has a ‘before’ and an
‘after’; and lastly, there is “Aeviternity’, which can be thought of as an
intermediate stage between the two — compatible with the human per-
ception of ‘before’ and ‘after’ and yet possessing neither quality. Beings
belong to a time-stream appropriate to their level of permanence:
absolute permanence belongs to God alone and therefore He alone
exists in Eternity; material things may be long-lived but they are not per-
manent and therefore they exist only in mundane Time; Aeviternity is
the continuum of the imperfect supernatural, the home of angels and
the human soul.?” ‘Real time’ may not have a direction, but in this
context it does not have to: the important thing is that the immortality
of the soul is guaranteed and the possibility of salvation is re-affirmed.
The resonances between Aquinas and Dunne are undeniable: both
suggest that our commonplace conception of time as a continuum is
largely a psychological construction and both suggest that the human
soul, being immortal, exists beyond this continuum. If Thomism was
central to O’Nolan’s outlook, it is easy to see why certain aspects of
Dunne’s theories appealed to him, especially if the only alternative was
a directionless quantum universe. It is telling that, as Hopper points
out, ‘only certain aspects of Serialism are adhered to’ in The Third
Policeman. Most notable among these are ‘the movement of the soul
on a relative plane’ and the ‘simultaneity of time’ (Hopper, 207), both
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of which are core tenets of Thomism and central to the plot of The
Dalkey Archive. It is also easy to see why O’Nolan revisited the pulp
science fiction he had parodied in his undergraduate days and appro-
priated elements of it to construct the plot of what would be his final
novel — for what else does this particular overlap of Thomism and
Serialism call to mind but a kind of Roman Catholic time-travel?

The Dalkey Archive

In a 1966 article for The Guardian, O’Nolan wrote that he had become
fascinated with Saint Augustine’s detailed lists of the misdeeds of ‘here-
siarchs and voluptuaries’, including Augustine himself (significantly,
Augustine was formerly a Manichaean). The more O’Nolan read of
Augustine, the greater the opportunity he saw to have fun at the holy
man’s expense: ‘T would jeer uproariously at Augustine’s fleshly obses-
sions and ambush Loyola by restoring James Joyce to life and equipping
him with an ambition to join the Jesuits’.?® This jeering was not without
its costs, however and O’Nolan attributes a string of unfortunate events
to Augustine’s wrath.” In addition to a number of physical mishaps,
O’Nolan discusses the unsettling discovery of a birth certificate dated
eight months after his own, testifying to the existence of a sister he never
knew. The most favourable explanation for the second birth certificate,
O’Nolan tells us, is that the girl was someone else’s illegitimate
daughter, mistakenly registered as an O’Nolan sibling. ‘Not for a
moment to be entertained’” was a theory that the mysterious second
child suffered from ‘foetal dyscrasia’ or turned out to be one of a pair of
intersexed twins — “The fact is that Saint Augustine’s vengeance [. . .]
had been permitted to reach into gestation’.*

The oddly specific reference to ‘dizygotic gynandrous aberration’
indicates not only that the factuality of this account is to be taken with a
pinch of salt, but that O’Nolan’s conception of the divine had a distinctly
threatening, almost medieval, aspect; indeed, Mathewes interprets the
change from first-person to third-person narration between The Third
Policeman and The Dalkey Archive as an attempt ‘to hold the heresies and
other outrages at arm’s length’*' It is telling that in the third edition of
An Béal Bocht, released in the same year as The Dalkey Archive, a new
foreword by ‘The Editor’ (retained by subsequent editions) is dated ‘L&
an Luain, 1964’ (ABB, 8) — Ld an Luain meaning ‘Doomsday’.

Intended, in the author’s own words, as a ‘farrago of geophysics,
Einsteinian energy, theology, hagiography and booze’ (qtd. in Taaffe,
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193), O’Nolan’s final novel revolves around the physicist and theolo-
gian De Selby, who has invented a substance called DMP (named after
the Dublin Metropolitan Police).>* DMP creates an anaerobic environ-
ment wherever it is released (CN, 609-787) and in so doing it re-aligns
human perception to the true nature of time, which is simultaneity
(CN, 624). This enables De Selby to converse with individuals existing
outside of normal time, particularly figures from Christian history,
including Saint Augustine, whom De Selby has summoned repeatedly
in an underwater cave and in a secret chamber in his house (CN, 633-
643, 749). By conversing with these figures and reflecting upon the
horrid nature of the material world, De Selby has come to the conclu-
sion that he is the new Messiah and that it is his God-given duty to
destroy life on Earth with a massive application of DMP (CN, 621).
Keen to stop this destruction is Mick Shaughnessy, an alcoholic civil
servant, with the aid of his loutish drinking buddy Hackett.

A formalist analysis of The Dalkey Archive reveals that a great deal of
the plot structure is reminiscent of a certain kind of science fiction
story, which in turn is a formal mutation of the initial ‘Departure’
section of Joseph Campbell’s ‘monomyth’, commonly known as “The
Hero’s Journey’. The first stage of the ‘Departure’ is The Call to
Adventure, whereby ‘a blunder — apparently the merest chance —
reveals an unsuspected world and the individual is drawn into a rela-
tionship with forces that are not rightly understood’.** The second
stage is the Refusal of the Call, ‘essentially a refusal to give up what one
takes to be one’s own interest’,* which in turn leads to Supernatural
Aid: an encounter with a character ‘(often a little old crone or an old
man) who provides the adventurer with amulets against the dragon
forces he is about to pass’.>® This encounter is succeeded by the
Crossing of the First Threshold — the point at which the protagonist has
one last chance to remain safely within his or her prior mundane exis-
tence* — and the Belly of the Whale — the point of no return, at which
the adventurer is ‘swallowed into the unknown’.*” Following the
‘Departure’ section of the monomyth comes the ‘Initiation’, the most
important stage of which is The Road of Trials, in which ‘the hero
moves in a dream landscape of curiously fluid, ambiguous forms’.*
The final stage is the ‘Return’, concerned with the task of ‘bringing the
runes of wisdom, the Golden Fleece, or [the] sleeping princess, back
into the kingdom of humanity, where the boon may redound to the
renewing of the community, the nation, the planet, or the ten thousand
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worlds”* In the science fiction of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, the chance encounter is usually with a mad scientist
and the Supernatural Aid is usually a marvellous invention. Any thresh-
olds that the protagonist must cross are by necessity cultural or
intellectual — preconceived notions of ‘the way things are’, challenged
by ‘mad science’. The Road of Trials normally takes the form of a con-
flict or series of conflicts against an otherworldly adversary and in the
‘Return’, a miraculous invention or scientific discovery is retrieved in
time to renew planet Earth.

In The Dalkey Archive, Mick and Hackett experience a Call to
Adventure when they encounter De Selby on the coast road, escort him
home and are exposed to the scientist’s theories on the nature of time
(CN, 612-618). De Selby presents them with a Supernatural Aid to
their understanding — the miraculous week-old whiskey (CN, 617).
Before long, they find themselves in the Belly of the Whale — in this case,
discussing the Biblical Jonas in the underwater cave in which De Selby
demonstrates the DMP. What this formalist analysis reveals is that, for
a science fiction text published in 1964, the narrative structure of The
Dalkey Archive is surprisingly old-fashioned. This exposition-heavy
narrative format, wherein a chance encounter with a mad scientist
transports the hero into an estranged world, is antiquated today and
was already superannuated by 1932, when O’Nolan constructed his
future-Irelands along the lines of the ‘absent paradigm’ model to which
science fiction has generally adhered ever since. As outlined by
Angenot, modern science fiction tales are narrated ‘from within’, by an
inhabitant of the estranged world who takes that world’s norms for
granted, to the extent that he or she does not see any need to elaborate
on them for the reader’s benefit.* The story of The Dalkey Archive is an
anachronism, a nineteenth-century plot ambushing a twentieth-
century novel. There are, however, no episodes corresponding to the
‘Initiation” or the ‘Return’ of Campbell’s ‘Hero’s Journey’ - the
traditional ‘monomyth’ structure is undermined by meandering philo-
sophical debates and long moments of introspection and inaction.
This abortive evocation of an old-fashioned plot structure is, I believe,
reflective of O’Nolan’s growing philosophical anxieties — anxieties per-
sonified in the character of De Selby.

Cronin describes O’Nolan as something of a cultural conformist, in
that he ‘did not have a problem’ with Catholicism or nationalism and
that his Catholicism inculcated a belief that ‘all scientists were mad
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scientists’ (Cronin, 52, 105). This attitude is echoed in this description
of de Selby’s thought processes from The Third Policeman:

Itis a curious enigma that so great a mind would question the most
obvious realities and object even to things scientifically demon-
strated [...] while believing absolutely in his own fantastic
explanations of the same phenomena. (CN, 265)

The scientists of science fiction are ‘mad’ because they deny the validity
of Occam’s Razor — the logical principle by which the simplest solution
to any given problem is most likely to be the correct one — whether by
proposing absurdly complex theories or by taking this principle to its
deranged extreme. However, Occam’s Razor is a problematic heuristic
because many of the discoveries yielded by scientific study are counter-
intuitive, especially in the field of quantum mechanics. For many, the
‘simplest solution” might also be a supernatural one, meaning that there
is only the slenderest of differences between a mad scientist and a mad
theologian. Val Nolan insists that O’Nolan was unquestionably more
knowledgeable about science than he allowed his characters to be — the
writer perceived scientific principles where his characters saw only
magic* — but that De Selby is the exception to this rule. Nolan sees
O’Nolan’s writing as a synthesis or ‘bridge” between the worlds of folk-
lore and quantum mechanics and De Selby is central to this endeavour:
he straddles the divide between tradition and modernity to the point
where he might also be considered a shaman.* In this respect, De Selby
is almost an autobiographical figure, reflecting O’Nolan’s own wish to
see science and faith reconciled.®

