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RAFFAELLA LEPRONI

MIRROR MIRROR... EDGEWORTH, WILDE, AND
JOYCE IN THE FACE OF A LOOKING-GLASS

Abstract “It is impossible to draw Ireland as she now is in a book of fiction —
realities are too strong, party passions too violent, to bear to see, or care to look
at, their faces in a looking glass. The people would only break the glass and
curse the fool who held the mirror up to nature” (Maria Edgeworth to Michael
Pakenham Edgeworth, 19 February 1834). These words were written by Maria
Edgeworth 13 years after publishing Castle Rackrent, referred to as (in turns) the
first historical novel, the first regional novel in English, the first Anglo-Irish
novel, the first Big House novel and the first saga novel (Kirkpatrick, 1995). Cer-
tainly, a book of fiction; definitely, a deep look into her contemporary Ireland’s
social situation. Things had changed, over thirteen years. Things changed further
in the next century, up the publication of Ulysses (1918-1922), where Irish art
seems to have become “the cracked lookingglass of a servant” (p.16). In between
stood Oscar Wilde, who also held a looking-glass to Art and Life (and Shake-
speare), to show the English their own face, and definitely suffered the curse for
it. Edgeworth was an Englishwoman who chose to live in Ireland, to take the
Irish side; Wilde, an Irishman, emigrated to London to prove his genius was
“more English than the English themselves”; Joyce was an Irishman too, and
chose to leave Ireland to take her side, as if he was looking from inside the look-
ing-glass to show his point. Mirror mirror...

Keywords Irish identity, Colonial language, Language bullyism, Anti-
colonialism, Literary tradition.

This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless
and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer
traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a
writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of
his contemporaneity. (Eliot 1969: 49)
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Public opinion of what a man is will never disclose
the true self, being rather a distorting mirror. (Kiberd
1996: 324)

History, literature, tradition, and identity seem to be profoundly inter-
twined in the idea of “Irish”. Concepts of Irishness, and the set of values
and characteristics which they convey, have long been dealt with by both
native-Irish- authors and those considered Irish by adoption, in an effort
to explain what Ireland was/is, and what Irish people were/are both inside
and outside of Ireland. Since the long eighteenth century, but especially
“[...] throughout the nineteenth century we see Irish writers struggling to
“explain” the Irish people to an English audience. [...] Irish writers felt a
need to move away from the portrayal of an encounter, which too often
remained on an anecdotal or introductory level, to an inside view of the
Irish experience” (Powell 2004: 7). Their “anxiety of accuracy”, which
frequently led to extensive explanations and footnotes, in an attempt to
introduce regional heroes to (inter)national audiences, was meant “to of-
fer a point of contact with readers from outside Irish geographical and
cultural borders. This concern with the intended audience and its feelings,
however, had adverse effects, as most of the Irish fiction composed in
Ireland was directed toward an audience outside Ireland” (ibidem).

If, on the one hand, conveying a sense of what “Irish” meant to
those living abroad was difficult, on the other, writing about Ireland to an
Irish audience seemed to be an even more complicated task. In a famous
letter to her stepbrother in India, Maria Edgeworth wrote:

It is impossible to draw Ireland as she now is in a book of fiction — realities
are too strong, party passions too violent, to bear to see, or care to look at,
their faces in a looking glass. The people would only break the glass and
curse the fool who held the mirror up to nature — distorted nature in a fever”
(letter to Michael Pakenham Edgeworth, 19 February 1834).

! The letter (reproduced in Frances Edgeworth, F. 1867: iii, 87-88, and in Hare
1894): 202; quoted in Zimmern 1883: 185) explains why Edgeworth did NOT consider
Helen, her almost-published novel, an Irish tale. On Edgeworth, Joyce and the realism of
Victorian novel see also Connolly 2011 (esp. 1-4).
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These words were written thirty-four years after publishing Castle
Rackrent (1800) — the first historical novel, the first regional novel in
English, the first Anglo-Irish novel, the first Big House novel, the first
saga novel (Kirkpatrick 1995). Certainly, a book of fiction; definitely, an
in-depth analysis of the social situation of the Ireland of Edgeworth’s
time. Things had changed, over the previous thirty years, and were des-
tined to change even further.? At the beginning of the nineteenth century,
the country was “coming to terms with the consequences of the Union,
while the emotional aftermath of the 1798 rising was still a reality and the
prospect of legislative reform still in the future, with the Napoleonic
Wars absorbing the attention of the London government, and with pov-
erty still an insoluble and persistent feature of the Irish economy”
(O’Dwyer 2002: 834). Years passed; agrarian disturbances continued,
people rose and fought despite the threat of famine, which exacerbated
poverty and led to mass emigration.

Down through the century, the need to make the Irish look at
themselves into the looking-glass grew stronger and deeper. At the be-
ginning of the twentieth century, Joyce wrote to Grant Richards, his fal-
tering publisher, urging him to endorse Dubliners, expressing his concern
on the matter: “I seriously believe that you will retard the course of civili-
zation in Ireland by preventing the Irish people from having one good
look at themselves in my nicely polished looking-glass” (L 63-4)%. He
aired his grievance explicitly in Ulysses (1918-1922), where Irish art be-
comes “the cracked lookingglass of a servant” (U, 1, 146).

