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Abstract 

 

Historically, Ireland has been perceived as being a homophobic, illiberal, socially 

conservative country. This perception has now changed. Ireland is now commonly 

regarded as being a modern, European, secular and (arguably) queer-friendly nation. 

The equal marriage referendum in 2015 highlighted the extent to which traditional 

heteronormative institutions have been queered, in that they have been radically 

altered. That is to state that marriage, the prime heteronormative space, is now a space 

that same-sex couples can occupy. Space is therefore very important as it exists on 

both symbolic and literal planes. The Irish nation has made ‘space’ on a symbolic level 

for LGBTQ+ people, but also literally as reflected in the fact that many legal changes 

have improved the lives of the LGBTQ+ community.  

This thesis examines the use of space in Irish lesbian fiction from 1872-2017.  

I understand space both in a metaphorical and literal sense, the latter to designate the 

physical spaces in which the authors have placed their lesbian characters. The term 

lesbian is associated with the poet Sappho, who resided in the Greek island of Lesbos. 

The fact that Sappho originated from an island, a liminal borderland space, is 

significant as it signifies how lesbianism can be regarded in spatial terms. By applying 

theories of liminality to lesbian fiction, this thesis examines the points of intersection 

between queer and liminal space, to argue for what could be defined as a space of 

queer liminality that exists in Irish lesbian fiction.  
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Introduction 

Towards a Queer Liminality 

‘It was not in the light we lived, but in the spaces between — in the darkness’ 

(Dorcey, A Noise from the Woodshed 133) 

 

The above quote by Irish lesbian poet and activist Mary Dorcey encapsulates the 

relationship that exists between space and lesbianism in Irish society. In proposing that 

lesbians exist somewhere ‘between’ light and dark, on the borderline between visibility 

and invisibility, Dorcey’s comment evokes what is understood in anthropology as 

liminal space. This thesis examines the relationship between lesbianism and space to 

propose that there are liminal and queer spaces in Irish lesbian fiction. Negative 

liminality is associated with marginality, existing on the borderland between social 

acceptance and rejection. In this regard, negative liminality represents a subaltern state 

that is not chosen but rather forced onto a person. However, liminality is not always a 

negative description as, by its indeterminate nature, liminality can confer the 

possibility of transformation. Queer is associated with freedom of expression, 

radicalism and the questioning, or ‘queering’, of heteronormative conventions. By its 

very nature queer celebrates ambiguity, and can be said to celebrate the fluidity offered 

by the liminal space. These definitions, however, are not to be understood as static, but 

rather to examine the points of intersection between queer and liminal space, and to 

argue for what could be defined as a space of queer liminality that exists in Irish lesbian 

fiction.  

Space is interrelated with power, as social inclusion/exclusion from certain 

spaces correlates with the amount of societal privilege granted to a particular person. 
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Lesbians, akin to other disenfranchised groups, have been subject to subordination 

through both institutional and social mechanisms. However, as the rights and visibility 

of lesbians in Irish society gradually improved, it could be argued that lesbians have 

moved from a position of obscurity to normality. The title of this thesis evokes this 

broad trajectory; ‘queer’ is now the term used to describe the prevalence of gender 

fluid identities and increasing societal support for the LGBTQ+ community in Irish 

society in what could be termed a ‘queer age’ that now embraces (some) non-

normative identities.1 Through an examination of literary texts by Irish authors Joseph 

Sheridan Le Fanu, George Moore, Kate O’Brien, Edna O’Brien, Mary Dorcey, Maura 

Richards, Emma Donoghue, Lucy Caldwell, Rosemary Jenkinson, Sarah Breen, Emer 

McLysaght and Sally Rooney, this thesis addresses how conceptions of space within 

Irish lesbian fiction can be understood as liminal and/or queer. This discussion does 

not seek to provide a definitive overview of all Irish lesbian literature, and notable 

authors such as Elizabeth Bowen and Molly Keane are not considered.2 Due to the 

distinct lack of Northern Irish lesbian literature, this thesis is mostly focused on Irish 

lesbian writing from Southern Ireland as opposed to the north, though I briefly examine 

contemporary Northern Irish authors in the conclusion of this thesis.3 

Terry Castle’s work on spectrality in The Apparitional Lesbian (1993) has 

demonstrated how lesbianism has been a central motif in literature since the eighteenth 

century. While Castle’s specific focus is on how lesbianism has been erased or 

‘ghosted’ by heteronormative culture, this thesis considers the relevance of her 

argument/assessment in the Irish historical-cultural context to explore why lesbian 

                                                           
1 Fintan Walsh argues that Ireland’s increasing support for the queer community is reflective of how 
the free market embraces any identity so long as it is fundamentally consumerist (2).  
2 Emma Donoghue has already done this kind of trajectory. See “Noises from the Woodshed: The 
Muffled Voice of Irish Lesbian Fiction.”  
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writing has constituted an afterthought in addressing the homoerotic in Ireland. If Irish 

women writers have struggled to move outside the roles historically ordained by the 

Irish State, that of wife and mother, how are lesbian writers to locate their work within 

such a tightly constrained system? Officially denied a place within the discourse of 

decriminalisation, the (female) Irish lesbian writer has often existed in a precarious 

situation that is negotiated by a comparative lack of agency.  

 

Theoretical Paradigms and Key Terms: (1) 

Lesbian 

As it was first used in the late 16th century, the word ‘lesbian’ was the adjectival term 

referring to the Greek island of Lesbos. Its connotation to female homosexuality was 

established in the late 19th century, when an association was made with the poetry 

written by poet Sappho (c. 610–c. 580 BCE) concerning women in her female coterie 

(Encyclopaedia Britannia 1). Many difficulties arise in defining the word lesbian. 

According to Jodie Medd: 

Any attempt to define lesbian in reference to love, desire, passion, eroticism 

and/or sexual activity between women immediately provokes questions about 

how such intimacies and pleasures are understood, nuanced, and shaped within 

culturally and historically specific gendered and sexual systems: Can women’s 

sexual acts, or even erotic desire, be thought outside of heteronormativity or 

phallocentrism? (1/2)  

 ‘Sapphic’ is a term which predates the late nineteenth-century construction of the term 

‘lesbian’ and was used to refer generally to love or close relationships between women 
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(Mottier 38). Concrete facts about Sappho’s life are difficult to find. Some critics have 

argued that many of her poems were destroyed in a fire in Alexandria, others say that 

they were lost over time. Nevertheless, Sappho has acquired a mythic status as the first 

‘lesbian poet’, a title which has been queried (Mendelsohn 1). That Sappho’s tentative 

status as a lesbian has been long debated by historians makes her a liminal figure 

befitting of how lesbianism has been configured, debated and erased throughout much 

of history.  

The fact that the term lesbian has only been applied to certain texts or authors 

since the latter part of the twentieth century illustrates the liminal status of lesbianism, 

and how critics have continually distanced texts/authors from a lesbian interpretation, 

reflective of the homophobic milieu in which they were writing. The term lesbian has 

been disputed, especially when discussed in Victorian contexts. Anne Fogarty explains 

that ‘the primary achievement of gay and lesbian cultural inquiry in the last two 

decades has been to set in motion a critical debate which both challenges and 

countermands the censoring silences imposed by heterocentric points of view’ (172). 

Lesbian literary criticism has been engaged in a process of revising the heterosexist 

bias that has existed in academic attempts to locate women’s history into discourses of 

heteronormativity. This scholarship has re-engaged with historical accounts of female 

sexuality and questioned the heterosexual assumptions imposed by previous critics. 

Valerie Traub’s work on female sexualities in the long eighteenth century examines 

the way in which the figure of the lesbian is implicated in ‘changing cultural ideas 

about gender in the period’ (Gonda Writing 108). According to Traub, ‘the 

inauguration of a regime of domestic heterosexuality [coupled with] … profound 

changes in medical understandings of female autonomy’ (108) reflects the ‘crisis of 

gender’ (322) of the period as well as a cultural shift from the ‘the insignificance 
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attributed to chaste female love of the erotic significance associated with a range of 

female social types: tribades, masculine females, macroclitorides, female husbands, 

tommies, sapphists, lesbians’ (Traub qtd in Gonda Writing 322).  During the eighteenth 

century, the term sapphist was commonly used to describe lesbians, though other terms 

such as ‘tribade’ and ‘tommy’, which referred to a masculine woman who has sex with 

other women were also common. In Female Masculinity, Jack Halberstam explains 

the problematic conflation between the masculine woman and the lesbian within much 

scholarship on sexualities, arguing that this conflation dismisses the historical 

specificity of tribadism, hermaphroditism, and transvestism:  

In the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century, the mannish 

woman who actively desired women might have been called a 

“hermaphrodite”, a “tribade”, or a “female husband”, rather than a lesbian … 

“lesbian” cannot be the transhistorical label for all same-sex activity between 

women. (Masculinity 51)  

In the seventeenth and early to mid-eighteenth centuries the lesbian was defined 

through her physical, as opposed to psychological, abnormality. In much scientific 

thought, women who had sex with other women were often thought to be 

hermaphrodites or in possession of an abnormally large clitoris which could be used 

to penetrate other women, a feature which threatened to usurp the masculine role 

(Gonda Writing 108). During the latter part of the eighteenth century she was ‘more 

likely to be seen as masculine in manners and temperament (Gonda Writing 108) and 

associated with a moral deviance, a trope which sexologists in later centuries would 

emphasise in scientific works. Emma Donoghue explains how the term lesbian came 

to be associated with general gender deviance. Using the ‘tommy’ as an example, she 

explains that, ‘by the mid nineteenth century, the word “tom” meant “a masculine 
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woman of the town” or prostitute; by the 1880’s it refereed to a woman who “does not 

care for the society of others than her own sex”’ (Passions 5).  

Feminist critic Sheila Jeffreys asserts that lesbianism has been erased in many 

historical accounts. According to Jeffreys, ‘historians have tidied away what they 

found incongruous and wiped the history of homoeroticism from the slate of 

heterosexual history’ (Spinster 103). Texts written (and critiqued) in a firmly rooted 

heteronormative worldview have since been subject to scrutiny from a more modern 

readership. An example of this debate is how recent critics have reclaimed lesbian 

figures from the Victorian period. Nineteenth-century Yorkshire heiress and lesbian 

Anne Lister is a fitting example. There is a plethora of life writing in the Victorian era 

in which women passionately declare their deepest feelings to one another. Such 

writings have been subject to intense academic scrutiny that debates the extent to 

which such sentiments can be termed lesbian, especially considering the fact that the 

majority of authors may not have understood themselves or their affections as lesbian 

(or sapphist, depending on the era), or even counter-cultural. Such a statement is to 

highlight the liminality of the term lesbian itself and the reluctance of critics to apply 

this title in certain contexts. 

 Historians and theorists, in attempts to classify lesbianism in an era where it 

remained largely undefined, have become embroiled in lengthy discussions over 

terminology, which has hindered a fuller understanding and appreciation of women’s 

intense romantic friendships in the Victorian era. Marie Mulholland asks if an 

‘enduring affection between two spinsters [was] a positive alternative to the 

confinements of traditional nineteenth- and early twentieth-century marriage?’ (7) 

Pioneering scholarship such as Lillian Faderman’s Surpassing the Love of Men (1985) 

has stressed the need to identify women whose lives centred on strong attachments to 
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other women as a core component of lesbian experience. Faderman emphasises that 

Victorian women’s relationships were probably not physical, citing the ingrained 

sexual passivity expected of Victorian women as an explanation. She explains that: 

“Lesbian” describes a relationship in which two women’s strongest emotions 

and affections are directed towards each other. Sexual contact may be a part of 

the relationship to a greater or lesser degree, or it may be entirely absent. By 

preference the two women spend most of their time together and share most 

aspects of their lives with each other. “Romantic friendship” described a 

similar relationship. (Surpassing 17-18) 

Though Faderman’s hypothesis was critiqued in that it appeared to be desexualising 

lesbianism, it was written in reaction to a heterosexual bias that provided a limited 

understanding as to what constitutes same-sex relations between women.4 Despite the 

criticism which Faderman received, her interpretations have provided a useful lens 

through which to locate lesbian experience in the Victorian era. Considering that many 

women did not write candidly about the intimate aspects of their lives, it is a difficult 

task indeed to search for literary proof of such activities, if proof is required at all. 

During the Victorian era, educated women were often viewed with hostility, as they 

were considered to be abandoning the traditional female social role. The work of 

prominent scientologists such as Karl Westphal and Richard Kraft-Ebing linked 

lesbianism to the rejection of typical female social roles and behaviours, establishing 

her as a mannish and unnatural figure. Gradually, the Victorian construction of the 

‘New Woman’ began to be associated with lesbianism. Sally Ledger details the 

relationship between the New Woman and lesbianism: 

                                                           
4 Heather Love discusses the criticism that Faderman’s ideas received in ‘Feminist Criticism and 
Queer Theory.’ 
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 Almost from the start the New Woman was caricatured in Punch as a 

‘mannish’ figure of fun. Lacking the conventional attributes of the ideal 

Victorian woman, preferring education and a career to marriage, children and 

domesticity, and preferring the company of like-minded women to that of 

eligible young men, the New Woman, as she was constructed in the periodical 

press of the 1890s rapidly distinguished herself as a lesbian prototype. (124)  

Throughout the mid twentieth century, lesbian communities established throughout 

Britain and America. Halberstam’s research details how concepts of the butch and 

femme lesbian arose during the 1950s (Masculinity 141). According to Annamarie 

Jagose: 

As the women’s and gay liberation movements grew publicly visible across the 

late 1960s and 1970s, a significant number of lesbians, having experienced 

resistance or indifference to their presence at official organisational levels, 

began to analyse their specific political situation. Informed by different 

feminist perspectives — most notably Black and women of colour, liberal, 

radical, and socialist feminists — there was lively and cross-referencing critical 

debate across the 1980s about what constitutes lesbianism and how it should 

be more efficaciously defined. (32)  

Within this context, informed by identity politics which had ‘structured post-1960s 

political movements’ (Jagose 33), Adrienne Rich’s concept of a ‘lesbian continuum’ 

in her 1980 essay ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’ was born. In 

an attempt to make visible the ways in which heterosexuality exists as a ‘political 

institution’ (134) which ultimately seeks to serves the interest of a patriarchal male 

supremacy, Rich wrote that lesbianism could be considered on a spectrum:  



14 
 

I mean the term lesbian continuum to include a range — through each women’s 

life and throughout history — of woman — identified experience, not simply 

the fact that a woman has had or consciously desired genital sexual experience 

with another woman. If we expand it to embrace many more forms of primary 

intensity between and among women … we begin to grasp breadths of female 

history and psychology which have lain out of reach as a consequence of 

limited, mostly clinical, definitions of lesbianism. (135-6)5 

Rich’s theory was critiqued in that it was thought to be de-sexualising lesbianism, 

especially by certain lesbian and gay subcultural traditions coming from a pro-sex 

feminist perspective (Jagose 33). Anne Fogarty’s definition of the term lesbian adopts 

an equally mutable definition to Rich. According to Fogarty, the term may be seen as 

a ‘social construct, a mark of oppression and a sign which describes the historically 

variable circumstances and interpretations of erotic and interpersonal relationships 

between women’ (174). For Fogarty, the term lesbian can be utilised in a similar 

fashion to queer, as ‘it seems advisable not to regard lesbianism as a fixed set of givens 

or as a register for particular forms of political belief or of cultural values’ (174). In 

this sense, the definition of a lesbian need not be restrictive or limited to sexual 

preference but can be interpreted as an all-encompassing register of female desire and 

attachments, functioning in a similar fashion to Rich’s claims of a lesbian continuum.  

Halberstam’s 1998 Female Masculinity ‘implicate[s] the figure of the lesbian 

in reworking of the relations between sex, gender, and sexuality’ (Jagose 40). 

Halberstam is critical of the use of lesbian as all-encompassing way, such as proposed 

by Rich, arguing that ‘many contemporary lesbian historians cannot extricate 

                                                           
5Rich’s work, in attempting to identify similarities between hetero and homosexual women, was 
attacked by critics who argued that her descriptions desexualised lesbian experience. 
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themselves from contemporary understandings of lesbian identity long enough to 

interpret the vagaries of early same-sex desire’ (Masculinity 50). The rise of queer 

theory throughout the 1990s and 2000s also complicated the relationship between 

lesbianism in relation to gender and sexuality. Judith Butler’s infamous 1990 Gender 

Trouble which asserted gender as a performance, informed by Kristevan abject theory 

read the homosexual body, and in turn, the lesbian, as an abjected, polluting body in 

the wake of the AIDS crisis. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, ‘queer was “taken back” 

by activists concerned with gender and sexual freedom and became a word that 

described a particular type of politics’ (Callis 214).  

Queer politics and theory has made a significant impact on how lesbianism is 

currently configured, the conclusion of this thesis expands upon this in more detail. 

Born out of an exclusionary politics within lesbian and gay scholarship and activism, 

‘queer theory, with its acceptance of fluidity and goal of binary deconstruction, was 

seen as a more inclusive, radical option (Callis 216). Queer theorist have been accused 

of portraying ‘all previous work in lesbian and gay studies as under-theorized, [and] 

as laboring under the delusion of identity politics’ (Halperin Normalisation 341). 

Lesbian feminists such as Sheila Jeffreys have been some of the most virile opponents 

of queer theory, which she regards as ‘anti-lesbian, anti-feminist, and anti-women’ 

(Unpacking 2). In 2015 The Huffington Post ran an article entitled ‘The Death of the 

Lesbian’ in which the author lamented that ‘the lesbian community as a whole is 

shrinking’ (1). Emphasising the current societal and academic obsession with gender 

fluidity, the author Aimee Anderson writes that ‘the identity category implies a binary-

gender’ whilst ‘gay, trans, and bi-sexual do not imply any gender category’ (1). The 

current emphasis and popularity of the evasiveness of queer has had the effect of 

submerging lesbian identity. Specific lesbian novels are very difficult to source, and 
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an increasing number of women no longer identity as lesbian, in favour of the term 

queer. Encapsulating this queer moment, sociologist Diane Richardson posits, ‘we are, 

it is suggested, post such identities: post woman, post man, we are transgender; post 

lesbian, post gay, post heterosexual (perhaps?) we are queer’ (38-9).   

 

(2) Liminality 

The concept of liminality has found its most detailed explanation and application in 

post-colonial theory; however, the term is pertinent to this thesis insofar as it examines 

a person’s relationship to a space in which they may be residing, or existing in 

opposition to, hegemonic forces. Derived from the Latin word limen, meaning 

threshold, in anthropology the liminal is a transitory moment that is representative of 

being in-between. The study of liminality first emerged in ethnographer and folklorist 

Arnold van Gennep’s Les Rites de Passage (1909) which conflated liminality with 

rites of passage and the states of in-betweenness that occur during transitionary phases 

such as puberty, graduating school and university that lead to the eventual entry into 

adulthood. Anthropologist Victor Turner’s work in the 1960s expanded the concept of 

liminality, specifically in relation to community and the rituals that occur within 

certain communities (tribal initiation, birth and death rites, etc). According to Turner, 

community members can be liminal as ‘these persons elude or slip through the network 

of classifications that normally locate states and positions in cultural space’ (359). As 

such, ‘liminality is frequently linked to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to 

darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon’ (359). 

Turner also proposed that concepts of liminality could be applied to physical locations 

such as rivers, shorelines, national borders, and airports. In the context of Irish 
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literature, according to Irene Gilsenan Nordin and Elin Holmsten, ‘if interpreted as a 

concern with borders and states of in-betweenness, [liminality] is a widespread theme 

in Irish literature and culture’ (7). The spatiality of the island of Lesbos is also 

significant. Poet Judy Grahn details that:  

Sappho wrote from an island, a lavender-flowered island as travellers describe 

it … everything she represents lives on an island. That island is separate from, 

even though it is central to, all of that ancient, ritualised and mundane life of 

thriving gorgeous Greece. (5-6) 

Anthropologist Bjørn Thomassen argues that islands are associated with liminality 

(19). As a space removed from the mainland and separated from larger society, the 

liminality of Lesbos is appropriate when discussing the inherent liminality of the term 

lesbian. Indeed, it encapsulates the use of liminal spaces in Irish lesbian writing 

analysed in this thesis. The island is a spatial metaphor befitting to reflect the 

marginalisation of lesbians within Irish society.  

 

 

Negative Suspended/Permanent Liminality  

Sociologist Árpád Szakolczai’s work on liminality alludes to the possibility of a 

suspended or permanent liminality, whereby the ritual subject cannot pass into the next 

rite of passage and is therefore trapped in a liminal state. This type of liminality is 

usually considered negative. Discussing a Northern Irish context, Brite Heidemann 

argues that ‘in Northern Ireland negative liminality can be understood as a precarious 

state of being trapped in a geography of fear, one that is performatively configured by 
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a profuse sense of claustrophobic intensity’ (39). Heidemann goes on to argue that this 

geography of fear produces physical manifestations on the landscape, citing that 

‘sectarian ideologies (murals; marches; flags; acronyms) constantly disrupt one’s 

claims and counterclaims over history and territory’ (39). A similar claim can be made 

for lesbian women who negotiate a geography of fear in heteronormative cultures. 

Whilst sectarian symbols exist to reinforce political and cultural binaries and therefore 

act as signifiers of intimidation to those who do not belong to a particular area/political 

affiliation, heteronormative culture produces a geography of fear for lesbian women 

who face many risks on account of their sexuality. As will be explored throughout this 

thesis, lesbians in the public sphere may be subject to harassment, unemployment, 

social exclusion or even physical force and sexual assault on account of their sexuality.  

Lesbian women constantly navigate a geography of fear that decrees where and 

what spaces might allow them to express their sexuality without fear of negative 

consequences. B.J. Oropeza lists groups of people that exist in a liminal position: 

‘monks, hippies, nomads, millennial groups’ (296). In this sense, subaltern groups that 

are refused access to hegemonic power and privilege can be said to live in a liminal 

state. If liminality is to be understood following Gilsenan Nordin and Holmsten’s 

description as a ‘state of flux between two different stages of being’ (7), closeted 

lesbian women can be said to be living in a liminal state that negotiates the boundary 

between their public ‘straight’ appearance for social and economic reasons and their 

private lesbian selves. According to Victor Turner, those that occupy a liminal space 

are ‘betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, 

convention and ceremonial’ (359). Arguably, lesbians in a patriarchal Irish society 

could be said to be ‘between’ the positions assigned by law and custom. For example, 

in resisting the traditional societal heteronormative female roles as wives and mothers, 



19 
 

they exist in a liminal borderland state which confers no ceremonial or conventional 

validation.6 Bjørn Thomassen’s recent work has expanded concepts of liminality, 

arguing that space and temporalities can be liminal. According to Thomassen:  

One may also apply the notion of liminality to a whole series of minorities. 

Transexuality, or any form of “transgender”, may be seen and experienced as 

liminal, as is indeed claimed in postmodernist gender theory … Minority 

groups may be seen as taking up liminal positions (willingly or not) …  [These 

people are] betwixt and between home and host, part of society, but sometimes 

never fully integrated. (19) 

Whilst transsexuality might appear as the most obvious form of gender liminality, 

following Thomassen, it could be argued that lesbians in Irish society have occupied, 

until recently, a position of suspended liminality.7 Being ‘sometimes never fully 

integrated’ (Thomassen 19) in society because, following Victor Turner, liminality is 

associated with invisibility (359), lesbians have been omitted from legal and cultural 

discourse until the latter part of the twentieth century. According to Szakolczai ‘in 

permanent liminality one experiences at the same time the exhilaration of complete 

freedom and the suffocating feeling of being caught in a trap that is impossible to 

escape’ (296).  

 

Towards a queer liminality?  

                                                           
6 I am referring to a recent time before equal marriage in southern Ireland and before lesbian 
motherhood was socially acceptable.  
7 It could be argued that in Northern Ireland lesbianism is still liminal because the laws that have 
been implemented in the rest of the UK and southern Ireland (for example gay marriage) do not 
apply there. See the conclusion for a more detailed analysis of liminality in a Northern Irish context.  
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The fluctuating nature of liminality however also leaves it open to the possibility of a 

positive interpretation. The sense of being ‘in-between’ is not always a negative; 

liminality in certain contexts can be regarded as liberating. According to Gilsenan 

Nordin and Holmsten, Turner considers liminality to represent ‘a borderland state of 

ambiguity and indeterminacy, a transformational state characterised by a certain 

openness and relaxation of rules, leading those who participate in the process to new 

perspectives’ (8). Roísín O’Gorman proposes a similar understanding of liminality in 

stating that, ‘the liminal holds a promise of growth, change and possibilities’ (104). 

Such descriptions recall the fluidity associated with the word queer. Eve Kofosky 

Sedgwick posits that 'queer names an open mesh of possibility ... lapses and excesses 

of meaning when the ... elements of sexuality ... cannot be made to signify 

monolithically’ (Tendencies 8). In a similar vein, José Esteban Muñoz writes that ‘we 

may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon 

imbued with potentiality’ (1). Similarly to positive liminality, queer is a term which is 

indeterminate and open to possibilities. Carla Freccero states that ‘theoretically 

anything can queer something, and anything, given a certain odd twist, can become 

queer’ (485). In this sense, queer can be understood as devoid of sexuality, as a 

synonym for something that challenges or operates in opposition to 

heteronormativity.8 It can signify an act or a way of living that is defiant of normative 

definition: not synonymous with anyone’s sexual orientation or gender identity, as it 

was associated within its first usage.9 Judith Butler has provided an illuminating 

                                                           
8 For more on queer theory see Ahmed chapters 1 and 2.  
9 According to Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, the adoption of the term queer, which was initially a 
negative slur used against what may be now termed as the queer or LGBTQ+ community, has 
symbolised, ‘a way of providing gays and lesbians with a common term around which to unite [as 
well as] a more radical way of calling attention to the issues raised by them’ (899). The birth of queer 
as a positive label for the LGBTQ+ community was considered by many as constituting a wilful setting 
aside and denial of its original meaning as a slander against LGBTQ+ people. 
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insight into the multiple demarcations of how queer has been deployed. According to 

Butler: 

The term queer itself has been precisely the discursive rallying point for 

younger lesbians and gay men and, in yet other contexts, for lesbian 

interventions and, in yet other contexts, for bisexuals and straights for whom 

the term expresses an affiliation with anti-homophobic politics. (Bodies 175) 

Similarly, theorist David Halperin declares that queer is:  

By definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant 

… [it] is not restricted to lesbians and gay men but is in fact available to 

everyone who is or feels marginalized because of her or his sexual practices … 

“Queer” in any case does not designate a class of already objectified 

pathologies or perversions. (Foucault 62) 

 Queer in these interpretations celebrates indeterminacy, a state of flux that can be 

associated with the in-between space that the liminal occupies. This is how I 

understand the term queer throughout this thesis. Graham Price details the correlation 

between liminality and queerness in an Irish context in arguing that the growing 

academic interest of queer theory in Irish studies is reflective of liminality. According 

to Price ‘Ireland's liminal status in relation to various categories of identity has made 

her a site of queerness which goes some way towards explaining the interest in Ireland 

that queer theory and queer studies have generated’ (Price 224). The queering of 

heteronormative ‘sexual culture’ (Rivkin and Ryan 900) has also been a key concern 

of queer theory, and this is a preoccupation throughout this thesis. Although the term 

queer can be divorced from its original inception in LGBTQ+ activism, I employ the 

term queer primarily in relation to lesbian relationships and experiences. I also use it 
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to mean ‘the name of a certain unsettling in relation to heteronormativity’ (Freccero 

485). 

 

(3) Space 

Since the advent of queer theory in the 1990s, there has been a growing academic 

interest in the spatiality of queer people and communities, how and where they live, 

how they relate to heteronormative environments and if they move, why and where 

they go to. A huge amount of this work has focused on the formation of gay ghettos, 

such as the Castro district of San Francisco or the Meatpacking District of New York. 

In Irish studies, scholars such as Tina O’Toole and Ed Madden have examined queer 

Irish diasporas and the portrayal of homoerotic themes within Irish literature, noting 

that migration is central to this literature. According to O’Toole, ‘such literary 

migrancies reflect the diasporic displacement of Irish lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and 

transgender people (LGBTs)’ (Queering 131). This thesis extends O’Toole’s and 

Madden’s argument, specifically in Chapter two to state that Ireland could in this sense 

be regarded as a closeted space, synonymous with the metaphorical gay closet and 

characters in queer literature have to leave Ireland in order to ‘come out of the closet.’  

Central to the research on queer diasporas by O’Toole and Madden has been 

the realisation that the spatiality of streets and communities is not neutral; spaces are 

reflective of those who inhabit them. Queer theorist Jack Halberstam’s work on queer 

spatiality has addressed these themes, suggesting that traditionally straight spaces such 

as politically conservative rural environments can be queered by the presence of a 

LGBTQ+ person. Considering queer diasporas Halberstam argues that, ‘we must 

consider the condition of staying put as part of the production of complex queer 
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subjectivities. Some queers need to leave home in order to become queer, and others 

need to stay close to home in order to preserve their difference’ (Queer 27). 

Geographers, influenced by a growing academic interest in queer lives, have turned 

their attention to identity politics. According to David Bell and Gill Valentine: 

A whole body of work is emerging in geography that explores the performance 

of sexual identities and the way they are inscribed on the body and landscape. 

This work has overturned all the old binaries: heterosexual-homosexual; 

public-private and so on. (Mapping 9) 

Geographer Elspeth Probyn states that ‘space is a pressing matter, and it matters which 

bodies, where and how, press up against it. Most important of all is who these bodies 

are with: in what historical and actual spatial configuration they find and define 

themselves’ (81). Indeed, one of the major concerns of queer theorists has been 

addressing the issue of the assumed heteronormativity of streets and landscapes. For 

example, the first gay pride parade in New York only initially passed the approval of 

the city council because the display was regulated to the small gay district. The 

controversy that ensued when the organisers marched down main roads and 

neighbourhoods, the privileged ‘natural’ domain of hegemonic heterosexual life, 

highlighted the contention with which space, sexuality and sexual orientation affect 

people’s claims to certain spaces in society. There are various reports of LGBTQ+ 

people who are assaulted and harassed because their gender presentation does not 

conform to the assumed heteronormative surroundings in which they exist.10 Such 

attacks illustrate the homophobic contention that some areas are apparently straight 

                                                           
10 An example of this is Brandon Teena who was raped and killed in 1993 for being a transgender 
man in a socially conservative area of Nebraska. Jack Halberstam takes his story as a means of 
thinking about the relationship between sexuality and space in In a Queer Time and Place: 
Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives.  
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and LGBTQ+ people are not welcome in these spaces. Alternatively, the rise of ‘gay 

spaces’ such as gay neighbourhoods in large cities or gender-neutral bathrooms, which 

are increasingly widespread in certain universities, have sought to make certain spaces 

more comfortable for LGBTQ+ people.   

 

(4) Queer Space 

Emerging out of the academic enquiry into the sexuality of space, the concept of queer 

space was formulated. Queer space has traditionally been defined as a space that is 

queer through the inclusion of LGBTQ+ people in a traditionally heteronormative 

zone. According to Natalie Oswin:  

In the work of Bell, Binnie, Valentine, and others queer space is thus 

established as a concrete space that is carved out by sexual dissidents (read: 

gays and lesbians). As a reterritorialization of heterosexual space, it 

purportedly enables the visibility of sexual subcultures that resist and rupture 

the hegemonic heterosexuality that is the source of their marginality and 

exclusion. (90) 

According to Bell and Valentine, ‘space is not naturally authentically “straight” but 

rather actively produced and (hetero)sexualized’ (223). Oswin explains that ‘as a 

reterritorialization of heterosexual space, [queer space] purportedly enables the 

visibility of sexual subcultures that resist and rupture the hegemonic heterosexuality 

that is the source of their marginality and exclusion’ (90). Oswin, however, has 

questioned the assumption that ‘queer space’ is always a liberating space that exists in 

opposition to heteronormative ideology. Oswin argues that concepts of queer space, 

whereby queer is synonymous with LGBT, are not always spaces that are radical or 
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that contest homonormative ideologies, because a problematic binary between queer 

and straight space does not ‘consider queer subjects as simultaneously raced, classed 

and gendered bodies’ (91).  

