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Preface  I have often noted with surprise how, while I and others might criticize a particular month’s novel selection, the designated critic almost always has good things to say. One imagines reasons for this, some unflattering.  I think, in preparing this paper, I have found the reason.  I read Loving first quite quickly, as I sometimes (OK, often) do of a month, and found it puzzling, quirky, frustrating, unsatisfying.  That would normally have been the end of it, but this month I had to go back and read it more carefully, study some of the published commentary, and consider it deeply.  I discovered so much that I had missed, and my attitude was transformed.  So, I just want to express my appreciation to this organization, for forcing me, at least once in a while, to do the hard work without which true appreciation of a classic cannot be attained.
Loving starts “Once upon a day” and ends “happily ever after”.  It is a fairy tale that takes place in a remote spot on the coast of Ireland, far removed from the grim reality of WWII.  It is spring, 1941, when London was suffering nightly air raids and the war in Europe seemed to be going the Germans' way.  In sleepy old neutral Ireland, however, life goes on, and rumors of war reach only faintly. The English servants who are the principal characters in this story have chosen escape and irresponsibility, and so isolation and a sense of timeless unreality.  Things happen “another morning” or  “some days later”.  One section starts “It may have been a few days later”.

The Castle

The novel, for all its serious, melancholy, even tragic overtones, is fundamentally comic. The setting is vast, sprawling Kinalty Castle, “the most celebrated eighteenth-century folly that had still to be burned down.” [p.182]  (Actually this refers to the Blue Drawing Room with its cow byre furniture, but equally describes the whole place)  As in many English novels of the time, the large country residence (think Brideshead, for example) is a major character in the story, with a strong personality of its own. The castle features the most elaborately absurd decor in fiction: a Tower-of-Pisa dove cote, a fake temple, door handles like fishes, drawing room furnishings resembling farm tools, a boat-shaped bed complete with a golden oar sticking out to trip the unwary [p.76], and innumerable gothic windows stretching row upon row.  It is also full of treasures; Old masters, malachite vases, etc.
Dramatis Personae
The castle is owned and anxiously cared for by Mrs. Tennant, along with her daughter-in-law Mrs. Jack and the latter’s two children.  These are the supporting cast, however.  The stars of the show are below stairs.

The action starts with the sentence “Came a man’s laugh”.  Shocking, improper, since it occurs at the deathbed of the butler Eldon, and introduces his successor, who is about to steal his whiskey.  Actually it isn’t Eldon’s whiskey in the first place, it’s Mrs. Tennant’s that Eldon stole.  We follow the opportunistic progress of the footman Arthur who becomes the new butler, and his various escapades and misadventures form the central motif of our downstairs-downstairs tragicomedy.  Two days later, Eldon is dead and his successor is asking in the same breath “What time’s the interment?” and “How long before dinner?”[p24]
He has already blackmailed Mrs. Tennant into promote him.  “I suppose we shall have to call you Raunce” she grumbles, as we learn that Charley Raunce had theretofore been known as Arthur simply because that was the house’s generic name for footmen.  This custom of giving servants a new name they should answer to, perhaps because his or her own given name was considered unsuitable to one of his status, was not invented as a comic device by Green, but was common practice in this society.
Raunce’s persona is split into the unctuous solemnity he shows to his employer and his spontaneous crudity in the servants’ quarters.  He is a sly, lazy, nervous, venal man, yet one whom we cannot judge too harshly because we understand him so well. He is capable of feeling guilty, though he rationalizes and suppresses it quickly enough.  
As often in such establishments, a fierce possessiveness pervades the household.   There are ten indoor servants (well, nine now that Eldon is dead), who seem to be enjoying themselves much more than their putative betters. Besides Mrs. Tennant’s attachment to her crazy castle, we have Mrs. Welch (‘don’t call ‘er cook, she don’t like the name’) guarding her pots, pans, and nephew Albert, as well as the Irish lampman Paddy, disreputable and incomprehensible, with the peacocks, Raunce asserting ownership over his pantry boy Albert, Nanny Swift with her “little girl” Mrs. Jack, and even the underhousemaid Edith’s asserting her claim to the tale of Mrs. Jack in bed with the Captain.  They possess, but are in return possessed by, the objects of their devotion.  This is especially true of Raunce with the housemaid Edith.  Rounding out the cast are the other housemaid Kate, and the two kitchen maids, Mary and  Jane.
The structure  
Like a French farce, this Irish one is long on incident and short on plot.  There is just enough order, disrupted constantly by sudden absurdities, to make the reader sometimes feel that he missed something that would explain the whole.  The little details of the plot are nudged back and forth, first affecting one group of characters, then another, but never doing anything really dramatic until the chain reaction of mistakes, mischief, and misunderstandings reaches a sort of critical mass and the household falls apart.  Green sees existence as random, episodic, unpredictable.  He has “a consistent vision of life as an inconclusive sequence of episodes to which the only order we can impose is … aesthetic”.   The other consistent aspect of his novels worthy of note is their humanity. He revels in the minutiae of human behavior, creates characters of great reality, vitality, and warmth.  Many of the lesser vice are on display, but little or no evil, and a great deal of love.
Literary Style  
Green certainly has an eccentric, often arresting, style of writing. It takes some getting used to, can be off-putting at first.  For example, when he uses ‘this’, ‘these’, ‘those’, in place of ‘the’, for emphasis; I’m not sure the added weight is worth the distraction to the reader.  We might note first that his eye and ear are more attuned to impulsive, compulsive behavior than to deliberate logical action.  This is conveyed stylistically by brevity and compression: leaving out ‘and’ (see my sentence just above), omitting the ‘ly’ at the end of adverbs (“he stepped sharp away”, or “ ‘Yes’m’ he said respectful” which makes ‘he’ sharp or respectful, as well as his behavior), and of course the lack of commas, especially in dialogue.  All of these devices suggest haste or anxiety.  
There is little interiority in this book: we do not know what the characters are thinking, and motivation can be puzzling.  In fact, half the time Green doesn’t seem to know either.  We read, for example:

“ ‘He’s not,’ she lied, it may have been to protect the lad.” [p.151]
The author apparently has to guess why his characters speak and act as they do.
Green’s dialogue reproduces with perfect pitch the conventional usages, platitudes, and idioms of ordinary speech, often comfortable chatter flowing with little thought or effort.  The lack of commas emphasizes this flow.

Sometimes these omissions of words, punctuation, etc. seem slips of the tongue, intentionally inserted by the author.  Or, one might suddenly wonder, slips of the pen, perhaps, not deliberate at all?  As though the author was in such a hurry to get his thoughts down on paper, the memory dump is raw and unpolished.  Is Green just too lazy to proofread?
Not a chance. The careful craft is there, often in passages of poetic beauty.  One commentator refers to his unexpected language as producing “the infinitesimal shock that makes all the difference in his writing, and sets him apart from laboring grammarians.”  Vivid similes abound : “He slipped inside like an eel into its drainpipe” [p.24]; “ [Mrs. T.] had moved over to the open window . . . and stuck her rather astounding head with its blue-washed silver hair out into the day as though she were a parrot embarrassed at finding itself not tied to a perch . . .” [p.170].  
There are also clever double meanings.  
Item: Kate is teasing Edith, they are in their attic bedroom, she says  
“ ‘Suppose you was come alone up here,’ and her voice went rising, ‘and found [Charley] waitin’ on yer bed,’ she ended, with a shriek of bed.”  [p.46]
The shriek is her voice saying the word ‘bed’, but also the sound of the bed-springs as she throws herself down.
Item: Raunce is about to burst in on Edith and Kate in a moment of innocent intimacy.  We have this wonderful sentence: 
“He paused to look over his shoulder with his hand on a leaping salmon trout in gilt before pressing this lever to go in.” [p.65]   
Raunce is feeling guilty; so he should.  But wait, “gilt” is spelled g-i-l-t.  It’s the door handle shaped like a fish that is gilded.  But of course it is both.
Here is a longer excerpt that immediately follows.  Raunce enters to find the girls dancing;
They were wheeling wheeling in each other’s arms heedless at the far end where they had drawn up one of the white blinds.  Above from a rather low ceiling five great chandeliers swept one after the other almost to the waxed parquet floor reflecting in their hundred thousand drops  the single sparkle of distant day, again and again red velvet paneled walls, and two girls, minute in purple, dancing multiplied to eternity in these trembling pears of glass.  [p.65]
In another passage in which Green characteristically finds beauty and glory in the mundane, the two girls enter the abandoned saddleroom, cobweb-filled and cobble-stoned, where unwashed Paddy lies sleeping.