Edgeworth was an Englishwoman who chose to live in Ireland
and take sides with the Irish, holding the mirror up to the country to show
it to England; Joyce was an Irishman, chose to leave Ireland to take her
side, as if he was looking from inside the looking-glass to demonstrate his
point of view. Between Edgeworth and Joyce stood Oscar Wilde, a true
Irishman, who emigrated to London to prove that his genius was “more
English than the English themselves”; he held a looking-glass up to Art
and Life (and Shakespeare) as well, using his Irish genius to show the
English upper-class its own face, a presumption for which he paid a high
price in the long run.

2 See Kelleher 1997: 41-62.
3 See also Ellmann (ed.) 1975: 90.
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The Looking-glass and the Mirror

The Merriam-Webster's [First] International Dictionary of the English
Language (1890) provides distinct definitions of “mirror” and “looking-
glass™: a looking-glass is “a mirror made of glass on which has been
placed a backing of some reflecting substance, as quicksilver”, while a
mirror is “a looking-glass or a speculum; any glass or polished substance
that forms images by the reflection of rays of light”.

Though often used as synonyms, the two terms seem to point to
different ideas of the reflecting instrument: the object in itself versus the
object in its use, showing how our perception depends on different varia-
ble perspectives. The same variety should be adopted when considering
the metaphorical social function of the object when applied to art. As
Edgeworth, Wilde and Joyce may have meant, their art becomes a look-
ing-glass — or a mirror, a mean to the end of representing a certain reali-
ty to a given audience, allowing for a certain degree of adjustment or in-
terpretation (or questioning).

Mirrors have long been regarded as symbols of art, classically
conceived as a faithful mimetic representation of external reality (Abrams
1953; Hunt 2011a). Art may serve two apparently opposite functions at
the same time: that of reflecting a picture of nature from a realistic per-
spective, and/or reflecting (on) contemporaneity and becoming a symbol.
Tradition, then, may be seen as a sequence of mirrors, held up to reali-
ty/nature at different times, in different places, by different individuals, to
reflect and reflect on different objects.

Cracking the Glass: Arnold, Pater, Wilde, and the Object as in
Themselves They See It
When scrutinising a work of art, three main roles need to be questioned to

‘crack the glass’: the role of the artist, the role of the critic(s), and the role
of the public.
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The extrication of this enormous skein implies reflecting on the
cornerstones upon which the entire theory of criticism has arisen and
evolved. Focusing, in particular, on the debate surrounding aesthetics
which provided a foundation for the modern perception of the role of the
aforementioned subjects (or are they objects?), at least as far as the look-
ing-glass is concerned, Richard Ellman has pointed out that “there are not
two but three critical phases in the late nineteenth century, with Pater
transitional between Arnold and Wilde” (Ellmann 1966: 3).

Matthew Arnold posited that it was possible to “see the object as
in itself it really is” (Arnold 1865: 1), assuming that, as Harris noted, “it
is at least possible to see objects as they actually exist without any distor-
tion arising from the constitution of the mind of the viewer” (Harris 1971:
735). However, the same work (object), produces different effects in dif-
ferent periods; this makes it very difficult to understand its true essence,
as one is obliged to consider alterations in the perception of the work at
different points in time of a cultural tradition as well as changes in the
paradigm assumed as the basis for comparison.

In his Preface to The Renaissance, Walter Pater amended Ar-
nold's doctrine: “‘To see the object as in itself it really is,” has been justly
said to be the aim of all true criticism whatever; and in aesthetic criticism
the first step is to know one's own impression as it really is, to discrimi-
nate it, to realize it distinctly” (Pater 1873: xviii).* Pater’s statement pos-
its the acceptance of the implications of Arnold's position, whereby the
object of contemplation is the effect, the impression; but, independently
of the limits of the personal impressions of the artist and viewers alike,
critics need to work with their own “impressions of the artists’ impres-
sions of experience” (Harris 1971: 740). Pater’s position, which rests sig-
nificantly on both philosophical relativism and scientific empiricism, es-
tablishes a direct relationship between the impression which the artist
embodies in the work of art and the critic's impression of that work, thus
setting the stage for Wilde.

4 The italics are mine.
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Oscar Wilde

In The Critic as Artist (1891), Wilde expresses his view regarding the re-
spective positions of the critic and the work of art:

Ernest: The highest Criticism, then, is more creative than creation, and the
primary aim of the critic is to see the object as in itself it really is not; that is
your theory, | believe?

Gilbert: Yes, that is my theory. To the critic the work of art is simply a sug-
gestion for a new work of his own, that need not necessarily bear any obvi-
ous resemblance to the thing it criticizes (Wilde 1891a: 1028-1030).

Though he recognises the importance of Arnold’s influence, he refers to
Pater (and Ruskin) to promote a novel paradigm of the critic, founded on
the paradoxical acknowledgement of the creativity of criticism, on the ba-
sis of personal impression.®

To Wilde, though, art and criticism are not confined to their aes-
thetic function alone, as their ultimate goal is one of a moral nature. Criti-
cism acquires a role as an art in itself, because of the paradox on which it
is built; it enables the soul to “see beyond the moment, and think beyond
the day” (Wilde 1891a: 1041). It is the soul which needs to be revealed
by the work of art, just as the impressions of the object (which may be
unknown to the viewer/reader) reported by the artist and critic reveal the
essence and the capabilities of the soul. The critic’s mission concerns the
age rather than the individual, seeking to awaken consciousness, and
make it responsive, “creating in it new desires and appetites, and lending