In most instances of the genre, the mad scientist is the cause of his
own downfall by ‘meddling in things man was not meant to know’.
O’Nolan’s dialectic between Serialism and Thomism actually facili-
tates this meddling, since it opens up the realm of the soul, Aeviternity,
to those who do not believe. De Selby’s use of the DMP is abusive —
he is now possessed of the means to speak directly to inhabitants of the
afterlife and he squanders this ability on irrelevant trivia, such as the
sexual activities of Saint Augustine’s people and the colour of
Augustine’s skin (CN, 642-643). Neither does he display the proper
reverence for the beings with whom he interacts, hurling insults at
Augustine and describing Jonah as ‘a bit of a ballocks [sic]’ (CN, 669).
Cronin reads this line of questioning as one of the novel’s major faults,
accusing De Selby of carrying out his research ‘in the fashion of an
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inquisitive nun trying to find out what the Pope had for breakfast’
(Cronin, 228). This is, however, precisely the point: De Selby asks
such questions because he is a caricature, articulating a Menippean
satire of bean-counting scientific positivism. Here, we return to
Baines’s description of Catholicism as ‘a supernatural system of truth
that is not subject to human theories of proof and evidence’.** From
the point of view of the devout, any attempt to understand the former
in terms of the latter is an indication of dangerous lunacy. Throughout
the narrative of The Dalkey Archive a second catastrophe is implied - if
De Selby does not destroy life on Earth, he will destroy religious faith
by removing the mysteries upon which that faith depends. If De Selby
is indeed a scientist/shaman, a combination of both tradition and
modernity, it is because he combines the most dangerous aspects of
each. That men of his ilk are widely renowned only makes matters
worse: ‘If the most highly regarded minds in human society are all de
Selbys — that is, mad scientists’, Mathewes asks, ‘how could this world
not be guided by a malignant force?’®

The scientist’s madness is communicable, as evidenced by
Hackett’s degeneration from a pretentious know-it-all to an outspoken
heretic. Hackett initially feels the need to interject that, like Mick, he is
not a ‘christophobe’ (CN, 624), but after his acquaintance with De
Selby he comes to describe himself as a believer in the Pelagian heresy
(CN, 652)* and praises Judas Iscariot as a martyr (CN, 665). When
Mick outlines his plan to steal the DMP, Hackett responds ominously,
‘Well, Mick, if you don’t trust De Selby, maybe I don’t trust you’ (CN,
711). Conversely, Mick undergoes a conversion from a churchgoing
‘cultural’ Catholic to a would-be Messiah, a transformation necessi-
tated by the scale of the perceived spiritual threat. Whereas previously
‘he had never found himself much in rapport in the human scene with
any priest’ (CN, 662) and he begins the narrative by defending
Descartes as ‘a remarkable man however crazy his scientific beliefs’
(CN, 619), Mick comes to see himself as a holy man appointed directly
by God: the saviour not just of humanity, but of the Almighty himself
(CN, 712). Mick’s metamorphosis dramatises O’Nolan’s anxieties
regarding the cultural implications of the march of science — namely,
that one day it would no longer suffice to be passively religious or pas-
sively interested in science; one would have to declare wholeheartedly
for one side or the other. For O’Nolan, as for Mick, there was no
option but to declare for God. De Selby, it would seem, is voicing the
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author’s own anxiety when he asks Augustine whether ‘the ascent to
piety [was] sudden and even distressing’ (CN, 635).

The threatened apocalypse, however, does not happen. Mick and
Sergeant Fottrell manage to steal the DMP from De Selby’s house
under cover of darkness (CN, 742-746), only for Mick to learn later
that night that the scientist has had a change of heart, leaving a message
with Hackett to say, ‘I will make a most unambiguous retraction of my
error. I will make an end of all my experiments and return as a peace-
able citizen to Buenos Aires, where my good patient wife is waiting for
me’ (CN, 748). Mick and Fottrell need not have bothered, for there
never was going to be an apocalypse and humanity is not going to be
summoned and judged. Neither do any of the subsequent parts of
Campbell’s ‘Hero’s Journey” have any relevance to the rest of the plot:
there is no Road of Trials, no ‘Return’.

The incomplete narrative structure could be taken as confirmation
of the ‘Manichaean’ view that Evil has triumphed over Good: no reli-
gious apocalypse is going to happen because we have unknowingly
been living in a “death-world’ all along. This reading would account for
the anachronisms Cronin notes in the plot: a lack of motor vehicles,
women not being served in bars and trams on the streets of Dublin
(Cronin, 227-228). The consoling fictions of Newtonian physics and
teleology which informed the 1932 short works have been shattered
and the Serialist/Thomist attempts to find points of agreement
between science and religion have failed: the passage of time is an illu-
sion, because we are all, in a sense, dead already. The ideological
conflict between science and religion is over. All that remains is for
science to sweep away the residual traces of a defeated God.
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(PROBABLY POSTHUMOUS)
the frame device in Brian O’Nolan’s
short fiction

Marion Quirici

One beginning and one ending for a book was a thing I did not
agree with. (CN, S)

Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds (1939) has long been celebrated
for its cleverness and ‘metafictional mastery’.! The prevalent use of
metafictional techniques in the novel is largely responsible for
O’Brien’s reputed afhinity with postmodernists. But Flann O’Brien is
not the only one among Brian O’Nolan’s many pseudonyms to exper-
iment with the frame device. A broader-scoped analysis of O'Nolan’s
approach to structure across his career reveals that manipulation of the
metafictional frame device is not always about demonstrating mastery
or heralding the future: it is about exposing the failures and limitations
of art and the processes of mediation that betray the historical moment
of composition while delivering a text to posterity.

In this essay I will examine Brian O’Nolan’s metafictional framing
strategies in ‘Scenes in a Novel (Probably Posthumous)’ (1934) and
‘The Martyr’s Crown’ (1950). The former sets an early standard for
the framing practices that will become routine in O’Nolan’s ceuvre,
while the latter is illuminating for its abandonment of these conven-
tions. After analysis of the typical operation of the framing device as
demonstrated by ‘Scenes’, I move to the atypical “The Martyr’s
Crown’. Using the perspective of genetic criticism — and its concomi-
tant concerns with mediation and the reconstruction of writing
processes — I compare “The Martyr’s Crown’ with ‘For Ireland Home
and Beauty’ (1940), an earlier unpublished draft of the story. The
alterations between drafts stand as testimony to O’Nolan’s attitudes
and experiences regarding writing, revision and publication and to the
definitive vulnerability of text. Mediating forces (namely, publishers’
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preferences) here have the effect of eradicating O’Nolan’s signature
metafictional touches from the developing story, asserting the limited
and arbitrary degree of control any ‘author’ commands. Before moving
on to these close analyses, I will review the critical conversation on
O’Nolan’s metafictional strategies and provide context for considera-
tion of mediation — both external and internal to the text in question —
with reference to the writer’s well-known fiction and his Cruiskeen
Lawn columns.

Previous criticism of O’Nolan’s metafictional experimentations
emphasises their potential to challenge traditional ontological bound-
aries. For Keith Hopper, metafictional forms in the novels constitute
‘Frame-breaking Strategies’. Drawing on Gerard Genette’s theory of
‘metalepsis’ — which describes a strategy of transgressing traditional
narrative boundaries — Hopper contends that O’Nolan’s flexible and
permeable narrative layers ‘map the inescapable “writtenness” of all
constructed reality through self-awareness of literary practices’
(Hopper, 132). By breaking the frame, Hopper argues, the extended
footnotes of The Third Policeman (1967; written 1939-40) collapse
ontological levels and call identities into question (Hopper, 131-168).
Elsewhere, M. Keith Booker cites a tradition of scholarship that argues
O’Nolan’s metafiction broke ground for later postmodernists, such as
Kurt Vonnegut, Donald Barthelme, Anthony Burgess and B.S.
Johnson.? In the logic of the tradition Booker identifies, metafiction is
fundamentally postmodern.

The insistence on such an alliance, however, obscures the histor-
ical, political, cultural and intertextual contexts of a piece of writing. In
her Ireland Through the Looking-Glass: Flann O’Brien, Myles na
gCopaleen and Irish Cultural Debate (2008), Carol Taaffe works to
return O’Nolan to his ‘contemporary intellectual environment’:
1930s-1960s Dublin. She writes that the ‘work in progress’ structure
of At Swim-Two-Birds results in ‘an intertextual work which also
emphasises the actual context of the act of writing (and reading)’
(34). Regardless of a kinship between O’Nolan and certain contin-
ental philosophies of the twentieth century, the tides of his own
cultural inheritance exerted a stronger pull on his writing. Beyond the
familiar territory of At Swim-Two-Birds, O’Nolan also makes promin-
ent use of the self-reflexive frame device in his shorter fiction. Here,
too, we find him foregrounding the mediating apparatuses that enable
the writing situation. If Taaffe situates O’Nolan among his peers and
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contemporaries, then it is the work of this essay, through case studies
from the shorter fiction, to situate O’Nolan behind his desk, via inter-
rogation of his staging of ‘the act of writing (and reading)’.

By introducing the vocabulary of mediation into conversations on
O’Nolan’s metafictional strategies, this essay argues that self-reflexive
statements in his writing are characterised by tropes of failure.
Examples of these tropes include references to the mortality of the
writer, the inadequacy of language, the shortcomings of print and pub-
lication and the breakdown of instruments of mediation. When a text
deliberates over its own credibility or draws attention to the conditions
of its composition — when a text features the physical pen, typewriter,
or other materials that aid in its manufacture — it foregrounds its sus-
ceptibility to interventions, alterations and errors. O’Nolan’s so-called
‘pioneering’ of experimental modes, if masterful, also acknowledges
the limits of mastery.

Metafiction, mediation and Myles

The student narrator of At Swim-Two-Birds shares with his creator a
hyperawareness of the frame. In a fittingly self-reflexive manner, his
musing on beginnings — which serves as an epigraph for this essay — is
delivered at the start of the novel. O’Nolan’s tendency to frame his nar-
ratives in such a way as to call attention to that frame is a pattern that
recurs throughout his writing, yet its persistence in the lesser-known
short fiction is particularly striking. In one of the earliest and most
representative examples of O’Nolan’s frame device, Brother Barnabas,
the author, narrator and protagonist of ‘Scenes in a Novel (Probably
Posthumous)’, ponders his own mortality, pen in hand:

I am penning these lines, dear reader, under conditions of great
emotional stress, being engaged, as I am, in the composition of a
posthumous article. [. . .] By the time these lines are in neat rows of
print, with no damn over-lapping at the edges, the writer will be in
Kingdom Come. (SF, 49)

The conceit of writing under the sign of impending doom also opens
An Béal Bocht (1941). The incarcerated Bénapart O Ctinasa explains, ‘1
am noting down the matters which are in this document because the
next life is approaching me swiftly’ (CN, 413).> In both cases, the sense
of mortality lends urgency to the writing act and renders the written
document an indispensable material record, a last and lasting testament
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to its fallible and now fallen, writer. The conceit can also be confes-
sional: Murphy, the narrator of “Two in One’ (1954), writes from
prison: ‘T do not expect to be disturbed in my literary labours, for I am
writing this in the condemned cell’ (SF, 84). These openings read like
invitations to something salacious — an insider’s account or exposé of
criminal misbehaviour. But the only thing being exposed here is the
construction of the story itself: the naked story does not hide the con-
ventions of its own manufacturing. That which the frame ‘contains’, it
actually constructs. Despite the inevitable distortions and limitations of
the frame, it cannot simply be discarded. O’Nolan’s response to this
dilemma is to situate the frame visibly within his art. Rather than
breaking the frame, O’Nolan in these short stories and novels is framing
the frame, embedding the various materials and processes of mediation
within the text itself.