Similarly, in de-associating queer from LGBT, Kath Browne states that the 

term queer should function as ‘something other than an overarching term that describes 

sexual dissidents’ (886) and that queer is something which ‘operat[es] beyond powers 

and controls that enforce normativity’ (889). For Oswin and Browne, the presence of 

an LGBTQ+ person does not necessarily make a certain space queer. The premise of 

homonormativity is central to Oswin and Browne’s critique of so called ‘queer space’ 

because, in their view, ‘queer’, and subsequently ‘queer space’ demarcates a way of 

being that resists heteronormative or homonormative ideals. Oswin states that gay and 

lesbian spaces do not ‘necessarily transgress the normative’ (92). The difference 

between queer and lesbian or gay space is marked by a political/ideological persuasion 

as opposed to sexual orientation. Oswin, therefore, argues that queer, divorced from 

sexuality, can be applied to heterosexual spaces, therefore a space need not be 

LGBTQ+ associated in order for it to qualify as a queered space. 

 However, throughout this thesis, I understand queer space to designate a space 

where governing heteronormative ideologies are challenged by the inclusion of a 

lesbian thematic. Whilst this could qualify as a lesbian space, these spaces are not 

solely lesbian spaces.  I employ the term queer, then, to signify a challenge to the 

heteronormative and hetero-patriarchal order. This suggests the perceived threat to 

Irish society that lesbianism has traditionally signified. In my discussion, a queer space 

is illustrative of how the presence of lesbian desire can rupture and alter the governing 

heteronormativity associated with certain spaces and localities within Irish culture. I 

also employ queer in its original usage as a verb to signify something odd or startling.  
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The closet as a liminal space?  

In 1990 Eve Kofosky Sedgwick named the closet as ‘the defining structure of gay 

oppression this century’ (Epistemology 71). Whilst Sedgwick emphasises its 

ideological connotation, the closet itself is a spatial metaphor. The metaphor of the 

closet becomes thus important when considering liminal spaces in the context of 

lesbian literature. Michael P. Brown argues that the imagery of the closet ‘directly asks 

us to imagine oppression through imagining a common, everyday kind of space … it 

tropes on meanings of concealment, elsewhereness — yet — proximity, darkness and 

isolation, with the potential for movement or escape’ (8). The closet is commonly 

represented as a space of negative or suspended liminality whereby a person is closeted 

because of prejudice or/and fear. Some queer theorists have questioned the problematic 

binary between visibility and invisibility that ‘coming out of the closet’ is 

representative of.11 Indeed, ‘coming out’ could also be regarded as a state of suspended 

liminality, as a person may have to ‘come out’ several times depending on the 

circumstances.  

The attic in Victorian literature came to be regarded as a forebear to the 

contemporary closet; both are spatial locations which seek to contain sexuality (though 

the attic is typically gendered as a female space). In The Madwoman in the Attic, 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar illustrate how the attic is a place associated with 

confinement in relation to female sexuality and mental illness. In some contemporary 

lesbian fiction, the attic has been reclaimed as a positive space for women. For 

                                                           
11 Diana Fuss, for example, states that the ‘problem with the inside/outside rhetoric, if it remains 
unreconstructed, is that such polemics disguise the fact that most of us are both inside and outside 
at the same time’ (5).  
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example, Claire O’Callaghan writes that author Sarah Waters ‘uses lesbian sexuality 

to rewrite the negativity ascribed to the attic space through a tradition of women’s 

writings’ (131). In her reading of Emma Donoghue’s Stir-fry Antoinette Quinn 

explains the relationship between the attic and the closet in the context of twentieth-

century literature:  

Since Jane Eyre and the sexual repressions of Victorian Britain, the attic has 

been a site of secret sexuality in women’s literature. What is closeted and 

monstrous in 1990s Irish society, however, is homosexual rather than 

heterosexual desire. (New Noises 150) 

The closet space has also been readapted in a similar fashion in Stir-fry whereby the 

literal closet space facilitates the protagonist’s realisation that she has romantic 

feelings for a female friend. Similarly, in Maura Richard’s Interlude the space of the 

changing room functions as a substitute closet, and this is the space where two female 

characters have a romantic encounter. Arguably, such readaptations of the liminal 

space of the closet queer its normative understanding as a site of repression, therefore 

establishing it, I argue, as a space of queer liminality.  

 

 

Why Irish lesbian fiction?  

This thesis considers lesbian fiction in the form of novels, a novella and short stories. 

The relationship between the concept of nationhood and nationality and the novel is 

well established in literary theory. Patrick Parrinder writes that ‘novels have been 

influential sources of ideas of nationhood and national belonging … there is a direct 
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link between the peculiarities of the novel as a literary genre and the part played by 

novelists in the definition of Englishness’ (14-15). However, at the same time the novel 

‘may “speak to the nation” but rarely, if ever, do they [novelists] see it as their task to 

“speak for the nation”’ (Parrinder 9). This is the case for Irish lesbian fiction, which 

can be argued uses the novel and short story form to address the marginality and 

liminality of lesbians within the Irish nation. Frank O’Connor’s seminal The Lonely 

Voice (1962) asserts that the short story is the form best suited to serve a ‘submerged 

population group’ (6) and this is the form favoured by some authors such as Le Fanu, 

Edna O’Brien, Mary Dorcey, as well as contemporary Northern Irish authors 

Rosemary Jenkinson and Lucy Caldwell.  

Caroline Magennis writes that ‘the short story has a history as a place ripe for 

rewriting established scripts’ (Northern Irish 100). The short story seems particularly 

appropriate to discuss lesbianism given its ‘ties to both a modernist reimagining of 

relationships and sexuality but also [due to its] long tradition in the Irish canon’ 

(Magennis, Northern Irish 100). Whilst acknowledging the important contribution that 

scholars such as O’Connor have made to discussions of literary style and form, and its 

relationship to certain subaltern groups, these stylistic issues are however not central 

to the concerns of this thesis. Rather, the focus is on the construction of spaces and 

close readings of texts to address and offer new insights on the theme of queer 

liminality within Irish lesbian fiction.  

What classifies ‘lesbian fiction’ is a question that continues to trouble. In 1993 

Terry Castle stated that ‘the concept of “lesbian fiction,” one has to conclude, remains 

somewhat undertheorised’ (Apparitional 67) and it appears critics are still debating 
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what constitutes lesbian fiction today.12 I employ the term lesbian throughout this 

thesis to refer to a woman whose primary emotional or sexual attraction is to other 

women. This is to be differentiated from the term ‘lesbian writer’ by which I refer to 

an author who identifies openly as a lesbian, such as Emma Donoghue or Mary 

Dorcey. Lesbian writing, in general, refers to an author who discusses lesbian themes, 

regardless of their own sexual orientation. Lesbian criticism is commonly believed to 

have emerged during second wave feminism, but as Caroline Gonda illustrates, its 

roots can be traced much earlier than that (170). Jeanette Foster’s Sex, Variant Women 

in Literature (1956) was one of the earliest examples of an attempt to classify 

lesbianism within literary texts, followed by Barbara Grier’s The Lesbian in Literature 

(1967) and then Jane Rule’s 1975 Lesbian Images. Many of the pivotal texts of lesbian 

criticism were produced in the 1970-1990s with works by Adrienne Rich, Audre 

Lorde, Bonnie Zimmerman, Annamarie Jagose, Biddy Martin, and Lillian Faderman, 

to list but a few examples.  

Within Irish studies, there is a small body of lesbian literary criticism that has 

emerged since the late 1980s. Scholars such as Emma Donoghue, Tina O’Toole and 

Katherine O’Donnell, amongst others, have added significantly to this work, but none 

of them has examined the theme of liminality and queer space in Irish lesbian fiction. 

Caroline Magennis has analysed queer space in relation to Northern Irish gay male 

literature13, and Michael G. Cronin’s forthcoming article will also examine spatiality 

and temporality in Irish lesbian and gay fiction.14 Moira Casey’s doctoral thesis in 

                                                           
12 Caroline Gonda provides an amusing anecdote regarding author Bertha Harris’ thoughts on lesbian 
fiction. She declared that ‘there was no such thing as a lesbian novel, because no little female books 
ever ran off with other little female books’ (175). 
13 See “Sexual Dissidents and Queer Space in Northern Irish fiction.” 
14 ‘“Our nameless desires”: the erotics of time and space in contemporary Irish lesbian and gay 
fiction.’ The Oxford Handbook of Modern Irish Fiction [forthcoming]. Ed Liam Harte. Oxford: Oxford 
UP, 2019.  
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2003 explored the construction of domestic space in (Southern) Irish lesbian fiction 

from 1928-1997, arguing that such fiction ‘revise[s] the traditionally heterosexual 

domestic sphere to create a distinctly lesbian domestic sphere’ (Abstract 1). This thesis 

complements Casey’s work to explore the concept of liminal and queer space in both 

Irish and Northern Irish fiction from 1872 to 2017. The study of queer identities (into 

which the study of lesbian identities is often assimilated) in Irish studies has also found 

prominence in recent years, as reflected in the international ‘Queering Ireland 

Conference’, now in its tenth year. The work of prominent queer theorists such as Lisa 

Duggan, Noreen Giffney, Sean Kennedy, Eithne Luibheid, Ed Madden and Anne 

Mulhall, amongst others, has added significantly to the study of queer identity within 

Irish studies. Speaking on the increasing academic interest of queer theory in an Irish 

studies context Joseph Valente declares:  

[There] are also the grounds, of course, upon which queer theory has taken up 

its distinctive place in Irish studies — not only as an analysis of sexual identity 

and regulation in Ireland, but as an analysis of Ireland itself- where an ethnic/ 

national heritage of metrocolonial ambivalence, what we might call the unique 

geo-political difference of Ireland, has been forced to pass under the sign of 

colonial subordination on one side and European entitlement on the other, 

opposed identity formations or categories of the "same." (26)  

Valente reflects that there is something inherently queer in Ireland’s relationship to 

various forms of self-identification; furthermore, Noreen Giffney proposes a ‘quare’ 

as opposed to ‘queer’ theory in an Irish context in order to ‘make visible the ways in 

which queer/feminist/lesbian work intersects in Ireland’ (198). This thesis adheres to 

Giffney’s statement by examining the intersections between liminality and queer to 

address concepts of spatiality in Irish lesbian fiction.  
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The History of Lesbianism in Ireland 

Van Gennep describes the stages of the liminal experience as ‘separation, margin and 

aggregation’ (Turner 359) whereby a person, following a liminal experience, slowly 

transitions to ‘have rights and obligations vis-à-vis others of a clearly defined and 

‘structural’ type’ (359). These stages of liminality are appropriate to how lesbianism 

in Irish society has been regarded as it has moved from a position of obscurity to 

visibility with the passing of time. It is often ironically said that the lesbian was ‘born’ 

in the nineteenth century, referring to the fact that during the latter part of this century, 

the study of sexuality known as sexology, crystallised ‘lesbian’ and ‘homosexual’ as 

linguistic categories. By 1890 the term lesbian was listed in medical dictionaries 

throughout the western world (Mottier 38). Of course, such a statement is not to imply 

that lesbianism and homosexuality did not exist before the nineteenth century, but 

homosexual acts (especially between men) became codified and henceforth more 

heavily penalised from the late nineteenth century onwards. This was the case in Irish 

society.  

Writing on medieval Ireland, Katherine O’Donnell states that ‘early Ireland is 

remarkably free of homophobia. The Brehon Laws were not concerned with 

homosexual relations unless they contravened the strict hierarchies of class 

boundaries, for example, an aristocrat having sex with a servant could be grounds for 

divorce’ (Lesbianism 3-4).15 The lesbian potential of ‘romantic friendships’ between 

                                                           
15 O’Donnell suggests that there might have been a lesbian relationship between Saint Bridget and 
her bedwarmer Darlughdacha (Lesbianism 3).  
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women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have been debated amongst 

prominent feminist historians since the 1980s. Lillian Faderman’s Surpassing the Love 

of Men (1985) and Sheila Jeffreys’ The Spinster and Her Enemies (1985) are among 

the most prolific examples of this scholarship. The Ladies of Llangollen, Lady Eleanor 

Butler and Sarah Ponsonby who fled from Ireland to Wales to live together in 1778, 

have been examined as an example of romantic friendships living in a ‘Boston 

marriage’16, or as one of the earliest examples of lesbians who had to move out of 

Ireland in order to live together, henceforth establishing a trend for diasporic Irish 

homosexual identities.17 In a 1992 article, Shawn R. Mooney questioned the 

relationship between the Anglo-Irish writers Edith Somerville and Violet (Martin) 

Ross and suggests that biographical accounts of the writing duo have been ‘hampered 

by heterosexist, if not homophobic, discomfort with the question of lesbianism their 

relationship raise[s]’ (157).  

It is difficult to discuss the history of lesbianism in Ireland without discussing 

how homosexual men were treated, if not only to highlight the complete erasure of 

lesbianism in the legal system and society’s conceptualisation of women’s sexuality 

(or lack thereof) in general. In 1826 the death penalty was the punishment for a man 

found guilty of sodomy. In 1861 the Offences Against the Person Act removed that 

punishment [the death sentence] and replaced it with a sentence of penal servitude, 

varying from ten years to life imprisonment depending on the context (Lacey 148). 

The Labouchère amendment of 1885 was an amendment to the Criminal Law Act 

                                                           
16 A Boston marriage was when two close female friends lived together independent of men or 
marriage. It was normally associated with educated women in American women’s colleges in the late 
nineteenth century. For more information see Faderman Odd Girls 5-18.  
17 The fact that the Ladies of Llangollen were visited by Anne Lister, the Yorkshire heiress and open 
lesbian, have led some critics to believe that their relationship was more ‘lesbian’ than a ‘romantic 
friendship’ or a ‘Boston marriage.’ 



33 
 

which ensured that ‘gross indecency’, a vague term that covered a range of acts, 

committed in public or private between men, was a crime punishable by jail and hard 

labour for a maximum of two years. Lacey notes that this amendment ‘would lead to 

the oppression of homosexual people in Britain for the next eighty years and, at least 

theoretically, in Ireland for an additional twenty-five years’ (149). Oscar Wilde was 

tried under the terms of the Labouchère amendment. Due to his notoriety as a 

playwright and celebrity, the Oscar Wilde trial of 1895 brought homosexuality to 

public attention. Colm Tóibín writes that: 

Until the time of the Wilde trial there wasn’t really a concept of homosexuality, 

even among those sexually attracted to their own sex: there were homosexual 

acts, but because of a lack of a visible discourse, it is difficult to know, until 

Wilde, what this meant, even to the individuals involved. (Love 21) 

The late-colonial period following the Labouchère Amendment to the Criminal Law 

(Amendment) Act 1885 and the trial of Oscar Wilde was one in which homophobia 

became endemic (Hanafin 413). In 1884 homophobic accusations of sodomy (as it was 

then enshrined in Irish and British law) directed towards the British administration at 

Dublin Castle from Nationalists sought to associate homosexuality with British 

imperialist power.18 Homosexuality was anathema to the masculinist post-colonial, 

self-governing independent Ireland that the republican movement wanted to create. 

Eibhear Walshe explains that: 

Post-colonial countries, like Ireland, have particular difficulty with the real 

presence of the homoerotic, because colonialism itself has a gendered power 

                                                           
18See Hanafin for a detailed analysis between Irish colonialism and homosexuality.  
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relation and, inevitably casts the colonising power as masculine and dominant 

and the colonised as feminine and passive … The emergent post-colonial 

nation perceives the sexually different as destabilising and enfeebling and thus 

the lesbian and gay sensibility is edited out, silenced. (Oscar’s Mirror 149) 

Homosexuality was considered as something that did not exist in the ‘pre-colonial 

heterosexual state, which had been contaminated by the invader’ (Hanafin 413). In 

1921 the British Parliament rejected a bill on lesbianism, modelled on the Labouchère 

amendment. The rejection of the bill on lesbianism was justified by the argument that 

the measure would make women aware that such acts existed. In effect, lesbianism 

was censured by silence rather than by explicit condemnation (Hug 203-4).  

The construction of the independent Irish Free State in 1922 was therefore 

based upon the values of a dominant masculinist heteropatriarchy in which 

homosexuality was associated with the effeminate, submissive colonial past. Breda 

Gray argues that Irish society underwent a process of ‘mapping heterosexual desire 

onto a patriotic desire for national families, and through them, the reproduction of the 

nation’ (161). Henceforth, the eventual establishment of the Free State was based upon 

heteronormative Catholic ideology. According to Hanafin, ‘official policy in relation 

to “moral” issues in the postcolonial period, being heavily influenced by Roman 

Catholic dogma, had much in common with the hypocritical Victorian morality which 

preceded it. A certain idea of the natural was to be rigorously upheld and those who 

did not accord with such an idea were to be regarded as Other’ (413). Lesbians were 

not criminalised under the British Offences Against the Person Act of 1861 that 

remained enshrined in law following the formation of an independent Ireland but far 

from signifying any radical acceptance of lesbian relationships, rather it functioned to 

further suppress and deny their existence in Irish society. Anne Owens Weekes 
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explains that ‘lack of criminalisation was not a sign of acceptance but a negation of 

women’s agency, which continued in the laws of the Irish Free State and Republic, 

effectively restricting women’s behaviour and desire’ (123).  

Such a conceptualisation of Irish history is not to state that there were no 

notable lesbian figures during this time period, but rather that their histories are 

different to gay men because of the way that gay males were actively criminalised. 

Lesbians such as nurse Elizabeth O’Farrell and her partner Julia Grenan were active 

members of the Irish Independence movement and Easter Rising of 1916. In 1915, 

alongside other intellectuals, Eva Gore-Booth, the activist poet and playwright, 

published the magazine Urania (a word synonymous with homosexual); a magazine 

devoted to LGBTQ+ issues, which included articles on cross-dressing, 

hermaphrodites, same-sex marriages as well as general gender-bending (O’Donnell, 

Lesbianism 9). Eamonn DeValera’s 1937 constitution endorsed the heteronormative 

values that the Irish state came to embody. O’Donnell writes that in early twentieth- 

century Irish society: 

There were bars and cruising places where gay men could meet but these public 

spaces were just not open to women. Through a variety of private networks 

lesbians managed to find each other and oral histories report that many lesbian 

relationships went undetected as it was popularly assumed that spinsters were 

asexual. (11)  

Irish writing in the earlier part of the twentieth century had been subject to the scrutiny 

of the Irish Censorship of Publication Act 1929. Any allusions to homosexuality in 

Irish or foreign literature, however slight, had been subject to extreme hostility. 

Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928) was banned in Ireland, as were two of 
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Kate O’Brien’s novels. The Irish Censorship Board coincided with legal reforms 

which sought to limit Irish women’s rights; a marriage ban was imposed in 1932 

meaning that women were forced to leave their jobs upon marriage. Writers such as 

Molly Keane, Elizabeth Bowen and Kate O’Brien defied the limitation placed on them 

by the Irish government and refused to censor the homoerotic themes in their fiction. 

For Molly Keane (born Mary Skrine) writing about homosexuality was an opportunity 

to explore new territory: 

Before then no one thought anything of two elderly ladies setting up house 

together. I’d certainly never heard a murmur. I was excited by finding out about 

lesbians and homosexuals. It was new. It made a subject. (Lacey 229) 

Emma Donoghue explained in her reflections on Irish lesbian writing that ‘from the 

mid-1960s to the early 1980s — times of sexual revolution in Ireland — or so we are 

told, Irish fiction generally continued to give the impression that such things never 

happened on our island’ (Noises 165). Reflecting on growing up in 1950s Ireland, 

Mary Dorcey notes the climate of restraint: 

Silence. Repression. Censorship. Long dark winters. Poor food. Nuns and 

priests everywhere. Drab clothes. Censorship of books and films. Fear and 

suspicion surrounding anything to do with the body or the personal life. The 

near total repression of ideas and information. A Catholic state for a Catholic 

people…contraception was not known of or spoken of. The Pill was mentioned 

only as a medical means to regulate a woman’s body … Sex. Never written or 

spoken of except in Catholic church pamphlets for the education of the young, 

where it was described as ‘marital relations’— intimacy takes place between 
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husband and wife for the purposes of procreation. Homosexual. The worst of 

all forbidden words, never spoken or published until 1973. (Interview 25-6) 

The historical accounts listed above point to the erasure of lesbianism within Irish 

society. This could be regarded as Van Gennep’s ‘separation’ stage where lesbianism 

was removed from the cultural domain. The works I discuss in Chapter One and Two 

encapsulate this specific time period, and the spatiality of lesbian desire in these texts 

reflects the liminal position of lesbians within Irish society.  

 

1970s and 1980s  

During the 1970s and 1980s, Irish lesbian activism was growing.  Lesbianism, which 

had for so long occupied a liminal space in society, was slowly being brought to public 

attention, coinciding with the civil rights movements in America and the UK. In 

America, several lesbian rights groups such as Daughters of Bilitis and The Mattachine 

Society were formed as early as 1950. Many writers were inspired by this type of 

lesbian-feminism, including Mary Dorcey who lived in America during the 1970s.19 

In a book detailing the early years of the Irish Women’s Liberation Movement, Anne 

Stopper describes the experiences of the first editor of the Irish Times Women’s Page, 

Mary Maher, in the early 1970s. According to Stopper, ‘the women’s pages were 

crucial in striking the initial spark of the women’s liberation movement because they 

were taking the very first steps in presenting the articulation of previously verboten 

subjects to the public’ (37). One such forbidden subject was that of lesbianism. In 1970 

the editors of the page received a request from a homosexual woman who requested 

                                                           
19 For more on lesbian-feminism in America see Faderman Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers 216.  
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that a journalist meet with her and document her experiences. A young Maeve Binchy, 

who had taken up editorship from Maher, interviewed the woman alongside Maher. 

Stopper notes the anxiety both felt in writing such a story, the genre of which had never 

graced the pages of an Irish newspaper. Stopper describes how, according to Maher, 

‘the subject of lesbianism was so taboo and poorly understood at the time that the 

assumption, even amongst most Irish Times reporters, was that if you knew a lesbian 

you must be one yourself — guilt by association’ (37). What was produced was a 

sympathetic portrayal of a lesbian by two unnamed editors: 

But what about the female homosexual? Much less is known about her, and 

there is some reason to believe she is subject to even more suspicion and 

hostility than her male equivalent. Ironically, the reason why lesbianism is not 

illegal in England (or in fact in Ireland) is given as the reluctance of civil 

servants to inform Queen Victoria of the existence of such a horrible vice when 

the first anti-homosexual laws were drafted in the 19th century … In the 1970s 

in Ireland there are lesbians living in isolation, loneliness and extreme fear of 

being discovered… (Stopper 37)  

In this article, Maher and Binchy had encapsulated what prolific Irish lesbian activist 

and writer Mary Dorcey would later cite as being one of the defining features of living 

as a lesbian woman in Ireland: the silence and taboo surrounding female 

homosexuality. In an attempt to break this imposed silence, in 1982 Dorcey published 

her first poetry collection Kindling, and in 1989, her short story collection A Noise 

from the Woodshed, both centring on lesbian relationships.  

 The 1980s and early 1990s witnessed a rebirth of lesbian themes in Irish 

literature, coinciding with literary trends throughout England and America. The 
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increase of lesbian themes in literature at this period is reflective of the upsurge of 

women generally in Irish society. The 1970s had witnessed the formation of several 

women’s rights groups such as ‘The Irish Women’s Liberation Movement’ and ‘Irish 

Women United’, which were critical in addressing the gender inequalities in Irish 

society. Initially, the rights of lesbian women had not been critical to the first women’s 

rights organisations. Sexuality was a divisive issue which threatened the uniformity 

that groups such as the Irish Women’s Liberation Movement were keen to stress. 

Similarly to the debate that had taken place in America during the formation of 

women’s rights campaigns, issues of sexual differences were eluded in order to present 

a united front. Tina O’Toole explains that ‘lesbian identity was regarded as a political 

liability by the leaders of the feminist movement for a variety of different reasons, 

which ranged from overt homophobia within feminist organisations to a recognition 

of the ways in which lesbian identity would be used by opponents of the feminist 

movement’ (Moving 72).  

Sexuality was a tool by which opponents could discredit the women involved 

in these organisations. Accusations of lesbianism could threaten a woman’s job 

security as even though female homosexuality was not technically illegal, it was still 

a just cause for dismissal. O’Toole notes how the situation was even more precarious 

for women with children: ‘lesbian mothers with children, needless to say, had even 

more reason to be circumspect, up until 1992 they automatically lost the right to 

custody of their children before the courts by reason of their sexuality’ (Moving 71). 

Mary Dorcey was involved in various women’s rights groups. She recalls how lesbian 

women felt compelled to keep their sexuality a secret. There was a distinct closeting 

of lesbian women in these groups which was reflective of a wider closeting of lesbians 

in Irish society. As Dorcey details: 
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I came back to Ireland. I went to the Women’s Movement (then in its second 

year). I met wonderful women. I was enchanted by the exhilaration, the self-

confidence, energy, wit, anger, vision but to my surprise, no one declaring 

themselves lesbian or speaking about it. (Interview 35) 

In 1978 activist Joni Crone, who founded many Irish lesbian organisations such as 

‘Lesbian Line’, co-organised a women’s conference at Trinity College Dublin. The 

conference was centred on feminism; issues such as violence against women and the 

need for legal and safe contraception were discussed. Despite the fact that it was on 

the agenda, it was felt that including lesbianism on the title was too provocative a 

statement to make in 1978. Crone details how lesbianism or sexuality at all was a taboo 

subject. ‘Sexuality was discussed only in the broadest sense … We realised that if we 

called the event a “lesbian conference” most of the organising collective would be 

unable to attend because ‘walking through the door would be a public statement’ (64).  

Crone’s statements are testament to the huge risk a woman took in Irish society 

by declaring herself a homosexual in the 1970s. If heterosexual Irish women had 

limited rights, lesbians enjoyed even less.20 It is from this background that Mary 

Dorcey continued to campaign for homosexual rights. She describes the reaction she 

met whilst campaigning for lesbian rights in the late 1970s:  

Everywhere I went I was met with horror and amazement. I spoke at a 

Women’s Week in University College Dublin on sexuality. I spoke as an open 

lesbian describing heterosexuality as sado-masochism. And declared: if 

                                                           
20 Such inequalities in Irish society during this time were startling. Women were barred from sitting 
on juries, forced to resign from government jobs upon marriage, prohibited from collecting their 
child allowance unless given written consent by their husband and earned significantly less than their 
male colleagues. Divorce was illegal in Ireland until 1996, contraception was not made widely 
available until the late 1980s. 
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feminism is the theory lesbianism is the practice. It was like a Roman arena. I 

was the gladiator. I just about escaped with my life. It was reported in the 

papers the next morning. The Irish-Times ran a front-page headline: “Self-

Confessed lesbian denounces heterosexuality.” (Interview 36) 

Notably, groups such as ‘The Irish Women’s Liberation Movement’ were instrumental 

in reversing of the ban of contraceptives for women and the marriage ban that forbid 

a woman from continuing work in civil and government roles upon marriage. Heather 

Ingman explains how during the 1980s and 1990s the position of women in Irish 

society had changed dramatically from former years: 

During the 1980s there was a marked increase in Irish women in public life and 

in tertiary education. The year 1990 saw the election of Ireland’s first female 

president, Mary Robinson. In 1993 the Irish senate declared homosexuality 

legal and in 1995 the ban on divorce was removed. Despite this progress, in 

1983 a referendum imposed a constitutional ban on abortion by introducing an 

amendment to Article 40 of the constitution stating that the right to life of an 

Irish mother is not superior to that of her unborn child. Despite the prominence 

of women in public life of the Irish nation by the 1990s, control of women’s 

bodies remained and remains enshrined in the Constitution, opposition to 

abortion guaranteeing the Catholicism and alterity of the Irish nation. 

(“Stretching” 261) 

It is clear from Ingman’s comments that despite the progress that Irish society had 

made regarding the modernising of the Irish nation, there were still huge stumbling 

blocks. Though growing more secular, in the 1990s Irish society was still very much 

attached to traditional Catholic social ideologies. Women’s bodies and their rights, or 
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lack thereof, became the focus of national debate during the 1980s and 1990s following 

the media attention surrounding the ‘X’ case and the Kerry Babies case.21 The abortion 

debate that was taking place in Ireland at this time coincided with gay rights issues. 

Homosexuality was brought to the forefront of the national consciousness due to the 

AIDS crisis in the 1980s. Colm Tóibín’s 1999 novel The Blackwater Nightship 

explores these issues, as it is centred on a gay man who returns to Ireland following 

his AIDS diagnosis. In 1983, a 31-year-old gay man, Declan Flynn, was beaten to 

death by a gang of teenagers in Fairview Park in Dublin. The judge ruled extremely 

favourably to the defendants issuing them with suspended sentences and declaring that 

‘their crimes could never be called murder’, implying that their crime was an act of 

civic duty. The Dublin Lesbian and Gay collective organised a protest march in 

response, which ‘proved to be the largest event in support of gay rights that Ireland 

had seen’ (Crone 67). 

 It was within this context that more Irish gay and lesbian writing was fast 

appearing, though not receiving immediate attention from critics. Maura Richard’s 

Interlude was published in 1982, the first lesbian novella since Kate O’Brien’s As 

Music and Splendour (1958). Prolific writer Edna O’Brien published lesbian novel 

The High Road in 1988, and in the following year, Mary Dorcey published her debut 

A Noise from The Woodshed (1989) followed by June Levine’s A Season of Weddings 

(1992) and Linda Cullen’s The Kiss (1990). None of these books received due critical 

attention at the time of publication and it has only been in recent years that scholarship 

                                                           
21 The X case involved a 14-year-old girl, pregnant by rape who was legally barred from travelling to 
England to have an abortion. In the Kerry babies’ case, Joanne Hayes was accused of murdering a 
baby found dead on a beach in County Kerry. She and her family admitted to a false murder 
confession under Garda cohesion. Hayes had given birth to a baby but it died shortly after birth and 
was secretly buried on the family farm. The case is regarded as a fitting example of how badly Irish 
society treated unwed mothers.  
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has begun to re-evaluate their works. Similarly, novels about gay men were increasing. 

In 1990 Tom Lennon, writing under a pseudonym in fear of losing his teaching job, 

published gay teenage love story When Love Comes to Town. Throughout the 1990s, 

Colm Tóibín published books about gay men such as The Story of the Night (1996). In 

terms of lesbian writing, Edna O’Brien was the most established of such authors 

writing during the 1980s and 1990s, yet the lesbian elements in her work were 

continually overlooked at the time of publication. Due to this fact, Emma Donoghue 

is continually recognised as the most ‘famous’ Irish author writing about lesbianism 

in the 1990s.  

Feminist publishing houses throughout the UK and Ireland were thriving 

during the 1980s. English authors such as Sara Maitland and Jeanette Winterson were 

including lesbian themes in their novels and gained international recognition for their 

work.22 The success of such publications in the UK undoubtedly paved the way for a 

climate whereby Irish authors felt enabled to write about same-sex themes, although 

initially not enjoying the same critical success as their English contemporaries. In 

Ireland, feminist publishing houses like Attic Press, produced a high volume of lesbian 

novels, short stories and essays such as those penned by feminists such as June Levine 

and Anna Livia. Tina O’Toole and Linda Connolly note that ‘the importance of these 

ground-breaking publishing houses in Ireland should not be underestimated. They 

provided a vital link between the ideologies and theories of feminist groups and the 

wider reading public and it is clear that the availability of feminist texts disseminated 

radical social ideas throughout Irish culture and society’ (142). It is clear that in Irish 

                                                           
22 Jeanette Winterson’s debut Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit won the Whitbred Award for a first 
novel in 1985.  
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society this very debate was taking place. The poet Eavan Boland describes the gradual 

transition that had slowly happened in Irish society: 

What is much harder to measure, to quantify, are shifts of perception. They are 

the slow, unseen, rock-slides that begin in every generation without anyone 

being aware of the first-slip, the first boulder loosening and scattering small 

pebbles. I have no doubt, and equally no proof, that there have been such shifts 

and changes in the climate of thought in this country in the last ten or fifteen 

years. (qtd. in Stopper 3) 

Arguably Irish society was slowly changing during this time period, in line with a 

growing mobilisation of women’s rights groups and the beginnings of Irish lesbian 

activism. Following Van Gennep’s stages of liminality, the 1970s and 1980s could be 

regarded as a ‘marginal’ period where awareness concerning homosexuality was 

increasing, but lesbians still occupied a marginalised position within Irish society. 

