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Praise for J.G. Farrell and Troubles

‘Poignant, meticulously observed, often hilarious, it is one of the finest novels of the past fifty years’

Simon Shaw, Mail on Sunday

‘Funny, sad and beautifully written; prescient, wise, original and unexpectedly eccentric’

Rachel Cooke, Observer

‘Troubles has everything: great story, compelling characters, believable dialogue and big ideas. It’s a book good enough to win the Booker in any year’

John Crace, Guardian

‘No finer work has ever been written about this transitional period in Irish history: it remains a landmark in twentieth-century Irish literature’

Kevin Myers, Irish Independent

‘Troubles stands up at every stage. It has a fine beginning and a brilliant ending, and is sustained throughout by this wit, laughter and intelligence’

Tobias Hill, Independent

‘Meaty and magnificent. He [Farrell] is a master at controlling pace, and his writing is satisfyingly solid. He is capable of the most vigorous farce, and then he will bring things to the knife edge of tragedy’

Philip Womack, Daily Telegraph

‘Farrell’s vision and voice are unique, inimitable’

John Banville
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Introduction

The title of Troubles is in itself troubling and enigmatic. This remarkable novel, J.G. Farrell’s first major success, and the first of what he came to call his ‘Empire triptych’, was published in 1970, near the beginning of the period that we now usually refer to as ‘the Troubles’. These outbreaks of political and sectarian violence took place between 1969 and the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, and their repercussions are still felt today. But the novel is very precisely set in the earlier ‘troubles’ that followed the end of the First World War, when the Irish war for independence was being waged – a ferocious guerrilla war between Sinn Fein when the Irish Republican Army, its military arm, was fighting against the forces of the Crown, the Royal Irish Constabulary, and the imported British Auxiliary soldiers known as the ‘Black and Tans’. ‘Troubles’ as historians have commented, is a mild and oblique euphemism to describe a civil war of great intensity and violence, of ambushes and executions and reprisals and hunger strikes and assassinations. But it perfectly matches Farrell’s own narrative style, which employs a technique of offhand understatement to devastating effect. It’s only towards the end of the novel that Farrell casually uses the word ‘troubles’ – in gossip at the Golf Club, and in a character’s vaguely expressed hope that the ‘troubles’ would soon sort themselves out. Which, of course, they did not. Thus, for today’s reader, the novel has a double time frame: it describes the conflicts of 1919–21, but it is also a foreshadowing of the violent events of the last decades of the twentieth century, with resolutions (perhaps not yet fully resolved) that Farrell did not live to see.

The main action of the novel opens in July 1919, as Brendan Archer, almost always referred to as ‘the Major’ by the narrator, travels to Ireland to ‘claim his bride, Angela Spencer’, to whom he had somewhat haphazardly found himself engaged during a brief encounter in Brighton in 1916 (the year of the Easter Rising in Dublin). He has been suffering from shell shock and ‘nerves’, and has recently been released from hospital: Ireland in the grip of civil war will not prove the calm place of post-war convalescence he might have hoped, though he is to linger there, again haphazardly, for many months. Angela is the daughter of Edward Spencer, the owner of the once-grand Majestic Hotel, a building which takes its place as one of the great exemplars of the decaying Irish ‘Big House’ of the Protestant Ascendancy, buildings which feature in many Irish novels, creating a fictional genre of their own. The decay of the Majestic is described with relish and vigour, as it is overtaken by vegetation and cats, as its masonry crumbles, and roots rise through the floorboards of the Palm Court and strangle the statuary. On his first night the Major discovers something very unpleasant in a chamber pot in his bedside cupboard, a prelude to many more tragi-comic gruesome moments, involving dogs, cats, pigs and peacocks, as well as human casualties.

The original inspiration for the Majestic, placed on the coast some way south of Dublin, has been identified from diary notes by Farrell’s biographer Lavinia Greacen as a ‘vast burned-out hotel on Block Island, off Montauk Point, Long Island’, which reminds us that although Troubles is set in Ireland, Farrell was himself much travelled, and spent much of his life abroad. In the novel, waves spread out from domestic Irish politics to an unsettled international scene. The story of the Major’s slow, sleep-walking struggles to understand what is happening around him is offset and intercut with extracts from parliamentary speeches and newspaper reports from other parts of the Empire and the wider world, where rising nationalism was making itself felt in protests and insurrections: the Treaty of Versailles, signed in June 1919, just before the Major arrives at the Majestic, was a rallying cry for smaller nations, including the Irish, to claim their independence. (The Irish were considered unfit for government by many Conservative politicians: Bonar Law stated bluntly in Cabinet that they were ‘an inferior race’.) The backdrop to the novel is global: events in Poland, Egypt, Amritsar, Kronstadt and South Africa are invoked and compared and contrasted with what is happening in Dublin, Cork, Wexford and Tipperary.