For O’Nolan, the conditions in which these stories are constructed
are fundamentally flawed, seeming to restrict or intrude on the story
itself. The narrator of John Duffy’s Brother’ (1940) puts it bluntly:

Strictly speaking, this story should not be written or told at all. To
write it or to tell it is to spoil it. This is because the man who had
the strange experience we are going to talk about never mentioned
it to anybody and the fact that he kept his secret and sealed it up
completely in his memory is the whole point of the story. Thus we
must admit that handicap at the beginning — that it is absurd for us
to tell the story, absurd for anybody to listen to it and unthinkable
that anybody should believe it. (SF, 54)

In ‘John Dufty’s Brother’, oral and written media alike are identified as
a ‘handicap’ to the story. Paradoxically, the media that enable the story
will inevitably ‘spoil” its essence: its telling undermines its clandestine
appeal, because once told, the secret no longer entices. The ‘handicaps’
of a story are thus a necessary constituent in its making. Notwith-
standing the unavoidable ‘spoiling’ that storytelling and writing bring
about, without these processes, the story would have no reception and
no impact. That O’Nolan calls attention so freely and so frequently to
the limitations of the frame indicates that the imperfections inherent in
storytelling and writing are of principal concern to his aesthetic. At the
moment of inception, there is evidence of mortality, entropy and
failure. A major aim of O’Nolan’s metafiction, this essay contends, is
to stage the limitations of mediation.
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The anxieties expressed by O’Nolan’s many narrative personae
have a counterpart in the transmission of his own writing, in which
publishers and editors call for changes or make silent putative correc-
tions to his prose. As is well documented, Niall Sheridan excised a
large portion of the original manuscript of At Swim-Two-Birds prior
to its publication.* Taaffe chronicles and catalogues the many cuts and
alterations made to the original version of the novel and notes that all
of the more blasphemous or sacrilegious sections are removed
(Taaffe, 54-59). According to Anthony Cronin, O’Nolan made
similar cuts to An Béal Bocht prior to its publication in response to
publishers’ demands, writing in a letter to Browne and Nolan: ‘Thave
cut out completely all references to “sexual matters” and made every
other change necessary to render the text completely aseptic and
harmless’ (qtd. in Cronin, 127).

The demands of print were a subject of regular concern in
O’Nolan’s journalistic career. Cronin writes of O’Nolan’s relationship
with the printers of The Irish Times,

There had always been rows because his copy, though admirably
clear, was difficult both to sub and to set; and unfortunately the
more alert the sub or meticulous the typesetter, the more his puns,
his jokes and his deliberate mistakes were ‘corrected’. This had led
to a stream of letters to whoever was subbing the column over the
years, the terms of abuse employed being already familiar from their
use in the column itself — ‘cornerboy’, ‘thullabawn’, ‘thooleramawn’,
along with the odd ‘gobshite’, ‘bastard’ and other terms (176).

As Myles na gCopaleen, O’Nolan privileged the productive capacity of
mistakes and errors. As his puns and purposeful misspellings in
Cruiskeen Lawn attest, the failure of language can give rise to fresh
meanings and can be a means of subverting the ‘mortified language’ of
clichés (BM, 227). If the limitations of language can be exploited to
creative ends, so can the limitations of the frame. Self-reflexive frame
devices may be properties of metafiction, but that was no reason to stop
Myles from exercising these devices in his metajournalism. Whether we
think of the stet, instructions to compositors — let it stand — that appear
in Cruiskeen Lawn next to Myles’s neologisms, or of the interruptions
of a censoring construction called “The Editor’ who leaves a part of the
task of composition to the reader, articles employing these devices are
always, in a sense, unfinished, even in print.
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As a classic example of the intrusive construction of “The Editor’,
let us consider the entry that Kevin O’Nolan, the compiler of The Best
of Myles (1968), chose to lead the section “The Myles na Gopaleen
Catechism of Cliché’:

IT 1s about time certain things were said and if they won’t be said in
the leader columns they will be said here. We have had about
enough of this thing that the Germans call unmaessigkreisenheit. A
certain thing happened the other day but not a word about it in the
papers. I have now made up my mind to shoot my mouth off, what-
ever the consequences may be. Listen to this, for example —

The Editor: You will keep the fun clean like the rest of us.

Myself: O is that so, who said I will, you and who else?

The Editor: Your man will be down on us if we are not careful.

Myself: But surely we are prepared to suffer for our principles?

(BM, 201)

Myles does not continue with his discussion of unmaessigkreisenheit, a
nonsense German compound suggesting, perhaps, ‘excessive or insa-
tiable circularity’. By interjecting a censorious editorial figure, Myles
both alludes to the Censorship Board’s veto on prurient material —
‘keep the fun clean’ — and reminds his readers that the news to which
they have access in Emergency-era Ireland is policed for partiality to the
Allied cause.

Appearances of “The Editor’ are common as a reference to a medi-
ating body; less frequently, but perhaps more suggestively, Myles
writes about the typewriter itself. This excerpt appeared in The Irish
Times on 11 May 1942: ‘ERWOOD STANDARD TYPEWR. Reason that out.
It’s before me on my desk as I write’. Myles describes the activity of his
busy thumbs as he operates his Underwood Standard Typewriter. The
work of producing his column year-in, year-out has wiped the gold
finish off the letters on the line-spacing mechanism. The activity of
writing degrades the instrument of inscription. He goes on, ‘It’s fairly
obvious I haven’t much to say to-day’.> Apparently, when Myles has
nothing to say, he writes about the condition of having nothing to say
and about the material conditions of ‘saying’ — or in this case, typing
on a degraded instrument of transmission.

‘Scenes in a Novel (Probably Posthumous)’

Under the guise of Brother Barnabas, O’Nolan wrote ‘Scenes in a
Novel (Probably Posthumous)’ for the University College Dublin
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journal Comhthrom Féinne in May 1934. O’Nolan and his friends had
been contributing to the journal, a more daring alternative to the
National Student, since the early thirties (Cronin, $4-56). Though still
a student, O’Nolan’s purposeful disposition toward metafiction is
already registered. The article stages a fatal confrontation between an
author and his indignant creations, a conceit with which readers will
be all too familiar from its recurrence in At Swim-Two-Birds. Barnabas
relates how, ‘one night when [he] had swallowed nine stouts and felt
vaguely blasphemous’, he had created the character of the villainous
Carruthers McDaid (SF, 50). McDaid later turned against the author
Barnabas — apparently, the character resented the depravity his creator
had bestowed upon him, the point of departure being McDaid’s refusal
to rob a church poor box. ‘Scenes’ opens with Brother Barnabas living
in fear, McDaid having sworn vengeance. He predicts his own
inevitable demise in a direct address to the reader: ‘I am penning these
lines, dear reader, under conditions of great emotional stress’ (SF, 49).
Referring to the story as a ‘posthumous article’ (SF, 49), Brother
Barnabas plays on the concept of a ‘posthumous child’, likening his
manuscript to a child born after the death of its father. Hopper recasts
this metaphor of ‘aestho-autogamy’ — authorship as a male substitute
for childbirth — as O’Brien’s satirical admonishment of the Catholic
and censorship ‘ideal of a celibate utopia, where there would be no
need for sex, contraception, or feminism’ (Hopper, 70). If aestho-auto-
gamy is a way to circumvent the sinfulness of sexual reproduction, the
premise of ‘Scenes’ — the author’s impending assassination — insists
that it is not a sinless alternative.

The self-reflexive devices that draw attention to the frame also high-
light the inevitable loss of authorial control. The parenthetical subtitle
‘(Probably Posthumous)’ is a comic insertion that foresees the
author’s death. He will die before his words see print: ‘By the time
these lines are in neat rows of print, with no damn over-lapping at the
edges, the writer will be in Kingdom Come’ (SF, 49). Beyond the
author’s own limitations, this moment of self-reflexivity anticipates the
limitations of the publishers, who will wrest control over the manu-
script from the author. ‘[N]eat rows of print, with no damn
over-lapping at the edges’ is a frustrated instruction to the compositor
setting up the type of Comhthrom Féinne, or to the pressman taking
responsibility for seeing the story into print. Because he anticipates a
violent death at the hands of his creation, Brother Barnabas leaves his
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instructions embedded within the text. Therefore, beyond the internal
‘character revolt against the author’ that is ‘an integral element of the
metafictional deconstruction of traditional fiction” (Hopper, 64), the
story itself alludes to a long process of extratextual manipulation that is
also outside of authorial control. The modifier ‘probably” in the sub-
title asserts not only a sense of uncertainty about the author’s fate, but
also the author’s fundamental uncertainty about the ultimate appear-
ance of his text: he knows his is not the only hand involved in its
making. If the ‘posthumous article’ survives its author, that survival
depends upon the contentious relationship between Barnabas and his
publishers, in which the author will ultimately lose control over the
manuscript. In a sense, authors are always dead at the moment of pub-
lication. Even in manuscript, this anxiety is registered in ‘Scenes in a
Novel’, a story painfully aware of its own mediation.

We speak of metafiction as introducing or exposing a distance
between the origin of a text and its destination. This distance is usually
conceived of as spatial: critics map out or diagram O’Nolan’s narrative
layers, implying that one narrative contains and surrounds another.°
Flann O’Brien’s layered narrative technique in At Swim-Two-Birds, for
instance, has often been compared to a Chinese box.” But in ‘Scenes’,
the narrative distance is temporal: Brother Barnabas insinuates that a
certain amount of time will elapse between the moment of his writing
and the moment of our reading. The subtitle ‘(Probably Posthumous)’
constitutes an allusion to a time lag or delay. This delay is not empty
time: it contains the material processes of textual composition, trans-
mission, printing, publication and distribution. These temporally and
materially situated processes, encoded in the text and paratext of
‘Scenes’, speak to Stuart Hall's model of mass communication. For Hall,
the pathway of communications from production to consumption is
not a strictly linear conduit, but rather a circuit, in which each ‘moment’
in the sequence resituates and reconstitutes the rest.