 

Decriminalisation in the 1990s 

The final phase of the liminal experience ‘aggregation’, is summarised by Turner as 

follows: 

The ritual subject, individual or corporate is in a relatively stable state … he is 

expected to behave in accordance with certain customary norms and ethical 

standards binding on incumbents of social positions in a system of such 

positions. (359) 

The final phase of the liminal experience ‘aggregation’, as summarised by Turner, 

illustrates how the liminal subject is reincorporated into society. This stage, it could 
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be argued, took place in the 1990s, when lesbianism was increasingly ‘mainstream’ 

and no longer as taboo as it once was. The legal changes that improved the lives of 

lesbians in the 1990s, such as decriminalisation, ensured that lesbianism moved from 

a place of obscurity to growing awareness. Homosexuality in Ireland was 

decriminalised in June 1993, the result of a long legal battle led by activist David 

Norris and The Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform. The Seanad’s declaration for 

homosexual equality with heterosexuals in June 1993 signified a huge success to the 

work of Irish gay rights organisations, yet in the years preceding decriminalisation, 

Irish lesbians were beginning to both question and redefine their marginal position in 

society.  

 Kieran Rose details that ‘Irish society had changed considerably in the twenty-

year period and the lesbian and gay community had made considerable progress from 

a position of almost total marginalisation and powerlessness’ (2). The narrowly-

defined sexual boundaries that had embodied the Irish cultural milieu were expanding. 

Rose explains, ‘it became possible to construct a new identity, which meant that it is 

possible to be Irish and lesbian and gay’ (2). Whilst the technical wording of the 

decriminalisation sought to eradicate the illegality of male homosexuality, lesbians, 

who were omitted from this law by default, nevertheless were able to embrace this 

new-found spirit of acceptance in Irish society. Jennifer M. Jeffers writes that ‘the 

1990s must certainly be regarded as a time of great fruition: [with] young writers 

creating new paradigms that in many instances have virtually no precedent’ (179). 

Eibhear Walshe argues that:  

When decriminalisation took place in 1993, it can be argued that legal change 

validated the diverse Irish lesbian and gay cultural identities … initially in the 

mid and late 1990s there was a polemical urgency for the openly lesbian or gay 
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Irish novelist to write the “coming out” novel … where the need for a statement 

of Irish lesbian and gay identity was being addressed. (Queering 2) 

Of course, it would be misleading to assume that the decriminalisation of 

homosexuality in 1993 empowered lesbian and gay writers to write in a fashion that 

would completely disavow the homophobia associated with homosexuality throughout 

Ireland in the 1990s. Emigration of Irish LGBTQ+s remained high even in the post 

decriminalisation period. Tina O’Toole and Linda Connolly note that ‘the 1995 

GLEN/Combat Poverty report on poverty in the Irish lesbian and gay community 

showed that almost 60% of respondents had emigrated at some point in their lives, and 

that sexual orientation was a key factor in their decision’ (187).  

Over time, gay rights in Ireland have gradually increased. In the year 2000 

lesbian couples were allowed access to IVF. In 2009 civil partnerships were 

introduced. Equal marriage was passed by a landslide referendum in May 2015. In 

June 2017, openly gay Leo Varadkar was appointed as Ireland's Taoiseach, which 

many view as a monumental moment in Irish history considering the country’s historic 

persecution of the LGBTQ+ community. In 2017, The Irish Blood Transfusion service 

repealed a lifetime ban on homosexual men from donating blood, a policy adopted in 

the 1980s. There are now various organisations that cater for transgender and non-

binary people in Ireland, and legislation passed in 2015 ensured that transgender 

people can achieve full legal recognition of their preferred gender.23  

Irish literature has reflected this change. There are very few contemporary 

specifically ‘lesbian’ or ‘gay’ novels as there were in the 1980s and 1990s but rather 

                                                           
23 This process does not involve psychiatric assessment, as is the case in the United Kingdom, and 
other European countries.  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leo_Varadkar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taoiseach
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LGBTQ+ characters that are woven into the fabric of the narrative. What does this 

signify for Irish lesbian writing? Is such a label even necessary in the current climate 

where lesbian (in Southern Ireland at least) is no longer a taboo term? Will Irish lesbian 

writing become part of a larger discourse of women’s writing, or will such a label even 

be applicable in an increasingly non-binary academic climate? In 2007 Eibhear Walshe 

asked if ‘ten years after the decriminalisation of male homosexuality in Ireland — is 

contemporary Irish lesbian and gay fiction (to quote Toibin’s words) intrinsically not 

as interesting because it is no longer liminal — at least within literary culture if not in 

a wider societal sense?’ (Queering 1) Twelve years on from Walshe’s statement, it 

appears that Irish lesbian writing is still liminal; lesbians are in fiction but their 

lesbianism is no longer the focus of the story. This is either a positive reflection of the 

assimilation of lesbians into society, as reflected by legal changes, or as the erasure of 

a specific lesbian identity into a society that has tentatively accepted such people under 

the more generalist term ‘queer.’ What Irish lesbian writing will look like to critics of 

the future, or if it will exist as a category, remains to be seen.  

 

 

Chapter Overview 

The first chapter examines Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ (1872) in light of 

how lesbianism was medicalised in the nineteenth century. I do this through an 

examination of what I identify as liminal spaces in the short story, arguing that in Le 

Fanu’s text female desire and transgression occur in the same spatial constructs that 

leading sexologists such as Havelock Ellis argued would engender lesbianism. I offer 

a new reading which contends that ‘Carmilla’ is an interesting case study on the 
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pathologisation of the lesbian body. Through an examination of liminal spaces in 

‘Carmilla’, such as the bedchamber and Carmilla’s unchaperoned roaming through the 

Schloss, Le Fanu illustrates the spaces where the lesbian body can go, the spaces in 

which lesbian bodies were said to ‘infect’ other bodies, and socially-deemed 

appropriate spaces for the ‘normal’ heterosexual woman.  

The homoerotic themes that run through Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ (1872) have 

commonly established the author as the creator of the first lesbian vampire in gothic 

literature. It is only since the late 1980s that homoerotic themes in Le Fanu were 

discussed, in line with a growing liberalism towards homosexuality, both in society 

and the academy. Earlier critics of Le Fanu have been wary to apply the term lesbian 

to ‘Carmilla’, probably because the term itself was not in wide usage until the later 

part of the nineteenth century. For example, in 1965 Peter Penzoldt wrote that ‘it is 

doubtful if Le Fanu knew the true nature of what he was describing’ (75). Since the 

1990s however, lesbian readings of ‘Carmilla’ are certainly not unusual; there is a vast 

body of scholarship that reads Le Fanu’s text in light of female sexuality and its 

opposition to Victorian moral codes. Nina Auerbach’s Our Vampires, Ourselves 

(1995) goes as far as to cite Carmilla as ‘one of the few self-accepting homosexuals in 

Victorian or any literature’ (41). ‘Carmilla’ is also included in The Cambridge History 

of Gay and Lesbian Literature (2014). 

George Moore’s A Drama in Muslin (1886) is commonly read in association 

with ‘Carmilla’ as both include examples of lesbian characters that are demonic, 

monstrous and, to quote Moore, ‘scarcely sane’ (Muslin 3). No stranger to controversy 

in his lifetime, Moore’s works were repeatedly banned due to the sexual licentiousness 
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of his female characters.24 Lillian Faderman briefly examines A Drama in Muslin in 

her 1985 study of lesbian relationships, Surpassing the Love of Men, as does Emma 

Donoghue in her overview of Irish lesbian writing 1886-1989. Biographies of Moore 

long stress the influence of French naturalist authors such as Zola on Moore’s work, 

yet it is still somewhat surprising that more recent critical work on Moore that focuses 

on LGBTQ+ aspects has not been produced considering that his corpus does include a 

vast array of homosexual and gender fluid characters. In 1895, he published his first 

short story collection, Celibates, which dealt with themes such as repressed 

homosexuality and transvestism. The novella The Singular Life of Albert Nobbs (1918) 

also explored the life of a cross-dressing woman. As such, this chapter seeks to add to 

the existing scholarship on Moore. I briefly examine George Moore’s third novel A 

Drama in Muslin, (1886) offering a reading of the text which contends that Terry 

Castle’s descriptions of the spectrality of the ‘apparitional lesbian’ are applicable to 

Moore’s descriptions of the nineteenth-century lesbian. I further argue that the lesbian 

character exists in spaces that are associated with liminality, such as the convent, and 

the attic, spaces which in my reading illustrate how the lesbian is an obscure figure in 

nineteenth-century Irish literature.  

The second chapter seeks to discover how Kate O’Brien’s construction of 

communities such as those frequented by the governesses in Mary Lavelle (1936) and 

the opera singers in As Music and Splendour (1958) can be understood as liminal 

spaces that exist in opposition to governing heteronormative ideologies. Despite 

blatant references to homoerotic desire in Kate O’Brien’s oeuvre — two of her novels 

Mary Lavelle (1936) and As Music and Splendour (1958) contain lesbian characters, 

                                                           
24 A Modern Lover (1883) and A Mummer’s Wife (1884) were both removed from circulating libraries, 
prompting Moore to write a pamphlet entitled Literature At Nurse (1885), his attack on the moralism 
and imposed censorship of Victorian circulating libraries.  
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whilst gay male characters appear in Without my Cloak (1931) and The Land of Spices 

(1941) — it is only in recent years that scholarship has considered O’Brien as a writer 

of homosexual themes. In 1993 Emma Donoghue lamented that ‘lesbian historians and 

critics seem never to have heard of her, or know of no Irish context of “Irish lesbian 

fiction” in which to place her’ (Out of Order 37). This is unsurprising given the lack 

of information regarding lesbianism in Ireland during the decades in which O’Brien 

published. Eibhear Walshe, who published a bibliography of O’Brien in 2006, stresses 

the scarcity of information regarding lesbianism in Irish society during these years: 

My conclusion, after researching her life, is that, at this period of time Irish 

lesbian history is even more invisible than Irish gay men’s history and only 

recently can contemporary Irish scholars like Ailbhe Smyth, Katherine 

O’Donnell, Emma Donoghue and Tina O’Toole begin a process of literary and 

historical recovery. (“Invisible Irelands” 47) 

Lacking a place in an established literary tradition of Irish lesbian writing, criticism on 

O’Brien has tended to focus on other themes in her work. Critics interested in situating 

O’Brien in an Irish context have gravitated towards reading her as a writer of the 

emerging Irish Catholic upper middle class, as a writer interested in the construction 

of Irish and Spanish national identities or, most commonly, as a realist. 

Notwithstanding the fact that Kate O’Brien can comfortably be classified as a writer 

of all of these themes, the academic predominance on these aspects in her work has 

diluted her corpus of its most potent and radical subjects. Whilst the feminist aspects 

in her work has since been examined by more contemporary scholars, the lesbian 

elements in her work have been neglected by all but a small number of academics.  
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There are obvious reasons as to why the lesbianism in O’Brien’s work and 

others who wrote about it during the mid-twentieth century has suffered from such 

neglect. It is only since second-wave feminism that an academic critique of sexuality 

has seemed appropriate to the academy. Tom Inglis notes that in comparison to British 

cultural history ‘the lack of research into the history of Irish sexuality is puzzling, 

although it corresponds to a general lack of interest in sexuality in Irish academia’ 

(10).  Before 1990, there were few references to lesbianism in criticisms of O’Brien’s 

novels. Donoghue explains this as ‘not so much by covering up her bonds with other 

women, as by denying those partnerships were of any relevance to her work … most 

of those who have written on Kate O’Brien have simply avoided the lesbian issues in 

her work’ (Out of Order 37). 

  It was professional suicide for a writer to be associated with homosexuality in 

mid-century Ireland. Eibhear Walshe, in his recent chapter on O’Brien, argues that 

‘cultural difficulties with her sexuality in Ireland made biographical and critical 

writing more challenging and thus scarce … for example, her last, most overtly lesbian 

novel, As Music and Splendour, remained out of print for twenty years after her death’ 

(O’Brien 228). As such, in attempting to protect her literary reputation by distancing 

her work from the homoerotic, O’Brien has been closeted by the very forces which 

sought to safeguard her legacy. Given these series of constraints, it is easy to agree 

with Aintzane Legarreta Mentxaka’s summation that ‘O’Brien’s contextualisation as 

a Catholic, middle-class author also turns her into an apolitical, genderless, sexless 

author’ (Fiction 6). However, there is now a body of work that considers the lesbian 

themes in Kate O’Brien’s fiction. Critics such as Katherine O’Donnell, Tina O’Toole, 

and Aintzane Legarreta Mentxaka, amongst others, have expanded the parameters of 

research on O’Brien to include homoerotic themes. In Kate O’Brien: A Critical Study, 
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Adele Dalsimer calls her ‘the first to address issues common amongst Irish women of 

the twentieth century and to introduce into Irish literature questions of female 

autonomy, self-definition and sexual freedom’ (xi). Given the predominance of such 

tropes in her fiction, it is unsurprising that the historical neglect and omission of her 

work in Irish studies and anthologies has been challenged by recent critics. O’Donnell 

explains that ‘Kate O’Brien was one of the first writers to be rediscovered by feminists: 

the feminist publishing press, Arlen House, instituted the Kate O’Brien weekends in 

Limerick in the 1980s which showcase academic and writers’ reflections on her work’ 

(Greek 89). In the second chapter of this thesis, I propose that Ireland is configured as 

a closeted space in Mary Lavelle and As Music and Splendour, and upon leaving 

Ireland, O’Brien’s lesbian characters can experience and experiment with different 

facets of their gender identity and sexuality and enter into what I define as a space of 

queer liminality.25  

The third chapter of this thesis examines a selection of short stories and novels 

by Edna O’Brien, Maura Richards and Mary Dorcey. Focusing on Edna O’Brien’s 

short stories ‘Sister Imedla’ (1982) and ‘The Mouth of the Cave’ (1968), her novel The 

High Road (1988), Maura Richards’ novella Interlude (1982) and Mary Dorcey’s short 

story collection A Noise from the Woodshed (1989), I demonstrate that spaces 

commonly associated with liminality, such as convents, caves, and rivers, hold a queer 

potential to alter ideologies and assumptions. Such a reading is to illustrate a positive 

description of liminality as a trope that can confute heteronormative ideologies, as well 

as to argue that these spaces can be understood as sites of queer liminality which holds 

the power to offer new ways of being.  

                                                           
25 Ireland could also be read as a closeted space in O’Brien’s The Land of Spices (1941), but I do not 
discuss this text in this discussion.  
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Despite her large contribution to Irish literature, lesbian readings of Edna 

O’Brien’s work are difficult to obtain. There has been an academic neglect to read 

lesbianism in O’Brien despite the obvious lesbian content matter in short stories like 

‘The Mouth of the Cave’ (1968), ‘Sister Imelda’ (1982) and her novel The High Road 

(1988). It may be the case that Edna O’Brien’s work has suffered from a similar 

reception as Kate O’Brien’s in that both authors wrote about lesbianism during a time 

when society and the academy were suspicious of homoerotic themes. In 2003, Helen 

Thompson, one of the few critics who has offered a lesbian interpretation of O’Brien’s 

work, noted that ‘we should not relegate lesbian readings to margins and parentheses, 

allowing them to remain only as ghostly traces in the body of O’Brien criticism’ (22). 

Unfortunately, sixteen years after Thompson’s statement, it appears that critics are still 

reluctant to discuss lesbianism in O’Brien. According to Thompson, ‘when “Sister 

Imelda” and The High Road were first published, reviewers relegated the lesbian 

themes to subtext and often de-emphasised their importance by suggesting that the 

same-sex attractions are minor digressions from the path of heterosexuality’ (23). This 

thesis seeks to correct that assumption, arguing for a lesbian interpretation of 

O’Brien’s work that addresses the concept of queer liminality, which has not 

previously been explored in O’Brien criticism.  

Maura Richards is an elusive and largely unknown figure in Irish literature. 

Richards is mentioned briefly in Emma Donoghue’s overview of Irish lesbian writing, 

Casey’s doctoral thesis and volume five of the Field Day Anthology of Irish Women’s 

Writing and Traditions. Bar these examples, there is very little scholarship on 

Richards. A campaigner for the rights of single mothers in Ireland during the 1970s, 

Richards co-founded “Cherish”, an organisation that sought to provide support for 

single mothers. Interlude, the author’s second book, has received scant critical 
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attention, a fact which is perhaps surprising given the success of Richards’ first book, 

Two to Tango (1979), which was an immediate best-seller and twice republished. 

Richards’ work is important to understanding spaces of queer liminality in Irish fiction 

as her novella draws on the motif of the closet as both a literal and metaphorical space 

in order to underpin how lesbianism constitutes a liminal space in Irish society. In so 

doing, Interlude forges a thematic link to Donoghue’s Stir-fry which also explores the 

queer liminality embodied in the closet space.  

 Irish authors in the late 1980s and early 1990s, such as Mary Dorcey and Emma 

Donoghue, are more commonly associated with what could be called a gay moment in 

Irish history as their work was published during a period which saw social rights 

increase for Irish LGBTQ+ people. In 1972 Dorcey joined the “Irish Women’s 

Liberation Movement” and subsequently became a founding member of “Women for 

Radical Change” as well as “Irish Women United”, all committed to the equality of 

women, including lesbians, in Irish life. Organisations such as these had fought a 

lengthy campaign, which in presenting crucial challenges to the traditional 

infrastructures of Irish society such as the Catholic Church and the Dáil, had forced 

Irish society to consider its position, amongst many things, on the status of 

homosexuals. Associated with the agency surrounding the decriminalisation of 

homosexuality in 1993, Dorcey has spoken openly about how she considers her fiction 

as an extension of her activism. In an interview, she stated that her work appeals to ‘a 

growing secular and liberal section in Irish society’ eager for ‘images and creative 

work that acknowledge the reality of the world we live in’ (Quinn, “Speaking” 1).  

 As an activist and writer, Dorcey’s work predates the decriminalisation of 

(male) homosexuality in June 1993 by only four years. Her short story collection A 

Noise from the Woodshed (1989), which won the Rooney Prize for literature in 1990, 
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is a pivotal text in Irish lesbian literature. The publication of Dorcey’s first poetry 

collection that celebrated lesbian relationships, Kindling (1982), had already 

established her as one of the most important lesbian voices in Irish literature. Dorcey’s 

role as an activist has ensured that she is mentioned in various historical and cultural 

records of the women’s movement in Ireland, yet scholarship on Dorcey’s literature is 

limited, with articles from Anne Owens Weekes and Emma Donoghue constituting the 

bulk of criticism on the author. My reading illustrates how spaces that have 

traditionally been associated with liminality throughout Irish lesbian fiction, for 

example, woodsheds and rivers, function as queer spaces which are associated with 

agency. In this regard, I suggest that Dorcey’s fiction embraces certain aspects of 

liminality in order to create a space of queer liminality.  

The final chapter of this thesis considers Emma Donoghue’s novels Stir-fry 

(1994), Hood (1995), and Landing (2007). These are all novels that can be said to 

detail the ambiguity of liminal space. Emma Donoghue is considered one of, if not the 

only, prominent lesbian writer in contemporary Ireland, whose work is internationally 

recognised. The term ‘lesbian writer’ is one that can be more easily applied to 

Donoghue than to the other authors considered in this thesis, as Donoghue was one of 

the first Irish authors whose work brought lesbianism to a mainstream audience. From 

the beginning of her career, her novels were strategically marketed and sold as ‘lesbian 

novels.’ Donoghue has spoken of how she was encouraged by her publisher to reach a 

wide audience and not restrict her readership to Ireland.26 This is indicative of how 

lesbianism in Ireland had moved from being a liminal ‘spectral’ (Castle) identity to 

one that people wanted to read about. The fact that mainstream publishing houses such 

                                                           
26 Her debut novel Stir-fry (1994) was first aimed at an Irish market and then was rewritten to find a 
more general worldwide audience. 
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as Pan Macmillan Press published her work — whereas lesbian authors such as Dorcey 

and Richards were published with independent smaller publishers —  is also testament 

to how lesbianism was becoming increasingly visible and accepted in society. It is 

clear that Donoghue’s position in the literary marketplace firmly established and 

continues to establish her as a lesbian author; a title that the author has been unable to 

rid herself of. In an interview, she notes how such terminology is not necessarily 

restrictive: ‘I'm not going to object to “lesbian writer” if I don't object to “Irish writer” 

or “woman writer”, since these are all equally descriptive of me and where I’m from’ 

(Donoghue.com). Scholarship on Donoghue is fast increasing; she is one of the most 

critically discussed authors included in this thesis.27 My readings of Stir-fry and Hood 

build upon existing scholarship to suggest that Donoghue’s texts, to differing extents, 

highlight how the closet space provides a queer liminality that challenges the 

traditional view of the closet as being restrictive to lesbian identity. With its focus on 

transience and border crossing, I also illustrate how Landing, akin to Stir-fry and Hood, 

also celebrates the indeterminacy offered by the liminal space.  

The conclusion of this thesis briefly examines contemporary lesbian fiction, 

comparing the depiction of lesbianism in the work of Southern Irish writers, such as 

Sally Rooney’s novel Conversations with Friends (2017) and Sarah Breen and Emer 

McLysaght’s novel Oh My God, What a Complete Aisling (2017), with examples from 

short stories by Northern Irish authors Lucy Caldwell and Rosemary Jenkinson, in 

particular Multitudes (2016) and Aphrodite’s Kiss (2015). Northern Ireland, it can be 

argued, is a liminal space for Irish lesbian writing, as not only is it a physically in-

between place between the United Kingdom and Southern Ireland, but especially also 

                                                           
27 Emma Donoghue’s website lists an abundance of scholarship on the author 
https://www.emmadonoghue.com/books/novels/hood.html 
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because the legal rights that have been extended to LGBTQ+ people in the UK and 

southern Ireland have continually been denied to Northern Irish LGBTQ+ people. As 

such, it seems an appropriate place to conclude how, in what is often termed an 

increasingly secular society that is embracing certain forms of queerness, Northern 

Ireland is a space where lesbianism is peripheral. The conclusion also proposes a 

reading that problematises queer liminality in contemporary Southern Irish fiction, to 

consider that if lesbianism is no longer liminal, at least in a cultural sense, can Irish 

lesbian fiction still hold the potential to describe spaces of queer liminality?   
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Chapter One 
 

Inversion and Liminal Spaces in Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ (1872) 

and George Moore’s A Drama in Muslin (1886) 

 

This chapter examines Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ from short story 

collection In a Glass Darkly (1872) in light of how lesbianism was medicalised in the 

nineteenth century. I do this through an examination of space in the short story, arguing 

that in Le Fanu’s text female desire and transgression occur in the same spatial 

constructs that leading sexologists such as Havelock Ellis argued would engender what 

would today be termed lesbianism. I offer a new reading, which contends that 

‘Carmilla’ is an interesting case study on the pathologisation of the lesbian body. 

Through an examination of liminal spaces in ‘Carmilla’, Le Fanu illustrates the spaces 

where the lesbian body can go, the spaces in which lesbian bodies were said to ‘infect’ 

other bodies, and socially-deemed appropriate spaces for the ‘normal’ heterosexual 

woman. I also briefly examine George Moore’s third novel, A Drama in Muslin (1886), 

offering a reading of the text that analyses Cecilia Cullen in the context of nineteenth-

century pathology.  

 

Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ and 19th century Sexology 

Sexology is the scientific interest in human sexuality and it grew in prominence during 

the nineteenth century. During this period, sexologists codified certain sexual 

behaviours as perversions and devised criteria to demarcate the normal from the 

pathological. According to Chris Waters, ‘it was the era in which the terminology of 
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sexual life we have inherited was formulated’ (45). ‘Sexual Perversion’ in its first 

usage referred to sexual practices that were non-reproductive and not necessarily 

homosexual. However, over time ‘perversion’ became a cachet phrase for 

homosexuality and other taboo sexual acts such as masturbation and sadomasochism, 

amongst others.28 These acts were listed as perversions in German psychiatrist Richard 

von Kraft-Ebing’s seminal Psychopathia Sexualis (1886). 

Véronique Mottier explains that ‘Charles Gilbert Chaddock, translator of 

Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, is thus credited by the Oxford English 

Dictionary with having introduced the word “homosexuality” into the English 

language in 1892, a year after a medical publication had introduced the term into 

French’ (38). Although sexologists’ opinions varied, sexology, in general, 

pathologised non-heterosexual and non-reproductive sexual acts as perversions that 

were caused by an abnormal biological instinct. This helped to create a system where 

heterosexuality was the normative biological expression of ‘normal’ healthy people. 

Psychopathia Sexualis was a collaborative casebook which brought together leading 

sexologists from across Europe, including the Germans Karl Westphal, and Iwan 

Bloch, the Swiss Auguste-Henri Forel and the English Havelock Ellis. 

The Oxford English Dictionary reports an early use of the term ‘lesbian’ in a 

1732 epic, William King’s The toast, an epic poem (OED), but the term is more 

commonly associated with the late nineteenth century. In Britain, lesbians were 

omitted from the Labouchère Amendment of 1885 as it reflected a general widespread 

belief that women were uninterested in sexual behaviour, or, lesbianism was not as 

detrimental to society as male homosexuality. Many of the leading sexologists 

                                                           
28 For a list of sexual perversions as defined by leading sexologists see Mottier 32.  
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believed that a woman’s sexual drive was established insofar as it was associated with 

a maternal drive for reproduction. Women who exhibited excessive sexual urges were 

often classified as hysteric, which was a ‘nervous disorder thought to be caused by 

insufficient sexual satisfaction of excessively passionate women’ (Mottier 35). Several 

clinics opened throughout the UK and in large Irish cities, which sought to cure 

hysteria amongst women. Homosexual men and women were considered to be 

biologically separate types of individuals from heterosexuals, with specific personality 

traits, clothes and bodies (Mottier 39). At its time, sexual inversion was a pioneering 

theory which basically stated that homosexuals were inverted men or women born into 

the incorrect gender.29 Sexual Inversion (1897) by English psychiatrist Havelock Ellis 

was banned as an obscene publication in Britain in 1898.30 The term ‘invert’ was 

interchangeable with sapphist or lesbian throughout medical literature, although the 

term was also widely associated with gay men. Inversion theory has played a major 

role in how lesbians were classified during the nineteenth century. Ellis argued that 

sexual inversion in women falls into two categories, the inborn and the 

pseudohomosexual. The inborn or ‘true’ invert was a woman who was congenitally 

predisposed to homosexuality, whereas, the pseudohomosexual was a woman who, 

under the correct conditions, could be lured into homosexuality.31 A 

pseudohomosexual could resist progression to becoming a homosexual by engaging in 

heterosexual pursuits such as marriage and motherhood. As stated in Sexual Inversion, 

                                                           
29 The theory of sexual inversion played a major role in the development of what is commonly known 
as transgenderism.  
30 The original text of Sexual inversion (1897) started as a collaboration between the classicist, poet, 
travel writer and literary critic John Addington Symonds and the medical writer and sexologist Henry 
Havelock Ellis (Dixon 1). Following Symonds’ death, his family requested copies to be destroyed. The 
original text was republished and adapted in the multi-volume Studies in the Psychology of Sex, 
which attributed Havelock Ellis as the sole author.  
31 The term’ invert’ was widely adopted in the following decades since its initial usage by sexologists. 
Steven Gordon, the central protagonist in Radclyffe Hall’s 1928 The Well of Loneliness is termed an 
invert throughout the text and the novel included a foreword by Havelock Ellis. 
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‘in the girl who is congenitally predisposed to homosexuality it will continue and 

develop; in the majority it will be forgotten, not without shame, in the presence of the 

normal object of sexual love’ (216).  

A legacy of the work of the sexologists was that they often linked female 

inversion to non-adherence to traditional gender roles in women. Havelock Ellis’s 

work repeatedly emphasised that inverted women were more interested in traditional 

male pursuits than female ones. For example, he argued that inverted women held a 

‘dislike and sometimes incapacity for needle-work and other domestic occupations’ 

(250). In both physical appearance and mannerism, inverted women were actually men 

on the inside:  

The brusque energetic movements, the attitude of the arms, the direct speech, 

the inflexions of the voice, the masculine straightforwardness and sense of 

honour, and especially the attitude towards men, free from any suggestion 

either of shyness or audacity, will often suggest the underlying psychic 

abnormality to the keen observer. (250) 

Whilst believing that true female homosexuality was congenital, pseudohomosexuality 

could be caught, by those that were already genetically disposed, by engaging in 

certain pursuits that were linked to the growing women’s movement, such as 

education. For those not genetically disposed, a ‘spurious imitation’ was possible.32 

Ellis stated that ‘the unquestionable influences of modern movements cannot directly 

                                                           
32 By linking inversion to female independence, or a non-adherence to traditional gender roles, many 
scholars think that the sexologists sought to discredit the growing women’s movement. Faderman 
argues that ‘a top item on their hidden agenda, whether they were conscious of it or not, finally 
came to be to discourage feminism and maintain traditional sex roles by connecting the women’s 
movement to sexual abnormality’ (Odd Girls 48).  
 



62 
 

cause sexual inversion but they develop the germs of it, and they probably cause a 

spurious imitation’ (262).  

 

‘Carmilla’ (1872) 

Whilst ‘Carmilla’ predates many of the seminal scientific works on homosexuality, the 

text speaks to the contemporary climate of intellectual ideas surrounding female 

inversion.  Le Fanu’s descriptions of vampirism in ‘Carmilla’ are strikingly similar to 

those detailed in medical accounts by leading sexologists who were increasingly 

concerned that inversion was an infectious disease that could be transmitted between 

women. The storyline of Le Fanu’s short story follows this very trajectory. Shortly 

after Carmilla’s arrival, Laura takes ill from the same illness that Carmilla claimed to 

have suffered from (270) and latterly exhibits Carmilla’s same ‘pale’ and ‘languid’ 

appearance (282), symptoms that, according to Victorian pathology, were attributed to 

deviant acts such as homosexuality or masturbation (Mottier 30). It was commonly 

accepted that female inversion could be transferred between women in certain areas 

where male contact was sparse. Female-only spaces such as convents and boarding 

schools were key areas were women could ‘catch’ inversion.  In Sexual Inversion Ellis 

wrote that ‘[inversion] has been found, under certain conditions, to abound among 

women in colleges and convents and prisons’ (195). It is interesting then that Carmilla 

generally keeps all-female company and arrives at the Schloss with her mother and a 

‘hideous black woman’ (257) who forms part of her entourage. Carmilla’s father is not 

mentioned in the text and much reference is made in her maternal history to the 

Karnstein family as a ‘bad family’ prone to ‘atrocious lusts’ (305). Jarlath Killeen’s 

reading of the text emphasises how in Victorian scientific thought, infections and 
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disorders, especially mental disorders were believed to be passed on from the maternal 

line, ‘for this reason, many [doctors] warned mothers with a background of family 

illness (whether physical or mental) to refrain from reproduction if at all possible as 

the threat of “infection” was particularly high’ (367). According to literary critic 

George Chauncey, ‘the earliest medical model considered inversion to be an acquired 

disease, which the individual could avoid by refraining from improper activity’ (130). 

Lillian Faderman states that ‘it is possible that Le Fanu, who was of French 

background and familiar with the language, may have known French writings 

regarding lesbianism, especially that of Belot whose Mademoiselle Giraud, My Wife 

(1870) came out very shortly before Le Fanu began writing “Carmilla”’ (Surpassing 

289).  

Furthermore, Sharon Marcus argues that Sexual Inversion ‘deserves a place in 

the history of literary criticism as one of the earliest formulations of a sapphic canon’ 

(254) due to the fact that in Sexual Inversion, Ellis listed several, mainly French, novels 

that contained lesbian themes. Such a statement highlights the influence that novels 

held in the transmission of theories concerning female sexuality. Adolphe Belot’s 

novel, which was inspired by medical research on inversion by German sexologist Karl 

Westphal, seeks to show lesbianism as a contagious disease. A seemingly healthy 

heterosexual woman cannot consummate her marriage because she has been infected 

by lesbianism, caught at a boarding school, and as a result, dies of a brain fever, which 

is depicted as the result of too much lesbian sex. Whilst there are no vampires in 

Belot’s novel, the similarities between the descriptions of lesbianism and vampirism 

in Le Fanu are striking. Both inversion and vampirism are portrayed as infections that 

can be transmitted between women.  
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The convent as a queer space?  

