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Introduction

In their Preface to The Cambridge Companion to Modern Irish Culture, Joe Cleary and Claire Connolly invoke 
the figure of the crossroads to describe the intersection of tradition and modernity in Ireland: 

 Today, the old rural national image is on the wane and the country currently likes to represent 
itself as a thriving, energetic, cosmopolitan place … The revels of the comely maidens dancing 
at the crossroads of the local townland now are ended or linger only as national kitsch; the 
country prefers instead a corporate quick-step on a global crossroads between Boston, Bermuda  
and Berlin.1 

The crossroads functions as a clichéd figure for an idealized conception of traditional Ireland, as a 
modern emblem of Ireland’s place in a globalizing world, and as a sign for the meeting of the two. It 
also embodies much about the content and variety of some of this book’s other preoccupations: forms 
of belonging and collectivity, migration and geographical movement, individual authors’ negotiations 
with literary genres and intellectual traditions, the intersection of categories like gender and nationality, 
and the relationship between Irish studies and postcolonial studies.

All the writers discussed here were born in Ireland, all of them wrote about Ireland, and each one 
imagines national belonging differently. The essay on Lady Wilde examines her engagement with the 
nationalism of Young Ireland and offers some observations about where that nationalism intersected 
with, and diverged from, the nationalism of Daniel O’Connell. The chapter on William Carleton looks at 
his efforts to render the characteristic qualities and narratives of the Irish Catholic peasantry, proposing 
a re-evaluation of the role of religion and genre in those efforts. The discussion of Mary Anne Sadlier 
describes the forms of belonging and estrangement that characterized the Irish-American identity her 
works imagined for immigrants. The piece on J. S. Le Fanu sketches the contours of a troubled Anglo-
Irish community and tradition. The Joyce essays argue that he critiques Revivalist nationalism and 
insistently imagines alternative, ambiguous forms of national belonging. And the Yeats chapter takes 
up that writer’s engagement with the Irish people as a national public. 

1 Joe Cleary and Claire Connolly, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Modern Irish Culture (Cambridge, 2005), xi
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Theorists of the nation have often remarked that national belonging is characterized by incoherence, 
contradiction, or paradox, and the essays here treat nationality less as an idea to be represented than as 
a set of problems to grapple with. Such grappling involves recognizing that the national intersects with 
other categories: gender, sexuality, class, and religion. Wilde confronts the difficulties of a specifically 
middle-class nationalism that both needed and feared the Irish masses, and Joyce examines how 
representations of women inform conceptions of national community. Wrestling with the problem 
of the national also involves thinking about the bases for different kinds of collectivity — physical 
bodies, forms of feeling, or the dictates of reason. The essays on Carleton and Joyce’s Gretta Conroy 
take up the reading of bodies in relation to national narratives, the discussion of Wilde distinguishes 
a nationalist erotics from other kinds of national affect, and the chapter on Yeats tracks the oscillation 
between reason and feeling as the basis for a national community in his work and thought. 

Much of the most influential work on nationalism since Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities 
has come out of postcolonial studies, a field whose usefulness for scholars of Irish literature, culture, or 
history has been hotly contested in the last few decades.2 Most of the essays in this volume are informed 
by those debates, but do not engage them directly. The exception is the Yeats essay, which tries to shift 
the terms of contemporary debates about Yeats and the postcolonial and offers an extended argument 
about how we might conceive of the relationship between postcolonial studies and the literature of 
the Irish Literary Revival differently. One impetus behind that essay lay in my sense that debates over 
whether or not Ireland, or Yeats, should be considered postcolonial had begun to reach the limits 
of their usefulness. This is illustrated, for example, in the final chapter of Stephen Howe’s Ireland 
and Empire, which conducts a thorough critique of postcolonial work in Irish studies, yet concludes 
with an acceptance of the utility of some postcolonial models.3 Most of the essays here, however, 
assume (rather than argue) that postcolonial work offers useful ideas and paradigms for the study of  
Irish culture.4

Belonging and collectivity only exist in relation to distance and separation; migration and other forms 
of geographical movement are major preoccupations of many of the essays here as well. Anderson’s 
original account of nationalism observed the importance of communications and transportation 
systems, and the key role played by the ‘creole pilgrimages’ of colonial functionaries, in the creation 
of national forms of consciousness.5 His later arguments extend that importance further, offering the 
claims that ‘exile is the nursery of nationality’ and that nationalism is ‘a project for coming home from 
exile’.6 The (now familiar) idea that nationality arises from geographical movement, and other kinds 
of ‘displacement’, rather than from rootedness, is most explicitly and extensively taken up in ‘Goodbye 
Ireland I’m Going to Gort’, which argues that in Joyce’s works the nation emerges most vividly where it 
crosses paths with other spatial scales, such as the local, the regional, and the global. On the other hand, 
the overall dialectic this idea suggests between going ‘away’ (in some way or another) and producing 
ideas of ‘home’ (of one kind or another) informs much of the work in this volume. In retrospect, 

2 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. edn. (London and New York, 1991)
3 See Stephen Howe, Ireland and Empire (Oxford, 2000), esp. 229–43.
4 I have pursued a more direct engagement with recent debates over postcolonial and Irish studies elsewhere; see Marjorie Howes, 

‘Yeats and the Postcolonial’, in Marjorie Howes and John Kelly, eds., The Cambridge Companion to W. B. Yeats (Cambridge, 2006); 
‘Joyce, Colonialism, and Nationalism’, in Derek Attridge, ed., The Cambridge Companion to James Joyce, 2nd edn. (Cambridge, 2004); 
and (with Derek Attridge) Introduction, in Derek Attridge and Marjorie Howes, eds., Semicolonial Joyce (Cambridge, 2000).