5 According to Varty, “Wilde permits his leading partner of the dialogue, Gil-
bert, the leisure to reflect on the activity in which he is engaged. This act of literary self-
reflexivity mirrors the refined self-consciousness that Wilde’s critical spirit inculcates”
(Varty 2014: 57). He establishes a dynamic relationship between the work of art and its
spectator, reader or audience, attributing the individual with full responsibility for the
construction of meaning or mystery that a work of art generates: “it is rather the beholder
who lends to the beautiful thing its myriad meanings, and makes it marvellous for us, and
sets it in some new relation to the age ...” (Wilde 1891a: 1027). It is the one holding the
mirror, then, who determines the mirror’s function, as well as the object and the value of
what the mirror reflects. As he states in the Preface to Dorian Gray, “All art is at once
surface and symbol. [...] It is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors” (Wilde
1891c: 22).
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it his larger vision and his nobler moods”, shaping, “as Arnold points out
[...] the intellectual atmosphere of the age” (Wilde 1891a: 1041).
Through the critic’s creative work (of art), the impressions of objects (i.e.
the objects “as in themselves they are not”) provide a realistic picture of
“the range of qualities, powers, and desires which make up the race of
man as in itself it really is” (Harris 1971: 747).

Wilde, of course, could not be satisfied with only cracking the
glass; an artist himself, and a critic, he could not relegate the role of his
genius to a mere reflection. In The Decay of Lying (1889/1891), Cyril and
Vivian discuss the dangers of putting genius into life, and talent into
works®:

Cyril. Well, before you read it to me, | should like to ask you a question.
What do you mean by saying that life, "poor, probable, uninteresting human
life”, will try to reproduce the marvels of art? I can quite understand your ob-
jection to art being treated as a mirror. You think it would reduce genius to
the position of a cracked lookingglass. But you don't mean to say that you se-
riously believe that Life imitates Art, that Life in fact is the mirror, and Art
the reality?

Vivian. Certainly | do. Paradox though it may seem — and paradoxes are al-
ways dangerous things — it is none the less true that Life imitates art far
more than Art imitates life. (Wilde 1889/1991: 921. Underlined is mine)

Here the heap of (broken) images enlarges, while genius — the necessary
quality to give life to art — becomes the lookingglass which cracks when
art becomes a mere reflection of life. The artist, the viewer, the reader,
and the critic — the forms which Life takes to express itself — imitate Art
in trying to produce it, and cannot but be upset when they look for con-
firmation of their true self in a mirror. Wilde expressed his considerations
further in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), beginning with the Preface
to the novel itself (added in 1891):

The nineteenth-century dislike of Realism is the rage of Caliban seeing
his own face in a glass.

6 “I put all my genius into my life; I put only my talent into my works”. Oscar
Wilde in conversation with André Gide in Algiers (quoted in a letter by Gide to his moth-
er, January 30", 1895: see Gide 1905: 17).
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The nineteenth-century dislike of Romanticism is the rage of Caliban not
seeing his own face in a glass. (Wilde 1889/1891: 17)

In the first case, the mirror serves his purpose of reflecting the face of re-
ality, thus forcing the viewer to acknowledge his/her own condition; in
the second case, the mirror does not reflect the viewer, thus making self-
recognition impossible. These two apparently opposite positions are rec-
onciled, paradoxically, in the viewer’s dislike of both reflections, implic-
itly suggesting that it is the viewer’s responsibility (and ability) to hold
“the mirror up to nature — distorted nature” (ME, see anted). Hence the
title of the book: a “picture”, which is not only a “portrait”, but rather an
“image”, a perceived impression of the expression produced — the trans-
lation depends on the degree of the reader’s perception of what (s)he sees
reflected in the work of art, bearing in mind that the novel itself is a mir-
ror or a looking-glass, where the reader is, at the once, inside the story
because of the emotions it evokes (trepidation, horror, scandal), and out-
side of it as far as its consequences (pains, triumphs and tragedy) are con-
cerned (see F. Marenco 2017: XIII and following)’. The transfer of Dori-
an’s vital self into art, his acquisition of full awareness of life through a
work of art (which is never shown to a public in the book, but described
fully and made ‘visible’ to the public — the readers), serve the main pur-
pose of Art, which is to reveal life and nature by dominating, replacing
them. The main character needs to become indifferent towards his own
deeds, which is made possible by continuously turning his attention (and
that of the public) towards works of art, to reveal their own tragedy to the
readers and their position as mere inert spectators. Though he hides
knowledge from the actors in the story, Wilde hands it over to the read-
er/spectator, along with the responsibility of providing the whole picture
with meaning, charging mere, terrible words with sense — and reality®.

" According to Marenco, “The more the invention of the author looks fictional
and artificial, his fantasy arbitrary and his art formal, the more the position of the public
results realistic, confirmed in tis external, detached position of end-user, judge and — why
not? — buyer of all these attributions” (2017: XIII, my translation).

8 “Words! Mere words! How terrible they were! How clear, and vivid, and cru-
el! One could not escape from them. And yet what a subtle magic there was in them! They
seemed to be able to give a plastic form to formless things, and to have a music of their
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Language becomes the means by which to shape the mirror but also to
interrogate it, while at the same time inexorably questioning the readers,
bestowing form on the deeds they do not dare to do, and calling them to
(self)judgement.

Joyce’s Looking through the Looking-glass

Wilde devoted to paradox, Joyce — who learnt the lesson well — made
irony the gold he forged. A master wordsmith, he may have paid his first
tribute to Wilde’s love for jeux de mot in The Portrait of the Artist, a mir-
ror-reference to The Picture of Dorian Gray; in both texts, the (anti)hero
is the artist of his own life, the narratum atque narrans protagonist of a
novel intended to mirror “real” life which, from the very beginning of the
text, seems to be the spectator of the story: “His father told him that story:
his father looked at him through a glass: he had a hairy face” (P, 3).