Amy Leal’s reading of ‘Carmilla’ argues that Carmilla’s fluid name, which fluctuates 

between Millarca, Mircalla, Marcilla and Carmilla, anticipates the statement made by 

Oscar Wilde during his trials of 1895 that homosexuality was ‘the love that dare not 

speak its name’ (38). Carmilla’s mutable name is symbolic of the fact that her desire 

is unspeakable in the Victorian imagination. The name Carmilla also recalls the 

religious order of the Carmelites and the reference to this religious order is established 

when she declares that ‘I am under vows, no nun half so awfully’ (276). This is an 

interesting allusion considering that the sexologists had often stated that convents were 

places where inversion was transmitted. In Sexual Inversion, Ellis wrote that 

‘homosexuality is specially fostered by those employments which keep women in 

constant association, not only by day, but often at night also, without the company of 

men … this is the case in convents’ (212).  

In ‘Carmilla’, Le Fanu may have drawn upon the convent space that earlier 

gothic writers, such as Denis Diderot, had used to explore monstrous female 

homoerotic desire. The nun as a secret lesbian, an often-clichéd motif in lesbian 

writing, has long infiltrated literary traditions and Irish literature is no exception. The 

link between the convent or monastery to deviant sexualities is regularly configured 

as a trope in contemporary lesbian writing, film and more commonly, pornography. 

Traditionally nuns as lesbians have found their most blatant representation in the 

gothic mode.  French author Denis Diderot’s La Religieuse (The Nun) (1796) 

constitutes the most obvious example. Writing on nuns, Elizabeth Cullingford links 

the colonial aspirations of writers of the Irish gothic to that of French sensational 

writers of the eighteenth century. French sensational writers sought to ridicule Catholic 

values in order to promote liberalism. In doing so, both engaged in a ‘sexualised anti-
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Catholic Gothic’ (Cullingford 16) whereby, in their gothic fiction, ‘the darkest secrets 

are always sexual’ (Cullingford16). Reflecting on the sadomasochistic nuns which 

abound in Diderot’s La Religieuse, she argues that the impetus for such a negative 

portrayal of nuns stems not only from a growing sensibility towards Catholicism in the 

face of growing French liberalism, but a fear of female homosexuality. Spaces such as 

female colleges and convents were areas where women were, to an extent, freed from 

the constraints of male control found in marriage and motherhood. It is not surprising 

that nineteenth-century gothic novels regarded the convent as a suitable environment 

for illicit sexual lesbian encounters. 

 

Boundary Crossings in ‘Carmilla’ 

It is pertinent that Carmilla makes her first appearance at a masquerade ball that 

General Spielsdorf attends with his daughter Bertha, who later becomes 

Carmilla/Millarca’s victim. The masquerade ball, also known as the ‘masked 

assembly’, was a popular form of entertainment for aristocrats throughout the 

eighteenth century. Masquerade functioned as a space where boundaries could be 

crossed as it gave those in costume the opportunity to act in a manner different to their 

normal social roles. As it was customary not to reveal your identity until midnight, 

masquerade provided a brief hiatus from stringent social codes which dictated social 

and gendered behaviour. In Masquerade and Civilisation, Terry Castle argues that ‘for 

a brief moment, perhaps no longer than its duration the masquerade effected an ecstatic 

liberation from the burdens of structure and hierarchy’ (Masquerade 88). Henry 

Fielding’s satirical poem, The Masquerade, A Poem (1728), in the previous century 

explored the dangers associated with masquerade. In this poem an upper-class man has 
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sex with a lower-class woman and contracts a sexually transmitted disease; the result 

of his inability to decipher if she was a ‘strumpet’ or not on account of her disguise. 

Inherent in Fielding’s narrative was a fear that the blurring of social identities and the 

mingling of the classes could cause infectious diseases (Fielding 20). The masquerade 

ball also functions as a liminal space where identities are blurred and boundaries 

crossed. The liminality and transgression associated with the masquerade ball makes 

it a befitting entry point for Carmilla, as the vampire is commonly attested to be a 

figure that is liminal. Writing on the representation of vampires in literature, Erin 

Hollis notes that:  

Because vampires can be perceived as both human and monster, they have the 

unique ability to subvert typical boundaries and definitions. Vampires have 

thus often been used as a metaphor for transgressing borders and living in a 

sort of in-between state, or what some would call a liminal space. (197) 

Vampires are liminal in that they exist in a borderland state between dead and undead 

and must keep their nature a secret from larger society if they are to survive. Feeling 

uncomfortable upon Carmilla’s energic ‘embraces’ (264), Laura imagines that 

Carmilla might be a man in disguise: 

What if a boyish lover had found his way into the house and, sought to 

prosecute his suit in masquerade, with the help of a clever old adventuress? But 

there were many things against this hypothesis, highly interesting as it was to 

my vanity. (265)  

Laura’s comments in this scene associate Carmilla with a liminality that is particularly 

queer; not only does Carmilla traverse the boundary between life and death, she also 

holds the potential to cross a gender boundary between male and female.  
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In the Victorian imagination, central to the idea of crossing boundaries is the 

anxiety that bodies may move from their designated spaces to spaces that are not 

appropriate depending on a person’s class and gender.33 General Spielsdorf comments 

that he himself has crossed a class boundary by being present at the masquerade: ‘It 

was a very aristocratic assembly. I was myself almost the only “nobody” present’ (296). 

Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), published twenty-five years after ‘Carmilla’, and which 

is believed to have been influenced by Le Fanu’s text, explores this anxiety through 

the vampire figure. Dracula’s abject shape-shifting body traverses the public arena of 

English streets, highlighting the horror that arises when monsters can pass in 

civilisation and it is unclear where said monsters may lurk and what spaces are not 

‘safe’ anymore. Carmilla manipulates space by crossing boundaries at the masquerade 

ball. At the masquerade ball, General Spielsdorf agrees to look after Carmilla, but 

shortly after agreeing to this she is reported missing. Whilst this can be read as an 

attempt to illustrate the ineffectuality of male control, as the male figures in the novel 

unknowingly invite the vampire into their house, it can also be interpreted as a further 

instance of boundary crossing and a refusal to be contained in certain male authorised 

spaces deemed appropriate for women. Carmilla on two occasions roams from her 

designated space and throughout the story refuses to adhere to conventional rules 

regarding bourgeois temporality. As Laura acknowledges, ‘in some respects her habits 

were odd. She used to come down very late, generally not till one o’clock.’ (265). 

Carmilla, whilst under the care of Laura and her father, goes missing for an entire 

evening. Carmilla’s unregulated departure from the domestic space, for which she has 

                                                           
33 For more examples of Victorian boundary crossing, specifically in Dracula and other Gothic fictions 
see William Hughes and Andrew Smith Queering the Gothic.  
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not been granted permission, especially at night time, is explained, rather smugly, by 

Laura’s father:  

Well, what has happened is this. You got up in your sleep, unlocked the door, 

not leaving the key, as usual in the lock, but taking it out and locking it on the 

outside; you again took the key out and carried it away to some one of the five-

and-twenty rooms on this floor, so perhaps upstairs or downstairs. There are so 

many rooms and closets, so much heavy furniture, and such accumulations of 

lumber, that it would require a week to search this old house thoroughly. Do 

you see, now, what I mean? … I wish all mysteries were as easily and 

innocently explained as yours, Carmilla. (286-7) 

Several Victorian medical manuals sought to explain behaviour that was deemed 

inappropriate or unnatural in women. As argued in 1877 by Weir Mitchell, physician 

to Charlotte Perkins Gilman, women suffering from hysteria displayed many of the 

same traits attributed to Carmilla, such as having a pale complexion, being listless or 

lacking in energy. Carmilla’s movements are ‘very languid’ (262) and following a 

short walk ‘she seemed almost immediately exhausted’ (265). Hysteria was a condition 

believed to be caused by a woman’s uterus and often related to sexuality. Women that 

displayed an abundance of sexual interest were often viewed as being hysteric, as were 

those that did not adhere to conventional rules regarding conventional standards of 

behaviour, and were deemed ‘troublemakers’. According to Mitchell, ‘A hysterical 

girl is, as Wendell Holmes has said in his decisive phrase, a vampire who sucks the 

blood of the healthy people around her … where there is one hysterical girl there will 

be soon or late two sick women’ (35). This motif seems particularly apt to the text as 

it establishes a direct link between lesbianism, vampirism and hysteria, all conditions 

that, according to Victorian pathology, could be caught and transmitted between 
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women. Carmilla’s unlicensed roaming firmly establishes her behaviour in the deviant 

category. Sleepwalking was amongst the list of ailments attributed to women suffering 

from ‘pseudo-narcotism’, a condition related to hysteria (Heller 83). It is interesting 

that Laura’s father quickly pathologises Carmilla as a sleepwalker after she escapes 

from a series of locked rooms. Literally traversing boundaries of the acceptable by 

roaming unchaperoned in the dead of night, Carmilla defies the spatial boundaries 

designed for bourgeois Victorian women.  

This behaviour must be pathologised and explained by science by Laura’s 

father, in a similar fashion to how lesbianism was continually explained by Victorian 

scientists. Earlier Laura’s father had also explained that the local peasants were dying 

because they had ‘infected one another with their superstitions’, when in fact Carmilla 

had slaughtered them (269). Laura is sceptical of her father’s glib reasoning: 

‘And how Papa, do you account for her finding herself on the sofa in the 

dressing-room, which we had searched so carefully?’ 

‘She came there after you had searched it, still in her sleep and at last woke 

spontaneously and was as much surprised to find herself where she was as 

anyone else.’ (287) 

Laura’s father’s reasoning seeks to highlight how there must be a cause for Carmilla’s 

strange behaviour as ‘normal’ women do not stray from their designated spaces. 

Indeed, many medical theories concerning inversion addressed how it could develop 

in particular places. In the narrative, the same spaces and conditions that medical 

practitioners warned of, are the scenes where Carmilla and Laura’s friendship grows 

deeper. Laura’s secluded life prior to Carmilla’s arrival typifies the sort of spatial 

construct that Ellis would define as fertile ground where inversion could develop. Prior 
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to Carmilla’s arrival, Laura’s life was ‘rather a solitary one’ (244) where she was 

instructed by several governesses. Laura can be said to be living in a liminal space 

because her life is extremely insular, lacking any contact with larger society or other 

women that are not employed as governesses. Laura’s dual heritage as Anglo-Styrian 

can also be said to situate her in a liminal position that navigates the boundary between 

two different nationalities. Apart from her father, the only men that Laura encounters 

are clergymen and medical practitioners. In her reading of ‘Carmilla’, Tamar Heller 

quotes Victorian French physician Philippe Pinel in stating that hysteria was 

predisposed in women who experienced ‘severe restraint and a secluded life’ (82). The 

spatial constructions of the setting of the story highlight how Laura’s life is extremely 

secluded and insular. The schloss is reminiscent of the gothic castle, a stock image in 

gothic literature as well as the Anglo-Irish literary genre of the big house. It is a ‘lonely 

and primitive place’ (244) as Laura’s membership of the upper classes sets her apart 

from her peasant neighbours, further adding to her sense of seclusion.  

 

Bedchambers and ‘flame’ relationships 

Several spaces were considered to be sites where inversion could be spread amongst 

women. As detailed by George Chauncey, during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century: 

Doctors began to discern homosexual elements in such single-sex institutions 

as "convents, boarding schools, manufacturing establishments, etc.," and the 

"smashes" common to girls' schools — powerful emotional relationships 

between students — were studied by doctors in the United States and several 

European and Latin American countries. (127) 
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Whilst not in an educational setting, the relationship between Laura and Carmilla 

resembles the passionate friendships that existed between girls in single-sex boarding 

schools, friendships that Ellis defined as ‘flame’ relationships. Ellis described a flame 

relationship as ‘a friendship which has the note of passion as felt and understood in 

this [school] environment’ (368). Carmilla and Laura are first introduced to one 

another in Carmilla’s bedchamber. Ellis states that ‘the circumstances under which 

numbers of young women … sleep, two in a room or even two in a bed, are favourable 

to the deployment of homosexual practices’ (213). The domestic space of the bedroom 

had once been regarded as an innocent place for women. Lillian Faderman lists several 

examples of women during the eighteenth century who lived with other women and 

shared a bed together without the suspicion of lesbianism. Faderman provides an 

example of a Scottish schoolmistress whose reputation was ruined by charges of 

‘improper conduct’ in 1811. During her legal case, in which she sued her opponent for 

libel, her lawyer asserted that ‘a woman being in bed with a woman cannot even give 

a probability to such an inference … if a woman embraces a woman it infers nothing’ 

(Surpassing 152).  

Discussing the motif of the vampire in gothic literature, Richard Dyer states 

that ‘the physical space where the act of vampirism/sex takes place is of course also a 

symbolic psychological space, namely the realm of the private’ (56). It is in the 

bedchamber that the relationship between Carmilla and Laura first develops (247) and 

where Carmilla had first appeared to Laura in what Laura had thought was a dream 

(246). As I have stated, romantic friendships between women were often considered 

to be harmless and without the suspicion of inversion. One of the most critically 

discussed scenes in the text is when Carmilla appears at the foot of Laura’s bed soaked 

in blood. This scene is another instance that unequivocally reasserts Carmilla’s 
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association with the bedchamber, the site where, according to the sexologists, 

inversion was said to be transmitted between women. Writing on spatiality in Victorian 

fiction, Claire O’Callaghan states, ‘the bedroom is a realm where traditionally 

individuals sleep and have sex and, as such, for heterosexual couples bedrooms are 

domestic space associated with reproduction’ (129). With her vampiric methods of 

reproduction that are decidedly queer (in that they omit a dependence on heterosexual 

intercourse), Carmilla’s repeated presence in the bedroom queers a space commonly 

associated with reproductive heterosexuality. Moreover, prior to Carmilla’s blood-

soaked bedroom scene, she had appeared as a ‘sooty-black animal that resembled a 

monstrous cat’ (278) in Laura’s bedroom in an attempt to figuratively mark her 

territory. Carmilla’s metamorphosis into a cat is a further example of her transgressive 

queer liminality.  

  

Carmilla’s legacy  

It is significant that Carmilla is executed in the grounds of the ruined chapel that 

belonged to the Karnstein family, to which Laura, through her mother, is related. The 

ruined chapel can be read as a liminal space as it signifies a boundary location between 

life and death, befitting of Carmilla’s physical liminality. This makes it an apt place 

for Carmilla’s execution as her life, like her death, takes place in a shadowy space 

removed from the public gaze. Earlier in the text, Laura had ‘doubted her being a 

Christian’ as ‘religion was a subject on which [she] had never heard her speak a word’ 

(277) and Carmilla had disliked the hymn-singing at the funeral procession of a local 

peasant (266). The execution of Carmilla in this specific space can be read as an act of 

phallic and clerical aggression that seeks to reinstate patriarchal control which the 
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deviant transgressive woman/vampire has momentarily disrupted. Carmilla has not 

only defied church teaching by refusing to adhere to conventional Christianity but, by 

her homoerotic actions, she has flaunted traditional church teaching of sexuality as a 

heteronormative construct. Moreover, now that it is revealed that she is a vampire, and 

one who could infect women with her perverse desires, Carmilla’s threat to the 

bourgeois family is heightened.  

As is often remarked, the officials who preside over Carmilla’s ‘imperial 

commission’ and execution are representatives of patriarchal institutions such as 

medicine, the law and the church. Before Carmilla is destroyed however, her body is 

closely examined for proof of her vampirism (317). This recalls how the bodies of 

lesbians, as well as women deemed ‘hysteric’ were often subject to invasive medical 

examinations that sought to discover physical proof of their homosexuality (Chauncey 

132). In some cases, women were given clitoridectomies or even lobotomised. 

Carmilla’s destruction is described in a similarly brutal fashion:  

The body, therefore, in accordance with the ancient practice, was raised, and a 

sharp stake driven through the heart of the vampire, who uttered a piercing 

shriek … then the head was struck off, and a torrent of blood flowed from the 

severed neck. (316) 

According to Heller, ‘Carmilla’s execution suggests a feminised version of castration; 

moreover, the stake driven through the body of the lesbian vampire whose biting had 

mimicked the act of penetration is a raw assertation of phallic power’ (90). It is 

significant that Carmilla’s head is severed, as earlier in the text Laura had described 

her as being ‘an animated talker and very intelligent’ (265). Ellis argued that inversion 

was often found in women in possession of a high intellect, ‘as in a man’ (196). Such 
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descriptions posit Carmilla once again as a threat to the values of bourgeois patriarchy 

as women were thought to be less intelligent than men, nor should their opinions be 

freely expressed. By removing her head, her intellect is symbolically demolished.  

Despite the fact that Carmilla has been destroyed, another example of the way 

in which she tampers with the spaces deemed appropriate for bourgeois women is the 

long-term effect that she has on Laura. Following Carmilla’s destruction, it is 

suggested that Laura is reluctant to enter the normative spaces that she may have been 

able to enter prior to Carmilla’s arrival. Laura does not reference a family or husband 

so it is plausible that her homoerotic experiences with Carmilla have prevented her 

from taking on the normative role of wife and mother, a situation which the sexologists 

feared would occur if a woman experienced a homosexual encounter during puberty.34 

Moreover, there is reason to believe that Laura and Bertha, who are now dead, may 

indeed be vampires, as they were both bitten by Carmilla and, as explained by Baron 

Vordenburg regarding Carmilla’s case, ‘it is the nature of vampires to increase and 

multiply, but according to an ascertained and ghostly law’ (318). If this is the case, 

then it is possible that they will repopulate in a fashion that is not dependent upon 

heterosexual intercourse, further illustrating their transgressive threat to the values of 

Victorian bourgeois society.  

 

A Drama in Muslin (1886) 

George Moore’s, A Drama in Muslin (1886), is more blatant than ‘Carmilla’ in its 

attempts to conflate lesbianism and pathology. Indeed, the theme of dissident 

                                                           
34 For an explanation of how homosexual experiences during puberty can lead to an aversion to 
heterosexual marriage see Ellis 257.  
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sexualities is a repeated theme throughout Moore’s corpus, and several of his short 

stories explored themes of homosexuality and cross-dressing. Moore reviewed several 

French authors in British periodicals throughout his lifetime and his admiration of 

avant-garde French writers of the homoerotic, such as Émile Zola and Honoré de 

Balzac, is well documented.35 In an 1889 essay entitled, ‘Some of Balzac’s Minor 

Pieces’, published just three years after A Drama in Muslin,  Moore listed Balzac’s 

female homoerotic novels and, according to Marcus, ‘allies those texts with "the 

strange, the perverse, the abnormal" and suggests that he would like to write about 

them but can do no more than name them’ (258). In this essay, Moore refers to Balzac’s 

novels as ‘strangest flowers of genius’ (Marcus 258). It is interesting that Moore adopts 

the language of sexology in his descriptions of Balzac’s novels; the ‘strange’ and 

‘perverse nature’ of lesbianism is also employed to describe Cecilia Cullen’s desire 

for her friend Alice Barton in Moore’s third novel, A Drama in Muslin. According to 

his biographer Adrian Frazier, ‘Havelock Ellis lived in the Temple [area of London] 

when Moore, Edward Martyn, Arthur Symonds and Yeats all lived there, while 

working on Sexual Inversion’ (8). It is, therefore, possible that Moore was influenced 

by Ellis and other leading intellectuals that Moore associated with when writing about 

homosexuality.  

 Moore’s novel details the pursuits of a group of upper-class schoolgirls in 

1880s County Mayo. The novel is a damning exploration of both the social inequality 

of Irish society as well as an exploration of the limited rights of women. It is for this 

reason that Ruth Frehner states that it is 'an apt starting point for a study of Big House 

novels from a feminist angle' (20). It is also an apt vantage point to consider how 

                                                           
35 Lillian Faderman and Sharon Marcus align Moore with a French tradition of lesbian writing. See 
Faderman’s Surpassing the Love of Men and Marcus’s “Comparative Sapphism.”   
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Moore’s descriptions of schoolgirl Cecilia Cullen coincide with the medical 

description of inversion that this chapter has discussed. Cecilia is presented in the 

novel as holding an intense fascination for her school friend, the central protagonist, 

Alice. It is interesting that their friendship is formed in an educational setting as, as 

Ellis argued, segregated education could lead to an increase in female inversion, ‘these 

girlish devotions, on the borderland between friendship and sexual passion are found 

in all countries where girls are segregated for educational purposes’ (218). For Alice, 

Cecilia feels a ‘love that was wild and visionary, and perhaps scarcely sane’ (3). This 

description aligns Cecilia with mental illness, with which inversion was associated. 

Cecilia is described as ‘of a nature more than delicate and sensitive, she shrank from 

the normal pleasures and loves of life as from the sight of a too coarse display of food; 

often an ordinary look, or word, or gesture shocked her, and so deeply that she would 

remain for hours sitting apart, refusing all consolation’ (3). Such descriptions recall 

the portrayal of the hysteric woman, a woman who, according to scientists, was 

governed by her nerves. During one of her many fits of jealousy, Cecilia’s actions 

recall the behaviour of hysteric women of the nineteenth century who were said to be 

prone to passionate fits, Cecilia’s ‘teeth gnawed at the lips, and the [her eyes] were 

shot with strange flames’ (227).36 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
36 Heller describes a similar hysteric fit in ‘Carmilla’, see Heller 84.  
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A Drama in Muslin and inversion  

Ellis’s descriptions of female inverts emphasised that their homosexuality revealed 

itself through a repulsion to men. Cecilia displays this same trait as repeatedly 

throughout the novel she states that she detests men, especially so when Alice 

eventually gets engaged, ‘when other girls spoke of men and admirers, her lips curled’ 

(3). According to Cecilia ‘women are pure, men are obscene animals. Their love is our 

degradation. Love! A nice name they give it. How can a sentiment that is merely a 

gratification of the lowest passions be love? And that is all they seek; I know it; in their 

heart of hearts, they despise us’ (185). Cecilia’s love for Alice is explained by 

biological rationale, her father was old and her mother was in an unhappy marriage, 

therefore Cecilia is ‘deformed.’ Not only is Cecilia’s mental deformity physically 

manifest in that she is a ‘hunchback’ (3) but: 

Her hatred of all that concerned sexual passion was consequent on her father’s 

age and her mother’s loathing for him during conception and pregnancy; and 

then, if it be considered that this transmitted hatred was planted and left to 

germinate in a misshaped body, it will be understood how a weird love of the 

spiritual, of the mystical, was the almost inevitable psychical characteristic that 

a human being born under such circumstances would possess. (187) 

A similar description to George Moore’s rationale for physical and emotional 

‘deformities’ can be found forty-four years later, in British author Olive Moore’s 1930 

novel, Spleen. In this novel, the main character, Ruth, gives birth to a deformed child, 

the reason attributed to the child’s condition is that she did not want to be a mother 

during the child’s conception. Tellingly, Ruth is described as being ‘as lonely as an 

invert’ (Doan and Garrity 3), henceforth, firmly linking inversion to physical 
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deformity in a fashion similar to George Moore in the previous century. Cecilia is 

shunned from larger society, largely because of her ‘queer’ (3) nature and the fact that 

her status as a hunchback would limit her chances of acquiring a husband. She is 

relegated to the liminal spaces throughout the novel; for example, ‘her wish to remain 

at school met with no opposition’ (3) and when the other girls are being presented at 

balls, Cecilia is kept in her room, away from male company (184). 

Cecilia’s positioning throughout the novel aligns her with Castle’s descriptions 

of the apparitional lesbian in that she is associated with liminal spaces removed from 

larger society, such as the school or the convent. Castle states that lesbian characters 

throughout much of literary history have been presented as ‘distant and strange and 

standoffish: as alienated from the real or “everyday” world the rest of us inhabit’ 

(Apparitional 2). Upon hearing of Alice’s intention to marry, Cecilia decides to join 

the convent, a fact made all the stranger considering that she is not a Catholic. That 

nuns and lesbians have been affiliated is not a new discovery, nor is it perhaps a 

surprising one considering the modes in which female autonomy and sexuality have 

been codified in patriarchal cultures. Whilst the differences appear initially 

dichotomised — a nun is a godly celibate woman, a lesbian historically a sexual 

deviant — both occupy shared and unique positions as women whose lives are not 

centred on the heterosexual matrix of marriage and motherhood. The convent is a 

liminal space because the nuns that inhabit it are neither fully integrated, nor fully 

removed from society. In resisting male jurisdiction, lesbians and nuns ‘haunt’ or 

disturb patriarchal cultures that have commonly solely defined women in relation to 

men. Emma Donoghue writes that in literary conventions ‘nun’ often ‘operates as a 

code word for lesbian’ (Muffled Voice 181). A book on lesbian nuns by Rosemary 

Curb and Nancy Manahan notes the perceived similarity between nuns and lesbians: 
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Ironically groups of nuns or lesbians are often mistaken for one another today, 

since we often travel in female packs, obliviously to male attention or needs. 

Eschewing the cosmetics and costumes of the commercially promoted 

feminine mystique, both nuns and lesbians are emotionally inaccessible to male 

coercion … Despite similarities, a male-defined culture which moralises about 

‘sins of the flesh’, and the pollution and evil of women’s carnal desires sees 

both nuns and lesbians as ‘unnatural’ but at opposite poles on a scale of female 

virtue. (30) 

Despite the differences between nuns and lesbians, in particular, the autonomy of the 

nun, she is compromised by her allegiance to a patriarchal church; they are united in 

that they both reject the traditional spouse and maternal role.37 As such, it is extremely 

difficult to read the above and not note the analogy inherent in Castle’s description of 

the ‘apparitional lesbian.’ According to Castle: 

It would be putting it mildly to say that the lesbian represents a threat to 

patriarchal protocol: Western civilisation has for centuries been haunted by a 

fear of ‘women without men’— of women indifferent or resistant to male 

desire. (4-5) 

Moore explains Cecilia’s attraction to the convent is because it is a woman-centred 

place that is devoid, to a certain extent, of male influence. Cecilia will ‘take the veil; 

and in those beautiful black robes, in that beautiful woman’s church.’ (305-6). The 

description of the Catholic Church as being ‘a beautiful woman’s church’ is ambiguous 

in this context; it is unclear if Cecilia is referring to the Virgin Mary as the beautiful 

woman, or as the Church, or the convent specifically as a place associated with the 

                                                           
37 I am referring to lesbians in the early twentieth-century who could not avail of same-sex marriage 
or may have had children in the same fashion that contemporary lesbian women can.  
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purity and beauty of women in comparison to what Cecilia perceives as the base 

vulgarities of men. This is an interesting development as it aligns lesbianism with the 

convent, a theme that I explore more fully in Edna O’Brien’s ‘Sister Imelda’ and 

Maura Richard’s Interlude.  

This discussion has argued that ‘Carmilla’ and A Drama in Muslin, two 

lesbian38 texts of nineteenth-century Irish fiction, associate lesbianism with similar 

spaces and localities to leading sexologists. These are spaces of queer liminality in 

which lesbianism holds the possibility to be transmitted between women. Heller notes 

that ‘in ‘Carmilla’ ‘sexual knowledge is an important aspect of the story of hysterical 

contagion whereby one hysterical girl infects and creates another’ (79). This infection, 

which Heller interprets as hysteria, can also be read as female inversion, as at the close 

of the story it is clear that, despite the passing of many years, Laura still thinks about 

Carmilla: 

 to this hour the image of Carmilla returns to memory with ambiguous 

alterations—sometimes the playful, languid, beautiful girl; sometimes the 

writhing fiend I saw in the ruined church; and often from a reverie I have 

started, fancying I heard the light step of Carmilla at the drawing room door. 

(319)  

Laura’s infection by Carmilla has left her unable to resume heteronormative relations, 

potentially blocking her from entering the heterosocial world and resuming her 

‘proper’ role as a wife and mother. The fact Laura addresses her narrative to ‘a town 

lady’ (265) also suggests that she does not care for male correspondence as her 

imagined audience is strictly female. ‘The precautions of nervous people are 

                                                           
38 I use ‘lesbian’ as understood today, not as the authors may have necessarily used the term.  
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infectious, and persons of a like temperament are pretty sure, after a time, to imitate 

them’ states Laura (277). Read in the context of a growing scientific interest in female 

homosexuality, it is possible to interpret this statement as the fact that Laura has been 

infected with Carmilla’s transgressive homosexual desire. Grenfell asks if ‘the 

question is whether through her narrative, the narrator has infected her female audience 

with her symptoms, her “diseased and degenerate female desire?”’ (164). In this 

regard, Laura may embody the same queer liminality as Carmilla; Laura will continue 

Carmilla’s work in stopping women from entering normative spaces and will possibly 

infect the reader with her lesbianism. Therefore, Carmilla the vampire is an influence 

that ultimately cannot be destroyed. The sexual fluidity which is transmitted through 

the vampire bite cannot be abolished by the stake. Whilst in ‘Carmilla’ there is an 

attempt to rectify the sexual instability that the vampire has evoked, the ending 

provides no definitive resolution. For Le Fanu, the suggested death of the vampire and 

consequent destruction of female desire is left terrifyingly ambiguous, whereas, for 

George Moore the lesbian is also a sick, physically deformed woman. By examining 

the spatial locations of the lesbian character in nineteenth-century texts, a precedent of 

locations that later Irish authors would draw upon, such as the convent and other 

liminal spaces, is established. The following chapter examines these themes in fuller 

detail.  
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Chapter Two 

Liminal Spaces and Minority Communities in Kate O’Brien’s Mary Lavelle 

(1936) and As Music and Splendour (1958) 

 

In this chapter, I propose that the descriptions of the communities frequented by the 

governesses in O’Brien’s third novel Mary Lavelle (1936) and the opera singers in her 

final novel As Music and Splendour (1958) can be interpreted as what queer theorist 

Alan Sinfield describes as ‘minority communities’ (103). In my reading, these 

minority communities reside in liminal spaces; the governesses and opera singers exist 

on the boundary between social exclusion and inclusion in their adopted communities. 

However, the liminal space also offers the characters the freedom, to differing degrees, 

to exist in opposition to governing heteronormative ideologies. In this regard, liminal 

space confers a queer liminality that offers a certain liberation from the ideologies of 

Ireland. In this reading, Ireland is configured as a closeted space, and once they leave 

they can experience and experiment with different facets of their gender identity and 

sexuality, and enter into a space of queer liminality.  

 

Mary Lavelle (1936) 

Compared to the representation of lesbian characters in Sheridan Le Fanu’s and 

George Moore’s fiction, which presented lesbians as ‘freaks, cripples and vampires’ 

(Walshe Oscar’s Mirror 148), Kate O’Brien’s construction of lesbians is much more 

sympathetic. Owens Weekes details that ‘the lesbian scarcely appears in Irish fiction 

before the late 1950s. The few undesignated lesbians who do appear are stereotypes, 
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or hesitant and ambiguous, a ploy, no doubt, to foil the censor’ (130-1). O’Brien’s 

work challenges Owens Weekes’ assessment. In 1936, she included an unambiguous 

lesbian character in her novel Mary Lavelle, the Irish governess Agatha Conlan, who, 

although not the main character, is nevertheless vital to the protagonist’s Mary 

Lavelle’s development. Mary Lavelle, a novel ‘traditional in form but subtly radical in 

content’ (Tighe-Mooney 125) was banned in Ireland on 29th December 1936 by the 

Censorship of Publications Act of 1929, which could ban Irish books under the premise 

that they were ‘indecent or obscene or advocated the unnatural prevention of 

conception or the procurement of abortion’ (Article 6:1). Indecent in this context 

referred to a work that was ‘suggestive of or inciting to sexual immorality or unnatural 

vice or likely in any other similar way to corrupt or deprave’ (Article 2). It is 

traditionally assumed that the reason Mary Lavelle was banned was due to its 

depictions of Mary’s premarital sex with a married man — made all the more 

provocative considering she is portrayed as the sexual initiator — but other factors 

such as Agatha’s confession of love for Mary or the implied sexual licentiousness of 

the local priest may also have contributed to its prohibition. Mary Lavelle was not the 

only of O’Brien’s books to be banned in Ireland. In 1942, The Land of Spices was also 

banned because of one specific line which referred to a sexual act between two men. 