The apparatuses, relations and practices of production thus issue,
at a certain moment (the moment of ‘production/circulation’) in
the form of symbolic vehicles constituted within the rules of ‘lan-
guage’. It is in this discursive form that the circulation of the
‘product’ takes place. The process thus requires, at the production
end, its material instruments — its ‘means’ — as well as its own sets of
social (production) relations — the organization and combination
of practices within media apparatuses.®



54 Marion Quirici

Textual production can therefore be understood as a feedback loop,
occasioning many opportunities for intervention. The many agents
and aspects of mediation always leave their trace on a story. What we
might consider to be interference is actually contribution — as impor-
tant as any — that makes the textual object possible. When Brother
Barnabas remarks on the way his story will appear on the page, ‘in
neat rows of print’, this is more than a final command to his printers.
It is a reminder that from the moment of composition, there are still
several stages of textual production pending before the textual object
actually exists. It is a reminder, too, that the story, as such, is only
complete when it attains an audience — a reader - to engage in the
process of exchange. ‘Before this message can have an effect’, Hall
writes, ‘it must first be appropriated as a meaningful discourse and
be meaningfully decoded’.” After its distribution, the text is decoded
and reconstituted by its audience. Therefore, as the metafictional
strategies of ‘Scenes’ lay bare, the act of reading itself is constructive;
reading is the consummation of the writing act as a mode of commu-
nication. Reception is the final and, perhaps, most crucial stage of
textual production.

‘The Martyr’s Crown’ and ‘For Ireland Home and
Beauty’

A consideration of the ten-year gestation period of “The Martyr’s
Crown’ will now allow us to observe these interactions between the
various stages of textual production in the context of O’Nolan’s 1940s
situation. The story was first published in Envoy under the byline
‘Brian Nolan’ in 1950," but O’Nolan began work on it as early as
January 1940 (Cronin, 172). This earlier version, called ‘For Ireland
Home and Beauty’, is different enough to be a separate story in its own
right."" Although we cannot say how frequently or under what circum-
stances O’Nolan returned to the manuscript for revision, in the ten
intervening years the story altered significantly.

‘The Martyr’s Crown’ is a standard mise en abyme featuring two
characters, Mr Toole and Mr O’Hickey. The two friends pass ‘a young
man of surpassing elegance’ in the street, who fails to return Toole’s
greeting (SF, 76). The snub prompts Toole to give the tale of the
young man’s origins (although not, of course, until O’'Hickey has loos-
ened his tongue with drink in the nearest public house). Toole relates
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how he and five comrades bested the British during the Anglo-Irish
War. They were hiding out in the home of a widow, Mrs Clougherty,
following a bloody firefight: the battle of Harcourt Street. After a week,
‘two lurries packed with military” arrived and an officer banged on the
door (SF, 79). Mrs Clougherty answered, took the officer ‘into the
room off the hall’ and ten minutes later, the lorries drove away (SF, 79—
80). Getting back to the young man the two gentlemen had seen in the
street, Toole finishes, ‘that young man was born for Ireland’ and his
mother ‘wears the martyr’s crown to-day!” (SF, 80).

‘The Martyr’s Crown’ is an unusual text in the O’Nolan canon
insofar as overt self-reflexivity makes no appearance. In comparison to
the openings previously discussed, the first line is unproblematically
realist: ‘Mr Toole and Mr O’Hickey walked down the street together
in the morning’ (SF, 76). The metafictional frame device employed is
covert. “The Martyr’s Crown’ foregoes any reference to the act of
writing or the circuit of communication; it is simply a story that fea-
tures the telling of another story. The reliability of the storyteller,
Toole, is immediately thrown into question: his companion,
O’Hickey, is ‘well up to Mr Toole’s tricks. Mr Toole at his best, he
thought, was better than a play’ (SF, 76). Before Toole even speaks, we
know he is an entertainer, more concerned with enrapturing audiences
than with the tyranny of fact.

While “The Martyr’s Crown’ is written in a third-person omniscient
perspective, ‘For Ireland Home and Beauty” has the key distinction of
a first-person narrator — unnamed, as are so many of O’Brien’s narra-
tors — who is perhaps a prototype for O’Hickey. In this earlier version
of the story, throwing the reliability of the storyteller into question is
the first order of business. The ‘Mr Toole” character from ‘The
Martyr’s Crown’ is here named ‘Mr Cullen’ and his self-aggrandising
tendencies are more overblown. The story opens:

In my many walks with Mr Cullen I had become accustomed to his
habit of saluting the most unlikely people and explaining to me
afterwards that they were in ‘the movement’ and had been ‘mainly
responsible’ for such and such a piece of work when the fight
against the British was at its hottest."?

Cullen includes himself among the roll call of patriots, having long given
the narrator the impression that he was responsible for the Howth gun-
running operation. ‘Later’, the narrator assures us, ‘when I learnt that he
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had been living in Howth during these eventful times and for many
years before, I found several rather shabby thoughts coming into my
head every time I met the good-natured burly patriot’."* Cullen had evi-
dently taken pains to suggest, without saying directly, that his own role
in the event had been instrumental. The gesture is only complete when
it succeeds in influencing a gullible listener.

The earlier draft, then, emphasises the role of reception in giving a
story its meaning: Cullen never said he had been responsible for the
gunrunning, but his listener, our narrator, had inferred that its teller
had had a bigger part to play. This small detail illuminates the
potential of a narrator to intervene. When O’Nolan removed the first-
person narrator and replaced it with the third-person, he also removed a
layer of narrative distance. In ‘For Ireland Home and Beauty’, the
story undergoes two levels of mediation: Cullen to the narrator and
the narrator to the reader. “The Martyr’s Crown’, by contrast, has no
central mediating figure of narrative deferral. The circuit of commu-
nication is thus shortened, cutting off some of the feedback potential
originally staged within the story. Some of what is lost as a result
includes a trick ending-beyond-the-ending, in which the narrator’s
troubled thoughts collapse the possibility of the truth of Mr Cullen’s
tale. Leaving the pub, the narrator reflects that the young gentleman
in question was ‘neither supercilious nor shy merely short-sighted.
[ ..] He was Mr Murtagh’s second son’.**

Beyond the metafictional and mediatory implications of the double
role of the narrator as both listener and teller of stories, as both
audience and author, ‘For Ireland Home and Beauty’ includes a self-
reflexive exchange on what constitutes a valuable story. The draft
introduces an additional character, not present in the published
version: Mr Murtagh, a bartender, who listens to Cullen’s story with
some interest. Murtagh’s interest fades, however, when he hears that
Mrs Hogan, the prototype for Mrs Clougherty, is a respectable
woman. When Cullen describes his impression that Mrs Hogan had
had sex with the two British officers who came to the door looking for
rebels in hiding, Murtagh warms to the tale: ‘By God there’s a story
there somewhere’, he says; ‘If you wrote down the inside story of what
happened there you would make a fortune in America’."® Stories, for
Murtagh, are part of an economic framework; his comment identifies
market forces as the motivation for the work of writing.'* Murtagh’s
remark also implies that Cullen’s words have not given him the most
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satisfactory version of the story, the version that will sell. Cullen has
related his own perspective on what he observed; Murtagh wants the
bedroom perspective. Cullen gives us a frame-tale: the story of Mrs
Hogan framed by the context in which he had witnessed it. The story,
from this perspective, is mediated, quite literally, by a wall and a closed
door. It is mediated again by the conventions of storytelling, from
memory (or fabulation) to rhetoric. Murtagh, it seems, would prefer
an immediate version of the story — ‘the inside story’ — a straight account
of what happened behind the closed door. Yet the structure of ‘For
Ireland Home and Beauty’ — a frame tale framing a frame tale -
reminds us that there is no ‘inside story’, no straight account that is free
of mediating forces.

At some point, O’Nolan decided to eliminate Murtagh, along with
his statements about what qualifies as a worthwhile story: the maxim
that sex sells. ‘For Ireland Home and Beauty’ hung in limbo for a
decade and when it finally emerged as “The Martyr’s Crown’, the
elements that bespoke provocative self-reflexivity had been excised.
The question then arises as to what interventions or mediations could
have provoked the changes?

January 1940, the month O’Nolan drafted ‘For Ireland Home and
Beauty’, is, crucially, the same month he sent the manuscript of The
Third Policeman to Longman’s. The story of its rejection and
O’Nolan’s subsequent despair is well documented, as are the many
stories he subsequently concocted about losing the manuscript.'”
There is much to suggest that the phrasing of the publishers’ letter of
rejection affected much of his future writing: ‘We realise the author’s
ability’, they had written, ‘but think that he should be less fantastic and
in this new novel he is more so’ (qtd. in Cronin, 101). With these
words the publishers intervened in O’Nolan’s approach to narrative
structures: he thought an appropriate solution to their complaints
would be to lose the character Joe (the narrator’s soul) and rewrite the
whole story in the third person.'® Significantly, losing a rogue character
and switching the narrative perspective are the very same revisions he
did make to ‘For Ireland Home and Beauty’. In O’Nolan’s writing prior
to the 1940s, the use of an unnamed first-person narrator was preva-
lent, while in his later fiction the third-person reigns."

Beyond O’Nolan’s own experiences with publishers, there are
more general contexts of 1940s Ireland that played a role in this
change in his approach to narrative framing and textual revision. By
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the 1940s, the climate of censorship in Ireland had reached its peak.?°
Famously, Kate O’Brien’s The Land of Spices (1941) was banned on
the basis of a single line.?" In 1942, the furore over the Seanad
Eireann debates concerning Eric Cross’s The Tailor and Ansty was
raging. Sedn O’Faoldin consistently and conspicuously argued
against censorship in his editorials for The Bell.** Although the
premise for the heightened awareness of the Censorship Board was
the maintenance of neutrality during the Emergency, the most con-
troversial instances of banning were on the grounds of indecency,
perceived blasphemy, or anti-national sentiment. Many of the
changes made to “The Martyr’s Crown’ before publication have the
effect of ‘keeping the fun clean’. The lasciviousness of Mrs Hogan’s
actions is toned down: Mrs Clougherty in “The Martyr’s Crown’
admits one soldier, not two, into her home. Any slight against latter-
day Irish nationalists is avoided with the declaration that Toole ‘had
never rendered military service to his country’ and is only a fraud
(SF, 77). Despite his reputation for irreverence, O’Nolan’s career is
notable in that nothing he published was ever banned by the
Censorship Board. All of this demonstrates an attitude of acceptance
— however begrudging — of the dynamics of publication in the larger
creative process at his particular historical moment, made sharper by
Longman’s rejection of his own masterpiece. Thus, a comparison of
the two different versions of “The Martyr’s Crown’ tells us something
about O’Nolan’s participation in the mediation of his work. That is,
he appreciates the mechanisms and authorities apart from himself
that contribute to its manufacturing and, therefore, its expression:
editors, publishers, state forces, readers. He himself was ultimately
deferent about his own role in that production. Indeed, when
O’Nolan sent a copy of At Swim-Two-Birds to James Joyce in Paris,
he inscribed the message ‘with plenty of what’s on page 305’ inside
the cover — on that page the phrase ‘diffidence of the author’ is
underlined. What we find through a comparative genetic analysis of
‘For Ireland Home and Beauty’ and ‘The Martyr’s Crown’ is an
O’Nolan, situated firmly behind his desk, ‘with plenty of what’s on
page 305’ (qtd. in Cronin, 93).