In Ulysses references to mirrors and looking-glasses multiply,
seemingly interrelating Wilde (to whom the reference is explicit) and
Edgeworth (implicitly evoked in Stephen’s — the artist’s — reference to
“the cracked lookingglass of a servant”).

Stephen bent forward and peered at the mirror held out to him, cleft by a
crooked crack, hair on end. As he and others see me. Who chose this face
for me? This dogsbody to rid of vermin. It asks me too.

Laughing again, he brought the mirror away from Stephen's peering eyes.
— The rage of Caliban at not seeing his face in a mirror, he said. If Wilde
were only alive to see you!

Drawing back and pointing, Stephen said with bitterness:

— Itiis a symbol of Irish art. The cracked lookingglass of a servant.

Buck Mulligan suddenly linked his arm in Stephen's and walked with him
round the tower, his razor and mirror clacking in the pocket where he had
thrust them.

[...] — Cracked lookingglass of a servant! Tell that to the oxy chap
downstairs and touch him for a guinea. He's stinking with money and
thinks you're not a gentleman. ... God, Kinch, if you and I could only

own as sweet as that of viol or of lute. Mere words! Was there anything so real as words?”
(Wilde 1890: 60)
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work together we might do something for the island. Hellenise it.° (U
1.135-158)

The reference to Wilde is not confined to Caliban’s rage. The whole pro-
cess of self-interrogation about the reflection mirrored in and by the look-
ing-glass is drawn from both The Critic as Artist, and The Picture of Do-
rian Gray, to question the role of the artist, the role of the critic, the truth
of things mirrored, and the function of the mirror at the same time. Joyce
the author is mirrored in Stephen the artist, and they are both critics of the
reality of Ireland using their emotions and feelings as material, according
to Wilde’s classist (and deeply Irish) idea of classicism. As T.S. Eliot
(1923: 482) put it, in reviewing Ulysses,

It is much easier to be a classicist in literary criticism than in creative art
— because in criticism you are responsible only for what you want, and
in creation you are responsible for what you can do with material which
you must simply accept. And in this material | include the emotions and
feelings of the writer himself, which, for that writer, are simply material

9 Hellas (Ancient Greece) was a confederation of poleis, city-states. It is consid-
ered as the cradle of Western civilization, being the place where, besides the Olympic
games, the first democracy was born, as well as ancient philosophy (and consequent dia-
lectic criticism), and many scientific and artistic disciplines. The country’s varied and
complex landscape, marked by the sea, the mountains, and the lowland, historically
caused the people to migrate. The Greeks established colonies all over the Mediterranean,
and beyond. They were colonisers but also, being tradesmen, like the Jews and the Arme-
nians, they have traditionally been diasporic. A country that is simultaneously European,
Balkan, Mediterranean, and Near Eastern, Greece lies at the juncture of Europe, Asia, and
Africa. The heirs to Classical Greece, the Byzantine Empire, and nearly four centuries of
Ottoman Turkish rule, the Greeks have always been characterized by a great deal of eth-
nic, religious, and linguistic diversity, which, in time, has resisted many governmental
attempts to assimilate minorities — a policy known as “Hellenization”. Language is still a
sensitive issue in that country, and most likely was at the time when Ulysses was written.
Mulligan’s proposal to Stephen to work together to “Hellenise” Ireland may be read
through a multifaceted lens: putting their different talents into the same effort, on the one
side, Ireland could become the new (ancient) Greece, spreading cultural and artistic values
upon which the western world could re-build its heritage; on the other hand, Joyce may
have adopted a socio-political perspective, which hints at the need for establishing a new
identity, a balance between the roles of colonisation and diaspora. Leopold Bloom is a
Jew — a wandering and wondering Jew, in a city which is at the same time his home and
a foreign land.
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which he must accept — not virtues to be enlarged or vices to be dimin-
ished. The question, then, about Mr. Joyce, is: how much living material
does he deal with, and how does he deal with it: deal with, not as a leg-
islator or exhorter, but as an artist?

This perspective also sheds a new light on Mulligan comparing Stephen
to a romantic critic’®: by looking at the mirror, the positions of the critic
and the artist are reconciled in the same face, whose self-perception is
doubled and questioned by the contrast between external reality and sub-
jective experience. While Mulligan refers to the reflection which both he
and Stephen see in the mirror, Stephen replies by referring to the object —
the mirror itself. It is the object, not the artist, which functions as a sym-
bol, because the critic (who in this case is the artist himself) holds it and
reveals it as such. What is reflected in the mirror is then real for the view-
er, who can also perceive what the holder of the mirror (the artist as crit-
ic) shows. The ability to accept this double perspective enables the reader
(an external critic) to understand the reality of the things mirrored in the
text, as well as their distortion due to the crack in the glass.

Significantly, Joyce adds “of a servant” to his lookingglass, so
that the reader is forced to picture the power relationship which, here,
binds what the mirror reflects, the viewer of this reflection, and the sub-
ject holding the mirror — subject not only as a person, but also and more
notably as a political person, implying the socio-political ideology of this
addition, according to which language becomes a means of power.
Joyce’s linguistic and stylistic experimentation can be read, therefore, as
an expression of the colonial experience of an Imperial language (see
Dingle 2015). The chain of stylistic variations which constitutes the struc-
tural pattern of Ulysses may then play a double and opposite role. On the
one hand, it may be seen as an undermining of the assumption that art
mirrors ‘reality’, therefore questioning the notion that language can rep-
resent experience; on the other hand, the deceptive stylistic variations
which grow stronger throughout the text, representing the slippery quality
of Hiberno-English as a testimony of the cultural politics of colonial ex-
perience — Joyce’s colonial experience, reflecting the crack in the identi-
ty of the artist and critic when trying to express his condition as a colonial

10 For a different reading, see John Hunt (2011a and 2011b).
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subject in “the sermo patris of the oppressor’s language” (Van Bohee-
men-Saf 2004: 2).