. . .  with the door ajar, the shafted sun lay in a lengthened arch of blazing sovereigns.  Over a corn bin  . . . lay Paddy snoring, a web strung from one lock of hair back onto the sill above and which rose and fell as he breathed.  Caught in the reflection of spring sunlight this cobweb looked to be made of gold.  . . .  It might have been almost that O’Conor’s dreams were held by hairs of gold binding his head beneath a vaulted roof on which the floor of cobbles reflected an old king’s molten treasure.’ [p.56]
We can now see how the ‘blazing sovereigns’ are the cobbles caught in the sunbeam, each stone a shining golden coin.
Comedy   
More than anything, this is a funny novel.  We may not often laugh out loud, but there are many ways in which Green makes us smile.   The similes quoted above are certainly humorous.  The author doesn’t tell jokes (a form of humor that becomes dated fast), his humor is situational, physical, farcical.  In this domestic tale of misunderstandings, mishaps and mischief, accusations fly (almost always false) and confusion reigns.

I’ll mention just one device, used more than once: two people, preoccupied with their own concerns, converse through alternating monologues, talking past each other.  Thus, the housekeeper Miss Burch, jealous of Raunce’s new authority, is having a cuppa with the cook Mrs. Welch, concerned over her nephew Albert who’s just arrived from England, and has just killed a peacock. A brief excerpt:
‘This place won’t ever be the same …’ Miss Burch began again. ‘I said it over [Mr. Eldon’s] open grave, and I don’t care who hears me this minute.  With Raunce let loose … tormenting a girl will be child’s play Mrs Welch.’
‘It’s the food,’ Mrs Welch answered, ‘ … They’re starving over there my sister says in her letter she sent.  If it wasn’t for that I’d go tomorrer, I would straight. He’s that thin.’
‘ Nothing’ll be like it was,’ Miss Burch repeated.  ‘I said so at the time.’
Mrs Welch had the last word.  ‘Not but what Albert makes a difference being a refugee … he’ll take feedin’.’  [p.54]

Why the sudden departure?  
Raunce has a good thing going.   He has Mrs. Tennant over a barrel; she needs him, will find him impossible to replace in war time, is an agreeable and tolerant employer.  He is comfortably off, and is skimming off a nice percentage when ordering supplies.  There are jolly times in the servant’s hall, where the food is good and his rule is unchallenged.  He proposes to Edith, and considers asking for the use of a cottage on the estate.
The loss of the ring appears at first to be only another episode in the cheerful anarchy that is life in Kinalty Castle.  But from then on, Raunce’s triumphal effort to get established and the cheery romancing are gradually supplanted by the burdens of responsibility, possessiveness over Edith, and other anxieties.  For all his well-laid plans and his self-image as suave and shrewd, he is constantly tripped up by unexpected and absurd occurrences or emotions.  First, he finds that Edith, who has found the ring, means to keep it as a marital nest egg.  He fearfully dissuades her. Then the children swipe the ring, and he has to concoct a new plan.  Before that can be carried out, along comes the lisping insurance investigator, ridiculous but threatening (as are so many of the difficulties Raunce encounters).  Young Albert, mistakenly fearing that Edith is in danger, “confesses” to the crime. Another imbroglio. Raunce’s bluster antagonizes the investigator, who leaves threatening not to pay the claim.  Mrs. T. returns from England and, in another scene of manic misunderstanding, goes to consult steady reliable Mrs. Welch about Raunce’s Albert, whom she suspects of involvement in the  theft.  The cook immediately thinks its her Albert being accused, and goes off into a drunken tirade accusing everyone of misbehavior, much of it true. Ironically, of course, though neither woman suspects it, it is precisely cook’s Albert who does have the ring.  The climax comes when Raunce, after all his efforts and travails, triumphantly returns the ring just as Mrs. T., thoroughly upset and distracted, leaves the kitchen.  Instead of profuse thanks, he gets hardly an acknowledgement as she slips on the ring and hurries off.  This may be the moment when the future is set.
In the final conversation where Raunce talks Edith into leaving, and furthermore slipping away without a moment’s notice, neither seems happy about it.  Edith has warm attachments, especially to Kate and the two girls ‘the little angels’, and is especially reluctant to leave without saying goodbye.  Raunce has been getting sicker and sicker, and now seems very unwell, even if much of it is hypochondria.  
True, young Albert, who has been doing most of his work, has left tojoin the RAF.  And Mrs. Tennant seems not to value him at his self-perceived worth.  And his mother’s letter, refusing to come to Ireland, has made him feel guilty about staying on. Still, this hardly seems enough to cause this sudden dramatic change of plans.  

