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Abstract

Modern Irish literary criticism is routinely coneed with representations of gender and
power, and the multitudinous forms that they asswitkin Irish literature. This paper
examines Colm Téibin’#others and Son§006) and its negotiation with traditional
representations of the Irish mother and son, amdihohallenges key assumptions about
their role and function in Irish literature. In dgiso, this paper argues for the primacy of
a psychoanalytic reading, one which employs theritecal framework of mourning and
melancholy, as formulated, first by Sigmund Frend,anore recently, by Julia Kristeva.
The paper proceeds to illustrate that the matemnélfilial relationships, as represented in
Mothers and Songxist as elaborations of repression, desire, angmirg, and thus can
be understood as processes and metaphorical refatses of the unconscious
imaginary. The paper concludes that Toibin circumsvéhe traditional paradigm of Irish
notions regarding domesticity, gender, and powey, fgroffering an alternative
representation of mothers and sons, one which atéily engages with concerns that are
most commonly associated with the territory of tineonscious.
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Introduction

Traditional representations of women in Ireland key concerns in
modern Irish literary criticism, with many feministitics decrying the

conventional stereotypes of women in both theirrgspntation and
function. Irish literature, according to Claire Q@amfly, has been
saturated with images of “Mother Ireland, wild krigirl, gentle colleen,
old hag, [and] wise woman” (Connolly 2003: 3), whimarginalises

women as static, one-dimensional caricatures. Thelaévely codified

representations of Irish women have been typicaligned with anti-

British sentiments or Irish political ambitions, Ifieg incite young

Irishmen into action to protect themothetand. Commenting on the
impoverishing effect that these historic traditibnepresentations have
had, John McCourt summarises:
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At best the mother’s role [was] to facilitate thevdlopment (more usually, the lack
of development) of the relationship between fatret son, or to offer compensation
to the son for the omissions or the sins of thaeiatWhile embodying whatever

emotional core exists in the home, mothers and soesalways placed in a

subordinate role and are rarely afforded the sp@oessary to understand—much
less fulfill—their individual needs. (McCourt 200851)

Against this backdrop, Colm Taéibin’s collectionsifort fictionMothers
and Songmay be viewed as negotiating with traditional esgntations
of the Irish mother and established conceptuatisatiof the lIrish
domestic sphere. By removing fathers from theiresmgposed positions
within the family,Mothers and Sonsot only accentuates the primacy of
the relationship alluded to by the title, but ateereby galvanises new
potentialities for the role of both mother and séwurthermore, as
Kathleen Costello-Sullivan states: “mothers areswimuch lost as made
present through the aching absence of their reptatéen, or
alternatively, by the aching representation of rtlaasence” (Costello-
Sullivan 2009: 123J. Téibin’s Mothers and Sonshus problematises
traditional representations of the Irish motherelsgentially proposing a
different modality, one in which the mothers’ pnese invokes their
simultaneous absence: a somewhat paradoxical ndiignone which
gains mounting significance when examining the esentation and
function of mothers, and their influence on theinsin Toibin’s fiction.
Granted that Toibin’81others and Sondoes anticipate, and present
scenes that hinge upon the Irish mother or sonesitty individual
freedom, usually from overtly patriarchal sociatustures in lIrish
society, many of the stories refuse to conform wchsreduced and
simplistic expectations (lyer 2006). The concludisgpry “A Long
Winter,” for instance, not only depicts a recakbuitr alcoholic mother
who freezes to death in the winter snow, but aféeds also foreshadows
her corpse as being ostensibly devoured by vult@wemnsequence for
her hasty decision to abandon her family. Of egqualortance however,
the sons represented in the collection refuse tty frtecognise or
acknowledge their mothers, but rather they engagesychological
contestations: attempts to navigate, undermine, saormount the
overbearing motherly presence. Consequertlpthers and Sonsot

! Although made with specific referencehe Heather Blazinghis quotation
may equally be said true bfothers and Sons.
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only mediates between traditional and modern egpiects concerning
Irish representations of mothers and sons, buisiambivalence, it also
reformulates questions regarding the complex fonctand role of
mother and son relationships in Téibin’s oeuvre.

Having briefly positionedothers and Sonm the cultural milieu of
Irish representations of domesticity, it is equalbnstructive to situate
the collection within Tdéibin’s oeuvre as a congit of an organic
whole. Reflecting on the writing and publication Mbthers and Sons,
Toibin states:

You think, anything except that last book, you neéedwash it out of yourself
completely, and one of the really useful thingsehérsuppose, is that | was able to
go back forThe Heather Blazingor The Blackwater Lightshjmand for the book of
stories,Mothers and Sondo a strange sort of subterranean Irish tradition]. It's

a sort of melancholy tradition. (gtd in O'Toole Z0@00)

Following this statement however, Tdibin is inciegly ambiguous in
defining what constitutes the “subterranean Iristadition” of
“melancholy.” His closest attempt is to assert thakists in the work of
various Irish writers and that it incorporates “thasiness of the rural,
just being brought up somewhere so remote, witaraily all around
you” (gtd in O’'Toole 2008: 200). The ambiguity ir6ibin’s definition
may be complemented when juxtaposing it with hitecbon of essays,
Love in a Dark Timespecifically where he states: “The strongest irsage
in Irish fiction, drama and poetry are of brokersedeath, destruction.
The plays are full of shouting, the poetry is follelegy, the novels are
full of funerals” (T6ibin 2002: 26).This not only provides a convincing
backdrop for the “melancholic tradition” and theudiness of the rural [.
. .] with a family all around you,” but also fdothers and Sonas a
collection: these stories are not concerned witmilfas marked by
tenuous terms of contentment, but rather by thetaicdy of
“brokenness,” “death” and “funerals.”