Rather than speaking to the failure of this particular text, this dis-
covery points us to an indexical feature of O’Nolan’s wider ceuvre, as
explored in this essay. Clearly, the level of playfulness he employs with
his self-conscious narrative voices places O’Nolan at the heart of
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Ireland’s comic and, I would add, metafictional tradition. Yet, with his
signature use of the metafictional framing device, O'Nolan empha-
sises the inherent and inevitable failures, rather than successes, of any
writing endeavour. That which limits or interrupts the alleged whole-
ness of a story is, ultimately, constitutive of the story itself. The
mediation is the message.
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‘I’'VE GOT YOU UNDER MY SKIN’
‘John Duffy’s Brother’, “Two in One’,

and the confessions of Narcissus

Paul Fagan

At the outset of Chapter IX of The Dalkey Archive (1964) the reader
finds Mick Shaughnessy deep in contemplation, devising a ‘bright, mas-
terly, bold’ plan by which he might impede De Selby’s ambitions ‘to
visit the human race with havoc’. As the reader is granted access to this
moment of reflection, the narrator characterises Mick’s immediate sur-
roundings with the curious detail that the houses ‘along the narrow
quays of the Liffey seem to lean outward as if to study themselves in the
water’ (CN, 674). In excess of its localised commentary on the mes-
sianic certainty with which Mick perceives his fundamental role in the
world’s survival — as well as, perhaps, an echo of Myles na gCopaleen’s
sustained critique of a broader form of Irish cultural navel-gazing — this
explicit evocation of Ovid’s Narcissus myth in Brian O’Nolan’s final
novel stands as an intriguing index of a deeper engagement with the
Narcissus scene throughout the writer’s work. For Ruben Borg, the
spectacle of Narcissus survives in modernist thought as ‘a scene of self-
recognition and misrecognition, of impossible relations, of a likeness
that is foreign yet strangely familiar’,' and in these terms it is a scene of
central significance to O’Nolan’s poetics. As Carol Taaffe insists,
O’Nolan’s writing is ‘guiltily laden with doubles and echoes’ (127).

In this essay I want to take up Taaffe’s implicit invitation to read
O’Nolan’s work as testing the resonances of the Ovidian scene in the
acutely guilt-ridden cultural moment in which he finds himself. More
specifically, I will argue the case that a central concern in O’Nolan’s
aesthetic project is the narcissistic trope of the self as a multitudinous
and unfolding mise en abyme under the ever-watchful eye of authority,
condemned to eternal self-misrecognition in a fictive world figured as
a responsive mirror.” To these ends I will investigate the short stories
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‘John Duffy’s Brother’ (1940) and “Two in One’ (1954) as paradig-
matic of the attention paid in O’Nolan’s work to Ovid’s scene as a
double for the literary event. I claim that in these stories we find the
writer working through these resonances along two interrelated
strands. In the first instance, the texts explore the Narcissus scene as ‘a
powerful metaphor for the quest of self-identity” that challenges the
humanistic emphasis on the agency of a self that is ‘unitary, stable over
time and able to suppress desire’.* In the second instance, they attend
to Ovid’s myth as a ‘narrative about responsibility” that is peculiarly
suited to staging the problems and possibilities, of resisting the exer-
cise of authority inscribed in the reader’s gaze.

In order to unfold these dimensions of the two texts under discus-
sion, I will put them into conversation with the writing of Maurice
Blanchot, which I submit is uniquely resonant with O’Nolan’s project
of testing the Narcissus scene and the literary event as interchange-
able sites for thinking through an ‘evanescent identity which is lost
even as it is grasped’.® Yet alongside an exploration of the ‘abyss of
selfhood’ characteristic of O’Nolan’s work,” ‘John Duffy’s Brother’
and “Two in One’ explicitly ask us to attend to what is owed when we
(figuratively, literally) get under the protagonists’ skins in the act of
reading. The narrator of At Swim-Two-Birds (1939) advocates that
characters in fiction ‘should be allowed a private life, self-determina-
tion and a decent standard of living’ (CN, 21) and while this
manifesto appears in a highly ironised environment, O’Nolan’s
writing continues to display an attentiveness to the peculiar ethical
demands of the encounters between the teller, the witness and the
told in the literary event. I thus advance the argument that O’Nolan’s
project of representing and exploring a series of selves that have been
radically decentred or interrupted is intrinsically and necessarily
bound up with his resistance to the authority and ethicality of the
reader’s impossible epistemological vantage point in the literary
event. A key context for the attention paid to these entwined concerns
in O’Nolan’s ceuvre is the emphasis placed in his immediate socio-cul-
tural environment on the role of confession in the discovery of the
truth about, as well as the centring and policing of, the self through
the imperatives of disclosure, renunciation, absolution, salvation.®* My
argument, then, rests on the presupposition that these texts are
engaged in thinking through a rather proto-Foucauldian notion: if the
fundamental exercise of the authority of readers over characters is to
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be found in those characters’ own confessional interpretations and
renunciations of unsanctioned aspects of a decentred and relational
self, then the resistance to this ethically suspect authority must take
the form of a telling of the self that places it beyond interpretation.’
And if ‘John Duffy’s Brother’ stages the double bind that strategies of
secrecy and confession both enforce the internalisation of the cultural
policing of the self, then I want to suggest that in its central conceit of
literally getting under the skin of an Other, “Two in One’ returns to
these problems of access in order to offer a radical solution.

‘John Duffy’s Brother’

‘John Duffy’s Brother’ is the text in Brian O’Nolan’s canon to engage
most thoroughly Jean Paul’s maxim that ‘man is never alone: self-con-
sciousness determines that there are always two of you in the room’.'
The story presents the reader with the before, during and after of a
psychotic episode on 9 March 1932, when ‘John Duffy’s brother’ - a
solitary, frugal and secretly voyeuristic employee of the office of
Messrs Polter and Polter, Solicitors, Commissioners for Oaths'! —
‘became possessed of the strange idea that he was a train’ (SF, 56).
The pivotal moment occurs when the transformation reverses and Mr
Dulffy ‘gazed out into the day, no longer a train, but a badly frightened
man’ (SF, 58). While we are assured that ‘Never once did the strange
malady return’, in the story’s final image we are presented with a man
contaminated by this encounter with an other self: ‘to this day John
Dulfty’s brother starts at the rumble of a train in the Liffey tunnel and
stands rooted to the road when he comes suddenly on a level-crossing
— silent, so to speak, upon a peak in Darien’ (SF, 58).

While most commentary focuses on the story’s curious central
event of a man believing, briefly, that he is a train,"* I want to attend to
the text’s formal, metafictional strategies. It is on this plane that I
claim the story’s central narcissistic scene is opened up as an inter-
subjective event that makes different demands upon its participants:
teller, witness, told. My argument is that John Duffy’s Brother’ fore-
grounds the reader’s responsibility in witnessing Duffy’s episode by
drawing attention to what Adam Zachary Newton characterises — in
terms borrowed from Emmanuel Levinas — as the distinction in the
literary event ‘between moral propositionality, or the realm of the
“Said” and ethical performance, the domain of “Saying”."
Throughout the story, O'Nolan places these narcissistic tropes — of
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doubling, of a failure to respond to the call of the Other — at the reg-
ister of the ‘Said’ into conversation with strategies of formal
narcissism — of metafictionality, of literary echoing — at the register of
‘Saying’. In this way the story demands the reader attend to the ethical
problems at stake in the access granted to Duffy’s moment of self-col-
lapse, as well as the necessity and impossibility, of looking away.

The story’s strange, meandering opening pages are usually over-
looked or treated as pure digressive play. For Thomas F. Shea, ‘by
deferring progression, the narrator prompts us to savor sentence
sounds and invites us to explore various possibilities of verbal arrange-
ment’.’* Rather than ‘accentuat[ing] the art of artifice and style as
performance’,’s I would like to suggest that these passages reveal
exactly what is at stake in the text by limning the character of Dufty in
relation to a ‘narcissism disrupted by trauma, in which one (mis)recog-
nises oneself in another, or (mis)recognises another in oneself,'° in
ways that are perhaps more subtle than we are used to with O’Nolan.
When we first meet Dulffy, in his ‘small house on an eminence in
Inchicore’, his habits of surveillance are emphasised. ‘When dressing
in the morning he could gaze across the broad valley of the Liffey to
the slopes of the Phoenix Park’, while at other times he would ‘spend
an idle moment with his father’s spyglass, ranging the valley with an
eagle eye’ (SF, 54). As Duffy surveys the valley’s inhabitants, the
third-person narrator underlines the interconnectivity of the objects
of Duffy’s gaze. We are told of the ‘retired stationary-engine driver’
who ‘lived quietly with a delicate sister’ called Goggins, of whom
Duffy had never heard. She is the ‘relict of the late Paul Goggins,
wholesale clothier’, whose cousin Leo Corr - whom Ms Goggins had
never met — ‘was sent up in 1924 for a stretch of hard labour in con-
nection with the manufacture of spurious currency’ before emigrating
‘to Labrador upon his release’ (SF, 55). While the associative chain
that leads us to Corr’s incarceration (for replication) and escape
(from an authoritarian gaze) to new-found lands implies a thematic
subtexture to which I will return, for now I want to underline the nar-
cissistic thrust of this exposition. While unknown and unknowable to
each other, Dulffy is presented as the centre point that ties all of this
disparate information together, through whom the seeming random-
ness and chaos of the fictive world is centred and given wholeness,
purpose. As the narrator notes, “The village of Chapelizod was to the
left and invisible in the depth but each morning the inhabitants would
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erect, as if for Mr Duffy’s benefit, a lazy plume of smoke to show exactly
where they were’ (SF, 54-55) [my emphasis]."”

