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Molly Keane was born in Co. Kildare, Ireland in 1904, into ‘a rather serious Hunting and Fishing Church-going family’, and was sketchily educated by governesses. Interested in ‘horses and having a good time’, Molly Keane wrote her first novel, The Knight of Cheerful Countenance, when she was seventeen in order to supplement her dress allowance. She used the pseudonym M. J. Farrell ‘to hide my literary side from my sporting friends’. Between 1928 and 1961 Molly Keane published ten novels under her pen name, novels in which she brought acuteness and good-tempered satire as well as affection to her portrayals of the ramshackle Anglo-Irish way of life. She also wrote several successful plays. But the untimely death of her husband brought a break in her career which ended only in 1981, when Good Behaviour appeared under her own name, triggering a revival of interest in and respect for her work. Molly Keane died in 1996.
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Introduction

Loving and Giving is Molly Keane’s finest novel. First published in 1988, it is a work of her maturity as a writer, and this shows in both subject matter and treatment. Less superficial, less obviously funny than most of her previous fiction, the story unites emotional depth, precise, sensual description, and noirish social satire, inside a well-constructed plot driving inexorably towards a horrific denouement.

Molly Keane, born in 1904 in Co. Kildare, Ireland, into the country gentry, traditionally wrote about that privileged milieu in which she grew up and which she knew so well: the decaying great houses and their hidebound, narrow-minded owners; the repeated round of hunting and fishing, gardening and church-going. Loving and Giving is distinguished from all her other novels by the amount of attention it gives to the pain and cruelty rife in that world, in particular the pain and cruelty routinely inflicted by the upper classes on their children.

Most of Molly Keane’s novels concern adults only, with children kept on the sidelines or given minor walk-on parts. This reflects the standard child-rearing practices of the time: children are to be seen but not heard. Allowing the heroine of Loving and Giving a childhood, and describing it in minute detail in the opening section, Molly Keane acutely demonstrates how damage done to an eight-year-old scars the soul forever. The emotional injuries of her childhood edge the adult Nicandra towards disaster.

The domestic and sexual drama is played out within a closely observed and tightly ordered, hierarchically structured world, teeming with servants below stairs and in the stables, and, above stairs, a few of the elite wandering the large spaces connected by sweeping double staircases, wide landings, lofty-ceilinged corridors. The favoured dogs can spend time with their employers in the morning-room and drawing-room, whereas little Nicandra, whom her parents find unattractive and boring, is routinely banished to the nursery or commanded to run outside and play.

Their rejection of her, and rigid control over her, is explained as parental duty: in her best interests. The child’s feelings are denied and invalidated. It’s like a training for later madness, reminiscent of case-studies by R.D. Laing. Maman and Dada are a chilly couple, one keen only on parties and the other devoted to horses. Nicandra, subjugated into never answering back or expressing her own needs, internalises their view of her as a nuisance: ‘bewildered and cast down as she was, Nicandra managed a few skipping steps – this jolly movement her evidence that she was not in a state of unattractive sulks’.

Needy and confused, she explores the house, looking for love, venturing into all the forbidden, dark, hidden places. Her charting of the secret recesses of the mansion not only demonstrates her willpower and curiosity in the face of parental authority but also works as an image of a search through the unconscious, an interior world that is womblike, teeming with marvels. Nicandra, we imagine, would like to take shelter, and to be reborn; then there might be some hope for her. She wanders disconsolately through ‘the lower regions … the kitchen passages … the dark passage-ways of the basement’. Molly Keane encourages us to peep over her shoulder, giving us pictures precise and sensual as Chardin still lifes. We visit, for example, the dairy, with its fountain set in a grey marble basin: ‘Heavy slate slabs ran round the walls – on some pans of milk were set and left to stand until cream rose to the surface, on others there were pounds of butter, ridged by wooden “butter-hands” and stamped with swans, which sweated cold salt like beads or tears to their surfaces.’ We tiptoe into the laundry:



a steamy, rather smelly place where sheets were stewed in the boiler and then hand-scrubbed on a ridged board and further rinsed and processed before they progressed in a wooden tub, a girl at each handle, to hang under the sun or the rain in their private drying-ground, screened by laurel and flowering currant from the sensitive eyes of the gentry.