Acknowledging both the cultural and literary coritekMothers and
Sonsthis essay argues that the collection exists beth r@actionary text
against traditional Irish representations of mathand sons, and as a

2 McCourt also highlights this particular passagerft.ove in a Dark Timegand
argues that Mothers and Sonwrites to the agenda Toéibin perceives as being
common to boy gay literature and Irish writing” (Bourt 2008: 149).
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metaphorical elaboration of the unconscious ingsrff mourning that
constitutes strains within the mother-son relatigms\When approaching
Mothers and Sonthrough the lens of psychoanalytic criticism,aveals
how parental relationships function within a mawobgrief, symbolically
transfiguring the mother into an object of lossjckhin turn, threatens
the hitherto tenuous autonomy of the son’s egoingathe possible
threat of trammelled psychological development, tan, out of
necessity, must repudiate the mother and disavovsth@nglehold that
threatens to pull him into melancholia: back irlte tvomb of asymbolia
existence. Therefore, rather than existing simpljdalised surrogates of
Mother Ireland, in Mothers and Songhe mothers are foremost
represented through their disembodied duality as haunting
presence/absence: a function with which the sont mas only cope
with, but eventually overcome, in his own tortuopsychological
development. When privileging the unconscious unaeents that exist
between mother and son, both their representatimh fanction in
Toibin’s fiction may be convincingly interpretedthin the framework
of the psychoanalytic tradition, vis-a-vis mourneagd melancholia.

Approaching Mourning in Mothers and Sons

In Toibin’s fiction parental relationships are oftepresented in terms of
the psychological dissension that exists betweenhenoand child:
fissures, which frequently structure the protagshisternal motivation,
culminating in, and helping force them into, monsenf subtle self-
realisation. Mother and child relationships, asrabgerised above, are
clearly privileged thematically in Tdéibin'dhe South(1992a) The
Heather Blazing1992b),The Story of the Nigl{fL996), The Blackwater
Lightship (1999), and Mothers and Son$2006). In addition, Téibin
makes candid reference to his ongoing engagemehtthis particular
theme, both in the entitling of numerous literargrks?® as well as his
own admission “that the mothers and sons are tlafirahe time”
(Wiesenfarth 2009: 9). It is therefore surprisihgttwithin the literary
criticism available, very little focuses on the @ifar importance of

% Note the thematically related titles of Téibinishtished work: “New Ways of
Killing Your Father” (1993), Mothers and Sons (2008he Empty Family
(2011), New Ways to Kill Your Mother (2012a), antieT Testament of Mary
(2012b).



Parental Relationships in Colm To6ibin’s Mothers &whs 127

parental relationships in Téibin’s work, or wherddes, it projects their
meaning into the socio-political realm of Irish toisography,
nationalism, or gender roles.

In one of the more focused essays on the repreégentand function
of mothers in Téibin’s fiction, Kathleen CostellodB/an examines the
“continual dialogue with the figure of the lost rhet” (109), and
attempts to explain how this dialogue places withitarger pattern in
To6ibin’s fiction. Importantly, inThe Heather BlazingZostello-Sullivan
does identify“Eamon’s painful and repressed childhood” (Costello
Sullivan: 2009: 109), as well as the fact “thatejthmother is not
consistently posited as a lack, but rather as aaina but concealed
presence troubling the visible narrative of Eamorife” (112).
Ultimately however, Costello-Sullivan maintainsttiiae function of the
mother should be viewed primarily as a metaphotHersocio-historical
exclusion of women in Ireland, and concludes bfirggahat:

Téibin specifically engages with the figure of thest mother to challenge
representations of Irish history that exclude hdla foremothers—the women from
past and present generations who have contribatdtbtexperiences and shaping of
the nation. (122)

In a separate reading and interpretation of theessmtation of
mothers in Tadibin’s fiction, John McCourt emphasiskee antagonistic
aspects between the mother and son, and theiridogdiv need to
“[maintain] an independent personal space in whichlive and to
develop” (McCourt 2008: 154). McCourt’s further gegtion, that “[tlhe
son’s achievement of personal affirmation seemaydwio come at the
cost of sacrifice of the mother,” particularly reates with the argument
of this essay, specifically in how it will be showthat the son’s
normative psychological maturation is contingenbmupghe necessary
repudiation of the mother. Indeed, McCourt doesla®pthe various
dimensions of power and contestations of spacedsgtunother and son,
and provides a convincing conclusion when statirad; t

The book’s final lines underline the need to moegdnd the mother figure and to
overcome the huge maternal inheritance a son is lmdo—to render the mother
part of the son’s emotional past, to render herus@’ to him in the present. (165)
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Yet, although McCourt alludes to the psychologidahension, it is
again left at the margins of the argument, remainimexamined or
transposed by any meaningful application or thézakframework.