In these acts of detached surveillance, Duffy is not only positioned as
a narcissistic reader, but also, importantly, as a misreader. His glass, we
are told, ‘usually came to rest’ upon the obscure figure of Martin
Smullen, who

carried in the crook of his arm an instrument which Mr Duffy at
first took to be a shotgun or patent repeating rifle, but one morning
the man held it by the butt and smote the barrels smartly on the
ground as he walked and it was evident to Mr Duffy — he felt some
disappointment — that the article was a walking-stick. (SF, 5S)

It is further disclosed that Duffy and Smullen, the voyeur and unaware
object of the gaze, ‘once stood side by side at the counter of a public
house in Little Easter Street, mutually unrecognised, each to the other a
black stranger’ (SF, 5S). This moment of failed recognition is essential to
the tropes of narcissism being worked out in the scene. For Blanchot, in
so far as it stages a scene of failed recognition Ovid’s myth provides a site
for encountering writing as a space not of subjectivity but of alterity:

the aspect of the myth which Ovid finally forgets is that Narcissus,
bending over the spring, does not recognize himself in the fluid
image that the water sends back to him. It is thus not himself, not
his perhaps non-existent I’ that he loves or - even in his mystifi-

cation — desires.'®

In O’Nolan’s story this attention paid to the self is historically situated
in relation to the ‘three blows’ Sigmund Freud claims ‘the researches of
science’ have inflicted upon ‘the universal narcissism of men’: the cos-
mological blow to man’s centrality in the universe inflicted by
Copernicus, the biological blow to man’s superiority over creation
inflicted by Darwin, the psychological blow to man’s sovereignty over
his own mind inflicted by Freud himself."” Jacques Derrida, adding the
decentring processes inflicted by Karl Marx, notes that these ‘traumas’
have resulted in the ‘effective de-centering [. . .] of the ego cogito — and
of the very concept of narcissism’.** O’Nolan explicitly links this trope
of self-misrecognition with ‘modern writing’:

It could be argued that much of the foregoing has little real bearing
on the story of John Duffy’s brother, but modern writing, it is
hoped, has passed the stage when simple events are stated in the
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void without any clue as to the psychological and hereditary forces
working in the background to produce them. (SF, 56)

The implicit references to Freud and Darwin (‘psychological and hered-
itary forces’), in conversation with the explicit references to Marx later
in the story,*' situate Duffy’s ‘adventure’ of the self in a particularly
modern moment and present the dynamics of modern writing as con-
cerning the revelation of and granting of access to, a secret inner self.
The ‘simple events’ of Duffy’s tale at once trace and challenge such
a revelation. In his encounter with his doppelginger ‘Mr Train’ (SF,
57), Duffy comes to recognise and be contaminated by, ‘the paradox of
encountering oneself like another’?: the uncanny phenomenon of
realising that one is neither oneself nor one self. This interruption of
the narcissistic scene of failed recognition with the introduction of the
spectre of the doppelginger — a manifestation through which the reve-
lation of the disunified self becomes a recognised object of horror — in
the direct context of these Freudian echoes is significant. As Dimitris
Vardoulakis highlights, the rise in a Freudian stress on ‘a stable and
retrievable origin’ of the content of the self led to a reinscription of the
figure of the doppelginger as a manifestation of ‘a sense of failure or loss
in the self [. . .] an aberration, the stencil of a symptomatology of the
self.” Yet the text’s presentation of this event, of which ‘no explana-
tion [. . .] can be attempted’ (SF, 56), suggests that Mr Train’s arrival
in Mr Duffy’s life does not constitute a splitting of a previously unified
self, but rather a more radical form of interruption.”* In this context
Shea’s reading of the opening passages in which the narrator ‘delights
in beating around, over, under and some distance from the bush, con-
tinually taking us further and further from the supposed focus™ takes
on new force, hinting that a more fundamental relationality of the self
is discovered. I will return to Duffy’s self-encounter as a staging of the
realisation and ultimate refusal, of the imperative to offer this disunited
self up for symptomatic analysis through telling and confession. For
now I want to unfold some of the ways in which the story’s strategies of
literary echoing reveal the stakes of this power-relationship between
reader and would-be confessor. As I will show, these echoes are care-
fully chosen to advance the dual dynamic of the Narcissus myth as a
‘powerful metaphor about the quest for self-identity’?® and a ‘narrative
about responsibility’”” — a dual dynamic which drives the text towards
its final narcissistic tableau of Dufty lost in self-contemplation at the
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sounds and signs of trains, indices of his other self, ‘silent, so to speak,
upon a peak in Darien’ (SF, 58).

That this final echo reveals the story’s symbolic sub-structure to be
formulated around John Keats’s ‘Upon First Looking into Chapman’s
Homer’ (1816) is significant — particularly with respect to the ways in
which O’Nolan’s story places these echoes of Keats’s poem into con-
versation with parallel echoes of James Joyce’s ‘A Painful Case’ (1914),
a story about another Mr Duffy, a middle-aged bank cashier who lives
in a similarly isolated suburb of Dublin ‘at a little distance from his
body, regarding his own acts with doubtful side glances’*® While
Joyce’s text at least superficially charts the story of a tragic narcissist at
the register of the ‘Said’,*” Keats’s poem attends to the qualia and the
responsibilities of the act of reading. In the sonnet, Keats represents his
experience of reading Chapman’s translation as a surplus beyond arti-
culation. The mise en abyme of a reader reading Keats reading
Chapman reading Homer - and its refiguration here in our reading of
the narrator reading Duffy (mis)reading Smullen - echoes the
matryoshka structure of At Swim-Two-Birds, but with the emphasis
shifted from creating to witnessing.** Importantly, Keats’s poem
guards against the violence that would be committed by staging this
sublime moment in a direct representation. He finally looks away from
Chapman’s text as object, deflecting our gaze by analogising his expe-
rience to ‘two radical restructurings of the mind™': an astronomer
‘When a new planet swims into his ken” and

stout Cortez when with eagle eyes
He star’d at the Pacific [. . .]

Silent, upon a peak in Darien.**

The threat entailed in reading is signalled through the brief refer-
ence to Duffy’s father, from whom he had received the spyglass — a well
chosen index of the reader’s position as conceived in the story, simul-
taneously implying intimacy and distance, familiarity and
inaccessibility. Duffy Sr suffers a collapse similar to his son’s:

On the fourth day of July, 1927, at four o’clock, he took leave of his
senses in the dining-room. Four men arrived in a closed van at
eight o’clock that evening to remove him from mortal ken to a
place where he would be restrained for his own good. (SF, 55-56)

Shea glosses over the relevance of Duffy’s mercantile father as an avid
reader of Homer as nothing more than play: ‘the temptation here is to
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connect the reference to Homer with fantastical journeys across wide
expanses, but this affiliation probably did not occur to O’Brien’.* I
would contend, however, that the thematic resonance of such ‘fantas-
tical journeys’ is signalled in O'Nolan’s text through the figure of Leo
Corr — incarcerated for doubling, eluding the surveillance of authority
in his escape across the Atlantic — and that the encounter between fan-
tastical journeys and a Baconian model of discovery and analogy is
clearly at stake in ‘John Duffy’s Brother’ as well as in Keats’s sonnet. As
Jacqueline L. Cowan claims, ‘in a Baconian world ordered by fixed and
constant natural law, neither can the marvel stand as a unique ontolo-
gical category nor can alterity exist in any radical sense’.** In this
regard, the story’s auto-reflective narrative strategies force us to attend
to the violence committed by both the narrator’s invitation to solve the
‘clue as to the psychological and hereditary forces working in the back-
ground’ of Duffy’s strange transformation and the surveillant reader’s
demand to relocate the ontological opacity of Duffy’s own mind to an
epistemological register, sacrificing his integrity for our omniscience.

The importance of this attention to Duffy Sr is brought to bear in
the moments after Mr Train’s disappearance, when we find that Mr
Duffy’s primary anxiety is one of discovery. In his relief that ‘down the
roadway there was no dark van arriving with uniformed men’ - figures
of the normative authorities of the form of symptomatic reading
encouraged and given access by the narrator — Duffy has discovered
what his father had experienced: the danger of being the object of
reading. The revelation invokes at once the dual imperatives of
revealing and renouncing this secret self in order to relieve oneself of
burden and of concealing this other self from the authority of norma-
tive readers who will arrive ‘in a closed van’ to ‘remove [you] to
mortal ken to a place where [you] would be restrained for [your] own
good’ (SF, 56). The pivotal role of confession in charting this distance
between the alterity of the ‘marvel’ in (Chapman’s) Homer and the
relocation of the ‘marvel” from an ontological to an epistemological
plane so that it might be brought under conscious control is sugges-
tive of Michel Foucault’s oft-cited summation of the ‘metamorphosis
in literature’, by which

we have passed from a pleasure to be recounted and heard, cen-
tring on the heroic or marvellous narration of ‘trials’ of bravery
or sainthood, to a literature ordered according to the infinite
task of extracting from the depths of oneself, in between the
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words, a truth which the very form of the confession holds out
like a shimmering mirage.*

If the ‘point’ of the story, as the narrator suggests, is that Mr Duffy’s
‘strange malady’ remained undiscovered, then we can see that what is
at stake in Duffy’s decision to forego the confession’s promises of abso-
lution and salvation is his suspicion of its implications in the exercise of
authority over the subject.’ Beyond self-preservation, forbearing con-
fession also suggests a refusal to renounce this newly encountered,
decentred self, even as it contaminates him.

As this decentring of the self leads to the formation of a secret
under constant threat of exposure and as the reader gets under Duffy’s
skin to witness his secret moment of mental collapse, O'Nolan con-
structs a narrative situation that tests the fundamental ethical
questions at stake in this opaque encounter between the unknowing,
unwilling subject and the voyeuristic reader. The text signals these
intentions from the outset:

Strictly speaking, this story should not be written or told at all. To
write it or to tell it is to spoil it. This is because the man who had
the strange experience we are going to talk about never mentioned
it to anybody and the fact that he kept his secret and sealed it up
completely in his memory is the whole point of the story. Thus we
must admit that handicap at the beginning — that it is absurd for us
to tell the story, absurd for anybody to listen to it and unthinkable
that anybody should believe it. (SF, 54)

For all its technical flair, this passage simply tells us, with a self-reflect-
ive flourish, to attend to what is operative in all third-person narratives:
the impossibility of the reader’s gaze. Yet by signalling that the story is
heavily invested in an ethical plane of ‘Saying’, the metafictional
framing also asks the reader to attend to what is owed in the acts of
looking, witnessing and surveillance that constitute the act of reading.
In her Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (1980), Linda
Hutcheon contends that the move to the formal narcissism of such
‘modern metafiction’ is to be found in ‘the role allotted to the reader’.
This move serves not only to foreground the reader as ‘a function
implicit in the text, an element of the narrative situation’, but also to
create what she calls an ‘unsettled reader’ who ‘is forced to scrutinise
his concepts of art as well as his life values’.*” The seeming relief from
the imperative of ‘self’-disclosure is enabled when Duffy returns to his
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office to find that his colleagues Hodge and Cranberry had taken this
episode for a harmless joke. Yet, if Duffy’s refuge is that ‘Nobody knew
his secret but himself and nobody else would ever know’ (SF, 58), then
the reader cannot avoid the revelation that the impossible epistemo-
logical vantage which allows her to witness Duffy’s episode is
implicated in an act of violence.?® The unsettled reader — disembodied,
looking on impossibly — has to attend to her own position behind the
spyglass, gazing at Duffy contemplating his own image as he had
Smullen’s earlier. John Duffy’s Brother’ completes this narcissistic
scene in its final words, in which the narrator and reader can only echo
the last line of Keats’s sonnet — trying and failing, to speak to and
access, Mr Duffy/Mr Train in his moment of narcissistic reverie.