Nicandra, with the innocent and ruthless honesty of a child, also notes, in the gentlemen’s lavatory, which she is not supposed to use, the fanned squares of Bronco tissue, carefully arranged by the maid, who likes to make things look nice; the chair in the nursery which always smells ‘in a hesitating way’ of Nannie’s bottom; the need for dress-preservers to scent ladies’ armpits; the stink of Aunt Tossie’s breath after she’s been filching whisky. Aunt Tossie, rich and fat and generous, lives with the family and is the only person to love Nicandra. It’s Maman’s love that Nicandra is searching for, however, and so she ignores the treasures of indulgent affection that Aunt Tossie, like a good fairy godmother, casts in her path.

All Nicandra’s efforts to charm and please her beautiful, adored Maman fail. Maman sees her daughter as a wild creature to be tamed, by rules of behaviour and rules of dress:



Someone who knew about these things had told Maman how the perpetual wearing of boots might encourage the proper shape of a girl’s ankles. So Nicandra wore white kid boots for after-tea sessions, dancing classes and parties … Maman held to a rather Chinese theory on the suppression of growth; the white kid boots were on the small side and not often replaced because they were French, very expensive, and not obtainable from Start-rite.





Finally, Nicandra commits the ultimate misdemeanour, which all her repressive training has not been able to teach her to avoid. Unwittingly betraying Maman’s affair with one of the servants, she is punished by being tied to her chair and ordered to eat the bitter, slimy spinach she loathes, while Maman, denying her own sadism, stands over her and pretends to be sweet. When Maman vanishes in pursuit of her lover, Nicandra knows it is all her fault.

The rest of the novel charts Nicandra’s blundering search for love as an adult. Her husband Andrew marries her for her money, and for the house Aunt Tossie buys them. He is a classic bounder, exploiting her in every way and carrying on with her best friend. He is undoubtedly a monster of selfishness, but the besotted Nicandra cannot see this. She suffers from what modern self-help books would label low self-esteem. She is a woman who loves too much; a Cinderella gazing adoringly at her shining prince. The reader is not terribly surprised by Andrew’s bad behaviour and final betrayal. Nicandra is too generous and too trusting; she brings out the sadist in him. She ignores his treatment of her, just as she rewrites her childhood history: ‘The house was her object now: the house where, she told herself and believed, she had been so happy in a bright, unshadowed childhood. She saw herself as such a jolly little girl. She must have been quite a joker … it had all been wonderful outdoor fun.’

Interwoven with Nicandra’s sad story is that of the decline and fall of the great house in which she has grown up. The fortunes of its owners are contrasted with those of the servant, William. At the beginning of the novel, he is Silly-Willie, the ‘idiot’ boy, in the parlance of those times, confined to a back room in the lodge, the illegitimate child of the woman who works as the lodge gatekeeper. He is promoted, as he grows older, to staying up all night to keep the fires burning in the entrance hall, and to accompanying Dada, otherwise known as Sir Dermot, out shooting. Dada is growing old: ‘Of course, as time went by, he missed more birds than he killed. One late afternoon, swinging on a crossing bird, he slightly peppered Silly-Willie who only laughed and jumped about delightedly.’ The servants are used to not complaining:



Lizzie died, quietly and by herself, giving nobody any trouble. One morning, on his way down to breakfast, Dada saw her kneeling on the left-hand flight of the double staircase; thinking she was saying her prayers, she was bent so low, Dada stepped past her politely. After breakfast someone found her, sprawled in difficult death.





When Dada in turn dies and is buried, a pregnant maid holds the fort at the wake: ‘It was a disappointing finale, but at least there was a plethora of sandwiches. Brigid, nearly in her birth throes, had been summoned back to cut and butter and trim them.’

As the old retainers die off one by one, Willie’s star ascends. He becomes indispensable. The house is shabby and cold, infested by rot. Aunt Tossie starts living in a caravan in the grounds, whisky bottle in her bedside cupboard. Willie brings her drink and hard-boiled eggs and pork chops. He is powerful because he knows all about her alcoholism, her constipation, her recourse to cascara pills, the subsequent soiling of her sheets. He resists all Nicandra’s efforts to shift him, because he is taking a sweet revenge on her for the humiliations she inflicted on him in childhood. Nicandra is not just a poor little rich girl. Slighted by the adults she loved, she, in her turn, found someone to bully and torment. Molly Keane’s clarity about the child’s wish to dominate and hurt as she has been dominated and hurt lift the novel out of any possible sentimentality and make it extraordinary. The unexpected ending is a metaphor. The house, swallowing Nicandra up, has, in a certain sense, allowed her childhood wish to come true.

Michèle Roberts

2001


[image: image] Part One [image: image]

OEBPS/images/part2.jpg





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/apple.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349006741.jpg
LOVING AND
GIVING

Molly Keane