Anne Fogarty’'s essay, “After Oedipus? Mothers amasSin the
Fiction of Colm Téibin,” is, as the title suggesteie of the few essays
on Ta6ibin that does, at least in part, acknowlgagyehoanalytic theory.
Fogarty firstly identifies the primacy of “troubladterrelations between
mothers and sons” in Toibin’s writing (Fogarty 200867), then
continues to investigate the “space of the mataandlthe voided” (168),
and the ways in which the “[u]nvoiced intimacy witie mother shades
into a desolate insight into absence, loss anditii@homable nature of
individual existence” (170). Fogarty concludes leesay by analysing
Toibin’s “articulated erotics of loss” (171), whildtimately rejecting the
guintessential paradigm of Freudian theory by mtati‘Téibin’s plots
insistently expose the failing of the Oedipus ca®rptven as they cleave
to narratives of family life” (174). Fogarty’s asSen that Toibin's
fiction needs to be interpreted beyond the limithogpe of the Oedipus
complex, particularly resonates when juxtaposech wibibin's own
reflection on the fiction itMothers and Sons

There are times when you feel that Foucault, netiéris the presiding spirit [. . .].

The search for power and space is dramatised bettheetwo and | wanted to ‘de-

Freudianise’ the relationship between mothers am$-s-the son is created by the
mother but now he wants to wrestle power from e she tries to keep it, and so
on. (gtd in McDowell 2006)

Compounding Fogarty’s critical assessment with g own
admission, it does become increasingly appropriateeschew the
Freudian theoretical framework of the Oedipus caxpHowever, this
current essay argues that it is not Foucault kheraFreud who remains
as “the presiding spirit” oMothers and Sonsand specifically with the
later elaboration of Freud’s theory by Julia Kngte Although Toibin
may have consciously attempted to “de-Freudiartise’stories collected
in Mothers and Sonst will be argued that his fiction reveals thhistis
not so muchde-Freudingas it isde-Oedipusing

In its attempt to evade the overarching Freudiamiation of the
Oedipus complex, Tdéibin'Mothers and Son@versely resonates with
an equally sophisticated Freudian theoretical fraork: mourning and
melancholia. The processes of mourning are comsigtgresent in
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Mothers and Sonslbeit in varying degrees of intricacy and poteicy
each story. The sons then are represented notcetlgedesiring their
mother to the exclusion of the father, but ratimegrief, they view their
mother symbolically as an object of loss, whichvesrto impede and
threaten the tenuous but imperative autonomy af #go. Mothers and
Sonsfrequently represents both the mother and son &girex in a
relationship hinged upon repressed friction: fantthat foremost may be
understood as atavistic engagements with the payethytic imaginary
of the unconscious.

Freud’'s essay “On Mourning and Melancholia” begingth
specifying that processes of mourning are indugeth® “loss of a loved
person,” or “some abstraction which has taken theepof one, such as
one’s country, liberty, [or] an ideal” (Freud 20@43). Furthermore, the
psychological states of mourning and melancholia@anione another in
that they are signified by “profoundly painful defien, cessation of
interest in the outside world, loss of the capatutiove, inhibition of all
activity, and a lowering of the self-regarding fegé to a degree that
finds utterance in self-reproaches and self-reyilin244). Most
importantly however, relying heavily on earlier t¢etical work on
narcissism, Freud posits that in the process ofrniog the ego has
narcissistically identified with, and been capitathby, the lost object.

In her own study on depression and melancholiaBiack Sun
(1989), Julia Kristeva simultaneously advances desewnotions of
mourning and melancholy while also reconceptualisoertain key
dynamics. For Kristeva, the ultimate lost objecthie mother/breast that
is first incepted during the pre-symbolic separatad the infant-child
dyad. Aligned with Freud’s theorisation of the nsststic identification
with the lost object, for Kristeva, “matricide [lmoes] our vital
necessity” (Kristeva 1989: 27), with the alternatheing the “putting to
death the self” (28). In addition to her articutatithat the mourning of
the pre-symbolic mother elides in all mourning, dt&va also proposes
that all mourning encompasses the mourning of asedelf. Ineffable,
this lost-self, according to Kristeva, is locatedthe semiotic realm, an
unsymbolised “Thing” to be approached only throtigielody, rhythm,
[and] semantic polyvalency” (14). Téibin's fictiqmarticularly echoes
this notion, specifically in how it frequently “[sds] parallel worlds that
may or may not be of the same essence” (Hagan 33)2by employing
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sentences during key climactic moments that agtifadter possibilities
of semantic multifariousness.

Representations of Mourning the Mother

The opening story iMothers and Sons,The Use of Reason,” revolves
around an unnamed professional thief who recemtle syarious pieces
of renowned artwork, including a treasured Rembrgoainting: A
Portrait of an Old WomanThroughout the story, the protagonist strives
primarily to be rid of the paintings, while also me&uvring between
personal dilemmas relating to his alcoholic motlaerd previously
murdered younger brother. The story begins, sicguifily, with the lone
man surveying the “wide waste ground” of Dublin i@ 2006: 3).
Developing this imagistic scene through repetitioh the word
“empty"—a word repeated no less than nine occasionshe first
paragraph—Taibin hints toward the fulcrum of théemion as a whole.
As Pico lyer notes: “the word ‘emptiness’ tolls lihounting force as it
recurs throughout the story [. . .] [until] we feimething like epiphany
when it comes back with new resonance in the sebaifdof the final
piece” (lyer 2006). The entire collection is markedngulfed by
tonalities of silence and emptiness, which arguablyke emotive states
of mourning and loss.