This final move hints at another, contrary, demand that the story
makes upon the reader’s impossible gaze: that of looking away. As
Newton insists,

The desire to know everything [. . .] is a sign of love. It is also a sign
of reading. And a sign of excess. And so, reading sometimes
demands the contrary sign of looking away, of stopping short, of
realizing that texts, like persons, cannot entirely be known, that
they must keep some of their secrets.”

Clearly, in part, O’Nolan is working through the problems of ‘the
dizzying indulgence in the abyss of selfhood (der selbe), the regardless
pursuit of omniscience (omnium)’ that will be treated on the broader
canvas of The Third Policeman,* yet this story is also deeply concerned
with the problem of how texts and characters can keep their secrets
under the watchful eye of the reader. As Blanchot observes, this ‘pro-
hibition against seeing’ is at the heart of Ovid’s myth:

presence is divine merely by virtue of appearing and also in the
sheer multiplicity of its appearances. There is always, however,
something not to see. And this is not so much because one should
not look at everything, as because [. . .] it is vision that exposes
men to the peril of the sacred whenever the gaze, through its arro-
gance quick to scrutinize and to possess, fails to look with restraint
and in a retiring mode.*!

At the outset, the narrator informs us that we will ‘do this man one
favour. We will refrain from mentioning him by his complete name’
(SF, 54), referring to him only as ‘John Duffy’s brother’ throughout.
For Shea, O’Nolan’s ‘disillusionment with the naive assurance that
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naming corresponds with control’ is indexical of a more general
‘uneasiness with the idea of an author as the origin or source of a state-
ment’.* Yet it seems to me that this elision also foregrounds an
uneasiness with the reader as the terminus of a statement. Indeed, it is
exactly in Newton’s notion of reading as simultaneously implicated in
a striving for omniscience (against which the story implicitly warns)
and as a form of love (‘the affirmation of otherness™ that its call to
ethical consideration demands), that the tale registers itself as the
staging of a problem, of an impasse, rather than as a solution (such as
in the democratic liberation of the reader from the tyranny of the
author). In this ongoing process of exploring ‘narrative structure and
form as ethical relation’, by offering ‘paradigms which [. . .] imply fun-
damental ethical questions about what it means to generate and
transmit narratives and to implicate, transform, or force the persons
who participate in them’,* the story asks us to confront the emotional
and ethical ambiguity of experiencing somebody else’s destruction as
our own aesthetic pleasure.

“‘Two in One’

‘Two in One’ provides ‘the most grotesquely literal dramatisation of
[O’Nolan’s] obsession with the double’ (Taaffe, 127). In the tale, the
taxidermist Murphy details his ostensible persecution at the hand of
his intellectually inferior superior, Kelly.* As this persecution plays
itself out, Kelly figuratively gets under his assistant Murphy’s skin until
Murphy literally gets under Kelly’s: killing his boss and disposing of the
traces by disguising himself in and fusing himself with, his victim’s skin.
O’Nolan exploits the scenario for some comic, if macabre, encounters
with the self as Other. Murphy walks the street ‘dressed’ in Kelly’s skin,
‘receiving salutes from newsboys and other people who had known
Kelly’ (SF, 86). When accosted by his own landlady, who demands of
‘Kelly’ to know where Murphy is, the narrator relates that ‘I told her I
had been on the point of calling on her to find out where I was’ (SF,
87). The occasion of a rupture between interiority and exteriority is
also used to enact some caustic ‘self’-criticism, as Murphy describes
himself in conversation as ‘that fool Murphy’, ‘the good-for-nothing’
and ‘an impetuous type’ that he (‘Kelly’) had ‘reprimanded
[...] for bad work’ (SF, 87-88). The story is resolved with Murphy
relating that some ‘casual gentlemen called and put me under arrest for
the wilful murder of Murphy, of myself (SF, 88).
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I want to advance the argument that in its central conceit of literally
getting under the skin of another, the story returns to the problems of
access raised in John Duffy’s Brother’. If the earlier story demonstrates
that the attempt to escape authority by eliding a confessional interpre-
tation of the self becomes unthinkable in the literary event due to the
impossible epistemological vantage point of the reader, it also tacitly
acknowledges the shortcomings of a strategy of secrecy. D.A. Miller the-
orises the economy of the ‘open secret’, in which the ‘function of
secrecy — isomorphic with its novelistic function - is not to conceal
knowledge, so much as to conceal the knowledge of the knowledge’.*
As Alan Sinfield notes, such a strategy of secrecy ‘helps to constitute the
public/private boundary — the binary that seems to demarcate our sub-
jectivities — and thus facilitates the policing of that boundary’.*’ Thus
the paradox offered by John Dufty’s Brother’: to evade the exercise of
authority enacted through strategies of confession and/or secrecy, one
would have to find a way at once to confess and not to confess; to
declare publicly the ‘knowledge of the knowledge’ of the unauthorised
self and to place that knowledge beyond the reach of interpretation. My
argument rests on the idea that “T'wo in One’ turns to the explicit act of
telling, of confession, in order to offer a radical solution.

The opening moves of “Two in One’ economically echo the strate-
gies of John Duffy’s Brother’ (indeed, John Duffy’s Brother’ might
just as easily have gone under the name of the later story): the unusu-
alness, even impossibility, of the tale (“The story I have to tell is a
strange one, perhaps unbelievable’); the concealment of the subject’s
identity through a false name (‘Let us say my name is Murphy’); the
foregrounding of an omniscient epistemological method of reading the
world (a long expositional passage on the science of taxidermy) that
signals an implicit threat to the subject’s alterity (SF, 84). From these
opening moves, the story unfolds along lines that echo the earlier text:
a moment of chaos and radical transformation (‘On this occasion
something within me snapped. I was sure I could hear the snap’; SF,
85); the revelation of a ‘secret’ self more perilous than the original act
of transgression (scopophilia, murder); a dual imperative to maintain
the secret towards self-preservation and to confess to authority and be
relieved of burden; and a final move to relocate the ‘marvel’ from the
register of the epistemological to the ontological. Along the way, the
same modern traumas by which human narcissism has been decentred
are registered: Darwinian (‘I applied the general technique and flaying
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pattern appropriate to apes’; SF, 86), Marxist (the alienation of the
unappreciated worker, the chaos that arises out of the revolution over
the master), Freudian (the grotesque and ironising, embodiment of
the notion of a secret inner self).

Yet the narrative situations of the two tales differ in significant ways.
At the outset Murphy is distinguished from the passive reader Mr
Dufty, as he positions himself clearly in the role of confessor addressing
his reader from ‘the condemned cell’ (SF, 84), engaged in an act of lit-
erary craftsmanship. Murphy’s feelings of superiority in his craft — the
interchangeable acts of taxidermy and writing®® — are slighted in the
willing denial of his creative expression by his superior Kelly: ‘He knew
I had areal interest in the work and a desire to broaden my experience.
For that reason, he threw me all the common-place routine jobs that
came in’ (SF, 84-85). Thus his taxidermic masterpiece (‘perfect in
every detail’, SF, 86) doubles for his ‘literary labours’ (SF, 84), his first-
person confession. Such self-reporting is ostensibly directed towards
the goal of formulating the text’s ‘I’ as a coherent, communicable and
thus interpretable whole.*” If for Foucault ‘the truthful confession was
inscribed at the heart of the procedures of individualisation by
power’,*® then rather than a development from narcissism to individu-
ation through the self-exposure of a guilty inner self to the authority of
the reader, “Two in One’ plots a development from narcissism to an
even more radical kind of anti-individuation. If, as Mark Freeman
claims, autobiographical writing charts ‘the trajectory of how one’s self
came to be’,*! then “Two in One’ is an autobiography of how Murphy’s
self comes not to be, or, perhaps, how it unbecomes. By placing the
confessing selfin a series of events that logically leads to increasing self-
misrecognition and ultimately self-effacement, the story evolves the
ways in which O’Nolan tests the narcissistic scene as a site in which to
stage the ways in which man ‘ceases to recognize himself in what he
makes’.>* Thus Murphy’s literary labours reveal ‘the inadequacy of the
romanticist notion, according to which creation is a mark of pure sub-
jectivity and the poem an ideal representation of the Self’.**

In terms of generic doubling, the story most obviously echoes the
grotesque gothic confessions of Edgar Allan Poe. Like his counterpart
in “The Tell-Tale Heart’ (1843), Murphy grounds his appeal to the
reader upon his rationality and sanity, as exemplified through his pres-
entation of the meticulousness with which he has executed the murder
and disposal as an act of genius and creation.** The change in echo from
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‘John Dufty’s Brother’ thus highlights a change in strategy in addressing
these thematic and intersubjective concerns: from Keats’s poem about
reading and looking away to Poe’s confessions that hold the reader’s
gaze in rapture, in horror. By thus repositioning the reader and her
access to the narrative situation, O’Nolan turns the tables on the earlier
text: the form necessitates a direct encounter between reader and an
exhibitionist subject/object that renders explicit the impossibility of
looking away.> The reader is no longer witness, but, perhaps unwilling,
confidante. The phrase T've got you under my skin” has changed from
one of infestation and contamination to one that opens up the possi-
bility of an inverted power relation and of transformation.