The comparative mingling of facts and fictions is a prominent feature of the novel’s narrative, and major players on the political scene such as John Redmond, Joseph Plunkett, Eamon de Valera, Lloyd George, Edward Carson, Maud Gonne and Constance Markievicz (‘with a pistol in her belt’) inhabit the same space as the fictitious Ulsterman Unionist Boy O’Neill, the terrible twin daughters of Edward Spencer, the gallant, whist-playing old ladies of the Majestic, the aged Home Ruler Dr Ryan (whom the Major persistently misreads) and the ‘fish-eater’ and mysteriously lame Catholic beauty Sarah Devlin, whom the Major comes to love. (The very name ‘Devlin’ has long Republican affiliations.) The Major himself witnesses historic events, as well as many trivial and grotesque invented episodes, and it is not always easy to distinguish one from another. It is interesting to note that the cast list does not foreground any of the Sinn Feiners, dismissed contemptuously as ‘Shinners’ by the Anglo-Irish: Farrell’s own political stance is implied rather than stated, and his descriptions of the Protestant landowning class (horse-faced, long-nosed, protruding teeth, wispy-haired, ‘the face of AngloIreland, the inbred Protestant aristocracy … which has ruled Ireland for almost five hundred years’) and of the Irish peasantry (scurvy-headed, uncouth, with ‘dull, granitic faces, cheekbones sculpted like axe-handles, purple cheeks and matted hair, bovine, the women huge and heavy-breasted’) are equally unsparing.

As we know, Farrell’s interest in other watershed moments in the history of the British Empire was to lead to his two later novels, The Siege of Krishnapur (1973) and The Singapore Grip (1978), the first of which flowed naturally from Troubles, for Edward Spencer, like Farrell’s own father, had an Indian colonial background. (It too is notable for foregrounding the British colonialists rather than the indigenous sepoys.) But Troubles was his first attempt at the imperial theme, and he chose a moment when, as historian Robert Kee wrote in The Green Flag (1972), the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty in December 1921 was to involve ‘a rupture at the very heart of the Empire itself’ from which the British Empire was never to recover, and which preceded years of yet more violent armed struggle.

Why did Farrell choose this pivotal subject, and how Irish did he feel himself to be? He read modern languages at Oxford (where he contracted polio during his first term) but history became his subject, and his kind of history was well ahead of its time. Maybe he had a sense of a double and detached identity, which he explored in Troubles, pitting the archetypal ‘ramrod’ English uprightness of Brendan Archer against the chaotic, degenerating world of the Majestic. There was Irish blood on both sides of the family, and his mother was an Irish Protestant, but he was born in Liverpool in 1935: the Farrell family moved to Co. Dublin, Ireland, in 1947, but Jim (as he was always known) went to an English public school, and did not make his home in Ireland until the last months of his life.

The Irish response to Troubles was positive: when Jim met Elizabeth Bowen, the distinguished Anglo-Irish novelist of a previous generation, she expressed her admiration (the novel has echoes of her own 1929 novel The Last September), and the Belfast-born poet Derek Mahon, who was invited to meet Jim in 1971 after giving the novel a favourable review, was to become a close friend, attending many ‘London Irish’ drinks parties at Jim’s hospitable London flat. Mahon dedicated to him one of the most celebrated poems of the later Troubles, ‘A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford’ (1975), in which Mahon evokes the bathtubs and washbasins of ‘a burnt-out hotel’ and the sufferings of the ‘lost people’ of history.

Farrell had found an important subject, which was to map out the rest of his all-too-brief career. But he had also found a voice of ironic detachment and an eccentric and colourful style that is utterly unmistakeable. It is at once playful and brutal, offhand and lethal, full of resonating and incongruous imagery and moments of arresting, mock-heroic bathos. Drainpipes bulge ‘like varicose veins’, the hotel rooms are ‘boiling with cats’ and the fingers of starving and scavenging women are ‘as gnarled as hens’ feet’. Most gloriously, the Major hungrily awaits a breakfast of cooling eggs, bacon and kidney on a giant silver dish which will arrive ‘bearing a domed lid surmounted by an ornamental spike (strangely reminiscent of a Boche helmet)’. This extraordinary visual image brilliantly links the Major’s memory of life in the trenches with the fading dignity and pretensions of the old regime, unable to revive or relive its past splendours. Troubles is a fine and highly original achievement, with continuing resonance and relevance a hundred years after its setting and fifty years after its first publication.

—MARGARET DRABBLE,
March 2021
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