In “The Use of Reason,” the rendered emptinesshef ghysical
environment mirrors the psychological interiority the protagonist.
Throughout the story it becomes increasingly evidesit the protagonist
is on the verge of being drawn into a melanchotates as revealed
through his admissions of feeling “love for no on@bdibin 2006: 24),
and that “he would be happy if everything were damkd empty [. . .] no
sound at all and no one living to make any soudd).(This repeated
desire for erasure and the emptying of signs, tlmansoning of pre-
symbolic existence, harkens Kristeva's notion af gemiotic and the
pre-objectal “Thing,” the part of the self thatsisnultaneously mourned
in all mourning.

The catalyst of the protagonist’s initial entrydnnhourning appears
to be associated with his murdered younger brotldty, but is
intrinsically tied to the presence of the mothemefv his brother was
alive “the only way he could see Billy was by segeimer” (40), and
although the protagonist “supposed that he didedty feel much about
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Billy anymore” (24), at the story’s conclusion tbpposite is revealed to
be true. After learning that his mother had disgadaBilly during one of

her regular bouts at a pub, he declares, in oneimore memorable
pieces of dialogue in the story: “I will take actiagainst you if | hear
another word” (42). The imprecise meaning of thedvaction” elicits a

moment and need for interpretation. Clearly althodige protagonist
himself is unable to vocalise his own desire aneni a typical problem
vis-a-vis the unconscious and the nature of remesst increasingly

becomes evident that the “action” is in referenoe sbme violent

outcome, if not outright matricide, as supported thbg protagonist's
decisive fantasy of burning the paintings at tlusiclg of the story:

He would find a special place for them, the empf®ace [. . .]. He would stick to
the barren emptiness which lay south of Dublin.vtild bring fire-lighters, rather
than petrol so that he could burn each one slowetting the canvases shrivel up in
the flame, leaving Rembrandt’s sour old woman dast until it was a heap of ash.
It would make a vivid emptiness in the space wlighad once hung. (44)

The Rembrandt paintingy Portrait of an Old Womartherefore evolves
as the chief symbol in the story and is employed different
metaphorical levels. The protagonist, admitting Hhigability to
understand the worth of the painting, observesttiepicture “was done
in some dark colour,” with the woman “[appearing]though she needed
some cheering up” (8). In the protagonist’s uncanss; it is important
to note the way in which “the stolen painting and mother merge”
(McCourt 2008: 154), and by extension reveals @rbate of his own
inability to mourn. His need for erasure, and thening of the maternal
image from out of the symbolic order, equates witime-Marie Smith’s
observation that “in Kristeva’s model of melancholi‘energy is
displaced from the social code’ and meaning isteshifo ‘the semiotic
realm of sounds, colours, rhythms, tone and moiul&dt (gtd in
Blakeman 2006: 207). In addition, it evokes Kristsvnotion whereby
matricide serves as “the first step on the wayedooming autonomous”
(Kristeva 1989: 27), through the processes of ntu@anourning.

The mother thus represented, refuses to abide éytrdditional
framework set for the Irish mother, one which wobklve her provide
unconditional love for her miscreant sons, as ithimg were more
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excusable in an Ireland coming to terms with itsedf a natiod. In
parallel fashion, the protagonist elides the tradd#l representation of
the Irish son; for although offering his mother erstible immunity
against her neighbours’ rebukes, this overtureotsonly noncommittal,
but also infused by a murderous desire to be caelpleid of her, in a
likewise manner as the painting itself.

When viewed as a part of an organic whole, “The blsReason”
informs the stories that follow in both its repnetsgion of displacement
and undertones of matricide. In the second storthefcollection, “A
Song,” the protagonist Noel engages with a procdsst may
convincingly be understood through its resemblamfe mourning.
Activated by an unexpected meeting with his mothera bar, Noel
appears to relive the abandonment that occurrex yesalier, when she
absconded with a lover to pursue a music careEngland. Similarly to
“The Use of Reason,” the intricacies of the mothan-relationship are
shifted into the realm of the semiotic, althougis ttime through the
rhythm and sound of the mother’s song.

The song, a lament of unrequited love that evolu&s “a song of
treachery” (Téibin 2006: 53), serves as an impltestament of the
mother’s regret, while simultaneously repudiatinggeRs successful
mourning work as a child, and by extension, higgnation with the
“father, form, [and] schema” (Kristeva 1989: 32)hi§ is strongly
evinced through Noel's unexplained resolve to “gaol aee [his father]
when he got back to Dublin” (Téibin 2006: 50), aiden significantly
made only after immediately becoming cognisant tté tinexpected
presence of his mother. Following thereafter, Nomtomes transfixed
by his mother's song, with his sense of selfhoockdtened by the
sudden appearance of the mother, indicated in‘fiNatl] found that he
had come closer to her and stood alone betweegrbap and the bar,”
and yet, “he had not intended to shift from wheeestood” (53). This
unconscious drawing back into the fold of the mo#igns with the way
in which the lost object of mourning assimilatestioms of the ego into
itself, and necessitates the “killing off the trasfehe other in the self as
a means to reestablish psychic health” (Cleweld2@0).