We can, therefore, accept Terrinoni’s (2014) invitation to read the
text itself as if it mirrored in a looking-glass. According to Terrinoni,
Ulysses is based on a constant inversion of meanings, its language con-
tinuously challenging and setting snares for the reader. Pushing the
boundaries of language to the extreme limit, absorbing all varieties of the
Irish brogue' and cultural reference, Joyce aimed at defying the English
tradition, and to set out on a journey of cultural self-determination by cre-
ating the first great Irish national epic poem. If, as Richard Ellmann sug-
gested, Joyce’s political goal was the emancipation of Ireland, Ulysses’s
mirror might well have served the purpose of showing both the English
and the Irish respective reflections of their cultural heritage, shedding
light on the obscurity of the future.

The artistic mirror (the text as a mirror, but also the object-mirror
inside the text), once cracked, loses its function as a means by which to
disseminate both reality and the traditional heritage as perceived by the
people, while it questions the symbolic function of language, the medium
with which literary art is duly concerned, as fully representational.*® Ste-
phen’s cracked mirror, by “asking” him, urges him to problematise the
notion of the representational possibilities of language, and his answer to
Mulligan politicises the very act of representation to which the artist (and
the critic, being himself an artist) is committed, as he is now aware that
the language he uses to express his artistic consciousness in not his natu-
ral tongue, but an “alien experience” (Ibid.).

Joyce shares the same awareness of being an alien among
strangers which Wilde had already experienced to cope with when trying
to balance his genius, his life, and his art: “I am Irish by race ... but the
English have condemned me to speak the language of Shakespeare”
(Wilde, p.100) in order to show those emotions that “hey had repressed
within themselves” (Kiberd 1996: 35) to the Victorian English who usu-

11 A strong dialectal accent. In Ireland it originally indicated Irish spoken with a
strong English accent, but gradually came to mean English spoken with a strong Irish ac-
cent, as English control of Ireland gradually increased and Irish began to vanish as the
country’s most-widely spoken language.

12 See Dingle 2015: 3.
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ally attributed them to their Irish mirror-colonial neighbours. As Morales
Ladron (2006: 209) underlines, from the Portrait on

Stephen is obsessed by the use of words and by the effect of their multi-
ple associations, and one of his main preoccupations is to discern
whether words are used “according to the literary tradition or according
to the tradition of the marketplace” [(P: 219)]. Noticing that there are
words, which do not belong to him, Stephen feels strangled by language
and he realizes that he will not be able to fully communicate until he
overcomes the domination and oppression that language is exerting on
him. (Morales Ladron 2006: 209)

Here Joyce stages the subaltern vision of the colonised, by expressing the
alienation produced by interiorizing the hegemonic language of the op-
pressor, continuing to feel it as non-natural, superimposed, though, at the
same time, inevitably and historically necessary.

Edgeworth: Irony, Language, and Identity

This very same issue had been dealt in a very Irish way — that is, ironi-
cally — by Edgeworth in Essay on Irish Bulls (1802), though Maria’s
primary aim was the opposite to Joyce’s, not only because she meant to
reveal the worth of the Irish, notwithstanding their allegedly scarce mas-
tery of English, but also because the ‘Imperial language’ she used to sup-
port her claim was native to her.

Conceived in 1797, written mainly between 1801 and 1802, the
result of a close collaboration of Maria and her father Richard Lovell
Edgeworth, and first published in 1802, the text is an ironic parody of the
Irish bull, a form of blunder or linguistic absurdity associated with the
Irish, mainly to prove their inferiority as a people, due to their supposed
poor command of the English language (and mindset).

English by birth, and Irish by adoption®®, Edgeworth “satirically
refunctions the genre of the Irish bull by interrogating its presumptive sta-

13 Maria was born in Black Bourton, Oxfordshire, in 1767 (some say 1768, but
the records of those years have been lost), third child — first daughter — to Richard Lov-
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tus as an essentially Irish form of speech” (Tuite 2011: 719). Reassuming
Jonathan Swift’s scheme (dating back to 1730) for a satirical ‘revenge’
against those English denigrators of the Irish who stereotype them as stu-
pid, blundering speakers, the Essay proposes a collation of anecdotes, re-
trieved from different literatures and nations, integrated by some short
stories based on real experiences™ and written deliberately by Edgeworth
to sustain her (and her father’s) claims. Contemporary English examples,
then, but also French, Italian, German, as well as ancient Greek, Latin
and Far-Eastern quotes contribute to the disqualification of bulls as prom-
inently Irish. The ironic trait is directed against the English by — ironi-
cally in itself — a member of the upper-class Anglo-Irish gentry, a
‘standard English’ language speaker and English-culture native who was
“ neither born nor bred in Ireland” (Edgeworth 1802: 313, italics in the

ell Edgeworth and Anna Maria Elers. Richard Lovell, an enlightened man of letters and
science, inherited the ownership and responsibility of the Edgeworthstown estates, in
county Longford, Ireland. In March 1773 Maria’s mother died; her father then moved the
whole family to Ireland, to manage their property. Apart from a period in Derby, later in
London to complete her education, and some brief journeys through England and Europe,
Maria spent her whole life in Ireland, working actively for the progress of the country and
the people, cooperating with her father, until his death in 1817, when she took over the
management of the family estate on her own. After the first biography provided by Hare
at the end of the XIX century (Hare 1895), the most complete account of her life story is
Butler 2000; for further reading, see Leproni, 2015.