5 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 114
6 Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia and the World (London and New York, 1998), 59, 65
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it is this dialectic, rather than Anderson’s literary interests and his well-known claims about the novel 
form, that has been most enabling for the discussions collected here.7 

Migration and geographical movement are important to many of these essays for other reasons as 
well. Both Joyce chapters emphasize the complex transactions between real and imagined journeys that 
go into the production of literary representations of migration. And both engage with the profoundly 
gendered nature of geographical movement, in its real and imagined dimensions. What emerges is a set 
of competing national narratives; some are historically more conventional or canonical than others, and 
each of them structures the relationships among migration, gender, and nationality differently. These 
essays identify a continuum of migration that is freighted with cultural meanings about home, ranging 
from the movements involved in the labour of domestic servants and the travels of schoolchildren to 
transatlantic emigration. The discussion of Sadlier takes up the most explicit or ‘classic’ emigration 
narratives, and examines how a middle-class Catholic intellectual responded to the political and literary 
challenges posed by the Famine emigrants to the United States. Here again, different conceptions of 
geographical movement intersect. And an interest in thinking about geographical space, not just as 
an emptiness to be traversed, but as having its own depths and complexities, is pursued in ‘Goodbye 
Ireland I’m Going to Gort’.

The writers studied here range from the ultra-canonical Yeats and Joyce through the somewhat 
canonical Le Fanu and Carleton to the largely neglected Wilde and Sadlier. The Yeats and Joyce essays 
seek to enter critical dialogues (or, to use a less flattering term, industries) that are full of stimulating 
and sophisticated scholarship. These chapters respond to particular contemporary developments in 
critical fields, such as the rise of interest in Joyce as a writer who engaged intensely, if ambivalently, 
with Irish nationalism and debates over how best to characterize Yeats’s relationship to the colonial 
and postcolonial. Both developments sprang at least partly from the increasingly busy intersection 
between Irish studies and postcolonial studies. The discussions of Carleton and Le Fanu attempt to 
remedy perceived gaps in the existing scholarly literature. The former reads Carleton’s representations 
of religion through some generic and formal features of his writing, rather than through the much-
discussed question of his personal relation to Catholicism. The latter proposes to move beyond the 
opposition between Irish/political and psychoanalytic/sexual readings of the Anglo-Irish gothic by 
arguing that, for particular historical and colonial reasons, Le Fanu structured his anxieties about 
Anglo-Irish identity through representations of femininity and female sexuality. In the essays on Wilde 
and Sadlier I hope to generate scholarly interest in a pair of women writers who were tremendously 
popular in their day but have yet to be rediscovered by literary and cultural historians. Until recently, 
Irish studies has been fairly slow to engage in such acts of retrieval; the publication of volumes 4 and 5 of 
The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing indicates the growth of interest in such material and demonstrates 
just how much there is to be uncovered and explored.8 In addition, much research remains to be done 
on popular literature produced by and for the Irish. The questions and complexities offered by such 
writing differ from the questions and complexities offered by Yeats and Joyce, who were undeniably 
superior writers according to a whole range of criteria, but they can be equally compelling.

The lesser-known works often raise questions about the crossroads where individual writers 
confront the requirements of generic conventions. The essays on Wilde, Sadlier, and Carleton all 

7 Jonathan Culler has pointed out that many literary and cultural critics invoke Anderson’s claims about the novel’s form in order 
to lend authority to their own very different arguments about national content and themes in literature. See Jonathan Culler, 
‘Anderson and the Novel’, in Jonathan Culler and Pheng Cheah, eds., Grounds of Comparison: Around the Work of Benedict Anderson 
(New York and London, 2003).

8 Angela Bourke et al., eds., The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing, vols. 4–5, Women’s Writing and Traditions (Cork and New York, 
2002)
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trace those writers’ negotiations with the dominant traditions of sentimental literature. Gothic 
literature, millenarian thought, and oral traditions are discussed more briefly. Still, in reading these 
essays together, one can see that generic conventions, while often rigid in themselves, can be put to 
surprisingly flexible and multiple uses. Popular genres are certainly produced and consumed differently 
in various locations, but they are also profoundly international in their formal regularities and their 
circulation. Investigating the issues surrounding these genres helps place Irish writers in a global 
rather than a purely national frame. It is far more useful, for example, to examine Sadlier in relation to 
the American didactic fiction of the ‘feminine fifties’, and sentimental traditions more generally, than 
to try to confine her to a specifically Irish literary tradition. If one impulse behind these essays is the 
wish to examine how different writers engage with ideas about Ireland and Irishness, another, equally 
important, impulse emerges in the later essays: the desire to show that such engagements are best 
studied in comparative and transnational frames that take account of the way the local, the national, 
and the global all cross paths.