* Early twentieth century Irish literature is reglenvith mothers excusing the
unethical and violent nature of the sons’ actiassially by privileging the sons’
expedience for the Irish Free State.
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In Téibinesque fashion, the story ends rather cimtiatically with
Noel hastily leaving the bar and “[waiting] in tdarkness for the others
to come” (Téibin 2006: 55). Yet, it is precisely ®gcaping direct
confrontation with his mother that Noel effectivelgefuses the
possibility of regressing back into the remotene$smourning her
absence. This simultaneously reaffirms his idesdtfon with the
phallic-symbolic “universe of signs and creatiofkriteva 1989: 23),
indicated by the foreshadowing of Noel and hisnitie departing the bar,
only to resume their night by playing music awagnirthe presence of
the mother. Being comprised as it is of generaihtdd at metaphysical
realities, “A Song” features a brief window intoethunconscious
interplay involved in the need to forsake the motireorder to maintain
normative autonomy of the ego.

Most clairvoyant in its representation of the mangnson, the story
“Three Friends” begins with the protagonist, Fergsiting alone at a
funeral parlor attending his mother’s corpse. Ttwysproceeds with
Fergus attending a beach rave, which culminategwio separate
homosexual encounters with his friend Mick. On gcpeanalytic level
the story resonates as it traces the unconsciaongefrvork of mourning.
The story may clearly be read as consisting ofetlstages: the first, an
introduction of the mourned object; the second,tbed to successfully
separate one’s ego from the lost object; and thid, tthe redirection of
libidinal energy from the lost object to a new aljef desire.

As Fergus sits alone with his mother's corpse at dhset of the
story, the scene promptly signals the metaphysiotdraction and
processes of mourning. Fergus first realises tisatother “was beyond
knowing” (Tdéibin 2006: 186), and as a result oktrealisation that “he
was going to cry” (186). Afterward, a mysteriousyamed figure enters
the scene, and although engaging in small talk lhmately remains
aloof from Fergus. After dialoguing about the stt¢he family and past
events pertaining to the funeral parlour, Fergusltbxagain on the fact
that “if someone were to whisper that this man baahe to take away
his mother’s spirit, it would not have seemed gjedr(188). Repeatedly,
the stranger is likened to Death, an anthropomsrphaf which Fergus
may clearly be understood to be interacting witid absorbed by, and
something that “had left its mark” (189), alludimg Fergus’s descent
into mourning.
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The second stage of mourning commences with Faegusning to
Dublin with a “gnawing guilt at [his mother’s] déaf. . .] as though he
were implicated in its cause” (191), coupled withimstinctive desire to
sleep. Fergus’s inability to cope, his self-idgatifion with the lost
maternal object, and the consequential blunting libido energy,
promises to overwhelm him if he fails to progresshie following stages
of mourning. This progression ultimately requirkeattall “memories and
expectations in which the libido is bound to thgeob [be] brought up
and hyper-cathected” (Freud 2001: 245), which i #tory takes form
in an invitation from Fergus’s friend Mick to attéra beach rave.
Although Fergus at first rejects the invitation, iamplicit signalling of
the narcissistic tendency in mourning to keep tds¢ dbject alive, at the
peril of the ego, Fergus does eventually conceddtémd the party.

In order to reach the secluded beach where the waNeoccur,
Fergus and his three friends must traverse unmiagtaand rarely
travelled roads. In a particularly acute analysis“Three Friends,”
Robinson Murphy maintains that this journey symislly serves to
explicate Fergus’s unconscious state, noting that:

The friends’ initial passage into the rave landscdemands a reading faithful to the
book’s stated focus [. . .]. The movement herenis of inverted birth, a return to the
womb-like cave, the entrance to which requires ratsback into the mother. One
notes the violent, unnatural trajectory; Mick, ttiéver, cannot navigate the lane
without stopping and exiting the vehicle to trableit progress. This is a seldom-
trod route, but for Fergus a route that must badtied to pass again into the world
of the living. (Murphy 2009: 488)

Murphy’s interpretation is further reinforced byetparty occurring in a
“sheltered cove” (Téibin 2006: 195), and the mussic'almost
imperceptible variants” (197), in addition to Festgusentiment of being
in a “cocoon of energy” that “could enclose him amkp him safe”
(198), all of which invoke the metaphorical aspexdtthe womb.

This subsequent stage of mourning precipitateengus the need to
reject the allure of further self-identificationtivithe mother. However,
as Freud notes, when the libido is withdrawn fronmost object it
“arouses understandable opposition [. . .] peopleenwillingly abandon
a libidinal position, not even, indeed, when a $tlte is already
beckoning him” (Freud 2001: 244). In “Three Friefideese substitutes
literally beckon Fergus in the form of his threeifids waiting for him in
the ocean, imploring him to come forward:
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This, he thought, as he wrapped his arms aroundobity to keep warm, and

allowed his teeth to chatter, was going to be aeal; but he could not return to the
strand and dress himself now; he would have torbeeband join the others, who
showed no sign of coming back to dry land as thegkbned him not to be a baby.
(Téibin 2006: 200)

Again, in his essay, Murphy outlines a similar sahioccurring in
“Three Friends,” the divide between the engulfingtimer and the
freedom made possible by joining his friends indbean. Yet, his essay
diverges from the psychoanalytic approach, bykatting this freedom to
the socio-political realm with “Fergus’s reclamatioof the non-
normative family” (Murphy 2009: 489). Murphy alsssaciates the
ocean with a re-appropriation of the baptismalsritd the Catholic
Church, which he suggests Toibin employs in oraerrdformulate
possibilities to “coexist in [a] space, renderedéeqr’™ (489).