14 The story of “Little Dominick”, modelled on Maria’s father school experi-
ence, is particularly significant in this respect, as it portrays the background and conse-
quences of language bullying very eloquently. The eponymous character, an Irish boy
“born at Fort-Reilly, in Ireland, and bred nowhere until his tenth year” (Edgeworth 1802:
67) is sent to school in Wales by his stepfather “to learn manners and grammar” (ibid.);
there, he is bullied for his improper pronunciation of English by his Welsh master (who
speaks with a strong Welsh accent). Dominick is helped by Edwards, the son of a Welsh
gentleman, whom, many years afterwards, he will free from debtors’ prison by paying his
debts. Language, the main topic of the story, is reported and analysed through the descrip-
tion of the actions and the reactions Little Dominick is obliged to tackle. As happens too
often in schools, the behaviour of the masters becomes the model upon which the school-
boys build their attitude; Dominick’s companions, observing and imitating Mr Owen ap
Jones etc. (their schoolmaster), quickly target him as a victim for bullying (see Leproni,
2018).
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text)™®, thus assuming a supremely favourable neutral position when judg-
ing the country’s merits and deficiencies.

Edgeworth “deals with the question of Irish identity coupled with
a long-standing history of turmoil between England and Ireland all under
the guise of defining the origin and use of the Irish bull” (Golightly 2008:
25), which offers her readers (on both sides of the divide) an occasion to
come to terms with “the confusions of identity and the relationship of
Irish people to the English™® (Edgeworth 1802: 24). A form of counter-
Whig history and anti-colonial social reflection, according to Tuite “Es-
say on Irish Bulls is an antiquarian and material history. It is also a highly
polemical argument for the historical agency and performativity of lan-
guage. It offers a national history that is also a history and philosophy of
language and rhetoric” (Tuite 2011: 720).

In the light of the 1798 United Irish rebellion and the 1801 Act of
Union, “Edgeworth's fascination with identity as fashioned through lan-
guage, her playfulness with linguistic codes and systems of representa-
tion” (Myers 1995: 367) provide an illuminating view of how rhetorical
or symbolic violence underwrote the material violence of the Empire.

As Joyce was to do a century later, Edgeworth presents the reader
with ‘a feast of languages’, and indeed, as O’Sullivan (2007) suggests,
“[1Janguage, its duality and elusiveness and its often confusing and con-
tradictory nature is the subject matter of this witty and polemical linguis-
tic treatise”. Language, though, is a mirror of social conditions, and the
Essay targets the issue of Ireland’s hybridised identity and its relation

15 In Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895: 71), Lady Bracknell finds
it impossible to allow her daughter, Gwendoline, marry a man who was “born, or at any
rate, bred” in a handbag (whether it had handles or not) as it seems to “display a contempt
for the ordinary decencies of family life”.

16 Edgeworth's capacity of encryption in the Irish tales, and especially in Essay
on Irish Bulls, so that the form of her writing is a way to construct and address to the dif-
ferent kinds of readers of her texts, is an innovative technique peculiar to her Irish Tales.
As Myers acutely points out, “It is an intellectually self-conscious attempt at a group por-
trait of a hybrid, often disunited people who may have their own languages, some of them
secret. It plainly addresses different readerships, either within the one nation or outside it.
There is an implicit assumption behind this mode of writing that the English Protestant
reader and the Gaelic Catholic reader will have a different reading experience”. Demand-
ing the attention of her readers, “the language Edgeworth uses in these different genres
and sub-genres is tailor-made for its imagined audiences” (Myers 1996: 151-157).
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with what I would, in modern terms, call ‘language bullying’: English
colonisers treated the Irish people as b-class citizens on the basis of a ste-
reotyped perception of their linguistic peculiarities, which were, to an
English ear and mind, the expression of their inferior culture. This stereo-
type degenerated into prejudice and resulted in discrimination to bear
substantial political consequences that surpassed the linguistic domain, as
it provided justification for acts of violence against the Irish meaning the
definitive achievement, in the modern sense, of bullying — hurting, in-
timidating or persecuting (a weaker or smaller person)*’.

Edgeworth’s determination and capacity to represent the non-
standard English speech of her Irish characters in writing, which won her
fame as the first regional Irish novelist (ironically again), represents one
of the many innovations she introduced into writing, along with her sty-
listic experimentation with the representation of her characters’ thoughts.
In Little Dominick, many passages serve this purpose; one of the most
relevant depicts Welsh, Irish, and English dialectal variations of English,
spoken respectively by Mr. Owen ap Jones (the master of the school
where Dominick has been sent to in Wales “to learn manners and gram-
mar”), Dominick (who is Irish), and Edward (“the son of a Welsh gen-
tleman” and Dominick’s only friend, who masters the standard language
and tradition so well to quote a popular English song):

The little Irish blockhead started from his form, and, throwing his gram-
mar on the floor, leaped up higher than he or any boy in the school had
ever been seen to leap before, and, clapping his hands, he exclaimed, “A
letter from my mother! And will I hear the letter? And will | see her once
more? And will I go home these holydays? Oh, then | will be too happy!”
"There's no tanger of that”, said Mr. Owen ap Jones; "for your mother,
like a wise ooman, writes me here, that py the atvice of your cardian, to
oom she is coing to be married, she will not pring you home to Ireland till
I send her word you are perfect in your Enclish crammer at least”.