For Paul de Man, the confession is ‘an epistemological use of lan-
guage in which ethical values of good and evil are superseded by values
of truth and falsehood’.%® Thus conceived, Poe’s confession pushes the
logic of the confession to its extreme. Yet, the more telling echo for the
ways in which O'Nolan’s tale tries to think beyond these binaries of
confession and secrecy, morality and ethics, truth and falsehood, is to
be found in the story’s opening declaration ‘let us say my name is
Murphy’. This deceptive opening move of self-concealment is most
obviously evocative of Poe’s ‘William Wilson’ (1839), which opens:
‘let me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair page now
lying before me need not be sullied with my real appellation’.>” In Poe’s
story, Wilson is haunted by a second self he encounters in school, who
not only shares his name and date of birth but also increasingly
assumes his clothing, voice and facial features. The second Wilson
shadows him throughout his life, sabotaging his endeavours, until the
narrator snaps and plunges his sword ‘with brute ferocity, repeatedly
through and through his bosom’.*® In “Two in One’ this moment is
translated as ‘T hit him again. I rained blow after blow on him’ (SF, 85).
In the concluding lines of Poe’s tale, Wilson’s murdered doppelginger
appears in a ‘large mirror’ to declare: ‘In me didst thou exist — and, in my
death, see by this image, which is thine own, how utterly thou hast mur-
dered thyself > In “Two in One’, the confessor is placed ‘under arrest
for the wilful murder of Murphy, of myself (SF, 88).

These echoes are put to work in this context as rhetorical strate-
gies that position the reader towards the story’s ulterior motives.
O’Nolan inverts the roles of spectre and haunted worked out in Poe’s
tale; despite his self-presentation as ‘the victim of this murderous
monster Kelly’ (SF, 89) Murphy’s perspective is that of the haunting
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doppelginger who is not murdered, but murders and unites himself
with the object of his obsession. In this way, the echo constitutes a
strategic sleight of hand: by fortifying the claim that Murphy’s crime is
ultimately one of self-murder, it helps to elide the fact that the murder
is of Kelly, of an Other. At the same time, the inversion works to rein-
scribe the decentred self away from an emphasis on ‘a stable and
retrievable origin’ to one of accumulation and possibility.

By thus drawing a distinction between the moral propositionality
of the ‘Said’ (which could only be articulated as banalities such as
‘don’t murder your boss; and if you must murder your boss, for God’s
sake don’t try to hide your crime by fusing yourself with his skin”) and
the intersubjective and ethical register of ‘Saying’ (the impossible con-
fession that undoes the text’s ‘I” even as it articulates it), I want to
propose that in this story O’Nolan is exploring the potential of the dop-
pelgdnger to be rearticulated in positive terms, beyond its tagging as a
‘symptomatology of the self.®* Vardoulakis insists on this possibility,
as long as one challenges ‘the unproblematic equating of content —
either as the plot of the story, or as the history of a self — with a stable
and retrievable origin’. He continues:

The subjective ontology that the Doppelginger introduces
should not be seen as positing an originary substance or essence.
On the contrary, its formal openness allows for its own interrup-
tion. [. . .] The Doppelginger, then, is a form of relationality that
is not only a condition of possibility, but also a reflection on that
condition. In this way, the Doppelginger is aligned to a notion of

modernity as interruption.’!

Here we might chart a course of the evolution of O'Nolan’s aesthetic
project, from staging the problems posed to the modern self who
would reject Francis Bacon’s admonition ‘with a religious care to
eject, repress and [. . .] exorcise every kind of phantasm’® to an explo-
ration of the possibilities of the literary event/narcissistic scene that
prefigures Foucault’s insistence that phantasms should ‘be freed from
the restrictions we place upon them, freed from the dilemmas of truth
and falsehood and of being and nonbeing [. . .]; they must be allowed
[...] to act out their mime, as “extrabeings”.®>

Considering the pound that he owes &£ in the ‘Scylla and
Charybdis’ episode of James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), Stephen Dedalus

reflects on the instability of the self as a means of relinquishing debt:
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‘Wait. Five months. Molecules all change. I am other I now. Other I
got pound’.%* As Borg notes, ‘for Stephen, the idea of molecular trans-
formation holds, if only for a few seconds, the illusion of freedom from
debts incurred in the past’.%® “Two in One’ acts out this logic to the ulti-
mate degree, as the narcissistic confession leads Murphy from
self-exposure to self-effacement and from murderer to victim, eluding
the reader’s fixing gaze in the story’s final, aporetic move. Here, in the
story’s final Blanchovian blurring of the categories of subject and
object, the mise en abyme of selthood is both allowed to tell itself and
putitself beyond the authority of the reader’s interpretive gaze, placing
the confessor beyond the ethical values of good and evil and beyond
the values of truth and falsehood, to the ontological plane of the
marvel: ‘if Kelly and I must each be either murderer or murdered, it is
perhaps better to [. . .] be cherished in the public mind as the victim of
this murderous monster, Kelly. He was a murderer, anyway’ (SF, 89).
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TALL TALES OR ‘PETITES HISTOIRES’

history and the void in ‘The Martyr’s Crown’
and Thirst

Thierry Robin

All of Brian O’Nolan’s major novels aim, in one way or another, at
debunking the metanarrative of history. Each of his comical, palimp-
sestic literary ventures is characterised by a hybridisation of genres
that has little regard for ‘proper’ linear history. The ‘scheme of
recessed narratives’ in At Swim-Two-Birds (1939) moves from
‘domestic realism in the frame story [. . .] through the gun-slinging
Western and the novel of erotic sensationalism to fairy tales and Irish
myth’.! Likewise, the encounters of the confession, mystery fiction,
philosophy, absurdist fiction and apocalyptic science fiction in The
Third Policeman (1967; written 1939-40) position the text uncom-
fortably at the crossroads between fact and fiction, past and future.
As Keith Hopper insists, with this ludic treatment of overlapping
stories and histories O’Nolan’s reader enters

the Brave New World of post-modern literature: gone is the
posture of the heroic artist and in comes an art with an innate
fidelity to failure. Gone is the redemptive force and coherent
form of modernism to be replaced by the ludic ironies and playful
parodies of postmodernism. Gone too are the closed ideological
systems, the ‘Grand Narratives’. (15)

One of the defining features of O'Nolan’s eeuvre, this boundless repro-
cessing of literary objects is crucial to understanding the peculiarly
postmodern conceptualisation and representation of history in the
writer’s work. As Thab Hassan establishes, such strategies of hybrid-
ising genres lead to a ‘dialectic of equitemporality, a new relation
between historical elements, without any suppression of the past in
favour of the present’.” In their tendency towards generic hybridisa-
tion, O’Nolan’s texts typify a mode of thought that ‘rejects linear time’

76
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in favour of the ‘polychronic’ temporality that Hassan associates with
the postmodern condition.? Little wonder, then, that in The Dalkey
Archive (1964) De Selby should be able to discourse with Saint
Augustine in such a straightforward manner (CN, 633-643; 749).

Bearing in mind this polychronic dimension of O’Nolan’s post-
modern project, this essay will relocate from these more familiar sites
of investigation to examine two of the writer’s lesser-known texts: the
short story “The Martyr’s Crown’ (1950) and the playlet Thirst
(1942). The theories of Linda Hutcheon, Jean-Frangois Lyotard and
Ihab Hassan will serve as points of reference towards opening up and
exploring these texts for signs of O’Nolan’s approach to various epis-
temological and ontological problems in representing historical
events. While they are doubtless comical or satirical in their purpose,
I want to argue that in these short texts we are faced with a condensed
version of the philosophy of history that informs O’Nolan’s works in
general. The added advantage in analysing exactly these texts is that
they convey this proto-postmodern philosophy of history through
O’Nolan’s typically ironic representation of the actual historic con-
flicts of the Anglo-Irish War and the First World War, respectively. In
these condensed representations, I claim, O’Nolan challenges the
metanarrative of history not through his broader novelistic strategies
of generic hybridisation, but rather through the more subtle
Hassanian postmodern strategies of indeterminacy, decanonisation,
ironic perspectivism, carnivalisation and constructionism.

Postmodern histories

To fully grasp what is at stake in O'Nolan’s deceptively anecdotal and
innocent-looking incursions into history, I first turn to Linda Hutcheon’s
seminal A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988). In
this work, Hutcheon grounds the dialectical interaction of history and
literature in a postmodern context in opposition to the advent of
Leopold van Ranke’s ‘scientific history’. Considered one of the
founding models of modern source-based history, Ranke’s approach
separated history and literature as disciplines, introducing such ideas
as reliance on primary sources (empiricism), emphasis on narrative
history and international politics (through the concept of Aussen-
politik). For Hutcheon, however,

itis this very separation of the literary and the historical that is now
being challenged in postmodern theory and art and recent critical
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readings of both history and fiction have focused more on what the
two modes of writing share than on how they differ. They have
both been seen to derive their force more from verisimilitude than
from any objective truth; they are both identified as linguistic con-
structs, highly conventionalized in their narrative forms and not at
all transparent either in terms of language or structure; and they
appear to be equally intertextual, deploying the texts of the past
within their own complex textuality.*

Ultimately, this train of reasoning challenges the very possibility of
neutrality in viewpoints — the kind of neutrality which ideally should
be immune to ideology, anachronistic ethical judgments, personal or
collective bias, or ethnocentric prejudices — and places the stress on the
final epistemological problem of objective reliability in the relation of
referential facts through language and historical narratives. For
Hutcheon, this ‘new skepticism’ is exemplified in a series of post-
modern historiographic metafictions that share a ‘questioning stance
towards [history and literature’s] common use of conventions of nar-
rative, of reference, of the inscribing of subjectivity, of their identity as
textuality and even of their implication in ideology’.?

In The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984), Jean-
Frangois Lyotard similarly observes that metanarratives such as
political ideology, religion, enlightenment emancipation, scientific
progress and history are increasingly called into question in the same
sceptical trend:

Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity
toward metanarratives. This incredulity is undoubtedly a product
of progress in the sciences: but that progress in turn presupposes it.
[. . .] The narrative function is losing its functors, its great hero, its
great dangers, its great voyages, its great goal. It is being dispersed
in clouds of narrative language elements.®

In light of this incredulity towards universal ‘Grand’ narratives,
Lyotard favours smaller-scale, fragmented, local, individual-based rela-
tions: ‘petites histoires’ that challenge and undermine such ‘Grand
histoires’ by revealing both the heterogeneity of human experience and
the power of the singular event. Echoing Lyotard’s dispersal ‘in clouds
of narrative language elements’, I want to argue that it is in the bur-
lesque distortion, derisiveness and ironic perspectivism of ‘The
Martyr’s Crown’ and Thirst that O’Nolan’s satirical and questioning
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treatment of the modern separation of fact and fiction, of history and
storytelling, comes gloriously into play.

‘The Martyr’s Crown’

“The Martyr’s Crown’ is a short story published, under the pen name
Brian Nolan, in February 1950 in volume 1.3 of John Ryan’s Envoy: A
Review of Literature and Art. It tells the story within a story of a brave
Dublin woman (‘a great skin in the Cumann na mBan’; SF, 78) who
seduces a British officer in order to save rebels hiding in her house
during the Anglo-Irish War i