Although Murphy argues for a progressing acceptarafe
homosexuality in a post-Catholic Ireland, primarilgy associating
baptismal rites with the emergence of a new noreaatbmestic sphere,
a psychoanalytic approach would suggest that ththola rite of
baptism may in itself exist as a metaphorical appation of the
amniotic fluid of the womb, an invocation of tharsetic existence that
occurs before the pre-symbolic stage of individsalon. Like Murphy,
this current essay argues that Fergus’s eventaaide to join his three
friends in the ocean is significant as it “signats ascent to selfhood, a
departure from [his] ‘baby’ status” (Murphy 2009:88). This
consequently also signals Fergus’s emergence heothird stage of
mourning, the stage in which mourning effectivehydsg, as signalled by
Fergus'’s successful homosexual advancement witfribisd Mick, and
its presumed consummation at the conclusion o$tibiegy .

Expounding on aspects that feature in the prewoeslamined
stories, “A Long Winter” concludeblothers and Sonby providing its
morbid closure for the collection as a whole. Set a sparse,
mountainous region in northern Spain, the storgimgularly removed
from Ireland, yet its common theme “throws a rgtextive shadow over
the rest of the stories” (McCourt 2008: 163), areledops into the
apogee of the collection. “A Long Winter” preseiisonce a site of
“intersection between affectivity and the familigFogarty 2008: 167),
resulting in a confluence of maternal loss, mougniand an eventual
restoration of autonomy and reconfiguration intoaaunity.
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The story revolves around a rural household compaden father,
mother, and two sons, the youngest of which is pitgndispatched for
obligatory military duty. Miquel, the eldest soremains on the farm
working with his father, while his mother tendstte domestic duties.
Again, silence and emptiness immediately becomenmamfixtures in
the story, depicted through the youngest son “feavan empty bed
behind” (Téibin 2006: 229), and the “the heavy rgile which had
gathered,” because of the family’s isolation frdme trest of the village
due to “the row about the water” (238). Againsstbiackdrop Miquel
gradually becomes cognisant of a “great sporadiiegsness” aroused
in his mother, one that evolves into her “inability settle” (229). The
framed setting is thus juxtaposed with the motheefusal to be
complacent within it, to abide by the isolatingesite, and ultimately
forced into becoming “like a strange, hungry anim@30), a direct
foreshadowing of the vultures engorging on the ass®f the dog at the
story’s end.

Only after Miquel witnesses his mother drinkingaabar, does he
realise that the reason for her uncharacteristicaieur is due to
alcoholism. Showing subtle awareness by secretihagledging that
she had “nothing except hostile neighbours andng lMinter” (234),
Miquel is ultimately represented by his inactiorspecially after his
father attempts to cure the mother by throwing atesy newly bought
wine. It is this moment that is the catalyst fag farther alienation of the
mother, spurring her decision to renounce her faraihd reject her
position in the home and to embark on a perilousney toward her
brother’s house in the nearby village.

The mother’s hasty departure from the home doomddnehe rest
of story to an ethereal frozen existence, a resiilthe blizzard that
occurs promptly thereafter. Consequently, “A Longni&r” hinges on
the loss and mourning of the maternal, with thet pdgsentially
unravelled by—and upon—the dead and decomposing lmddthe
mother. The death of the mother lends itself org@mto an “absent
space [. . .] in which crucial aspects of male tdgrare negotiated and
reconceived” (Fogarty 2008: 170), while first aliog for the
reconfiguration of the ego and desire. As well, and strikingly similar
vein as found in “Three Friends,” the mother's Heatreates the
possibility of personal fulfillment, obliquely sighed first by the
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blizzard itself, in its turning the dry barren wentfrom brown to its
natural fecundity of white.

The rest of the story follows likewise, chroniclindhe now
unhindered possibilities afforded to Miquel througils mother's death.
The most noticeable potential is for an all-malesence allowed to
replace the now voided maternal space. This isafiggh in Miquel
“[realising] that in all his life he had seldom seether men in this
kitchen [. . .] they were always somehow in thedslves” (T6ibin 2006:
257), which then is juxtaposed by the overcrowdofgmen in the
kitchen afterward, and more specifically with theival of two police
officers, the youngest of whom precipitates thst fatirrings of Miquel's
sexuality:

He took in the young policeman’s face in the shadbght of the kitchen, the full
redness of the lips, the square, hard stubborrofesis jaw and chin and then the
softness of his eyes, the eyelashes like a gifilee young policeman, in turn,
watched only Miquel's eyes, his gaze cold, expmssss, as though he were
sullenly blaming him for something. When Miquel keal down at the policeman’s
crotch, he too glanced down at himself and he lgriefniled, opening his lips,
before resuming his former expression, but morenis¢ now, almost feral, staking
out an object within his grasp. (260)

The kitchen, previously existing as an exclusivelgternal space, is
gradually eroded by a definitive queer space, dapab engendering
homoerotic desire. This process is ultimately comsated by the arrival
of Manolo, the young man hired by the father tdilfuthe mother’s
domestic duties.