“l have my lesson perfect, sir”, said Dominick, taking his grammar up
from the floor; “will I say it now?”

“Will I say it now? No, you plockit, no; and | will write your mother word
you have proke Priscian's head four times this tay, since her letter came.
You Irish plockit!” continued the relentless grammarian, “will you never

17 See Leproni, 2018.
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learn the tifference between shall and will? Will | hear the letter, and will |
see her once more? What Enclish is this, plockit?"

The Welsh boys all grinned, except Edwards, who hummed, loud enough
to be heard, two lines of the good old English song,

“And will I see him once again?

And will I hear him speak?”

(Edgeworth 1802: 72-74)

If, on the one hand, it is true that Dominick does not speak standard Eng-
lish, his master is incapable of doing so either, and his speech acts as an
exposition of the limits of his own poor command of English pronuncia-
tion while imputing Dominick with grammatical inaccuracy. The situa-
tional irony of the passage is reinforced by Edward humming “the good
old English song”. Language here is the lookingglass mirroring some of
the social and cultural clashes caused by prejudice and stereotyping and
resulting into Mr. Owen ap Jones becoming a bullying model for
Dominick’s classmates.

Throughout the different stories in the Essay, the narrator (in
some cases a character) takes the readers by the hand and leads them into
the characters’ mind, without their even noticing it, in order to make them
conjure up the scene and focus on a specific point of view. In later texts
the technique will be enhanced to become the prodrome of the free indi-
rect speech and interior monologue Joyce was to develop in such a mas-
terly way in his writing. In Harrington (1817), a novel narrated in the
first person by the eponymous character, the protagonist starts by recol-
lecting external facts/reactions, and often proceeds by entering into other
characters’ thoughts and opinions without signalling the shift to the read-
er — a techniques of Lawrence Sterne’s taken up later by Joyce. At the
beginning of the book, for instance, Harrington’s nanny scares the child
by telling him dreadful stories about the Jews, in order to reduce him to
passive obedience; elder Harrington (the narrating voice), recollecting
that period of his life, incorporates the nanny’s tale into his own, so much
so that in the end the nanny’s words are interiorised as his own even in
reported direct speech:

Above all others, there was one story — horrible! most horrible! — which
she used to tell at midnight, about a Jew who lived in Paris in a dark alley,
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and who professed to sell pork pies; but it was found out at last that the
pies were not pork — they were made of the flesh of little children. His
wife used to stand at the door of her den to watch for little children, and,
as they were passing, would tempt them in with cakes and sweetmeats.
There was a trap-door in the cellar, and the children were dragged down;
and — Oh! how my blood ran cold when we came to the terrible trap-
door. Were there, | asked, such things in London now?

Oh, yes! In dark narrow lanes there were Jews now living, and watching
always for such little children as me; | should take care they did not catch
me, whenever | was walking in the streets; and Fowler (that was my
maid’s name) added, “There was no knowing what they might do with
me. (Edgeworth 1817: 5-6)8

The power of language is rendered through the language of power, as it
becomes the means by which to exert power both within the text (as in
the cases of Harrington and Little Dominick), and outside of it, by hold-
ing sway over the readers. In particular, in the case of the Essay, which
was meant to make both the Irish and the English aware of their respec-
tive limits, the language of the coloniser was the only voice which could
ensure the text some degree of diffusion and a reading public. At the
same time, the recurrent use of the Irish brogue emphasises how becom-
ing aware of how one’s own language is perceived can embarrass the
speaker. Mirroring the oral language in a text in print, providing it with
physical form, Edgeworth is able to render the embarrassment produced
in the speaker highlighting the difference between his/her speech and that
of the coloniser; she used this sense of embarrassment in the very open-
ing of the Essay apparently to mock the Hiberno-English idiom while in-
troducing the idea of Irish bull as something laughable.

Addressing a political problem through linguistic means “proved
effective at a time when fissures and distrust had engendered a system of
prejudice and oppression by England toward Ireland”, where “the colo-
nized position of the Irish caused them to feel inferior and to internalize
linguistic self-hatred” (Shapiro 2003: 83), as Edgeworth herself points
out repeatedly in the Essay:

18 A curiously similar behaviour will be designed for Sweeney Todd, The Bar-
ber of Fleet Street, whose story would be published for the first time in The String of
Pearls: A Domestic Romance, a penny dreadful serial from 1846-47.
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Impute a peculiar incurable mental disease to a given people, show that it
incapacitates them from speaking or acting with common sense, expose
their infirmities continually to public ridicule, and in time this people [...]
may be subjugated to that sense of inferiority, and to that acquiescence in
a state of dependence, which is necessary consequence of the convocation
of imbecility. (Edgeworth 1802: 29)

This internalised inferiority, leading to the paralysis and sterility of politi-
cal, cultural, and spiritual life, was what fuelled Wilde’s being ‘more
English that the English themselves’'®, and was depicted later by Joyce.