Tragedy  
Mrs. T. and her family are members of a declining aristocracy.  They and the Big House they maintain are symbols of a passing way of life.  The castle too is dying; in most rooms, the furniture is already shrouded in dustsheets. The tale told in Loving is from one point of view the story of this decline and fall.  We watch as discipline disintegrates, and the servants becomes the masters.  The very name of the lady of the house, Tennant, seems to suggest this. When she says wistfully to her daughter-in-law ‘D’you know Violet I don’t think I care what they do so long as they stay,’ [p.36] we are filled with sad foreboding.  When, in quite another mood, she says ‘Raunce, surely you aren’t proposing to put that pink blotting paper in the Gold Bedroom’ [p.30],  the humor is outweighed by the poignancy, as we watch the deckchairs being rearranged on the Titanic.  
It’s a nice irony, it seems to me, that the disintegration of the social structure that allows the servants to take liberties, as in
So it came about next afternoon that Charley and Edith had drawn up deep leather armchairs of purple in the Red Library.  . . .  the fender supported Raunce’s heels next to his you-and-me [that’s Cockney rhyming slang for tea] in a gold Worcester cup and saucer.  [p.130]
simultaneously make them uncomfortable enough to want to leave.
At the end, the fate of the great old castle seems to me inevitable and imminent.  Young Albert is gone, and now Raunce, the only two men in the place.  Warm-hearted Edith was clearly a mainstay.  Of the four left (not counting the scullery maids), three are elderly, two of them invalid and one gin-soaked, and how much longer will Kate stay on?

Twice in the book, Green uses the phrase “not yet burned down.”  This was the fate of many of the big houses in Ireland.  I cannot resist closing with the following passage, written by the Irish author Molly Keane, a contemporary of Green’s, who was herself brought up in such a house, later burned during the Troubles. “They came on a summer’s night and banged on the big door and burst their way in.  They took my mother and father out of the house to a field, and put them there against a haystack so they could watch the burning.  And they torched the house, and my father and mother sat there in their nightclothes watching it burn up with everything in it.  It must have been pretty shocking.”  And we thought the English had a gift for understatement!
Within a few months, mark my words, the place will be closed down, boarded up, all its treasures sold off, never to reopen. The IRA will have to work fast, if they are to kindle anything more than a funeral pyre.
~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
Questions for discussion
1.  Over the course of the book, does Raunce’s character, his sense of responsibility, develop and grow, or deteriorate and fall apart? 

2.  Of all the characters in this story, who loves whom?  If I gave you a list of all the characters and asked you to draw an arrow from A to B whenever A truly loves B (two-headed arrows allowed), would you cover the page with crisscrossing lines, or just draw a few?

3.  The last two sentences read: 

    The next day Raunce and Edith left without a word of warning.  Over in England they were married and lived happily ever after.

Discuss the likelihood that Raunce and/or Edith would do any of these three things.  How does the literary style of the paragraph fit the rest of the book?  How satisfying an ending do you find it?  What are the chances that some editor or literary agent added this on without Henry ever noticing?  

In short, what the hell . . . ???

4.  Is Mrs. Tennant a good mistress?  Could she have handled her people better, and saved the situation?  How?

5.  Green is less than a major figure in English letters.  Is he underappreciated?  What were his strengths and weaknesses? What were his innovations?

6.  Is Raunce hypochondriac, agoraphobic, or ‘genuinely’ unwell?  What does his sickness contribute to the novel, besides confusion?
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