Yet, it is precisely through the process of mougnihat Miquel is
enabled to channel his libidinal energy away fro dead mother, as
hinted at in various places throughout the texis Thay first be seen in
Miquel's flashback of playing hide-and-seek witts hinother during
childhood, and its influence on his present psyatichl state:

He did not know how it had started, but, with hethie room, he used to hide under
the table, or under the bed, or behind a chair, slmedthen would pretend that she
could not find him, and they would both let it conte until the moment before he
became scared [. . .]. As Miquel moved around thgsh now, he was acutely alert
to the shadowy places, becoming darker in thedhiflithe places where you could
hide and then appear, as though his mother migistarigusly arrive and position

herself where she could not be instantly found1)26
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The mother, fastened in mourning, is represented hs existing in
tenuous flux. Miquel's subconscious attempt to weccher from her
deadening absence is under threat by his simultsn@mconscious
desire to have her permanently displaced. Thidb$seed again in one
of the more significant scenes in the story, whendiquel needs to
provide an article of his mother’s clothing for tinecking dogs to scent:

Below this was some of her underwear which he tauklzld, and then, checking
that no one was behind him, he lifted to his nés=buried his face in the intimate
smell of her, which was clear despite the days ttaat passed since she had worn
this underwear. It carried a sharp hint of her ithtis cold room and, for a moment,
he imagined the dogs moving blindly through thedkmape, living only with this
smell, seeking its loving source under the snow dine undergrowth. (265)

Miquel's attempt to recover his mother, to recdnsti her presence and
be brought back into contact with the womb, is Emito that
experienced by Fergus in “Three Friends.” Equalignilar is the
prominence of water in both stories and how it gest toward the
restoration of autonomy and normative desire. Myratgues that in “A
Long Winter” the water symbolism chiefly materigés in how the
“overtly sexualized figure enabled by bath nighgnsils for Miquel an
awakening of desire,” which, “slowly usurps grief fhis dead mother”
(Murphy 2009: 493), a characteristic incepted bycegsful mourning.
Essentially, the dilemma that exists in Miquel'scansciousness is
defined by either holding onto the mother at theil pg drifting into
melancholia, or of allowing Manolo to fill her almee with the result of
unseating her permanently. This dilemma is patemigicated by
Miquel's fantasy of becoming his mother’s fathds imaginary meeting
with his mother upon the road, and having her ‘lmwmards him waiting
to be lifted, and he would kiss her and lift her tige girl who had been
lost” (Toibin 2006: 305), and eventually returnihgr to her parents’
house in the nearby village of Pallosa. Signifibanthis formulated
scene concludes with Miquel stumbling upon the implortant
realisation that “Manolo [being] there too, wearingapron, preparing a
hot drink [. . .] did not belong to the scene” (BOGliquel acknowledges
that his mother and Manolo cannot coexist in thmesaphere; the
mother must be repudiated in order for the latidye established.
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The precedent of matricide that precedes developneam
reintegration is induced twofold by the final scewemposed of the
injured vulture:

The vulture saw them, and all its sullen hatredtfam, its savage gaze, its fierce
panic, caught Miquel, as though it were directetiat and him only, as though his
secret spirit had been waiting all of its life &rch recognition. The dying bird was
beyond human in its grief and its injury, screeghstill in pain. Miquel did not
know why he began to edge towards it, but he quiéglnd that Manolo was
holding him from behind, preventing him moving fugt as his father lifted the gun
again. (310)

This scene close®others and Sonsand it is intricate both in its
brutality of the primal nature of metaphysical ¢sge, but also in its
insistence of being vague of what exactly is besagl. With specific
reference to the passage above, Edward Hagan thatesthe careful
reader must pause just to get the pronoun refeseigi®” (Hagan 2012:
31), not only creating a moment for an interprdyivapen landscape, but
also a suggestiveness into the inner-workings afudi's unconscious.
Applying accepted grammatical rules, the reader senond glance
realises it is, indeed, the vulture that retairesritie of the subject of the
sentence. This gains significance when considdnmg “the image of
the dying vulture and the carcass of an old doggmewith that of
Miguel’s mother” (McCourt 2008: 164), and moreoveow it invokes a
metaphorical representation of Miquel’s own egammimelled by the last
duress of mourning.

It becomes increasingly significant then, that st Manolo who
prevents Miquel from venturing toward the vulturedacarcass, and
likewise, that Miquel “leaned backward towards Miancseeking the
warmth of him” (T6ibin 2006: 310). This final scem¥okes the way in
which Miquel has proceeded through the stages ofirniog. In
channelling his libidinal energy away from the mag# object and into
his new homosexual relationship with Manolo, Migagives toward the
end of mourning, resolutely putting an end to tretemal object’s fatal
seduction: “half torn asunder now, and no use tgoae@’ (310).
Interpreted in this way, Toibin’'s own reflectioncalb the way that
Miguel and his mother “are almost sexually lockedbieach other”
(Wiesenfarth 2009: 9), helps reveal that the fuofiint and
consummation of Miquel's homosexual desire depanu the death
and repudiation of the mother’s presence.



140Tyler Post

Ultimately then the representation of the motheat her death in “A
Long Winter,” must be interpreted by its employmentthe son’s
unconsciousness, with each informing the othehéir tdistinct function.
This does not exclude an interpretation whereimtbéher's alcoholism,
and her fleeing from the household, may be condtagan attempt to
abscond her traditional role of mother—transfixedshe were in a life of
silent and stagnating isolation. Rather, the ingplan is that this
particular story privileges the representationhaf $on’s mourning, at the
sheer expense of the mother's emancipation. As hwllseen, the last
story to be examined sharply contrasts with thecquing stories, in
providing an antithetical representation which mthadess features both
the mother and the unequivocal nature of the malaiccson.