The prologue to Mary Lavelle describes a state of liminality, a theme which 

the narrative is concerned with. In the prologue, Mary is crossing the Pyrenees 

Mountains in a train (xiii). Travelling is associated with liminality as it is associated 

with border crossing and thresholds (Thomassen 16). Mary’s physical border crossing 

in this scene anticipates the transgression that she will commit in Spain as well as her 

metaphorical journey from naivety to wisdom. Writing on the temporality of 

liminality, Thomassen states that ‘single moments, longer periods, or even whole 
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epochs can be liminal’ (16). In Mary Lavelle, through her status as a temporary worker 

in a foreign country, Mary enters into a liminal space. This is reflected in her 

description of travel as granting her the ability to enter into an in-between space as 

neither daughter nor wife before she gets married and undertakes the next societal rite 

of passage into matrimony:  

To go to Spain. To be alone for a tiny space, a tiny hiatus between life’s two 

accepted phases. To cease being a daughter without immediately becoming a 

wife. To be a freelance, to belong to no one place or family or person – to 

achieve that silly longing of childhood, only for one year, before she flung it 

with all other childish things upon the scrapheap. (30) 

It could also be argued that in Mary Lavelle the community of Irish governesses exist 

in a liminal space as they exist in an in-between role between insider/outsider. The 

majority of governesses are clearly dissatisfied with their lifestyles and exist on the 

periphery of Spanish society, which they are not fully integrated into, often by choice. 

Mary anticipates that she will live in a liminal existence between teacher and foreigner 

when in Spain:  

But to everyone she would be a foreign and more or less a satisfactory machine. 

She would be unobserved, uncherished and, she hoped, unreproved. She had 

in fact put on a cape of invisibility, from under which, however, she could use 

her unlearned eyes with circumspection and in peace. (33) 

Turner writes how invisibility is a condition of liminality (359). The text repeatedly 

illustrates the social ostracisation of the governesses. Governess Agatha argues that 

‘we come out here with the good old Irish small town notion that we’re ladies — and 

then by degrees we discover we’re — nothing. It turns us into — what you see’ (177). 
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This ghosting is to an extent self-induced; the majority of the misses have consciously 

refused to assimilate into their adopted culture, refusing to learn the language and 

keeping to their Irish customs, clinging to their ‘violent and terrible Irish purity’ (81). 

As the narrator notes: 

These women were too lonely, unimportant and unamused to be graceful or 

gracious; they were too poor to be decorative, and their only social intercourse 

— with each other — slowly exasperating and starving them, they learnt in 

jealously and self-defence, to give each other no more than the roughest 

camaraderie. (82)  

Theories of identity and migration by Julia Kristeva have provided an important 

understanding of how Irish women have negotiated their position in the nation-state. 

Identity, according to Kristeva, is based upon exclusion, either at a national or 

individual level. She notes that ‘women have the responsibility of being boundary 

subjects’ (35). Such descriptions posit women as existing in a liminal position within 

the nation; but for Kristeva, this is a positive liminality as they can subvert entrenched 

nationalisms. In Ireland in the early years following independence, rigid gender roles 

were solidified. As is often discussed by critics, the role of women was associated with 

domestic space. The 1937 Constitution confirmed wifehood and motherhood as the 

natural state-approved role for Irish women. It is relevant that Mary Lavelle is set in 

1922 which was the founding year of the new Irish nation and, therefore, coincides 

with the strict gender formations that the Irish state would come to embody.  
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An Irish closet?  

In Mary Lavelle and As Music and Splendour Ireland is configured as a closeted space 

that cannot accommodate women who do not fulfil the traditional female spousal and 

maternal role. Given the insistence on culturally validated forms of female identity in 

post-independent Ireland, Ed Madden has argued that any expression of homosexuality 

in Ireland ‘constitutes a diasporic project’ (8). Tina O’Toole proposes that ‘migration 

is central to the Irish coming out story, [and] that same-sex desire in Irish literature is 

almost always represented as occurring abroad’ (Queering 131). Given this literary 

precedent, Ireland can be considered as a space synonymous with the gay closet and 

the characters must leave Ireland in order to explore their sexual identity. According 

to Agatha, the women have come to Spain, because their ‘parents had no money to 

spend on us and saw no likelihood of getting us husbands’ (178). Failing to conform 

to the Irish ideal of womanhood, the women cannot be absorbed into the nationalist 

trope of Irish female identity. As a result, they are therefore literally and 

metaphorically expelled from their home nation.  

Robert Miles argues that the creation of a nation ultimately produces outsiders 

which are reminders of that which the nation has abjected. The women as unmarried, 

surplus spinsters constitute ‘an untidy reminder of what the nationalist myth of 

seamless origin cannot absorb’ (31). Due to their failure to conform to socially 

acceptable versions of Irish female identity, the governesses must leave Ireland and 

symbolically come out of the Irish closet into a different nation. Whilst their lives in 

Spain grant them more autonomy than they would experience in Ireland, the women 

are not fully accepted in Spanish society. Being ‘nothing’, the women are ghostly 

presences which exist on the margins of their adopted society. In this reading, the 

governesses exist in a liminal in-between space where they are neither fully accepted 
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into society nor fully expelled from it. Their rejection from the home nation is 

solidified by the fact that they can never return, as Agatha explains to Mary: despite 

the fact that the majority of the governesses detest their employment and cling to their 

native customs, they cannot return to Ireland as ‘most of us have no one to go home 

to, and no way to keep ourselves alive, if we did that’ (178).  

The descriptions of the liminal and nearly invisible state in which the 

governesses live recall Terry Castle’s descriptions of the apparitional lesbian. The 

invisibility of lesbians in western societal discourses and indeed in narratives that 

include lesbians, as implied by Owens Weekes, has led to the formation of what queer 

theorist Terry Castle has defined as the ‘apparitional lesbian.’39 As Castle notes:  

The lesbian is never with us it seems, but always somewhere else; in the 

shadows, in the margins, hidden from history, out of sight, out of mind, a 

wanderer in the dusk, a lost soul, a tragic mistake, a pale denizen of the night 

…Why is it so difficult to see the lesbian — even when she is there, quite 

plainly, in front of us? In part because she has been ‘ghosted’ or made to seem 

invisible — by culture itself (Apparitional 3-5). 

In lieu of an official accessible literary history, they exist in a world that straddles 

visibility and invisibility, or as Castle asserts, lesbians have been ‘made to seem 

invisible by culture itself’ (Apparitional 3-4). In Irish society, it is perhaps not an 

arbitrary task to recognise the analogy between nuns and lesbians. As detailed in the 

previous chapter, it is notable that the lesbian Cecilia Cullen in George Moore’s A 

                                                           
39 Moira Eileen Casey’s doctoral thesis on Twentieth Century Irish lesbian fiction also draws on 
Castle’s theory of the ‘Apparitional Lesbian’. However, her reading argues against the erasure of the 
lesbian character in Irish literary texts. Casey argues ‘for when lesbian characters and examples of 
lesbian desire surface in the works of two of Ireland's celebrated and critically acclaimed women 
writers - Kate O’Brien and Molly Keane — it would seem that the Irish lesbian is in fact "in the midst 
of things" (72)’.  
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Drama in Muslin (1886) joins a convent, the implication being that it as a location rife 

with the potential for a homosexual encounter. Given O’Brien’s interest in 

demythologising the ‘accepted’ roles for women in Irish society, through her critique 

of the institution of marriage, a common trope in her fiction and one pertinent to Mary 

Lavelle, is that the alternatives that she creates to heterosexual unions are positively 

rendered. One such alternative is the convent.  

Kate O’Brien’s corpus is generally favourable towards nuns and they are 

shown as presenting a positive, alternative way of life for women.40 Mary Breen writes 

that in Kate O’Brien’s later works such as The Land of Spices (1941) and The Last of 

Summer (1943), ‘the family is replaced by a successful community of women [in the 

convent who seek] autonomy and agency outside the home and marriage’ (188). The 

positivity with which O’Brien views nuns is already evident in Mary Lavelle. The 

novel only includes one nun, Mother Liguori who taught Mary history at her convent 

school and who acts as the facilitator of Mary’s self-development. It is at her 

suggestion that Mary takes up a position in Spain as a governess, a fact, as noted by 

Heather Ingman, that ‘mirrors the actual situation in Ireland at the time, when convents 

like the one Kate O’Brien herself attended had excellent networks in Europe and often 

sent young Irish women to study abroad’ (Translating 180). Similarly to the 

community of governesses in Mary Lavelle, nuns also exist on the limen borderland in 

society in a place between inside and outside of society. It is significant that all of 

O’Brien’s lesbian characters are described as nunnish. Agatha Conlan considered 

joining the convent before deciding that she was ‘not saintly just religious’ (180), and 

In Music and Splendour Clare Halvey muses that she ‘might have been a nun’ (189) 

                                                           
40 In As Music and Splendour however, the nuns exploit Rose and Clare’s musical talents for their 
order’s own material gain.  
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had she stayed in Ireland. In As Music and Splendour, the lesbian relationship between 

Luisa and Clare first blossoms in the convent.  

Kate O’Brien, a ‘Catholic agnostic’ (Reynolds 118), did not join with other 

members of the modernist movement in their often-virile attacks on institutional 

religion. It is clear in her works that religion, specifically the Catholic religion into 

which she was born, is an obvious concern. Whilst she vehemently disagreed with the 

insular, puritanical and patriarchal brand of Catholicism that would be later personified 

in de Valerian Ireland, she was enamoured by the elevation of female idols within the 

Catholic Church. In particular, she was interested in St Teresa of Avila, a sixteenth-

century Spanish nun, a figure whom she regarded as an exemplar of female courage 

and strength and of whom she wrote a biography (Tighe-Mooney126). An undated 

film script which she wrote, but which was never produced, Mary Magdalene, made a 

bold assertion that Mary Magdalene and Mary, mother of Jesus, was the same person. 

By portraying the Virgin Mary as an independent and self-assured woman, as she did 

in the film script, we can better understand O’Brien’s concern in viewing religious 

women as powerful (Mentxaka Fiction 127). This also suggests that she was attracted 

to the importance of the Marian tradition in the Catholic Church and saw it as being 

empowering to women. This can partly explain why O’Brien was attracted to Catholic 

mystic writers such as St John of the Cross and St Teresa of Avila and why O’Brien 

herself considered joining a convent. Aintzane Legarreta Mentxaka notes how ‘her 

interest in reclaiming the Magdalene exemplifies O’Brien’s attitude towards 

Christianity’ (Catholic Agnostic 97). This is not, however, to overstate the liberty that 

O’Brien allows her nuns. Subject to male ecclesial authority, their freedom is 

compromised by their obedience to a system which endorses patriarchal values. 

Rather, my assessment of nuns in O’Brien’s work agrees with Cullingford’s 
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assessment that ‘although their independence was always compromised by their 

allegiance to a patriarchal culture … [the convent] offered in their time a greater degree 

of autonomy for women than was available in the world’ (34).  

In Mary Lavelle, the community of governesses in the Spanish town of Altorno 

functions as a substitute convent. Similarly to the convent, the in-between positioning 

of the governesses in society does allow the women a greater degree of autonomy to 

transgress expected codes of female behaviour. Moira Casey proposes that this 

community ‘is clearly rendered in opposition to the heterosexual social world that 

either controls women through marriage or rejects them’ (75). This is not however to 

propose that this community is a fully liberating space as, in their rigid insistence of 

class boundaries, many governesses actually replicate many of the values of the 

heterosexual world, with the exception of O’Toole and Agatha. The women who 

belong to this community come from the same demographic that attracted women to 

Irish convents in the early years following the formation of the Free State, that of the 

Irish middle classes. As the narrator notes, ‘these women came undoubtedly from 

impoverished wings of that not easily definable section of society, the Irish Catholic 

middle classes’ (80). For women who lacked the option to become wives and mothers, 

or to live independently as spinsters, the convent was a viable alternative. The link to 

the convent and the governesses is made clear by Agatha who notes that two former 

governesses ‘have become nuns’ (178).  

 

Convented Communities in Mary Lavelle 

Queer theorist Alan Sinfield has spoken of the construction of minority queer 

communities which function as alternatives to heterosexual ones. He acknowledges 
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‘most of us [homosexuals] are born and/or socialised into (presumably) heterosexual 

families [and that] we have to move away from them, at least to some degree; and into, 

if we are lucky, the culture of a minority community’ (103). In Mary Lavelle, the 

community of governesses’ functions as a ‘minority community’ which, to a certain 

extent, both challenges and replicates hegemonic societal rules. The spatial dynamics 

of the governesses reflect this. The café Alemàn, where the governesses frequent, is a 

space associated with liminality as it reflects their insider/outsider positioning in 

society. Despite it being a public space, the women do not integrate with other people. 

Mary reflects that ‘there seems to be a lot of misses’ (69) in the café, illustrating their 

marginal status within wider society. O’Toole declares that ‘we of the underworld 

make a home from home of it’ (69) which further illustrates the liminal position of the 

governesses. In the café, the governesses are allowed to indulge in behaviour that, in 

Mary’s estimation, is unacceptable for ‘genteel’ women. In this regard, the café is a 

space of queer liminality where they can speak, to a certain extent, unconstructed by 

normal societal conventions. The brazen conversation and outspokenness of the 

governesses initially repulse Mary, who is accustomed to women, much like her 

subservient Aunt Cissy, who ‘never stood up for anything, never took anyone’s part, 

never uttered an opinion’ (21). The women in the heterosexual matrix, as represented 

by Mary’s aunt Cissy, conform to behaviour deemed acceptable for Irish women; ‘her 

mother, aunts and grandmother had been restrained and low voiced women’ (80). In 

comparison, the misses’ counter-cultural behaviour in the café initially appears vulgar 

to Mary: 

Mary wondered if she would get used to these personal comments. She found 

the crudity of the misses’ intercourse surprising; their rudeness to each other, 

their use of surnames tout court, their interest in the male sex, their prudery, 
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their vindictive attitude towards their employers, and non-intelligent insolence 

towards the life that went on about them, their obvious poverty and social 

isolation, their distorted self-respect, their back handed decency and esprit de 

corps — these distinctions of which this first afternoon’s acquaintance gave 

her a considerable indication, made up a sad but novel picture. (80)  

Having learnt that ‘the sine qua non of becoming a miss was not so much that one 

should be genteel by birth as that the veneer of gentility should have been sufficiently 

lacquered on by education in a good-class convent school’ (81), Mary is only attracted 

to two of the governesses, O’Toole and Agatha who in varying ways do not conform 

to the rules established by this insular community. It is significant that it is in the café 

that Mary first encounters Agatha:  

She had a pale, fanatical face, nobly planned but faltering below the large 

eccentric nose to a too mobile, too bitter mouth. ‘What beautiful eyes!’ Mary 

thought. They were deep blue and full of light, with black brows arching 

delicately. (74) 

Agatha’s introduction is foreshadowed by negative comments from the other 

governesses who describe her as a ‘lunatic’ (73). O’Donnell details that ‘Mary’s 

observations might be read as innocent and naïve but it also succeeds in unsettling the 

generic depiction’ (Greek 85). Not only do Mary’s comments unsettle but they could 

be said to queer normative descriptions of female beauty. In this reading, the space of 

the café confers a queer liminality, where Mary, similarly to the governesses, can think 

in a way that is unexpected of her by regarding Agatha as beautiful as opposed to her 

prevalent description as odd.  
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Heather Ingman has provided an illuminating reading of the foreigner in Mary 

Lavelle. She explains how at the end of the novel, having discovered autonomy and 

desire, Mary cannot remain in her native country as her new identity is one which is 

not culturally validated. Mary ‘has become akin to the Kristevan abject, that which has 

to be excluded from the self or the nation in order for identity to form’ (Translating 

182). The abject is something which disturbs social consciousness; it represents a 

taboo and unsettling element which does not assimilate into social hegemonies. As 

such, the abject must be expelled from society. I would like to further Ingman’s 

argument by suggesting that in Mary Lavelle, Agatha is an abjected figure. Agatha 

challenges the modes of identity as indoctrinated by both her native Irish and adopted 

Spanish communities. Having assimilated into Spanish culture more so than the other 

misses, Agatha can speak Spanish ‘like a native’ (72), a skill that most of the other 

governesses have failed to achieve. 

 Agatha is not altogether free from the stereotyping that hallmarked early 

twentieth-century lesbian descriptions. As is often argued, Radclyffe Hall’s Stephen 

Gordon in The Well of Loneliness (1928) established a precedent for literary portrayal 

of lesbians as mannish and angry. Agatha fits this description. Donoghue notes how 

Agatha has ‘the mark of the martyred androgyne’ (Out of Order 42). Initially described 

as ‘a bitter pill’ and ‘the crossest woman in Spain’ (23), she embodies the early 

twentieth-century medical description of the lesbian who was commonly presented as 

a sullen and hysterical figure (Faderman Odd Girls 57). Physically Agatha has a 

spectral appearance, she is described as being ‘tall, pale and thin’ as well as being a 

‘very hungry-looking woman’ (73). Being ‘just not like the rest of us [the 

governesses]’ (3), her difference is palpable. Agatha is an abjected figure of the Irish 

nation. As an outspoken woman and a lesbian, she is more radical a threat to the 
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national construction of female identity than Mary, who although sexually 

transgressive because of her affair, is still firmly imbricated in the heterosexual matrix.  

 

Agatha’s closet 

Brown details that, in its original etymology, a closet ‘referred to a small private room 

used for prayer or study. By the early seventeenth century it referred specifically to a 

small room or cupboard, while later that century it was resignified to connote “private” 

or “secluded”’ (5). Agatha’s room is a type of closet; its religious descriptions 

associate it with the closet’s clerical origins. It is described as ‘immaculate and as 

impersonal as a monk’s’ (84) – and recalls for Mary a nun’s bedchamber in a convent:  

[Mary] looked about her nervously — at the picture of the Holy Family above 

the bedstead; at the prie-dieu and the crucifix, the holy water font beside the 

door; the modest screen about the washstand … Above the writing table near 

the window a dozen books were stacked on a little shelf, all dressed in brown-

paper covers, as nuns cover books. (87) 

The room lacks anything that connects her to the outside world such as ‘photographs’ 

and ‘odds and ends from life’ (87), Agatha’s closeted bedroom symbolically reflects 

her marginal status within the community of governesses as well as her closeted 

sexuality. Her bedroom is also physically removed from the rest of the house; there is 

a ‘long corridor to Conlan’s room’ (84) highlighting her liminal positioning as neither 

insider/outsider within the family. To get to Agatha’s bedroom they have to walk down 

a ‘dark tiled hall’ (84) which also associates Agatha with seclusion.  
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The view from Agatha’s window is to a church, which again aligns her closeted 

private space to a religious space. Agatha’s link to convent is established several times 

throughout the novel. She admits to Mary that she had been tempted to join a religious 

order but her ‘evil nature’, perhaps a coded reference to her lesbianism, has stopped 

her from doing so (180). Unlike the other governesses, Agatha wears a mantilla (73); 

a piece of clothing reminiscent to nun’s wimple that is associated with religious 

occasions. Walshe notes that ‘Agatha Conlan is the first holy woman or secular nun in 

Kate’s fiction’ (Writing Life 66), further highlighting the link between lesbians and 

nunnish characters. It is also significant that Agatha prays several times a week in a 

Carmelite Convent, the order to which Saint Teresa of Avila belonged to, and who, 

according to O’Donnell, like Agatha ‘struggled with her lesbian desires’ (Greek 85). 

Irish lesbian fiction has found resonance with the order of the Carmelite nuns. Agatha’s 

association with the Carmelites is interesting because, as detailed in the previous 

chapter, the name Carmilla in Le Fanu’s short story also recalls the religious order of 

the Carmelites.  

Tellingly, Agatha is not the only character who is linked to the convent. 

Milagros, one of the daughters under Mary’s care, is described by O’Donnell as 

‘decidedly queer’ (Greek 81) because of her refusal to abide by the conventional 

gender roles expected of young debutante. Milagros muses that she might decide not 

to come out to society and instead will ‘be a nun’ (14). This is yet another instance of 

how the liminal space of the convent is associated with non-normative behaviours. 

There are several instances in the novel where Milagros defies traditional gender roles 

as she is overly political and generally outspoken compared to her sisters. Her mother 

wonders ‘what sort of husband they would ever find for the queer child’ (37) and when 
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her brother Juanito is jokingly referred to as one of ‘Spain’s great men’, Milagros 

depicts herself as a man in stating, ‘there’s room for more than one’ (81).  

The fact that Agatha is a devout Catholic is significant in Mary Lavelle. 

Sexuality in Kate O’Brien’s novels is held in juxtaposition to Catholicism. Any 

discussion of lesbianism in her work naturally leads to a consideration of how it is held 

in an uneasy tension with a Catholic moral code. Despite Eamon Maher’s declaration 

that ‘in the course of the twentieth century, it is hard to find too many Irish novels 

which grapple in a searching manner with questions of Catholic faith’ (489), the 

interface between desire and Catholicism is a main concern in both Mary Lavelle and 

As Music and Splendour, as well as in O’Brien’s oeuvre at large. Walshe writes that 

in O’Brien there is ‘the melancholy of the lapsed Catholic, at odds with the sexual 

codes of her religious education yet still enraptured with the beauty of its ceremonies 

and its liturgy’ (Writing Life 2). According to Joanne Glasgow, writing on the Catholic 

Church in the twentieth century:  

When one begins to look at church teaching about sexuality as it was generally 

interpreted, two major factors emerge — first, the erasure of women as 

instrumental agents of sexuality, an erasure which is itself a result of deep 

misogyny in the church; second, the instrumentality of language itself in 

determining the reality of individual acts. (248) 

The erasure of women as sexual agents is not limited to Catholic teaching but 

corresponds to a general sentiment throughout western societies which saw women as 

non-sexual beings. In Mary Lavelle it is notable that Mary’s fiancé John claims to fall 

instantly in love with her from across a crowded room, but it is impossible for a woman 

to experience a similar sentiment; ‘he was in love then and for ever, but that sort of 
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thing never happened to a girl’ (160). Sexual desire was thought to belong exclusively 

to men. According to Glasgow ‘lesbianism did not exist as a Catholic reality’ (243) 

because the phallocentrism of society rendered such sexual expressions impossible. In 

its rigid enforcement of sexuality as a heterosexual construct in catechisms and in 

official doctrine, the non-existence of lesbianism in Church documents lead some 

twentieth-century lesbian writers to convert to Catholicism. Sensing this omission, 

they were able to reconcile their religion with their sexuality.41 Emma Donoghue has 

questioned the extent to which the Catholic silence regarding lesbianism may be taken 

as an endorsement of it. She explains that the Church’s silence on lesbianism may have 

been in an effort to avoid publicising it. She notes ‘I was taught by nuns who never 

mentioned female masturbation or lesbian sex — but I knew their silences covered 

sins too awful to be named’ (Muffled Voice 181). In this regard, lesbianism is rendered 

liminal in the space of the Catholic Church as it is neither fully visible nor invisible. 

Having already established that Agatha, through her failure to conform to the 

established hegemonies of either Spanish or Irish societies, is the societal abject, her 

interest in the bullfight further reinforces this point.  

 

The bullfight 

The relationship between Mary and Agatha mirrors that of a particular friendship 

between an older nun and a new recruit to the convent.42 Repeatedly in the novel, 

Agatha takes Mary under her wing, instructs her in Spanish culture and invites her to 

the bullfight, which is significant as she has never asked anyone to accompany her 

                                                           
41 Radcylffe Hall converted to Catholicism from Anglicanism in 1912. Hall and her partner Mable 
Batten had a semi-private blessing with Pope Pius X at the Vatican the following year.  
42 In O’Brien’s The Land of Spices, on her deathbed nun Mère Générale bids farewell to fellow nun 
Helen Archer, calling her, her ‘particular friend’ (224).  
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before (103). Particular friendships in convents were discouraged, as uniformity was 

the established social order, but the potential for particular friendships to develop into 

lesbian relationships is noted by Curb and Manahan: 

Our superiors described particular friendship as exclusive intimacy with 

another sister, drawing us away from total devotion to God and community … 

Although our superiors did not state that particular friendships left unchecked 

might become lesbian love affairs, the official caveats were so cloaked with an 

aura of forbidden, dangerous, and vague evil that we feared them as serious 

violations of the religious rule and probable grounds for dismissal. (xxvii) 

It is also interesting to note that Mary’s desire to go to the bullfight stems, not only 

from a desire to explore Spain’s cultural pursuits, but also to unsettle and surprise 

Agatha. She is akin to a young nun trying to impress her Mother Superior. Following 

her acceptance of Agatha’s invitation: 

She was somewhat gratified by the flicker of surprise on Conlan’s face. She 

knew that her willingness to take Spain as she found it, and to like her findings, 

roused some kind of irritation in this woman. So perhaps her decision was only 

a shoddy bravado, but she felt all the terror of the brave as she made it. (95) 

 Significantly, in attending the bullfight Mary is transgressing the spaces normally 

associated with the governess, to the extent that the other governesses are ashamed 

that Agatha would extend an invitation to Mary (95). Attending the bullfight is shown 

to be Mary’s first act of self-assertion and disobedience as she deliberately breaks the 

promise made to her fiancé that she wouldn’t attend (92). The bullfight scene in Mary 

Lavelle is also highly sexualised. Similarly to the masquerade ball in ‘Carmilla’, it is 

a space associated with transgression and masquerade; it is where upper-class 
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débutantes initiate their ‘coming out’; the matador is described as looking like a ‘lovely 

toy’ by Mary (98). The spatiality of the bullfight impacts upon Mary’s desires. Amidst 

the heaving crowd, Mary feels a mixture of shame and exhilaration (92). This is 

arguably a queer space as the bullfight alerts Mary to her desires; after the event, she 

felt ‘outside herself’ and was ‘more full of news of life’s possible pain and 

senselessness and quixotry and barbarism and glory than anything ever before 

encountered by this girl’ (101). The bullfight is described in a sexualised manner, the 

‘wound of the bullfight was in fact — though she had tried to forget and ignore it — 

the gateway through which Spain had entered in and taken her’ (112).  

The bullfight represents Mary’s discovery of her sexual agency. Inspired by 

the courage of the matador (and perhaps the sacrificial bull), Mary finds the courage 

to follow her illicit desire for the married Juanito. Considering this, Dalsimer reads the 

bullfight as ‘Mary’s preparation for Juanito and for all that Spain will teach her’ (36) 

as it foreshadows Mary and Juanito’s sexual consummation which is described in a 

similarly brutal manner (269). Moreover, it is Agatha who invites her to the bullfight, 

therefore the discovery of her sexuality is facilitated by a lesbian. It is also significant 

that Mary’s sexual awakening occurs in a quintessentially Spanish space which is 

considered transgressive (for an Irish woman). The transgressive space of the bullfight 

also leads Mary to think in ways that are associated with gender-transgression. During 

the bullfight:  

Mary looked at Conlan. Her blue eyes were shining. The hungry, unbalanced 

face looked smooth and young. ‘You might take her for a boy just now’, Mary 

thought. (102) 
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These decidedly queer descriptions of Agatha are facilitated by the queer space of the 

bullfight. The bullfight also carries religious connotations. The sacrifice of the bull is 

related to the religious imagery that is employed following Mary’s sex with Juanito. 

In this reading, Mary has sacrificed herself to her desires, or to Juanito, and as such, 

after their intercourse, she is described as ‘a broken, tortured Christian, a wounded 

saint Sebastian’ (269). According to O’Donnell, Saint Sebastian holds a ‘long queer 

genealogy, both as icon and fetish in Christian Europe. Oscar Wilde adopted the 

pseudonym Sebastian Melmoth on his release from prison’ (Greek 83). These 

descriptions destabilise gender binaries by likening Mary to a male saint. The obvious 

reference to the homosexuality of Oscar Wilde as well as Saint Sebastian’s connection 

to homosexuality also destabilise or ‘queer’ what is otherwise a very heterosexual act. 

Notably, Mary’s second trip to the bullfight is with Milagros, another nunnish and 

arguably queer character.43 According to Pepe, Agatha ‘understands [the bullfight] like 

a Matador’ (277) which further establishes the link between Agatha and the 

transgressive space of the bullfight. And it is after the bullfight that Agatha eventually 

finds the agency to come out to Mary and admit that she harbours romantic feelings 

towards her (248). In this reading, the bullfight could then be said to function as a 

queer space in the novel because it initiates a process whereby Mary and Agatha 

discover the agency to follow their non-normative desires.  

 

 

 

                                                           
43 In the 1998 film adaptation of Mary Lavelle, Talk of Angels, Milagros is repeatedly barred from 
attending the bullfight by her father, as it is deemed an inappropriate place for a young lady.  
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Agatha’s coming out 

It is interesting that after the event, Mary recognises the transgressive power of the 

bullfight. In a later conversation with Agatha, she is weary of discussing it as ‘the 

bullfight was not a safe train of thought. It created uneasiness, suggested that life is 

perverse and tragic’ (177). The bullfight is also a cogent incident in the development 

of Mary Lavelle because it reveals how Agatha reconfigures her concept of sin, which 

will later be revealed to be in contrast with her lesbian desires. After the event Mary 

questions: 

 ‘I wonder why the Church doesn’t make it a sin to go to the bullfight!’ 

 Mary looked down the river towards the mountains.  

‘I think it is a sin’, she said slowly. 

 Conlan laughed. 

‘Not for me, until the Church says so.’ (104) 

This is a telling disclosure which suggests that Agatha has discovered a technicality in 

Church teaching, implying that until the Church prohibits an action it is permissible. 

Upon learning of Mary’s intention to leave Spain, Agatha’s confesses her feelings to 

Mary: 

‘I like you the way a man would, you see. I can never see your face without 

wanting to touch you. I could look at your face forever. Every time O’Toole 

calls you “Alannah” I want to murder her. It’s a sin to feel like that.’ 

‘Oh everything’s a sin!’ 
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‘I knew it was wrong, but lately I’ve been told about it in confession. It’s a very 

old and terrible vice.’ (248)  

It is significant that Agatha’s disclosure occurs outside the Catholic Church, which 

again highlights how, because of her illicit same-sex desire, she is both physically and 

symbolically removed from full inclusion. During their conversation, Mary watches 

the ‘baize door swing and swing again in the porch of San Geronimo and caught each 

time the gleam of the candles’ (249). This is interesting considering a door is 

associated with liminality as when entering/exiting a door a threshold space is crossed. 

Thomassen writes that ‘specific places [such as] thresholds (a doorway in a house, a 

line that separates holy from sacred in a ritual’ (16) can be considered liminal. 

Similarly, the grille separating priest and penitent in the confession box is also a 

boundary between sacred and secular. The physical enclosed structure of the 

confessional box recalls the confined space of the closet which is befitting considering 

the already detailed association between the closet and religion. These physical spaces 

illustrate how Agatha is on the limen, or borderline, between inside and outside of her 

religion. Mary and Agatha’s spatial location in this scene reflect their similar 

positioning as outsiders in relation to the morality of the Catholic Church.  

 The ambiguity in this scene is notable. It is difficult to decipher if the ‘sin’ 

Agatha is referring to is in wanting to touch Mary or her anger towards O’Toole. What 

Agatha reconfigures as ‘wrong’ is the fact that her desire is physical; it is not the 

feelings themselves. Realising that her desire to touch Mary is somehow ‘wrong’ 

suggests her knowledge that the Church has condemned homosexuality. However, 

what is implied in this scene is that the action itself is sinful, but not the desire to 

commit the action. In this way, the liminal status of lesbianism in Catholic discourse 

offers her the freedom to discreetly recognise her sexuality, albeit within the binds of 
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chastity.  Through her liminal position on the periphery of the social boundary and as 

the social abject, Agatha has the power to challenge traditional gender and sexual roles. 

In doing so, she ‘can subvert entrenched nationalisms and open them up to a more fluid 

identity’ (Ingman, Translating 178). In this regard, Agatha exists in a space of queer 

liminality. Through her friendship with Agatha, Mary begins to question her culturally 

inherited Catholic morality — which she momentarily abandons in order to commit 

adultery with Juanito. After her confession: 

[Agatha’s] relationship with Mary had not suffered or been made painful. 

Instead a certain relaxation, even an affectionate, unspoken peace had entered 

it. For Mary had not been frightened or repulsed. Perhaps Juanito was right in 

calling her a pagan and her face Aphrodite’s; certainly now that feeling 

consumed her for him, her understanding of feeling in others, as for instance, 

in O’Toole and Pepe, was immediate and natural. So, though no word more of 

emotion was said between them, her voice and manner with Agatha had 

automatically become easier and more sisterly, not so much because Agatha 

fantastically and perversely loved her but because, like her, she was 

fantastically and perversely in love. Agatha felt this unuttered sympathy, and 

it made her reaction from her own confession less savage, easier to bear. (257-

8) 

It is interesting that following Agatha’s confession their relationship becomes ‘more 

sisterly’ which could be interpreted as a double entendre, referring both to the familial 

bond and the bond between nuns, or sisters, that exists in a convent. This is a pertinent 

interpretation considering Agatha’s similarity to nuns in the novel.  
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This discussion has shown that Mary and Agatha, as the societal abject, 

embody a queer liminality that allows them to engage in a process of refashioning 

accepted gender formations. In doing so, they question and revise Catholic morality. 