A Cracked Mirror of Shattered Words

Despite the different strategies they chose to implement, all three writers
shared several traits when it came to dealing with the complex relation-
ship between Ireland, identity, and the people. They all became intention-
al strangers in a land they chose to live in — Edgeworth moving to Ire-
land, Wilde and Joyce fleeing from it. They all believed that the Irish
people, as well as the English, needed to look at themselves from a dis-
tance to understand their own situation, “since it was from that other that
a sense of self was derived” (Kiberd 1996: 48); they all chose to mirror
Ireland (and England) in ironical terms, to depict social issues and styles
of behaviour in their literary works, which deliberately broke the rules of
the very tradition destined to acknowledge them as masters.

19 See Kiberd 1996: 35-36: “Wilde’s entire literary career constituted an ironic
comment on the tendency of Victorian Englishmen to attribute to the Irish those emotions
which thy had repressed within themselves. [...] Wilde saw that the image of the stage
Irishman tells far more about English fears than Irish realities, just as the “Irish joke” re-
vealed less about Irishmen’s innate foolishness than about Englishmen’s persistent and
poignant desire to say something funny. Wilde opted to say something funny for them in a
lifelong performance of “Englishness” which was really a parody of the very notion. [...]
Yeats saw Wilde’s snobbery not as such, but as the clever strategy of an Irishman ma-
rooned in London, whose only weapon against Anglo-Saxon prejudice was to become
more English than the English themselves, thereby challenging many time-honoured
myths about the Irish”.
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The breach of formal rules they enacted aimed at re-establishing
a balance with tradition, at different historical moments when traditional
forms of writing had grown incapable of expressing contemporary feel-
ings and ideas. The cracked looking-glass showed many realities at the
same time, forcing the readers to become aware of both their own percep-
tion and that of others. The reflection of the people who held the mirror to
view themselves, captured, simultaneously, the image of the background
against which their own image stood out, making each viewer an “other”,
creating an effect of estrangement and defamiliarization which allowed
the readers to re-appropriate their own “selves”.

Joyce chose to perform his “reversed anthropology” “from a pe-
ripheral country with a chronically depressed economy” (Kiberd 1996:
327) — yet Trieste was not ltaly at that time, but part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and its most important port (as Dublin was to the Brit-
ish Empire for a while); the very same Italy where Edgeworth had chosen
to set one of her exemplary short tales, “The Little Merchants”, as it was
so like Ireland that even her little readers could perceive the similarity?.
Through his linguistic and stylistic experimentation within the domain of
the Imperial language, he tried to portray and possibly rearrange the dis-
order of the colonial experience, expanding the strategy that Edgeworth
had used to ironize on the loss of their native language that the Irish were
experiencing®, and raising their voice against the indifference to which
they seemed to be doomed.

Wilde, a little before Joyce, instead of choosing a single pathway,
trod down two at the same time: “On the one side, he duplicated many of
the attributes of the coloniser, becoming a sort of urbane, epigrammatic
Englishman [...]. On another more subversive level, he pointed to a sub-
terranean radical tradition of the English culture, which might form a use-

20 See Leproni 2015 (chapter 5).

2 On the feelings Joyce developed about the loss by the Irish of their native
tongue, and the consequent paradox of becoming a master in the coloniser’s idiom,
Kiberd remarks that “The moment when Joyce wrote in English, he felt himself perform-
ing a humiliating translation of a split linguistic choice. [...] He knew that the colonial
education system offered Irish children an alien medium through which to view their na-
tive realities. To interpret those realities through literary forms which were alien to them
would serve only to make the people seem even more unknown and unknowable. Hence
Stephen's unrest of spirit” (Kiberd 1996: 332).
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ful alliance with Irish nationalism and thus remain true to its own deepest
imperatives. Sensing that England might be the last, most completely oc-
cupied, of the British colonies, Wilde offered in saving Ireland to save the
masters from themselves” (Kiberd 1996: 44). He developed this thought
— and attitude — in Oxford; maybe, though, the idea came into his head
when, during one of his visits to Edgeworthstown, where his aunt and un-
cle lived and his sister Isola was buried?, he came across the greatest of
the Irish Bulls, the one a little woman had told about in her English voice
to make the Irish heard.

Using irony, satire and paradox, which were to become Wilde
and Joyce’s favourite instruments, Edgeworth ridiculed the cultural and
linguistic prejudices of the English and contested their colonial dominion
over their neighbours. By showing similarities between the English of
England and the English of Ireland, she demonstrated the deficiencies of
“standard”, Imperial English, presented Hiberno-English favourably, thus
supporting a dialogic construction of both identities: as Ireland was now
part of the Empire, “[w]hatever might have been the policy of the English
nation towards Ireland whilst she was a separate kingdom, since the Un-
ion it can no longer be her wish to depreciate the talents or ridicule the
language of Hibernians” (Edgeworth 1802: 153). Being part of an
“achieved, self-confident culture” (Kiberd 1996: 329), Edgeworth could
commit to print what the Irish did not venture to, offering both nations
the words to crack the mirror they did not care or dare to look at.

Mirrors and looking-glasses “in words” keep detaining and per-
forming their primary function, and the tale they depict may well become
a declaration of a poetic informing the debate on the relationship between
literature, language, art and culture. The power of language may then
play a decisive role in demystifying the language of power, while at the
same time revealing the cultural awareness and commitment which
shapes the minds of generations of thinkers, writers, artists, critics, weav-
ing them into the wide-ranging tapestry of tradition.

2 0On 23" February 1867, the nearly 10-year-old Isola Francesca Emily Wilde
died while staying at the Rectory in Edgeworthstown, then the home of her aunt and un-
cle, Margaret and the Reverend William Noble. Isola is buried in the cemetery of St
John's Church, where Maria and some other members of the Edgeworth family are also
interred.
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