Composed more like a sketched scenario than a ntiomally
plotted short story, “A Journey” is worth commengtiron in its
illustration of a more definitive melancholic stadé@ “impoverishment of
[the] ego on a grand scale” (Freud 2001: 246), al as its notably
contrasting representation of the mother agairesptiesiding inhibitions
and silences of the melancholic son. The story isth®f a mother
returning home with her son David, after retrievimgh from a mental
health institution, where he was committed ostdpsimn account of
severe depression. According to the mother, Day#lffers] from
silence” (Toibin 2006: 174), and that it was “sohnieg David would not
give up, a special dark gift he had been offerd@7j. In each scene, the
story exudes the melancholic state, beginning witle opening
paragraph, composed of a flashback of David asild displaying his
morbid curiosity about death: “Mammy, how do pemmlie?” (173).
This scene synthesises into the chief imagery latethe story with
David’'s determined, but silent, chain-smoking iae tharkening back seat
of the car.

Yet, for the mother, what waits at home is not i@ but rather a
compounding of the situation, existing in the fasfran invalid husband
and his waning interest in the world, as evincedhsy fact that “even
when she read the newspaper to him, Seamus dideson interested”
(176). David's psychological state is thus mirroiedthe husband’s
physical paralysis, leaving the mother/wife in istisand culminating in
her realisation that “she would have to mustereweince of selfishness
she had” (181). Composed as it is as vignetteief,ghe story is unique
in both its direct engagement with the mourning areancholic son, as
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well as its negotiation with—and reversal of—tramtial Irish
representations of the mother figure. Imperativéhgnmother’s need for
individualisation, as expressed in her concludiegistance against the
entrapment and paralysis of both husband and s@hifiTempowers the
mother from the mourning or melancholic psyche, epgally
disentangling her from her role as an object of:ltise primordial effigy
that men unconsciously mourn for but never obtainerms of the father
and son, the mother’s resistance functions thema &orm of power
which constrains them [. . .] and leaves her intmdh(McCourt 2008:
162), thus ultimately inverting the traditional siii domestic roles.
Although many stories inMothers and Songlo focus on mother
protagonists that defy the patriarchal structumegosed upon them, “A
Journey” is significant with both its treatmenttbe mourning somand
the mother's escape from being solely represensedraunconscious
attribute of his stunted psychological development.

Conclusion

In response to the repercussions of historicaltyesmehed and inflexible
notions concerning the Irish state, nation and gniiéibin asserts that
“ambiguity is what is needed in Ireland now [. .wprds ambiguous
enough to make [the Irish] feel at home” (T6ibir9296). Mothers and
Sonsmay be framed and viewed ultimately as a litegangduction that
helps to expedite and facilitate that aiothers and Sonsegotiates
with traditional representations of the Irish mathad son, but refuses to
reduce the relationship to modern utopias of alsodumancipation. In
contrast, Taibin’s fiction plants itself in the bwlent terrain of the
unconscious, functioning primarily as elaboratiow$ mourning,
repression and desire: the primordial basis thastitoites the mother and
son relationship.

This paper has argued for a psychoanalytic inteapom of the
representation of both mother and son, as theyémrity are evinced in
Toibin’s fiction. Subsuming Freud’s own theoriesloss, specifically in
his understanding of the way in which the subjestals a deep-seated
hatred toward the lost object, Kristeva reconfigutikee framework of
mourning, and reemphasises that all loss punctubteschism of the
pre-Oedipal separation between child and motheatvwghmourned is the
lost object, as understood as existing as the @mram@mory of the
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separation from the pre-symbolic mother. Téibinéidn thus presents
the son as existing in a state of mourning, with fifial relationship
represented in unconscious metaphorical termsttendeath or absence
of the mother required, prior to securing him ittie symbolic order: the
world of symbols, creation, and more often than, neé¢xuality.
Melancholia, rather than existing at centre stageains in the margins
of Téibin’s Mothers and Sons fatal attraction that the mourning son is
encumbered with, by his desire to preserve his erpthut which he
often eventually resists.

Mourning, when realised in the full extent of itsosgible
permutations, is the leitmotif which informs thersts in Mothers and
Sons.As such, it helps define one of the many modesdarettions of
Taoibin’s fiction, by privileging the unsaid and wmscious undercurrents
that force characters into climactic moments oftlsugelf-awareness. In
varying degrees, the sonsMvthers and Sonmust approach the work
of mourning and successfully advance through stadegrief, in an
attempt to prevent the fragmentation of their eqgrd to reclaim a state
of tenuous sovereignty over its vacillating autogoin proportion to the
needs of the sons, the mothers often counteraenswure their own
survival from existing solely as a “death-bearingatennal image”
(Kristeva 1989: 29), as particularly witnessed & Journey” and to a
lesser degree, “A Long Winter.” Téibin’s fiction uf engages with
psychoanalytic processes of mourning, and existsmasaphorical
illustrations of grief, whereby following the stagef mourningMothers
and Sonssteers a path for its protagonists that is pavedartd
possibilities of restoration and renewal.
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