M is for the Million Significations

DIANE STUBBINGS
Anglo-Irish Modernism and the
" Maternal: From Yeats to Joyce.
New York: Palgrave, 2001. $65.00

Reviewed by
JOLANTA W. WAWRZYCKA

IANE STUBBINGS’ BOOK, Anglo-Irish

Modernism and the Maternal: From

Yeats to Joyce, represents a
significant and much needed contribution
to Anglo-Irish studies: an in-depth analysis
of the status of the maternal in Irish
literature. As the title suggests, Stubbings’
broadly cast nets cover the complex
subjects of modernism as forged by Joyce
or O’Casey and as it emerged in
Yeats’s/Lady Gregory’s Ircland. Religious
and political/nationalistic representations
of mother and the maternal particularize
the broader context of Ircland’s domestic
politics and culture. One of Stubbings’
principal interests is “the response of male
writers to the mother figure embedded
within Nationalist and religious discourse”
(15) and, to that end, she examines repre-
sentations of the life-and-death struggle
“realized as battle not simply for creative

space, but for that space in which sub-
versive creation has its fullest potential"
(15). The mother-figure constructed and
sanctioned by the Irish patriarchal cultural
tradition is “rcified by the writers
themselves in order to maximize their own
access to those creative spaces which are,
in essence, the domain of the Mother”
(15). As Stubbings sees it, those spaces
encompass both “the indeterminacy and
‘crisis in representation’ that was central
to modernism, and the opportunity to
counter the mother-figure as constructed
within Nationalist and religious discourses
and, thereby, belie her efforts to confirm
the artist-as-child within the cultural
tradition those discourses promoted” (15).

Thoroughly theoretical, Stubbing’s

* study makes effective use of Lacanian/

Kristevan concepts that underpin her
interpretation of patriarchal societal dy-
namics at the onset of modernism. In that
context, maternal space, seen as a threat to
the socio-symbolic order, provides “a loose
stitch in the symbolic fabric by which the
individual may- unravel” all the subju-
gating systems, and, as Stubbings points
out, “it is these symbolic disruptions that
the Irish modernists were able to exploit”
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by effectively resisting and thus re-writing
the mother-figure in their works (11).
Thoroughly researched, Stubbings’ book
draws on numerous other studies that have
posed complex ‘questions about the
emergence of Irish identity and [Irish
modernism vis-3-vis resistance to British
imperialism. And if “the need to construct
an alternative Irish identity or conscious-
ness does not, in itself, explicate the means
by which an imposed consciousness was
resisted and its counter-consciousness

represented,” Stubbings asserts, “It is my’

contention that the unprecedented con-
centration of literary modernism in Ireland
stems from both the prevalence of the
mother-figurein the Irish cultural tradition
and the constricting conditions that any
relationship with that mother imposed”
(8). One of the poignant sections of the
introductory chapter, “Mother Ireland
Calls Me,” reminds the readers that
discourses of Catholic and Nationalist
agendas urged “familial mothers” to resist

British imperialism by minding the hearth ™
at home and by baptizing the children in -

such as Cathleen ni Houlihan and the
Blessed Virgin Mary and, states Stubbings,
it was “this privileged space that was pr-
omised to the familial mother for her ser-
vice, a space with no inherent power, all
power reserved by and for those who con-
structed and disseminated the myths” (6).

The three core parts of the book (there
are five altogether, including Introduction
and Conclusion) offer a complex and
ambitious set of readings and interpre-
tations of works by W, B. Yeats, James
Joyce, J. M. Synge, George Moore, and

- Sean O’Casey. At first glance, the table of

contents seems to suffer from excess of
titling and subtitling, but, upon reflection,
it may well be worth emulating (or, at
least, it may be worth citing here) because
itis detailed enough to provide prospective
readers with a good sense of the book’s
scope and import.

Thus, after an excellent and erudite
Introduction, the readers move to Part
Two, “Social Spaces” which concentrates
on early works of Moore and Joyce. Its two

-sections are divided into three chapters.

the Catholic Church: Their subjugation to~"The fi rst section, sub-headed “Home and

the “cause” stands in stark contrast to the

' privileged and venerated mythical m'others'

"Hearth: the Mother’s Social Boundaries,”
serves as an mtroductnon to the two