Agatha, the lesbian ‘nun’, fashions her own concept of sin and Catholicism. Arguably, 

Mary has also embraced this queer liminality. The novel ends in another liminal space, 

with Mary boarding a train to return to Ireland to break off her engagement to John 

(299). Through her experience with the abject, Mary can accept other relationships 

that are deemed socially unacceptable. In this way she challenges nationally validated 

norms, thus engaging in what Kristeva notes as women’s capacity to subvert the 

homogeneity of the nation (40). Pepe and O’Toole’s marriage, which is abhorrent and 

‘queer’ (240) to the other governesses due to its class difference, is endorsed by Mary, 

who can see how ‘natural’ it is (240). Mary’s own sin in committing adultery with a 

married man is likened to that of Agatha’s love for Mary. Being both ‘perversely’ in 

love with someone who is unattainable in Catholic discourse, homosexual and 

heterosexual desire is shown as equally transgressive, a theme which is further 

explored in As Music and Splendour. 

 

As Music and Splendour (1958) 

Writing on how lesbianism has been configured as a ghostly presence haunting western 

cultures, the apparitional lesbian, according to Castle, also has the power to anticipate 

her full embodiment. As Castle explains, ‘even at her most ethereal and dissembling, 

as when seeming to wave off the intrusive pleasures of the flesh, she cannot help but 

also signal — as if by secret benediction — that fall into flesh which is to come’ 

(Apparitional 65). The ‘fall into flesh’ is materialised in O’Brien’s final novel, in 
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which, unlike Mary Lavelle, the lesbian relationship between Clare and Luisa is one 

of the narrative’s central concerns. ‘Fall’ also constitutes an accurate term to describe 

the religious conflict that is inherent in O’Brien’s corpus and which is expressly 

manifest in Mary Lavelle and As Music and Splendour. Whilst the ambiguity of 

Catholic teaching in Mary Lavelle offered Agatha, to a certain extent, a loophole for 

lesbian desire, the Catholic religion in As Music and Splendour offers no such 

technicalities. As Music and Splendour continues the impetus of Mary Lavelle in 

showing lesbianism in a positive fashion. Homosexual relationships in this book are 

seen as more affirming than heterosexual ones, though the difficulties that accompany 

both are shown as a unifying rather than dividing forces.  

 There are many similarities between Mary Lavelle and As Music and 

Splendour. The theme of the foreigner in a new country is explored and, as was the 

case in Mary Lavelle, removed from their traditional Irish customs, the girls begin to 

fashion sexual identities that are not contingent upon tropes of Irish national identity. 

Rose has affairs with various men, whilst Clare has a sexual relationship with another 

woman, Luisa, who is herself in a relationship with her music teacher, Iago Duarte. At 

the beginning of As Music and Splendour, Rose and Clare’s condition of constant 

travelling is similar to how Thomassen describes those that are trapped in a liminal 

space. According to Thomassen, ‘to a degree, immigrant groups or refugees are 

liminal, being betwixt and between home and host, part of society, but sometimes 

never fully integrated’ (19). Clare and Rose, and to a certain extent, the rest of their 

musical entourage, are existing in a liminal state as, similar to Mary Lavelle, they exist 

in a transitory space whilst travelling in different countries. Despite the fact that Rose 

and Clare desperately want to return to Ireland, they are forced to stay in operatic 

training as ‘there could be no escape from the vocation which the faraway Committee 
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had imposed upon [them]’ (84). Constantly throughout the novel, Clare accepts her 

liminal positioning in the strange musical world as she lacks the financial agency to 

escape: 

In secret she had soothed herself here in Paris, and even in Rome with plans of 

escape … and [she would] rapidly pay back what had been gambled on her. 

That done, she would be free, and would find her own way, without patrons, 

without orders, and with no need at all to sing in opera. But tonight she saw 

that the gates had closed in on her. She must accept this decision taken over 

her head. (90) 

Similarly to Agatha, Clare is another nun-like and religious character who is associated 

with the liminal space of the convent. In fact, it is at convent school that Clare and 

Luisa first encountered each other and where they discovered their feelings for each 

other (212). Like Agatha, Clare muses that had she never been sent to train as a singer, 

she might have become a ‘nun’ (189). Rose repeatedly refers to Clare as ‘Reverend 

Mother’ (189) and states that her letters hold a ‘nunlike’ quality (128). O’Brien 

associates the convent as a space that is appropriate for people who hold non-

normative desires:  

I see now some explanation of the tendency of my race — the Irish, I mean — 

to become nuns and priests … The Irish imagination is a bit lopsided maybe. 

Anyway it isn’t at all like the Latin —we are alarmed by the power and stretch 

of feeling — oh, believe me Thomas we are! We don’t find it at all amusing to 

be in love — that’s why we are so awkward. We are not Mediterranean. (211) 
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In noting how convent-life is fitting for those struggling with desires not permissible 

in Irish society, in this instance, the convent space in Irish lesbian literature is again 

represented as a liminal space where alternative sexual identities can be explored.  

 

The operatic stage 

Writing on how Irish queer writing is often associated with diaspora, Tina O’Toole 

argues that ‘queer kinship, which appropriates relationships and values from the 

bio/genetic sphere but introduces elements of choice and agency to these [non-

familial] connections, provides a useful framework within which we might read Irish 

LGBT literature’ (Queering 131). Despite the fact that Rose and Clare have left 

Ireland, out of necessity and not of their own agency, they have formed a queer kinship 

community with their larger community of travelling ‘vagabonds’ (53) musicians. 

Like Mary Lavelle, in a minority community removed from the prescriptive gender 

roles of nineteenth-century Ireland, the community of musicians are freed to indulge 

in non-normative sexual behaviours. In this reading, their liminality offers them the 

opportunity to act in a manner vastly different to how they would at home; practically 

all couples in this book are engaged in activities prohibited by the Catholic Church. 

They have pre-marital sex, commit adultery and cross class divisions in the pursuit of 

their desires. In her reading of As Music and Splendour, Noélia Borges writes that: 

The orbital recurrence of the metonymic model of homophobia and the 

invisibility of eroticism between women show the writer’s strong concern with 

stating that women are neither submissive to men’s control nor vulnerable to 

heterosexual models, but that they create their own social and cultural space to 

live their own lives and desires. (141) 
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The cultural space to which Borges refers is also a liminal space as Clare and Luisa’s 

relationship develops when they sing opera together. The operatic stage, in this 

instance, is a liminal space between fantasy, masquerade and reality. When on stage 

Clare and Luisa recognise their romantic feelings for one another. O’Brien’s choice of 

opera is also significant. Similarly, to the image of Saint Sebastian in Mary Lavelle, 

O’Brien casts Clare to play the male role of Orpheus, a figure also associated with 

homosexuality. According to legend, after the death of his wife Eurydice, Orpheus 

rejected the company of women and turned instead to men:  

Still Orpheus and Eurydice, their brilliantly made-up eyes swept for each 

other’s face, as if to insist that this disguise of myth in which they stood was 

their mutual reality, their one true dress wherein they recognised each other, 

and were free of that full recognition and could sing it as if their very singing 

was a Greek immortal light, not singing at all. (110) 

In this instance, the liminality afforded by the operatic stage where the actors are on a 

threshold between reality and performance confers a certain queer fluidity that blurs 

the lines between fantasy and reality. In this regard, the opera, similarly to the café 

Alemàn in Mary Lavelle, is a space of queer liminality. The coded references to 

homosexuality in this scene further highlight this. The descriptions of a ‘Greek 

immortal light’ recall the descriptions in Mary Lavelle of Mary as looking Greek and 

being ‘Greek-headed’ (145). According to O’Donnell, ‘Greek love was a phrase still 

current in 1936 when Mary Lavelle was published, to allude to male and female 

homosexuality’ (Greek 78). It is clear that again O’Brien is using this ‘Greek immortal 

light’ to refer directly to the homosexual relationship between the two women, whereas 

in Mary Lavelle, Mary’s Greekness referred to her transgressive (hetero) sexuality. 

Mentxaka argues that in the novel ‘sinning is coded as singing’ (Catholic 
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Agnostic101). Following this interpretation, the fact that Clare and Luisa are ‘not 

singing’ refers to the fact that their relationship is not sinful or taboo, or no more so 

that the other relationships in the novel. 

 

 

Catholic graveyard 

Whilst in Mary Lavelle, Agatha Conlan could reconcile her religion and lesbianism by 

staying chaste, this is not an option in As Music and Splendour. At the beginning of 

the novel Clare admits that she has some faith, which is borne out of regular attendance 

at Mass rather than any sense of a personal conviction. Whilst being uneasy with some 

church doctrine, she feels apprehensive about abandoning Catholicism altogether. As 

she tells Luisa, who at this point, is not yet her lover: 

‘I’m not a fervent believer, I never was, even as a small child. But confession 

and all the rest — It’s a discipline. I suppose that I have in spite of myself what 

Grandmother calls “the Faith”. If I have I’m glad. I imagine I’d be lonely 

without it’  

‘It — “The Faith”, I mean — might make you lonely?’ 

‘It might. But so might anything — love, or anything. We have to chance it, 

Luisa. I don’t think I’ll ever be the slave of the Penny Catechism, but at the 

same time I’d find it hard — if I ran into a serious moral conflict — I’d find it 

hard to decide that I was right and the Eternal Church was wrong!’ (142) 
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Luisa, on the other hand, a Spaniard well trained in Catholicism, has cut ties with the 

Church. ‘Living in sin’ (142) with Iago her music teacher, she disregards its claims on 

her morality: 

I’m doing something I don’t regard as a sin and so I can have no purpose of 

amendment. But of course, I know it’s a sin in the view of the Church, and 

therefore I can’t ask for the Church’s absolution — I don’t go to confession 

naturally. (142) 

Having already established that Catholicism and her sexuality are incompatible, Luisa 

has left the Church — but for Clare, this inevitability is rendered a painful process. In 

the essay “The Straight Mind”, Monique Wittig asserts that hegemonic ‘discourses of 

heterosexuality oppress us in the sense that they prevent us from speaking unless we 

speak in their terms’ (23). In As Music and Splendour, Thomas, a Welsh baritone and 

fellow musician who is in love with Clare, cannot speak in Clare’s terms. Blinded by 

heterosexist conditioning, he can neither register the validity of her relationship with 

Luisa nor understand its significance: 

‘What do you want — with Luisa? What can you get? What do you want?’ 

‘Only her. Only the one I love.’ 

‘What is love, then? Two silly girls kissing each other? Is that love?’ 

‘Maybe. I find it to be love.’  

‘Oh Clare — how all this torture heaps up love! What are we to do? Where am 

I to bury you, you unnatural, appalling one?’ (212)  
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This disclosure is interesting because it addresses the spatiality of ‘outsiders’ in 

relation to the Catholic Church, a theme that would be more fully addressed in Emma 

Donoghue’s work nearly forty years later. In asking where he can bury Clare, Thomas 

likens her to infants who die before they are baptised into the Catholic Church and are 

not allowed to be buried in consecrated ground. In associating Clare with the graveyard 

which is a ‘marginal or liminal space (in both social and geographic terms)’ (Young 

and Light 64), O’Brien illustrates Clare’s in-between positioning on the limen, or 

threshold, between exclusion and inclusion within her religion. According to Peter 

Johnson, graveyards also ‘mirror and at the same time distort, unsettle or invert other 

spaces’ (790-791). Clare’s spatial alignment with the graveyard, a physical space 

associated with the boundary between life and death, symbolically illustrates her 

transgressive (within Catholic thought) boundary crossing from hetero to homosexual. 

The connection between lesbianism and the unbaptised further highlights the erasure 

of lesbianism in Catholic discourse as, if her lesbianism was publicly known, Clare 

would be removed from the parameters of the Catholic religion. However, Clare’s 

retort is to assimilate her illicit lesbian desires with that of any that exist outside the 

realms of Catholic teaching. In this instance all of the musicians are sinners: 

You can argue as you like against my loving Luisa. But I can argue back all 

your unbridled sins. We all know the Christian rule — and every indulgence 

of the flesh which does not conform to it is wrong. All right. We are all sinners. 

You and I and Rose and Tonio and René and Mariana — and all our friends. 

(208) 

What is subversive, however, is the fact that lesbianism is seen as being on par with 

other illicit sexualities that are condemned by the Catholic Church. It is shown as being 

equally as sinful as heterosexual love affairs committed outside the bounds of 
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marriage. In another telling scene with Thomas, Clare is unapologetic about her 

sexuality. When asked if she is in love with Luisa, she answers ‘yes’ (199). There is 

no hesitation or shame in her answer, nor does she seem to share in Agatha Conlan’s 

Catholic guilt. In this sense, her lesbianism is not apparitional, nor is she the societal 

abject like Agatha. Rather in Clare, the apparitional lesbian has been made visible, but 

the cost of such visibility cannot be made without a rejection of the values of old. 

Knowing ‘perfectly well’ that her relationship with Luisa is sinful in the eyes of the 

Church, she commits her actions, aware that it puts her in opposition with her religion: 

I am, I suppose, a sinner — certainly I am a sinner in the argument of my 

Church. But so would I be if I were your lover. So is Rose a sinner — and she 

knows it — in reference to our education and faith. You, who come out of 

Baptist chapels, don’t know how clear our instruction is. Rose and I know 

perfectly well what we are doing. We are so well instructed that we can decide 

for ourselves. There’s no vagueness in Catholic instruction. (208) 

 In integrating lesbian and heterosexual desire, Ingman calls this scene ‘ground 

breaking in terms of the treatment of lesbianism in women’s fiction’ (Twentieth 

Century 107). It is clear that O’Brien is rejecting the established view that 

homosexuality is the sin par excellence in Catholic religion. Despite their convent 

education and ex-Priest Paddy’s warning that Clare needs to be reminded ‘of all the 

old values — of your childhood and your church’ (107), both Rose and Clare are 

resigned to their desires and willing to transgress inherited Catholic moral codes in 

order to fulfil them. According to Adele Dalsimer, ‘although haunted by the spectre of 

sin, Kate O’Brien’s novel is not a parable of the lesbian’s damnation’ (116).  
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 Clare’s desire for a traditional monogamous relationship and subsequent 

rejection of Luisa is bound with a desire to return to Catholicism. Following Luisa’s 

departure, Clare notes how she must ‘possess [her] soul and learn to pray again’ (264). 

Likewise, on learning that her lover Antonio is engaged to an aristocratic woman, Rose 

debates the idea of returning to church, ‘shall I get up and go to Mass, Rose asked 

herself, but was ashamed of the theatrical idea even as it crossed her’ as ‘she had no 

easy claims on Mass or prayers’ (324). Yet despite such longings, Rose and Clare are 

resigned to their choices. With the death of Clare’s grandmother, a devout Catholic 

woman emblematic for the life Clare could have had had she not left Ireland, 

‘Ballykerin ended’ (350). With her death comes the realisation that Clare cannot live 

the ‘holy’ life of her native Catholic people, as she does not fit into their accepted ideal 

of female behaviour: ‘it saddened her to realise that, prima donna or not, she could not 

ever live now the simple, clean, courageous and uncomforted life from which her 

grandmother was departing in holy and collected peace’ (349).  

Anne Enright notes how ‘in this late novel, O’Brien retains the questions of 

Catholicism, while ditching the answers it is so keen to supply’ (Introduction vii). 

Whilst omitting the Catholic guilt that plagued Agatha in Mary Lavelle, O’Brien’s 

‘sinners’ in As Music and Splendour cannot so easily disable their attachment to the 

Church. At the same time, they remain resigned that they can never return to it. Despite 

such lamentations, O’Brien emphasises that a break with Catholicism is necessary in 

order for her characters, whether homo or heterosexual, to fulfil their desires. This is 

not the only reason that Rose and Clare must remain outside of Ireland as their 

livelihoods are dependent upon travelling the opera houses of Europe. However, 

O’Brien’s narrative insinuates that Catholicism is synonymous with Ireland and 

stresses that Rose and Clare cannot and will not return to its conditions without first 
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having to sacrifice their ‘sinful’ desires. In choosing ‘to return to the world’ (350) and 

indulge in their desires they must leave Catholicism and Ireland behind. In this regard 

their position as singers gives them a small degree of agency, as compared to other 

women their lives are ‘immeasurably more free than could ever be the lives of 

respectable Italian young ladies’ (64). Despite this limited agency however, Rose and 

Clare remain trapped in a liminal space, unable to return to Ireland because, akin to 

Mary Lavelle’s Agatha, they are the abjected others who will no longer fit into 

society’s ideal of womanhood. Nor can they be fully adopted into larger European 

society because of the transitory nature of the operatic career. As such, both characters 

remain trapped on the limen; the threshold between societal inclusion and exclusion.  

In its strict formation of gender roles, O’Brien’s Ireland cannot accommodate 

the adulterer as in the case of Mary Lavelle and Rose Lennane, or the lesbians Agatha 

Conlan and Clare Halvey. In assimilating the sins of the lesbian and the adulterer, 

therefore merging homosexual and heterosexual desire, O’Brien’s fiction provides an 

early and radical example of the universalising of lesbian desire onto a spectrum of 

illicit desires that are prohibited in the Catholic religion. The petition of Clare in As 

Music and Splendour is invoked, ‘but is it really a mistake — to love another person?’ 

(212). O’Brien’s formation of the nunnish character who exists on the margins and is 

associated with the liminal space of the convent further illustrates how lesbianism 

occupied a liminal space in Church-dominated societies where lesbian sexuality was 

all but erased in Catholic discourse. The transitory world of opera singing in O’Brien’s 

final novel offers her lesbian characters a compromised queer liminality where, to a 

limited extent, lesbianism is a reality, albeit a fleeting one. What is significant 

however, is that all of these liminal spaces, similarly to Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’, are 
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located outside of Ireland, and it would be another twenty-four years until O’Brien’s 

namesake, Edna O’Brien, located her lesbian fiction there.  

  



116 
 

Chapter Three 

Embracing Queer Liminal Space in Edna O’Brien’s ‘Sister Imedla’ (1982), 

‘The Mouth of the Cave’ (1968), The High Road (1988), Maura Richards’ 

Interlude (1982) and Mary Dorcey’s A Noise from the Woodshed (1989) 

 

The fiction of Edna O’Brien and Maura Richards continues to construct the spatiality 

of lesbianism in liminal spaces such as closets and convents, spaces that, as this 

discussion has already established, have been integral to Irish lesbian fiction since the 

late nineteenth century. Whilst liminal space in Kate O’Brien’s fiction, did, to an 

extent, afford a certain freedom from heteronormative ideologies and invoke a queer 

fluidity, the authors discussed in this chapter, more so than O’Brien, embrace the 

positive aspects of liminal space, illustrating its transformative potential to create new 

ways of experiencing intimacy. This discussion will highlight how spaces that have 

traditionally been associated with liminality, for example, woodsheds and rivers 

function as queer spaces which are associated with agency and a refusal for Irish 

lesbians to continue, in Mary Dorcey’s words, to live ‘in the shadows’ (Woodshed 

133). By ‘queer liminal space’ I mean a space where fiction challenges the 

heteronormative hegemony that dominated Irish society during this time period. This 

is to expand upon David Halperin’s understanding of queer as ‘not just a resistance to 

social norms or a negation of established values but a positive and creative 

construction of different ways of life’ (Foucault 81). 
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‘Sister Imelda’ (1982) 

In the previous chapter, I analysed how the community of governesses functioned 

similarly to a convent in Kate O’Brien’s 1936 novel Mary Lavelle. Irish authors 

writing in the later part of the twentieth century, such as Edna O’Brien and Maura 

Richards, also utilise the convent space as a means of exploring lesbian themes. It 

could be argued that in their fiction, the convent acts as an extension of the closet. This 

interpretation is pertinent as, as detailed in the previous chapter, in its original 

etymology, a closet referred to a room used for praying (Brown 5). The religious 

origins of the closet are befitting for my reading of O’Brien’s ‘Sister Imelda’, a short 

story from her 1982 short story collection Returning. The convent space in this 

narrative allows for covert acts of lesbian desire that are confined within the convent 

walls. In ‘Sister Imelda’, an unnamed schoolgirl develops a fascination with a nun, 

Sister Imelda, during her time in an Irish convent school in the 1940s. As 

anthropologists such as Turner and Thomassen acknowledge, puberty is a liminal 

space that is defined as a period that is between childhood and adulthood (Turner 

359).44 The metaphorical liminality of puberty is mirrored in the physical liminality 

associated with the convent school. Physically, convents are peripheral spaces as they 

are associated with being removed from larger society. In ‘Sister Imelda’, the nuns are 

prohibited to leave the confines of the convent unless in exceptional circumstances 

such as funerals (125). Writing on the physicality of convents, Els De Paermentier 

writes that ‘the convent walls formed a double restriction: they were a physical as well 

                                                           
44 Certain queer theorists would resist this definition of puberty as being liminal, linking this view to a 
heteronormative cultural binary of adolescence versus adulthood. In a Queer Time and Place, 
Halberstam argues ‘in Western cultures, we chart the emergence of the adult from the dangerous 
and unruly period of adolescence as a desired process of maturation; and we create longevity as the 
most desirable future, applaud the pursuit of long life (under any circumstances), and pathologize 
modes of living that show little or no concern for longevity’ (2).  
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as a symbolic boundary between the secular world outside and the interior religious 

world of nuns’ (65). Many of the descriptions of the convent are associated with 

seclusion; for example, the narrator describes it as a ‘dungeon’ (134).  

Yet the schoolgirl narrator also realises that convents can be alternatives to the 

traditional life for Irish women in the 1940s. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

convent life could provide a secular alternative to the conforming demands of Irish 

life, despite them being interior religious spaces. Curb and Manahan note the potential 

for the convent to be a site for female empowerment. In writing their book on convent 

sexuality they ‘wanted to find lesbian sisters who had entered the convent, not only as 

a response to a call from God, but as a refuge from heterosexuality, Catholic marriage 

and exhausting motherhood’ (xxii). This is the appeal that the convent holds for the 

narrator, ‘at certain moments it did seem enticing to become a nun, to lead a life 

unspoiled by sin, never to have to have babies, and to wear a ring that singled one out 

as the Bride of Christ’ (125).  

The narrator is attracted to Sister Imelda because her vocation allows her to 

resist, to an extent, the traditional heteronormative roles for women within Irish 

society. Unlike the older nuns in the convent, Sister Imelda is much younger and has 

recently been at university. This experience has given her an air of glamour; ‘her spell 

in the outside world made her different from the other nuns; there was no bounce in 

their walk, more excitement in the way she tackled teaching’ (125). Her lips are 

described as ‘the lips of a woman who might sing in a cabaret’ (124). This description 

is interesting because nuns are associated with silence; for example, Sister Imelda is 

not allowed to speak except in the classroom (128). The usual muteness of nuns does 

not apply to Sister Imelda. Rather, the narrator imagines her as a woman who not only 

uses her voice, but sings cabaret songs, a genre known for its sexual licentiousness. 
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Elsewhere, Sister Imelda’s distinction from the other nuns is observed: she ‘was sitting 

on the edge of the table swaying her legs. There was something reckless about her 

pose, something defiant. It seemed as if any minute she would take out a cigarette case, 

snap it open and then archly offer me one’ (129). Tellingly, O’Brien said in an 

interview that ‘almost every girl who goes to a convent falls in love with a nun and 

wants to be a nun’ (Manoogian Pearce 7). In the short story, this statement is 

particularly appropriate. 

The convent in Sister Imelda is a space of queer liminality; this is evidenced 

through the fact that the narrator views the convent as the only space where she and 

Sister Imelda’s relationship would be able to develop. She details ‘though we might 

never be free to express our feelings, we would be under the same roof, in the same 

cloisters, in mental and spiritual conjunction all our lives’ (137). Read in this fashion, 

the convent school is not just a closeted space but also a liminal space because it allows 

for lesbian desire to be expressed, albeit in secret and coded ways. In the novella, the 

narrator and Sister Imelda cannot talk openly about their relationship but express their 

feelings in other ways. They exchange gifts (136), and Sister Imelda reveals 

information to the narrator about her time at university in Dublin, information that she 

will not reveal to the other pupils (135). Sister Imelda offers the narrator a fruit tart 

after class, an act which the other nuns would look unfavourably upon (130). By giving 

the narrator the (literal) forbidden fruit, Sister Imelda commits a symbolic act of 

transgression. It could be argued that these are queer acts as they defy the normal 

regulations that nuns and students must adhere to in the convent.  

Sister Imelda and the narrator develop a ‘particular friendship’, which as I 

explained in the last chapter, was discouraged in convents due to its potential to 

develop into a lesbian relationship. As Curb and Manahan note, ‘our religious 
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communities were silent on the subject [lesbianism], except for vague warnings on 

“particular friendship”’ (xxxix). Sister Imelda understands her association with the 

narrator is this type of relationship as she comments that ‘it is not proper for us to be 

so friendly’ (134). Despite such warnings, their friendship continues and the narrator 

makes plans to enter the convent after leaving school (140). Like Sister Imelda the 

narrator will have ‘a last fling’ before her induction to convent life, symbolising her 

rejection of the heterosexual world into the liminal space of the convent where her and 

Sister Imelda will continue their relationship.  

Castle has written how ‘in the novel of adolescence … male homosocial desire 

often reasserts itself, belatedly, at the end of the fiction: the central lesbian bond may 

be undermined or broken up, usually by having one of the [protagonists] die, get 

married, or reconcile herself in some way with the erotic and social world of men’ 

(Apparitional 85). This statement is true for the narrator at the end of ‘Sister Imelda’, 

as she ultimately decides that she does not want to become a nun. The narrator’s 

decision not to enter the convent, a decision which is granted no explanation to either 

the reader or to Sister Imelda, signifies her retreat into the heterosexual world. Despite 

her decision, O’Brien suggests that the narrator will be unhappy in this world. Many 

years after leaving the convent school, whilst travelling on a bus with a friend, in a 

ploy to meet potential suitors, the narrator sees mothers with their children. This is a 

fate that she has reconciled herself to. The narrator states, ‘life was geared to work and 

to meeting men and yet one knew that mating could only lead to one’s being a mother 

and hawking obstreperous children out to the seaside on Sunday. “They know not what 

they do” could surely be said of us’ (142). Sister Imelda is on the bus with another nun 

and the narrator is both ashamed of how she looks and how she treated Sister Imelda. 

The narrator and her friend are both wearing make-up, signifying their desire to attract 
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male attention. Earlier in the story the narrator had regretted getting a perm during the 

school holidays as it had violated the female-orientated setting of the convent: ‘the 

outside world was somehow declared in this perm … suddenly that world and those 

aspirations seemed trite’ (134). Reflecting back on this the narrator ‘thought of our 

make-up rituals before the school play and how innocent it was in comparison’ (142). 

Seeing Sister Imelda walk into the distance as she disembarks from the bus provokes 

feelings of regret for the narrator, as she notes, ‘I knew there is something sad and 

faintly distasteful about love’s ending, particularly love that has never been fully 

realised’ (143).  

The love cannot be realised because it is a love that can only exist in the liminal 

space of the convent. The outside heterosexual world of 1940s Ireland cannot offer the 

possibility of a lesbian relationship. Such a reading, however, is not to overdetermine 

the role of the convent as a space removed from heteronormative control. O’Brien 

suggests that the convent is a space which can offer the possibility of a lesbian 

relationship and indeed a system of queer kinship, yet at the same time the convent 

supports patriarchal ideology in its Catholic hierarchy. As such, any expression of 

lesbian desire is necessarily secret and associated with liminality.  

 

‘The Mouth of the Cave’ (1968) 

Edna O’Brien’s ‘The Mouth of the Cave’ is also an example of how lesbianism is 

associated with liminal space. This story is included in an earlier collection called The 

Love Object (1968). In ‘The Mouth of the Cave’, whilst taking a walk, an unnamed 

female narrator who is renting a villa in a coastal location, sees a young girl dressing 

on a partly secluded country road near a cliff: 
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There were two routes to the village. I chose the rougher one, to be beside the 

mountain rather than the sea. It is a dusty ill-defined stretch of road littered 

with rocks … Just underneath the cliff I saw a girl stand up. She began to tie 

her suspenders slowly … she put her skirt on by bringing it over her head … 

As I came closer she walked away. A young girl in a maroon cardigan and a 

black skirt. She was twenty or thereabouts. Suddenly, without anticipating it, I 

turned towards home so as to give the impression I’d been having a stroll. The 

ridiculousness of this hit me soon after and I turned around again and walked 

towards the scene of her secret. I was trembling but these journeys have got to 

be accomplished. (173) 

The young woman’s ‘secret’ and why she was undressed is not made clear. It may be 

implied that she was masturbating or engaging in an activity that is not deemed socially 

acceptable. The fact that this event occurs on a coast is significant, as it represents a 

boundary, liminal position between land and sea. The two routes represent a binary 

between lesbian desire and heteronormative conventions. The fact that the narrator 

states that ‘these journeys have got to be accomplished’ is notable, despite the fact that 

they cause her to ‘tremble’. The narrator may be trembling because she has caught the 

girl in a private act and also because she realises her feelings of desire towards the 

young woman. Nonetheless these journeys ‘must’ be accomplished as she cannot resist 

her longing towards the girl, or the potential situations that may arise if they were to 

approach one another.  

In my interpretation, the two routes to the village recall poet Robert Frost’s 

designation of the path less travelled, in his 1916 poem ‘The Road Not Taken.’ In this 

poem, the narrator must choose between two routes in a forest, metaphorically 

signifying the choices or ‘road’ he must take in life. In ‘The Mouth of the Cave’, the 
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geography of the landscape signifies the narrator’s choice to take either the 

heterosexual ‘straight’ path, or an alternative path to constrictive heterosexuality. In 

this text, the non-heteronormative ‘path’ is ‘the rougher one’ (173), both literally and 

metaphorically. ‘It is a dusty ill-defined stretch of road’ (173) that suggests few women 

in this rural location have paved its way before. Being shocked at the discovery of her 

desire upon seeing the young woman, the narrator retreats back to the safety of her 

home. The narrator comments: 

What a shock to find that nothing lurked there no man, no animal. The bushes 

had not risen from the weight of her body. I reckoned that she must have been 

lying there for quite some time. Then I saw that she, too, was returning. Had 

she forgotten something? Did she want to ask me a favour? … I ran toward the 

private road that led to my rented house. I thought, why am I running, why am 

I trembling, why am I afraid? Because she is a woman and so am I. Because, 

because? I did not know. (174) 

The narrator is shocked that the woman was alone as there was no man or animal. The 

omission of the word woman is significant; the narrator simply can’t imagine her being 

there with another woman. O’Brien’s vivid descriptions in this scene highlight the 

sense of mystery that surrounds the young girl and her solitary secret. It is interesting 

that the word trembling is used several times in this scene; it could be that the narrator 

is ‘trembling’ because she is uncomfortable, or perhaps scared by the realisation of her 

desire towards the girl. Recognising her fear at being attracted to another woman, the 

narrator then makes plans to invite the young girl over to her house for dinner. The 

setting itself is described with biblical imagery that is reminiscent of the Garden of 

Eden in the book of Genesis in the Old Testament in the Christian bible. Setting the 

table to eat outside, the ‘only tree in flower’ has poisoned petals which are 
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‘oppressively sweet’ (174). Such imagery resembles the tree of knowledge as 

attributed in the Biblical account. The petals are poisoned suggesting both beauty and 

danger (174), which also advocates that the cost of lesbian knowledge will be injury. 

Despite this, the narrator has the servant move the table so they will be eating directly 

under the tree with its petals falling on the table, further illustrating the transgressive 

quality of their meeting. The biblical allusions of the scene are also highlighted by the 

fact that the narrator notes how her guest ‘was waiting for dark, the embracing dark’ 

which is ‘the sinner’s dear accomplice’ (175). Elsewhere the narrator makes a fleeting 

reference to ‘feast days’ (176) establishing the Catholicity of the village which is 

clearly in opposition to non-heterosexual relationships. In the biblical story of Genesis, 

eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden constituted a sin, so 

too is their relationship sinful in the parameters of this location’s Christian religion. 

Writing on the biblical motifs in this and O’Brien’s other short fiction, Bernice 

Schrank and Danine Farquharson have noted how figs in this collection are often 

‘symbolic of sexual desire’ (23). I will extend this discussion on the religious motifs 

in O’Brien, as initiated by Schrank and Farquharson, to consider other biblical motifs 

in her work such as baptism and the cave later on in my analysis.  

The dynamics of wealth are important in this story. As a foreigner in this 

location, the unnamed narrator is autonomous and financially independent. Her wealth 

affords her a degree of privacy and autonomy to act differently to the social demands 

of the community. The narrator is much older than her desired guest and has the 

economic means by which to impress her. She has a dog for protection (174), a servant 

(174) as well as the wealth to serve a three-course dinner with fine wine and sugar-

coated biscuits (174). Putting on an ‘orange robe and a long necklace made from a 

variety of shells’ (175) she waits for her young visitor to arrive. Having wealth to 
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purchase privacy is the only possibility for a lesbian encounter, albeit probably a 

fleeting one. The girl, however, is a native, a woman who probably lacks the means to 

flee her community following the prejudice she would inevitably face if her 

rendezvous was discovered. As such, the girl does not take up her invitation. The 

narrator attributes this to fear, noting how, ‘On Sundays and feast days girls of about 

twenty go by … not one of them looks at me, although by now I am known. She must 

know me … I expect she is too frightened’ (176).  

In feminist theory, the association between the cave and the female body is 

well established. The cave is a remote location that, according to Mary Russo is, ‘low, 

hidden, earthly, dark, material, immanent, visceral. As bodily metaphor, the grotesque 

cave tends to look like (and in the most gross metaphorical sense be identified with) 

the cavernous anatomical female body’ (1). According to Freud, the cave ‘is a female 

place, a womb-shaped enclosure, a house of earth, secret and often sacred’ (Gilbert 

and Gubar 93). Interpreting caves in this fashion seems particularly apt for ‘The Mouth 

of the Cave’ as the title of the story itself is a reference to the opening of the vagina 

and henceforth lesbian desire. The cave is a liminal space that straddles the boundary 

between the visible and the invisible. It is, therefore, an apt image of lesbian desire in 

O’Brien’s short fiction as her lesbian characters struggle to negotiate the boundary 

between female desire and societal acceptance. The geographical location of the 

secluded and liminal cave mirrors how lesbianism is a clandestine sexuality. In this 

sense, it could be argued that the cave is an extension of the closet as, akin to the 

metaphorical gay closet, it is a space that ‘suggests secrecy and covertness’ (Brown 

5).  

In wanting to enter the mouth of the cave, the symbolic vagina, the narrator 

seeks to commit an act of transgression that threatens the heteronormativity of her 
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society. However, the narrator does not get to enter the cave because her guest does 

not appear. The narrator’s feelings regarding the spatiality of her surroundings have 

been altered, symbolically she has been put (back) on the road of heterosexuality, ‘the 

next day I set out for the village, but took the sea road. I have not gone the cliff way 

ever since’ (176). With her attempt at a lesbian encounter foiled, the narrator will take 

the more socially acceptable path. This is metaphorically configured as a road that may 

grant her social acceptance but not personal or sexual fulfilment. Her next guest (who 

appears) is a man who ‘became offensive after a few drinks … it was sad rather than 

unpleasant, and the servant and I had to link him home’ (176). Despite her clear 

preference for women, the narrator will continue to take the heterosexual road, even 

though she ‘most desperately desire[s] to go the other way’ (176).  

 

The High Road (1988) 

Twenty years later, in 1988, Edna O’Brien revisited the cave as the site for lesbian 

experience. The High Road can be interpreted as a continuation of ‘The Mouth of the 

Cave’ as there are many similarities. In an interview, O’Brien noted how ‘both ‘The 

Mouth of the Cave’ and The High Road are set in a similar locale, and detail the 

protagonist’s recognition, fear of and fascination with bisexuality’ (Manoogian Pearce 

7).45 Like Mary Lavelle, The High Road is also set in Spain, but whereas in Mary 

Lavelle Ireland was configured as a closet space the central protagonist in this novel is 

American. In the novel, Anna, a divorced American traveller, comes to a remote 

Spanish Catholic coastal village and enters into a relationship with Catalina, the much 

                                                           
45 In the novel both Anna and Catalina were married to men, henceforth O’Brien feels the term 
bisexual is perhaps more appropriate than lesbian to describe their sexualities.  
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younger chambermaid in her hotel. As a foreigner and outsider, she is already a queer 

figure in the novel as she is not required to comply with the ideologies and customs of 

behaviours that govern the village. Due to this fact, the villagers are loathed to integrate 

with foreigners as ‘whenever they mixed with strangers it led to trouble and disaster’ 

(161).  

Similarly to ‘The Mouth of the Cave’, the dynamics of wealth are significant. 

Anna is wealthy compared to working-class Catalina and lavishes her with expensive 

gifts (121). Whereas in 1968 lesbianism was a fleeting possibility in O’Brien’s short 

story, in The High Road lesbianism is a reality (albeit a transitory one). In a similar 

fashion to O’Brien’s short story, societal judgement from the local village states that 

the relationship between Anna and Catalina cannot be continued. The consequences 

of their encounter are fatal; Catalina is killed by her jealous ex-husband and Anna 

hastily leaves the town after narrowly escaping death by mob rule. The developing 

relationship between the two women disturbs the local villagers. Anna notes ‘the looks, 

the nudges, the innuendoes and I thought how foolish to forget that I was in a small 

place, where nothing, no matter how harmless went unseen’ (118). A local woman 

asserts the spatiality of the village as strictly heterosexual; she tells Anna to terminate 

her relationship with Catalina as their relationship risks compromising the 

respectability of Catalina’s family (120). Furthermore, the woman asserts Anna’s 

status as a queer outsider by claiming that ‘visitors come here and try to taint the locals’ 

(120). Her statement solidifies the village as a strictly heterosexual space where non-

normative forms of sexuality are not allowed to exist.  

As a foreigner, Anna is perceived as a sexual other who threatens the sexual 

purity of their native land. As homosexuality is a foreign entity, so too is the perceived 

life of decadence and cosmopolitanism that Anna represents. In The High Road, the 
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village is in opposition to Anna and Catalina’s relationship because they have a queer 

relationship. Their relationship is queer not only in the sense that it is lesbian. Anna 

and Catalaina employ queer uses of space and time that refute normative models of 

temporality. For example, their relationship disrupts normative temporal modes that 

are centred upon production and reproduction. Prior to Anna’s arrival, Catalina’s ‘life 

was the land’ (120) and she ‘worked like a donkey’ (120). After meeting Anna she 

enjoys leisure time in a fashion that she did not do so previously; the women go to 

places that are normally associated with heterosexual couples, such as the restaurants 

and beaches (111). In subverting these traditionally heterosexual spaces, Anna and 

Catalina queer space which threatens the status-quo of the village. Catalina’s work 

colleague tells Anna that ‘the land is her [Catalina’s life] not restaurants and scooters’ 

(121).  

In the novel, Catalina functions as what Judith Butler describes as the social 

abject. As explained in the previous chapter, the abject constitutes a hidden entity in 

society, something which must be repressed. In Gender Trouble, Butler adapts Julia 

Kristeva’s designation of the abject as the bodily other, i.e. excrement, to the social 

abject. She explains that according to Kristeva, ‘the abject designates that which has 

been expelled from the body, discharged as excrement, literally rendered other’ 

(Gender 169), yet she also notes that the abject can also be a social other. Butler details: 

What constitutes through division the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ worlds of the subject 

is a border and boundary tenuously maintained for the purposes of social 

regulation and control … ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ make sense only with reference to 

a mediating boundary that strives for stability. And this stability, this coherence 
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is determined in large part by cultural orders that sanction the subject and 

compel its differentiation from the abject. (Gender 170) 

The definition of the abject can be expanded to include those whose lives or choices 

are in opposition to governing hegemonies. Relating Butler’s theory of the abject to 

the figure of the lesbian as portrayed in literary descriptions Paulina Palmer argues that 

‘given the threat which the lesbian poses to the symbolic order … her typecasting as 

abject is understandable, as too are the pejorative images and stereotypes, stigmatizing 

her as monstrous and weird’ (51). This is not to state that O’Brien constructs the 

relationship between Anna and Catalina as weird. Rather, she details how the 

community views such relations as abject and therefore threatening to the ideology of 

heteronormativity. In an interview, Butler explained that abject status is often applied 

to those whose lives fail to ‘matter’ in governing hegemonic ideologies. The abject, 

according to Butler, ‘lives within discourse as the radically unintegrated and as the 

shadowy contentless figure for something that is not yet made real’ (Costera and 

Baukje 281).  

In ‘The Mouth of the Cave’, the narrator did not get to enter the metaphorical 

cave that represented female desire. In The High Road, Anna and Catalina enter a 

physical cave outside of the village to consummate their relationship. The enclosed 

spatiality of the cave reflects the clandestine status of their relationship in society’s 

judgement. As in ‘The Mouth of the Cave’, the cave in The High Road is associated 

with darkness and enclosure and is, therefore, a fitting liminal space where the woman 

are shielded from larger society. Writing on the cave in O’Brien’s fiction, Helen 

Thompson states that ‘if we trace the image through her canon, we see that she 

reconfigures [it] to represent self-knowledge, sexual freedom and independence … the 
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cave is a place of merging and emerging’ (34). In this regard, the cave is a space where 

the more positive aspects of liminality are embraced. The cave can be regarded as a 

space of queer liminality because in the cave Anna and Catalina’s perceptions are 

changed and the social categories that have been applied to the women are destabilised. 

In the cave, Anna and Catalina are able to abandon the heterosexual roles that their 

insular community demands. The queer liminality of the cave enables Anna and 

Catalina to experience new ways of feeling that cannot exist in the heteronormative 

community, as they are momentarily granted agency to outwardly express their feeling 

and realise their desires.  

This liberating potential of the liminal cave is illustrated through O’Brien’s 

descriptions of intercourse, which are associated with rebirth. The sex is described as 

‘boundaries bursting, the mind as much as the body’ (157). Their experience of each 

other is described in spatial terms, their bodies are described as an ‘other landscape, 

that was familiar yet unfamiliar’ (157). They are also described as being ‘joined as if 

in an androgynous sculpture’ (157). Such descriptions destabilise or queer normative 

descriptions of intercourse and also bear allusion to Freud’s definition of the uncanny 

as something that is both strange yet familiar (2). It could, therefore, be argued that 

O’Brien’s novel embraces the positive aspects of liminal space, illustrating its 

transformative potential to create new ways of experiencing intimacy. Therefore, in 

this novel, the trope of the cave in O’Brien’s fiction has altered. In ‘The Mouth of the 

Cave’ the cave was a closeted space however, in The High Road it is space of queer 

liminality where lesbian desire can be realised.  

The cave also carries biblical connotations. According to the biblical account, 

Jesus entered the cave following his death on the cross and rose from the tomb on the 
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third day.46 Accordingly, caves are associated with burial and resurrection.  In The 

High Road, the cave is the locale where heterosexuality is buried and lesbian desire 

emerges. O’Brien describes the cave scene in quasi-religious terms akin to a 

resurrection. This resurrection is then signified by a lesbian baptism. In the morning 

following their evening in the cave, Catalina anoints herself and Anna with water in a 

scene reminiscent of Christian baptism. Anna notes how Catalina ‘fetched two bottles 

of water and without even asking she poured one over each of us so that it streamed 

down on to our faces, our bodies, a baptism at once reckless and cleansing’ (157). This 

scene is interesting because of its ambiguity. In religious traditions, baptism signifies 

an act of initiation into the faith community. But baptism is also an act of repentance 

as before it can take place the person must admit their sins and ask for forgiveness. 

The baptism can, therefore, be interpreted as an act of repentance for their actions, a 

‘cleansing’— as well as an initiation into the lesbian community, forgoing their past 

heterosexual lives. It is significant that in her overview of lesbian fiction, Bonnie 

Zimmerman also draws on both water and religious imagery and refers specifically to 

baptism:  

References to water in less sexually explicit and more romantic contexts 

reinforce the symbol of the self-contained island that is ubiquitous in lesbian 

literature. Lesbian writers draw upon the age-old associations of water with 

sensuality which recreates the oceanic feelings of limitless and fusion 

supposedly experienced in the womb and upon the connection between water 

and rebirth. Lovemaking by or in water, therefore, represents a baptism into 

the joys of lesbianism. (82) 

                                                           
46 Lazarus is another biblical figure who is resurrected from a tomb/cave.  
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For Zimmerman, water references in lesbian literature represent a positive initiation, 

or baptism, into lesbianism. This is how I later argue Mary Dorcey utilises water 

motifs. Zimmerman’s reference to the ‘self-contained island’ is also significant as she 

is referring to Lesbos, the island associated with the geographical origins of 

lesbianism. O’Brien draws on religious imagery again. Following the baptism, Anna 

recalls a story where she bled for a week following a trip to a bullfight. Anna relates 

her experience of menstrual blood to the crucifixion of Jesus:  

The whole ritual which by its spectacle, its terror and its gore, brought to my 

mind too vividly Christ’s bleeding wounds and the women I knew, including 

myself, as if Christ was woman and woman was Christ in the bloody ventricles 

of herself. Man in woman and woman in man. The impossible (158).  

These descriptions obviously do not only alter, or queer, traditional descriptions of 

Jesus, but of gender itself and create a vision of an androgynous holy spectacle. 

Similarly to Mary Lavelle, the bullfight is a space associated with the destabilising of 

traditional gender binaries. Again, such descriptions relate to the liberating potential 

of the queer liminality associated with the space of the cave, and the power the space 

holds to formulate innovative ways of thinking that overturn traditional binaries. In so 

doing, O’Brien’s descriptions relate to what Lisa Duggan refers to as the potential that 

queer holds to reveal ‘new ways of thinking and acting’ (11).  

The cost of their actions, however, is lethal. ‘Lesbos’ is painted outside 

Catalina’s home by local youths the following day (160). This acts as a territorial claim 

to publicly declare the woman as lesbians, as the term alludes to the island of Lesbos. 

The graffiti associates Catalina with Lesbos and henceforth lesbianism, which troubles 

the assumed heteronormativity of the village. This public declaration ruins Catalina’s 
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family’s reputation. In an attempt to regain the phallic agency which has been 

compromised by her daughter’s sexual transgression, ‘her father had beaten her 

savagely in front of all the neighbours’ (161). Despite taking place in the private space 

of the cave: the ramifications of their actions are felt in the public sphere. The agency 

that the women experienced in the cave is not extended outside of the cave. In fact, the 

women are robbed of all agency. In order to reassert the patriarchy of the village, Juan, 

Catalina’s estranged ex-husband, murders Catalina, though his original intent was to 

kill Anna. Catalina is, therefore, the sacrificial victim used to re-establish the 

heteronormativity of the village.  

An interesting parallel can be drawn between the unnamed girl in ‘The Mouth 

of the Cave’ and Catalina because in both cases their sexuality is outside of the sexual 

ideology of the communities. If the abject ‘relates to all kinds of bodies whose lives 

are not considered to be “lives” and whose materiality is understood not to matter’ 

(Costera and Baukje 281) as Butler argues, then Catalina’s murder erases the threat to 

heteronormativity that her sexuality represents. Catalina’s life does not ‘matter’ 

because her lesbianism has compromised the sexual purity of the village. This 

discussion of O’Brien’s work has illustrated that, in Irish lesbian writing, certain 

positive aspects of liminal space are explored and that these spaces offer a challenge 

to heteronormative landscapes and ideologies.  

 

Interlude – Maura Richards (1982) 

Interlude is an important text for this doctoral thesis for several reasons. Firstly, 

because of its utilisation of several liminal spaces that I have already identified as being 

key to Irish lesbian fiction, such as convents. Whilst previous authors discussed in this 
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thesis have drawn upon convent space, Richards is the first author to make a blatant 

connection between lesbianism and the convent by including a nun who is more openly 

lesbian than any of the nun or ‘nunnish’ characters discussed so far. Secondly, in 

Interlude Richards draws on the motif of the closet as both a literal and metaphorical 

space in order to underpin how lesbianism constitutes a liminal space in Irish society. 

Literally meeting in a closet, the characters in Richard’s 1982 novella remain closeted 

in a society which cannot tolerate their relationship. In so doing Richards’ novella is 

illustrative of how the closet both describes the ‘denial, concealment and erasure’ of 

lesbians yet also ‘alludes to their ironic presence nonetheless — in a society that, in 

countless interlocking ways, subtly and blatantly dictates that heterosexual is the only 

way to be’ (Brown 1). Interlude focuses on two Irish women, Martha and Sheila. They 

meet in 1980s Dublin and enjoy a brief affair in rural Galway before eventually 

departing and resuming the lives they had before they met. For Martha, this is to return 

to heteronormative domesticity. For Sheila, this is to return to her former life as a nun. 

Arguably, the word ‘interlude’ recalls the definition of liminality as an interlude is 

defined as a transitional period, or, a momentary change to what goes before and what 

occurs after. In this sense, the characters in the novella enter into a liminal space where 

lesbianism is (momentarily) explored.  

According to geographer Kath Tongson, ‘vibrant street-life, incidental contact 

and the expression of sexual liberty remain the cornerstone of the queer spatial 

imaginary’ (362-3). According to Halberstam, ‘most theories of homosexuality within 

the twentieth century assume that gay culture is rooted in cities, that is has a special 

relationship to urban life’ (Queer 35). It is the urban environment which facilitates 

anonymous sexual encounters such as the one described between Martha and Sheila at 

the beginning of Interlude. The story begins in the urban space, in Dublin’s Grafton 
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Street, where middle-aged housewife Martha has a sexual encounter with a shop 

assistant in a lingerie changing-room, which then develops into a short affair. Martha 

clearly does not believe in lesbian assimilation. In her view, lesbians are abnormal: 

Some of her best friends were lesbian. She got slight twinges now and again 

when they seemed to suggest that their sexuality was also normal; that was 

perhaps going a bit too far. Not that one said that, but after all it was obvious 

that hetero was normal and they irritated her when they argued to strongly for 

their normality. (23) 

However, her views are challenged when she realises her attraction to Sheila. In a 

changing room ‘suddenly Martha realised that the assistant’s hand was touching her 

breast; not just in the course of fitting the bra, but deliberately … Luckily, Grafton 

Street’s old established stores still had decent fitting rooms, solidly made, with full 

length mirrored doors’ (13-14). Brown has written extensively on the spatiality of the 

gay closet metaphor. According to Brown, ‘a closet is literally a place where things 

are hidden. It is typically a small confining place off a more central open room’ (2). 

His descriptions are applicable to Interlude as in the novella the changing room 

functions akin to a wardrobe or closet, a space synonymous with closeted homosexual 

identity, where desires are necessarily ‘hidden’ in the closet. It is interesting that 

Richards associates Sheila with the closet considering the closet’s religious heritage 

and as Sheila is later revealed to be a nun. In her reading of Emma Donoghue’s novels, 

Emma Young argues that ‘the inner space of the wardrobe is intimate, private and a 

location secure from the gaze of the world outside’ (No Place 7). Young’s comments 

on the wardrobe are also applicable to the changing room in Interlude. It is apt that the 

relationship between Martha and Sheila begins in the closeted space of the changing 

room, as this is a space that dualistically embodies the division between public and 
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private. According to geographer Richard Lang, the door of the closet ‘is the 

incarnation of the experience of transition, animating in a visible manner the dialect of 

inside and outside’ (203).  

Subsequently, the door of the changing room can be interpreted as an object 

that straddles a boundary, as the changing room itself is a liminal space that is neither 

fully private nor fully public. The association between the changing room as a 

boundary space is further illustrated as this is where Martha metaphorically crosses the 

boundary between hetero and homosexuality, as this is the space in which she has her 

first lesbian encounter. It is befitting then, that in this liminal space, same-sex desire 

can be explored, as sexual outsiders occupied a subaltern position in Irish society 

during the 1980s. By stepping into the changing room, Martha metaphorically enters 

into Sheila’s closet. This scene foreshadows how the relationship between the two 

women must necessarily be kept hidden and be restricted to the private sphere of the 

holiday house and deserted spaces such as rivers but cannot be made visible in the 

public arena.  

Writing on the spatiality of landscapes, feminist geographer Linda McDowell 

argues that ‘explicit and implicit rules and regulations about whose bodies are 

permitted in which spaces and the interactions between them are set into the nature 

and form of buildings, the spaces between them and their internal divisions’ (166). At 

the beginning of Interlude Martha and Sheila kiss in St Stephen’s Green in public in 

Dublin and experience an extremely negative reaction from onlookers (58). The 

homonormativity of public spaces clearly demarcate what type of actions can be 

performed, and by whom. McDowell argues that ‘these regulations are based on 

heterosexual social relations and women’s assured inferiority’ (166). Martha and 

Sheila experience a negative reaction whilst kissing in the public arena: 
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Sitting on the seat next to them were a man and a woman presumably married, 

young, with two young children. As Martha had lifted her laughing face she 

had stared straight into their frozen ones. Everything was there, horror, 

revulsion, accusation, condemnation, soundless screaming loathing. They 

grabbed the two children and backed away glaring; making no sound all the 

way up the path they continued to glare over their shoulders until a bend 

mercifully obliterated them. (58-9) 

The incident renders Martha and Sheila reluctant to display their affections. Martha 

‘was about to put her arms around Sheila again, but realised where she was’ (60) and 

later ‘they wandered through the Green remembering not to hold hands or gaze at each 

other’ (60). Sheila and Martha do not challenge the heteronormativity of the urban 

environment; the streets of Dublin remain a heterosexual zone. In her reading of the 

novella, Emma Donoghue has lamented this fact, noting that in Interlude the 

homophobia of Dublin is not challenged. She remarks, ‘though Irish they move 

through the streets as tourists, playing by the rules never trying to make a space in 

Ireland where lesbians could live. Hands are held but only when hidden deep in 

pockets; these women walk through the streets I know so well but without reclaiming 

them’ (Muffled Voice 189). In order to feel comfortable, the two women must hide 

their affection in public. Interlude therefore shows that the public streets of Dublin are 

a liminal space where the women negotiate a boundary between passing as straight 

women in order not to be harassed and the desire to express themselves publicly.  

In an attempt to escape the surveillance of Dublin, the two women travel to a 

friend’s cottage in Clifden in County Galway where they met a local man, Séan Óg. 

Although seeming initially friendly, Séan Óg reacts violently when Sheila tells him, 

after inquiring if she has a husband, that she is a lesbian: 
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“My liking is for women, there’s a woman with me and I’m very fond of her...” 

Óg got quickly to his feet then there was a kind of hissing breath as he 

exclaimed, “Ainm Dé”, and then he spat on the floor. “Unnatural Women!” He 

shouted in English ... He glared at the women with such a look of hatred that 

her [Sheila’s] face went pale with fright; she was sure he was going to attack 

them physically. But he was making the sign of the cross over himself again 

and again shouting at them. (112)  

Donoghue reads the shift from Irish into English in this scene as an example that ‘he 

will not let their terms into his native language; the unnatural women are exiled into 

English, banished from his shores’ (Muffled Voice 190). The violence that Séan Óg 

displays can be interpreted as an example of the violence in the countryside that 

Halberstam notes as being instrumental to queer spatial geography. Halberstam 

doesn’t impose an essentialist view of the city as liberal and the rural as backwards. 

Nevertheless, Halberstam details that, ‘it is important to highlight the particular fears 

that take shape in rural all-white towns ... fears of Jews, blacks and queers mark white 

rural masculinities in particular ways that can produce cultures of hate’ (Queer 29). In 

this instance, seemingly ‘safe’ spaces such as an isolated cottage can become a locus 

where violence towards lesbians can occur. However, whilst illustrating the threat of 

violence to lesbians in the rural zone, Richards also challenges this dichotomy. As I 

will illustrate below, whilst aware of the dangers for lesbians in rural communities, 

Richards also shows that the rural can be an accommodating zone for lesbian sexuality 

by queering traditional Irish heteronormative tropes. 

In my earlier reading of Edna O’Brien’s short fiction, I argued that the convent 

functions as a space where traditional heteronormative relations are suspended, if to 

differing degrees. In Interlude, the convent works in a similar fashion as it is associated 
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with female emancipation. For Sheila, a nun who has taken a period of leave from the 

convent, Catholicism is not antithetical to lesbianism, nor is convent-life a submission 

to patriarchal domination. According to Sheila, ‘the modern communes … are thriving 

groups of strong-minded independent women, who basically have a greater loyalty to 

Mary than anything the Patriarchy want to foist on us’ (128). This is an interesting 

description which, in her emphasis on Marian theology, may be alluding towards the 

popularity of goddess religion that many feminists practised during the 1980s.47 As in 

Edna O’Brien’s work, for Sheila, the convent is the space where lesbianism was first 

nurtured as tellingly her ‘first love was another postulant’ (129). I argued in the 

previous chapter that Castle’s descriptions of the apparitional lesbian are associated 

with liminality. Castle argues that ‘lesbianism, or its possibility, can only be 

represented to the degree that it is simultaneously “derealised” through a blanching 

authorial infusion of spectral metaphors … one woman or the other must be a ghost, 

or on the way to becoming one. Passion is excited, only to be obscured, disembodied, 

decarnalised’ (Apparitional 34). Sheila is repeatedly described as being otherworldly 

and spectral: 

Sheila was a bit of a mystery in the store. She had come there six months ago, 

nobody seemed to know from where. English, people thought, at least she 

wasn’t Irish. Friendly and pleasant but never told anything. Never gossiped or 

talked about friends, no sign of a fella. It wasn’t that she told people to mind 

their own business, but she didn’t seem to have any business for anyone to 

                                                           
47 Many lesbians and lesbian feminists practised goddess religions in the 1980s as they were seen as 
less patriarchal and phallocentric that more orthodox religions such as Christianity or Judaism. 
Martha expresses this view in the text as, when it is revealed that Sheila is a nun, she asks her ‘how 
can any woman who professes to be a feminist be part of the Catholic Church, since its foundation 
the most patriarchal, woman-destroying institution?’ (125).  
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mind. Always still and silent, as if she was thinking deeply about something. 

(25) 

It could be argued that these ethereal descriptions further associate Sheila with 

liminality as she is occupying an in-between position between two antithetical 

positions, lesbian and nun. At the beginning of the novella, a letter from Sheila to 

Martha seemed like ‘a visitation from another world’ (35). Later in the novella, ‘Sheila 

walked along beside her, with her and not with her, in her own world, wherever it was’ 

(64). These descriptions are obviously employed to make Sheila appear mysterious 

and anticipate her revelation that she is, in fact, a nun (122). Subsequently, in the 

narrative, Martha and Sheila are skinny-dipping in a river and spot an old woman in 

the distance, who quickly vanishes, leading Martha to believe that she has seen a ghost 

(95). In her discussion of Interlude, Moira Casey also examines how Castle’s 

apparitional lesbian is applicable to the text. Casey reads this ‘ghost’ woman as the 

apparitional lesbian, ‘she appears within a text that is consciously and explicitly about 

lesbianism … the old woman represents an optimistic revisioning of the Irish lesbian 

past’ (273). These spectral descriptions are associated with liminality as ghosts exist 

on the threshold and occupy a liminal space between life and death. My reading of the 

text compliments Casey’s assessment to further argue that the character of Sheila can 

also be interpreted as the ‘apparitional lesbian’. According to Castle, the apparitional 

lesbian unsettles heterosexual texts, appears briefly and then ultimately vanishes 

(Apparitional 5). Sheila functions in a similar fashion as, in the text, she appears 

briefly, yet in this time she alters Martha’s heterosexual existence. When she 

ultimately leaves the narrative, she leaves Martha’s previously held conceptions of 

sexuality and identity in question.  
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In Interlude Richards manipulates the mythic image of mother Ireland. Two 

versions of the mother Ireland figure are supplied to both critique the enslavement of 

women to men in Irish society and also to offer a positive re-interpretation of mother 

Ireland as a figure that endorses lesbianism. In the first instance, the character of Máire 

is utilised to draw a parallel between the sacrifice of women to men in Ireland to the 

sacrifice of ‘mother Ireland’ to the Irish nation in Gaelic mythology. Máire is the 

elderly woman who holds the keys to the cabin where Martha and Sheila are staying 

in rural Galway. According to Gerardine Meaney, ‘the images of suffering mother 

Ireland and the self-sacrificing Irish mother are difficult to separate’ (3). Máire is 

seventy-five years old, speaks limited English and has never travelled more than fifty 

miles from her home (102). She is shown as a figure symbolic of traditional Irish 

womanhood as described in the 1937 constitution. Her lifestyle is marked by sacrifice 

to both her family and to herself, to the extent that she considers buying things for 

herself an extravagance. Cocoa was ‘a luxury she would never buy’ (91). She has spent 

the majority of her life looking after her invalid husband and her sons who have since 

moved to England and have never returned to visit her. It is interesting that the 

language of sacrifice is employed by Richards to describe her life. Sheila is particularly 

scathing of her situation noting, ‘Máire struggles on … Her life is devoid of music, 

dancing, poetry…what is the sum total of that woman’s life sacrificed to those men?’ 

(102). Máire is symbolic for both Irish women and for women in patriarchal culture in 

general, as Sheila remarks: ‘Poor Máire and you can multiply her by millions of 

women all around the world; powerful women who for unknown reasons abdicate their 

power to useless men’ (103). Furthermore, the association between Máire and the 

sterility of the sacrificial mother Ireland image is noted by Martha at the end of the 

novella. When collecting her possessions to leave she remarks to herself ‘Old, old 
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woman, older than time, have you ever really been touched physically by anyone? 

Have you ever been awakened?’ (134) 

Richards also manipulates the long-suffering Mother Ireland Image by 

presenting another revised version of her that endorses lesbianism when Sheila and 

Martha are skinny-dipping in the river. Instead of being disgusted by them, as was the 

family in Dublin, the old woman seems to approve of their relationship: 

Neither could believe her eyes: on the bank, staring intently at them was an old 

woman. She was stopping under a tree … Her mouth was partly open and the 

look on her face was one of satisfaction. They each distinctly heard her say “go 

maith, go maith” in the short sharp accent of approval (94-5).  

Linda McDowell has written on the transgressive quality of beaches. Whilst this scene 

occurs in a river, the same descriptions that McDowell attaches to beaches can be 

applied to Interlude. McDowell states that ‘in that liminal place between the land and 

the sea – literally a place on the edge – the sets of binary associations that structure 

Western social regulations are made visible, and in some cases transgressed’ (166). I 

argue that this is how the scene functions in Richards’ novella. In Interlude, the river 

is a liminal space where the women are literally on a boundary position between land 

and sea. It is also a space that is secluded and therefore where the women are not 

subject to homophobic reactions. Literally a boundary location, a river is perhaps an 

apt location where normative sexuality can be transgressed.  

The river is a space that is also associated with marginality and recalls the 

descriptions in Edna O’Brien’s ‘The Mouth of the Cave’ as a space hidden from larger 

society. The gaze of the old woman transgresses the normative male gaze as associated 

with beaches, or in this case, the river. In this reading, similarly to how the cave 
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functioned in Edna O’Brien’s The High Road, the river could temporarily be 

considered a space associated with a positive queer liminality, as the old woman who 

sees Martha and Sheila seems to approve of their relationship. As a contrast to the 

sacrificial Mother Ireland figure embodied by Máire, the appearance of this woman 

also hints at the discovery of an Irish lesbian history. This is made even more 

convincing by the fact that her blessing is in Gaelic. For Sheila, the appearance of this 

woman represents a distinctive Irish lesbian rural tradition to the extent that she 

imagines that the woman is a ‘Gaelic speaking feminist’ who is ‘probably a lesbian’ 

(98). The contrast between the two women, as symbols of conflicting traditions, is 

noted by Sheila, for whom this woman on the riverbank represents ‘another tradition’ 

that defies ‘male supremacy’ (104). She is therefore symbolic of a history of Ireland 

in which men are not prioritised and where lesbianism is not invisible in the history of 

the nation.  

The remainder of the novella charts Martha’s realisation that sexual binaries 

are not as definitive as she initially had imagined. Following Sheila’s confession that 

she is a nun, the two women decide to separate and never see each other again (138). 

Sheila will go back to her Christian work (128) and Martha will return to her husband 

in London (139). Whilst their relationship may have been an interlude, Martha has 

realised the complexities of sexual identity, as ‘she realised now that she had always 

thought of other people as different. The lesbians and the homosexuals, in fact anyone 

with sexual preferences which were not hers, were acceptable (within limits, of 

course), but different’ (138). Despite the fact that the women return to their previous 

lives, the novella has, to a limited extent, nonetheless affirmed an Irish lesbian identity 

and has challenged Martha’s definitive distinctions between lesbian and heterosexual. 

However, Interlude suggests that lesbians still occupy a liminal space within Irish 
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society. This is shown by the fact that the closet functions on both a symbolic and 

literal level within the text. Whilst in O’Brien’s fiction lesbian desire could occur in 

the literal subterranean space of the cave, Interlude suggests that the only way that a 

lesbian woman can remain in Ireland is to forfeit the public gaze and exist in spaces 

that grant erasure from public life, such as convents and secluded cottages. Though 

lesbianism first occurs in the semi-public space of the changing room, lesbian 

expression must be removed to covert and liminal spaces, if it is to exist at all, in 

Ireland.  

 

A Noise from the Woodshed (1989) 

More so than the authors previously discussed in this chapter, Mary Dorcey’s short 

fiction is associated with the agency that is more applicable to the term ‘queer’ than 

liminal. That is not to say that Dorcey’s fiction does not address the theme of 

liminality, or that her construction of lesbianism does not highlight how lesbians 

occupied a liminal space in 1980s Ireland. Throughout this collection, part of Dorcey’s 

agenda can be interpreted as a desire to queer closeted or liminal spaces by showing 

lesbian characters who directly challenge the heteronormativity of their surroundings. 

This adheres to Cherry Smith’s usage of queer to ‘define a radical questioning of social 

and cultural norms, notions of gender, reproduction and the family’ (280). This act of 

queering leads to an undoubtable tension between heteronormative ideologies and 

newer queerer ways of being that do not conform to traditional forms of kinship. Queer 

in this usage also refers to Nikki Sullivan’s definition of the verb to ‘disorder or 

denaturalise heteronormativity’ (52-3). Inherent in this tension, I argue, is the potential 

for a temporal suspension of heteronormative ideals. Throughout this discussion, I 
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argue that the closet is manifest in the form of several places where lesbianism, or its 

public display, must be suppressed, such as the home in ‘Introducing Nessa.’ However, 

when her lesbian characters decide to ‘come out of their closets’ and cross the 

threshold between public and private acts of lesbian desire, Dorcey’s work engages in 

an act of queering the heteronormative landscapes and is so doing, can challenge the 

ideals of heteronormativity that govern such spaces.  

The opening title story in Dorcey’s collection, ‘A Noise from the Woodshed’, 

eschews traditional narrative techniques and forms. This is the only story in the 

collection that is written in an experimental manner. Writing in a stream of 

consciousness, Dorcey’s short story is genre-bending; ‘instead of being tied to a 

narrowly defined subjectivity [the narrator] is simultaneously engaged in a self-

address, a conversation with her lover, and a dialogue with the reader. All three 

perspectives intersect and coalesce in the pronoun “you”’ (Fogarty 192). Therefore, in 

‘A Noise from the Woodshed’ the narrator replaces the pronoun ‘I’ with ‘you’ and in 

so doing simultaneously addresses the reader, herself and her lover. In the short story, 

a woman, who has hitherto been heterosexual, engages in a lesbian affair with another 

woman and retreats to a cottage with her new lover. Whilst in the cottage, the women 

hear a strange noise coming from the woodshed, a noise which turns out to be the 

sound of two female friends of theirs having sex. The trope of two women seeking 

safety in escaping from their daily lives is a trope well established in lesbian literature. 

According to Bonnie Zimmerman, lesbian fiction that detail women escaping to what 

she identifies as ‘the green world’ (79) represents ‘a locale existing outside time and 

space, uncontaminated by social convention or the daily responsibilities of marriage 

and motherhood’ (79). By ‘the green world’, Zimmerman refers to a remote space that 
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is typically in the countryside, removed from public speculation, that has an Edenic or 

paradise like quality.  

Dorcey conceptualises the woodshed as a space that is both literal and 

metaphorical, representing lesbianism across the world. The woodshed is originally 

conceived as a gothic space that the women are afraid to enter. The noise they hear is 

a ‘startling and disturbing noise that might have been many things or one’ (15). The 

two women are frightened to enter the woodshed:  

When you got to the woodshed you paused, stopped in your tracks, because the 

noise had stopped and you didn’t know where it had gone. You would have 

paused anyway not knowing what you might find and putting off the evil hour 

of angry geese or dead foxes. (16) 

However, the alarming noise in the woodshed is revealed to be that of two women 

having sex. The normality of the sound is asserted by the narrator who, it is implied, 

should not have been so rooted in her heteronormativity that she did not realise what 

the sound was: 

We should have known, she said, I mean, recognised it, knowing you were 

coming back. And of course you should have too and now that she said it you 

did — recognise the sound. It wasn’t, after all, for the want of hearing it. But 

then other people are different, especially if you haven’t even heard them 

speaking or weeping or singing, and anyone can make a mistake about these 

things, and you had. But now you knew. (16-17) 

Simultaneously, ‘A Noise from the Woodshed’ also seeks to normalise experiences 

(and noises) that are outside the realm of traditional Irish hegemonies. ‘It wasn’t for 

the want of hearing’ refers to the narrator’s desire to meet more lesbians such as herself 
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within the nation, and potentially the world at large. Although the woodshed is a 

peripheral space, the noise from the woodshed is beginning to be heard, metaphorically 

representing the marginality of homosexuals within Irish society and the fact that they 

are now beginning to be positively recognised in society for the first time.  

The liberating space of queer liminality of the woodshed is also associated with 

water. The story ends with an admission that more and more women are crossing the 

river, metaphorically dipping their toes into the stream of lesbianism: ‘more and more 

women riding about footloose, tongue loose and fancy free, crossing the river when 

they come to it: the deep, rushing tide, keeping their heads and well above water and 

gaining the bank; they lie down where the grass lies green’ (21-22). As discussed 

earlier, both Edna O’Brien and Maura Richards use water imagery in their texts. In 

Dorcey’s narratives, water references also seek to illustrate the fluidity of female 

sexuality. This is a theme apparent throughout Dorcey’s corpus at large; her poetry 

collection The River That Carries Me (1995) is a celebration of lesbian sexuality. In 

‘A Noise from the Woodshed’, the narrator details, ‘you were walking along through 

the river — that is to say along the path that was flooded — a wild orange torrent of 

water, cascading’ (1). The wild torrent of water references the narrator’s initiation into 

lesbianism and for Dorcey the political awareness and responsibilities that accompany 

its discovery. For example, after the narrator and her lover have intercourse by the 

river, their political consciousness is engaged:  

And she told you some of the other things that were going on: unearthing 

imperialism, saving the whale and the beaches, reclaiming the fields and the 

night, cleaning the rivers and disturbing the minds, redistributing capital 

…making refuges for the refugees: victims of the happy homes. (6)  
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There is a notable emphasis on an inclusive agency in this scene that addresses both 

the reader and the characters in the narrative through the pronoun ‘you’. This is 

interesting as it can be read as a challenge for the reader to change the status-quo. In 

this reading, lesbianism is related to social activism. An analogy can be drawn here 

between this scene and the baptism scene that occurs in the cave in Edna O’Brien’s 

The High Road. In The High Road, the baptism was ambiguous as it was unclear if it 

represented an initiation into lesbianism, or an act of repentance for lesbian desire. 

However, I suggest that in Dorcey’s short story the river becomes a space of queer 

liminality that enables a refashioning of previously held conceptions. In ‘A Noise from 

the Woodshed’, the flood of the water symbolises how the narrator’s experience of 

lesbianism will overthrow her conceptions of the world and open her eyes to new 

experiences. In this regard, the narrator figuratively washes away her pre-conceived 

ideas regarding women and lesbianism. In my reading, the utopian potential that 

lesbian sex holds as a rebirth is illustrative of how spaces traditionally associated with 

liminality, such as rivers or wombs, hold queer potential to alter ideologies and 

assumptions.48 Furthermore, the association between water and lesbian rebirth is 

illustrated in a later story in the collection, ‘Introducing Nessa’, where two lesbian 

characters have sex:  

Your lips on my skin were my own, or yours in some other life. My hands 

became the flesh of your thighs, the arc of your spine. Our names came spilling 

forth from some source more secret and magical than childhood. And when I 

reached inside you and felt the push and suck of your womb it was as if my 

own body was birthed again, hurled through the singing flesh and bone. (137) 

                                                           
48 Turner identifies the womb as a liminal space in The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. 
See 359.  
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These depictions recall Zimmerman’s descriptions of water as rebirth. Also, the 

descriptions of merging in this scene recall the queer imagery of how lesbian 

intercourse is described in O’Brien’s The High Road. The reference to the body being 

‘birthed again’ is significant as it may allude to a political consciousness that is 

engaged when lesbianism is discovered.  Water imagery in Dorcey’s narratives is 

therefore illustrative of a queer agency in which the characters are figuratively baptised 

into a new woman-centred world. 

Dorcey’s collection illustrates how lesbian identities are constrained by spaces 

that are governed by the rules of heteronormativity. The collection also highlights how 

the interplay between class and wealth affect the possibilities for queer experiences. 

Referring to queer drama produced in the years following the ‘Celtic Tiger’ in Ireland, 

which spanned from 1995-2007, Fintan Walsh states that ‘queerness extends beyond 

subjective desire to expose the interplay between sexuality and class and in order to 

illuminate how material conditions are implicated in shaping sexual expression, 

identity, social mobility and opportunity’ (104). Walsh’s comments are appropriate to 

Dorcey’s short stories. Whilst her work precedes the Celtic Tiger, it shares many of 

the same economic and cultural anxieties that queer drama explored during these years. 

In Dorcey’s work, lesbian women are forced to conceal their sexuality for economic 

and geographical reasons.  

Critics such as Susan Cahill have noted how during the late 1980s and 

throughout the 1990s, the secularisation of Ireland coupled with economic growth 

made Ireland a more hospitable arena for LGBTQ+ people (Cahill 426).  However, 

Walsh states that ‘capitalism and economic growth can promote access for some 

people to certain experiences within the city, but underneath surface success, deep 

structural differences persist’ (105). As was the case in O’Brien’s ‘The Mouth of the 
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Cave’, in Dorcey’s short stories the only opportunity for lesbians to live openly are 

those who have the means to buy privacy or to move to more socially liberal shores. It 

is not coincidental that her lesbian characters that have a chance of happiness are those 

that live in expensive suburbs and can afford to start new lives elsewhere, which is the 

case in stories such as ‘The Husband’ and ‘Sweet, Practised Endings’. In this sense, 

the queer utopic space that Dorcey crafted in the title story is not fully extended in the 

remainder of the short story collection. For example, ‘Introducing Nessa’ focuses on a 

woman trapped in a liminal space because she is closeted for socio-economic reasons. 

However, whilst her work remains sensitive to the difficulties experienced by lesbians 

in Irish society, some of her stories also show examples of women who refuse to exist 

in liminal spaces. In ‘A Sense of Humour’ and ‘A Country Dance’, Dorcey crafts 

several queer spaces that alter the prevailing patriarchal heteronormative ideologies.  

 

 

‘A Sense of Humour’ 

The second story in the collection, ‘A Sense of Humour’, does not concern lesbianism, 

but centres on an Irish woman who is negatively viewed by her community because 

she is estranged from her violent husband. Whilst the subject matter of this collection 

is mostly based on lesbian sexuality, this collection also gives voice to other ‘outsiders’ 

in Irish culture during the late 1980s: abused wives (‘A Sense of Humour’) and the 

elderly (‘Miss Callaghan’s Day Out’). ‘A Sense of Humour’ verifies the exclusion and 

isolation of women in misogynistic Irish culture. In particular, this highlights how, 

akin to lesbians, women who leave their husbands in a patriarchal culture are often 

vilified. In this story, Kate, a victim of domestic abuse, returns with her children to her 
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parents’ home. Her parents are both disapproving and sceptical about her situation. 

‘Caught in the net of silence that was cast over all their lives’ (31), Kate is unable to 

communicate her trauma as: ‘reality, she thought, was made up of the things men did, 

what could be spoken of in public without lowering the voice. And the rest, all that 

concerned women only was veiled, a secret, so that even sisters lied to each other’ 

(31). Kate’s family are clearly under financial pressure; they struggle to make ends 

meet in the bar that they own:  

Her mother had expected great things from it. She had wanted to attract tourists 

and the young men who had made money from salmon fishing … but that was 

in the boom time of the early seventies. Things had changed. It was only the 

old men who came now, the old and those that had no work. (25-6) 

The insularity of the rural community is contrasted to the glamour of the city. Kate’s 

sister Breda has relocated to London. She is praised for the fact that she has been able 

to escape. The reason she initially moved to London, to have an abortion, has been 

consciously unacknowledged by her mother as ‘what went unspoken did not exist’ 

(30). Her mother is proud of ‘the stylish life she led, her fashionable clothes and well-

paid job’ (30), whereas in their rural community ‘the weather and the price of cows, 

who had died and who had married, that was what you talked about’ (35). Similar to 

many of the characters in John McGahern’s novels, Kate cannot voice her disillusion 

because in the village ‘no one ever mentioned feelings’ as ‘it was too dangerous in a 

place where the same families lived heaped on one another like cattle in a barn, 

generation after generation’ (35). However, finding solidarity in the women’s hour on 

the radio which gives abused women a platform to speak of their experiences, Kate is 

able to find a new community of women that are speaking out about their situations. 

‘She recognised [their] language as if it had been cut from her own flesh’ (37). At the 
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bar, a local man, Robbie, is boasting about a friend who had a blow-up sex doll and 

was charging local men to use it in the cowshed (40). The sex doll is emblematic of 

Kate: it is a passive, impotent, silent object that is used and abused by men, possessing 

no voice of its own.  Kate sees herself mirrored in the doll: ‘She saw the blank face of 

the doll, without eyes or mouth; a thing to be used, to be pushed and mauled, their 

pleasure beaten from her. A woman’s face, dumb and blind as hers has been, a body 

passive and unresisting as her own’ (41). The men’s laughter, coupled with her own 

identification with the doll, leads Kate to throw a pint at Robbie and to flee from the 

bar (41). Kate is clearly tired of playing the role of the submissive woman. She runs 

away and stares at the sky, noting ‘what a little thing had held her captive, what a 

small, insignificant, scarcely visible thing had kept her prisoner … She was smiling, 

her head thrown back, her eyes wide open. There were always cars passing on the road, 

every day, every night, driving away out of this place to another. Going from here to 

somewhere else’ (42-3). 

Kate’s realisation that ‘she had believed in place, she had believed in 

circumstance, she had allowed herself to be bound by the trappings of situation’ (42) 

is configured as her recognition that she need not stay trapped in the parochial village. 

In this instance, Kate recognises that she has been trapped in a liminal space49 in the 

community because as a separated woman in this misogynistic community she exists 

on the borderline between social acceptance and rejection.  However, I argue that in 

discovering her agency Dorcey creates a queer space that challenges prevailing 

cultural ideologies. The story ends with Kate considering a move to a new place as she 

realises she has been trapped by the conformity of society. Symbolically on the 

                                                           
49 A trope of liminality is that those that are often in a liminal position do not choose to be liminal. 
For example, ‘outsiders’ in society, such as victims of abuse and sexual minorities, amongst others, 
could be considered as existing in a liminal state.  
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threshold or limen, Kate is in a space of queer liminality where she has been granted 

agency to question prevailing social and cultural norms regarding the role of women 

and the dominance of men in Irish society. In her reading, Fogarty links this queer 

agency to the agency unleashed in the discovery of the woodshed in the opening story: 

Kate ‘has [metaphorically] entered the sustaining and sheltering space of the 

woodshed’ (195). I agree with Fogarty’s interpretation as it further adds to my 

argument that Dorcey’s narratives are successful in queering liminal spaces. By 

finding the agency to resist living in a liminal space, Dorcey metaphorically shows 

that Kate has entered the queer and radical space of the woodshed. In Kate’s choice to 

forgo the role of the abused wife, Dorcey explores the new possibilities that are 

beginning to exist for women in Ireland outside of the role of wife and mother. Yet in 

order to change her situation, it is suggested that Kate will have to leave the rural 

environment, perhaps joining her sister in London. The ramifications of this decision 

are not fully explained; how can a woman with children, lacking financial means, 

escape her situation?  In doing so, Dorcey supplies credence to O’Toole’s hypothesis 

that Irish queer writing involves emigration, therefore signifying a deliberate rejection 

of the hostile values that embody the nation (Queering 138). Whilst this particular 

story does not include a lesbian theme, it does share an affinity with lesbian or queer 

writing in that the female protagonist is ‘queered’ in the sense that she acts outside of 

the usual manner for women in this insular community. The rural Ireland of 1989 is 

not an Ireland that can accommodate the sound of the lesbians, nor the testimony of 

the battered wife. But like others in this collection, only those with the means to leave 

can escape.   
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‘A Country Dance’ 

Akin to ‘A Sense of Humour’, in Dorcey’s ‘A Country Dance’ the pub, traditionally a 

site of patriarchal privilege, is transformed into a queer space that affirms lesbian 

desire. In this story, two women realise their desire for one another when dancing at a 

country disco in a pub. Setting this story in a pub is significant given the fact that it is 

space commonly associated with men; women in Irish society were routinely barred 

from pubs as it was considered an unacceptable place for a woman to inhabit.50 As the 

women dance together they experience threatening glares from onlookers; ‘I have 

remembered where we are: A Friday night country dance, surrounded by drunken 

males who have never before seen two women dance in each other’s arms. All about 

the room they are standing still, watching’ (55). In the narrative, the space of the 

heteronormative pub facilitates an awareness of lesbian desire, henceforth establishing 

it as a queer space where lesbianism can be experienced: 

I open my eyes. The music has stopped. Behind you I see a man standing; His 

eyes riveted to our bodies, his jaw dropped wide as though it had been punched. 

In his maddened stare I see reflected what I have refused to recognise through 

all these weeks. Comfort, sympathy, a protective sister — who have I been 

deceiving? I see it now in his eyes. Familiar at once in its stark simplicity (54).  

The sight of two women dancing together offends the sensibilities of the men in the 

pub and their ‘maddened stare’ leads the unnamed narrator to a realisation of her own 

lesbian identity. Yet unlike other characters in this collection, the narrator is defiant 

about her identity. When probed if she is ‘bent or what’ (56) by a homophobic man 

                                                           
50 Women were routinely barred from pubs in Ireland until the 1960s and refused certain ‘manly’ 
beverages such as pints of beer.  
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she replies: “‘No” I say with warning deliberation, “we are not deaf, yes, we are 

lesbians and no, we will not give you a dance’” (56). By breaking both the sexual and 

social conventions expected of women in Ireland by both her sexuality and her 

confrontational demeanour, the woman is punished by having her hair set on fire. Her 

sexuality is then questioned by a man who declares, ‘I know you’re into women … 

But you never know till you try do you?’ (58). 

Yet despite the threat of violence in a strictly policed sexual milieu, the women 

are defiant in their seemingly startling sexual identity, refusing to adhere to the 

enforced heterocentricism that dominates Irish society. In this instance, Dorcey is 

expanding the parameters of sexual experiences in Irish society, challenging the 

heteronormative consensus by queering, or altering, supposedly straight space. It is 

interesting to note that the heteronormativity of the rural pub is already assumed by 

the narrator, as she asks her companion, ‘can you be so naïve or so drunk that you 

haven’t realised whose territory we are on’ (55). Public spaces that are assumed to be 

beacons of heteronormativity such as a country dance open up the possibilities for 

lesbian desire. Following the realisation that they have feelings for each other the two 

women, whilst dancing in the pub, go home together (62). In this instance, Dorcey 

creates a queer space where lesbianism can be experienced. As I argued in my reading 

of ‘A Noise from the Woodshed’, Dorcey uses water imagery to illustrate the fluidity 

of female sexuality. After the two women go home together ‘the sea crashes on the 

stones of the shore’ (62), symbolically representing the queer potential that lesbianism 

holds to challenge the culturally assumed heterosexism of certain spaces.  

 

‘Introducing Nessa’ 
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If Dorcey’s work is, as Ingman has argued, ‘careful to present lesbians in various 

stages of liberation from patriarchal ways of thinking’ (Twentieth Century 62), another 

short story in A Noise from the Woodshed, ‘Introducing Nessa’ constitutes a retreat 

into the patriarchal world of Ireland in the 1980s. The story shows a woman, Anna, 

who, constrained by societal mores, must keep her lesbian sexuality (and lover) a 

secret. Fearful that she will lose custody of her daughter to her ex-husband as well as 

her job in a Catholic school if her secret is discovered, she begins to formulate an 

identity contingent upon the demands of heteronormative society. In so doing, Nessa 

enters into a liminal space where she is between two roles, one as a clandestine lesbian, 

and the other as an apparently straight woman. Lesbianism in this narrative is 

associated with liminal space, as the narrator asserts, ‘It was not in the light we lived, 

but in the spaces between — in the darkness’ (133). Poet and activist Adrienne Rich 

argues that ‘a lesbian, closeted in her job because of heterosexist prejudice, is not 

simply forced into denying the truth of her outside relationship or private life. Her job 

depends on her pretending to be not merely heterosexual, but a heterosexual woman 

in terms of dressing and playing the feminine, deferential role of “real” woman’ (133). 

In playing the role of real woman, Anna finds it necessary to conceal her female lover, 

‘and so it started, hiding you like a stray dog I had brought in from the streets which 

had to be kept from polite company’ (143). Having friends over for dinner one night, 

she engages in a process of closeting the home in order to rid it of any trace of 

homosexuality: 

An hour before their arrival I took down from the wall the picture you had 

given me: Two Victorian ladies on a balcony, bows in their hair, long flounced 

skirts, their arms around each other’s waists, one turning her head to stare in 

arch defiance of the camera. I took it from our bedroom wall, and the 
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photographs of the two of us lying drunkenly in the garden on your birthday. 

(147-8) 

By removing the pictures, Anna figuratively erases the homosexual presence in the 

traditionally heteronormative space of the domestic home. Yet again lesbianism, or its 

public expression, is relegated to a liminal space where it must be suppressed or 

denied. However, Dorcey implies that society may be more accommodating than Anna 

had initially perceived, as Nessa tells Anna that her friend had said, ‘it was a pity that 

you seemed to think it necessary to hide our relationship’ (158). In Emma Donoghue’s 

Stir-fry (1994) which I consider in the following chapter, Maria also engages in a 

similar process of closeting the home so that her aunt does not realise that she is living 

with a lesbian couple.  

This discussion of Dorcey’s short stories has illustrated how economic wealth 

and class are critical factors in how lesbianism can be experienced in Ireland. Whilst 

Dorcey’s work is perhaps also initiating a new openness towards homosexuality, her 

stories also repeatedly prove that space plays an instrumental role in how lesbianism 

is both perceived and how it can be lived, if at all, in Ireland. Despite this, the sound 

from the woodshed, the metaphor that Dorcey utilises for lesbian desire, is beginning 

to be heard in all arenas of Irish life. In so doing, her work initiates a new trajectory in 

lesbian writing whereby lesbian encounters need not be restricted to the liminal spaces 

of the cave or the convent as was the case in O’Brien’s and Richards fiction. Dorcey’s 

work is therefore illustrative of how Irish lesbian fiction in the late 1980s was 

embodying a queer liminality where lesbianism was beginning to be both realised and 

(tentatively) acceptable in society. The subsequent chapter on Emma Donoghue 

analyses this queer liminality in the context of fiction from the early 1990s and 2007.  
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Chapter Four 
Queering Liminality and the Closet in Emma Donoghue’s Stir-fry (1994), 

Hood (1995) and Landing (2007) 

 

I would say one particular aspect of the Irish lesbian and gay world rather than 

that world in any other country is the vast numbers that are still in the closet. 

It’s not as bad as it used to be but still most people live in the closet in some 

form or another. There’s a lot of living in two worlds. (Donoghue, qtd. in 

Bensyl 76) 

The above quote from contemporary author Emma Donoghue in the year 2000 

encapsulates the liminal positioning of LGBTQ+ people at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century in Irish society. Despite the fact that many legal changes were 

introduced in Ireland in the 1990s to improve LGBTQ+ rights,51 many LGBTQ+ 

people were ‘out’ in certain circles and ‘in the closet’ when at work, or in family 

contexts. It is thus not surprising that certain spaces in Emma Donoghue’s early novels 

are often closeted. In Stir-Fry (1994) and Hood (1995), Donoghue presents the 

difficulties of coming out in a country in which heteronormativity is firmly in place. 

In illuminating the bifurcation of Irish lesbian identity, her fiction reveals the deeply 

entrenched and unquestioning heterosexism in 1990s Irish society. By doing this, her 

novels engage in what Jennifer Jeffers describes as the late twentieth-century fiction’s 

ability to ‘push the heterosexist culture to see its inbuilt gender identifications and 

needless to say this is not a comfortable or easy process’ (4). Such a statement carries 

                                                           
51 See introduction page thirty two for a more robust discussion on the legal improvements for the 
LGBTQ+ community in Ireland in the late twentieth and early twentieth-century.  
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a queer resonance, as in this sense, Donoghue’s work is queer insofar as she challenges 

received ideologies concerning the societal and cultural perceptions of lesbians in Irish 

society, and her work both physically and metaphorically creates a space for a positive 

expression of lesbian identity. However, in highlighting the unquestioning invisibility 

of lesbianism, Donoghue’s early fiction also points towards the means of unveiling 

such invisibility and crafts a world where lesbians, though still constituting a liminal 

position in society, may be a step closer towards coming out of the closet, which is 

arguably the mandate of Donoghue’s second novel Hood. Published twelve years after 

Hood, Landing (2007) is altogether more global in nature, incorporating themes of 

transnational identity, globalisation and the interface between cultural and 

geographical distances. Set during and engaging directly with the economic prosperity 

of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ in Ireland, the novel is uniquely situated to discuss the 

complexities of contemporary relationships, especially ones that demand a navigation 

of both geographical and cultural differences. In Landing, Donoghue creates a 

transnational space for lesbian relationships that destabilise, or queer, national borders. 

In so doing, her work creates a space of queer liminality whereby lesbian relationships 

are removed from the space of the closet into the visibility of larger society where there 

is the potential to ‘land’.  

 

Stir-fry (1994) 

Stir-fry is commonly read as Donoghue’s defence for lesbianism. According to Gerry 

Smyth, in her debut novel, ‘Donoghue seems concerned to normalise lesbianism 

within a society which has come to see same-sex relationships as radically abnormal’ 

(158). Indeed, the impetus of the book is to dispel and correct many of the cultural 
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assumptions and stereotypes surrounding lesbians. This was something which 

Donoghue found necessary when writing the book; in an interview she explained that 

on reflection Stir-fry read as an apology for lesbianism: [it] ‘has rather too many of 

those let-me-explain speeches for my taste, but they seemed more necessary (for both 

straight and lesbian readers) in 1994 when it was published, when questions like “why 

do you hate men?” had more currency’ (Moloney and Thompson 173). Stir-fry is a 

coming of age story concerning a country girl, Maria, who upon moving to the city of 

Dublin to attend university realises that she holds romantic feelings towards her female 

housemates. It is similar to Tom Lennon’s When Love Comes to Town (1993) in that 

it can be read as the first example of an Irish queer bildungsroman that explores 

homosexual subjectivity in a society that is both homophobic and heterosexist. In order 

to do so, Donoghue explores the motif of the closet. 

As the contents of the closet are hidden from public view, the closet is an apt 

symbol for the lives of lesbians and gay people whose sexual identities must remain 

concealed from larger society. Brown explains that ‘as a transitive verb, it means to 

isolate, hide or confine something. As an adjective, it suggests secrecy, covertness’ 

(5). The issue of closeted space is central to Donoghue’s construction of lesbianism in 

her early fiction. In Stir-fry, Donoghue employs the closet motif to address the issue 

of marginality of lesbians in Irish society. Published in 1994, one year after the 

decriminalisation of male homosexuality in Ireland, the book skilfully portrays how 

lesbianism is negatively perceived. According to Castle, heteronormativity means that 

lesbians have been made to seem ‘invisible by culture itself’ (Apparitional 3-4). As 

such, the coming out process is hindered by this invisibility. As a result, many lesbians 

are forced to keep their sexuality a secret, to live in the closet, as their identity is both 

restricted by prejudice and social invisibility. This reading examines Donoghue’s 
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construction of space, to highlight how in mid-1990s Ireland private spaces, such as 

the home, could be understood as closeted spaces where lesbian identity is hidden. 

However, I also argue that Donoghue reclaims the physical closet as a space of queer 

liminality that embraces sexual fluidity and, in doing so, this novel anticipates 

Donoghue’s more overt celebration of queer liminality in her 2007 novel Landing.  

The narrative follows the traditional bildungsroman format, whereby the 

protagonist comes to a deeper realisation about herself following a move to a new area. 

Maria exists in a liminal position as she is on the threshold between adolescence and 

adulthood during a transitory experience at university. In the coming-out narrative, 

urban space has been configured, not unproblematically, as a space where queerness 

can be expressed; as opposed to the stifling sexual mores of the assumed illiberal small 

town. Jack Halberstam notes that in queer fiction and the queer bildungsroman in 

particular, ‘the physical journey from small town to big city’ traditionally engenders 

‘a psychological journey from closet case to out and proud’ (Queer 36-37). Stir-fry 

does not completely follow this trajectory. Whilst her experiences in the city allow 

Maria to fully realise her romantic feelings for women and allow her to engage in queer 

experiences that may be unavailable in a rural setting, the novel problematises the view 

that the city is an accommodating zone for lesbian sexuality to be freely expressed.  

Despite querying this view, Stir-fry does to an extent reiterate the stereotype of 

the rural as being socially conservative. Maria’s mother is an example of this. She 

believes that ‘girls started out as ambitious as the lads, but by the age of twenty they 

were usually itching to settle down with someone nice and put up curtains’ (153). 

Maria’s aunt believes that ‘feminism has had its day’ because women have ‘got the 

Pill and equal pay’, so there is no longer any need for women to be ‘rabbiting on about 

“Ms” and “chairperson”’ (181). A local woman called Nelly is characterised as the 
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‘town nutter’ and is associated with progressive feminism as she has read Germaine 

Greer’s The Female Eunuch (5). In Maria’s hometown, ‘All the women she knew were 

wives and mothers’ (27). Nevertheless, the city is not shown as being a particularly 

safe space for expressions of non-normative identity, or female independence. During 

the university’s fresher’s week, the female engineering students are dunked in the pool 

by their male classmates. The women have to laugh it off, or risk being seen ‘as not 

being able to take a joke’ (25). In this regard, hegemonic male control is asserted 

through the ritual humiliation of women when they enter into a traditionally male 

discipline or space, underpinned under the guise of a joke, or initiation. This incident 

‘has resonance of the ducking stool’ (Peach 49) where disorderly women, often 

accused of witchcraft were publicly reprimanded for transgressing social codes.  

 

The Attic 

Throughout the narrative, Maria’s perceptions are changed by her experiences with 

her flatmates Ruth and Jael, as she begins to see the entrenched heterosexualism of 

Irish culture. Maria gradually begins to realise that her own sexual identity is more 

fluid than binary. At the beginning of the novel, Maria cannot comprehend the 

advertisement for the flat, ‘2 ♀ SEEK FLATMATE’ (3) which is cryptically 

constructed to not only refer to women but to imply women of a feminist, or liberal 

disposition, which Maria’s fellow classmate realises but Maria does not (5). This 

incident not only establishes Maria’s ignorance concerning alternative, or non-

hegemonic female identities, but also the fact that lesbianism must publicly be referred 

to in obscure and veiled ways in public space, as in the following ambiguous statement, 

‘NO BIGOTS’ (3). Maria has been so firmly rooted in a heteronormative culture that 
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in the opening scene of Stir-fry she fails to realise that Ruth and Jael are a couple. 

LGBTQ+ artefacts surround their home as a statement of their sexual and political 

beliefs. According to Roderick Lawrence, ‘[m]any possessions do not serve only 

utilitarian purposes but are a means of communication with oneself, between members 

of the same household and with the public, including both friends and strangers’ (116). 

Physically the flat is a liminal space: it is an attic, recalling the literary motif of the 

madwoman in the attic. The attic has been explored by authors as a site of demonic 

female sexuality since the Victorian era, the most famous example in literature is Berta 

Rochester in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) (Gilbert and Gubar 99). Writing on 

the attic motif in Sarah Water’s fiction, O’Callaghan states that: 

Through the ‘lesbians in the attic’ then, Waters shows that such spaces are not 

limited as spaces of confinement on heteropatriarchal terms, but can be 

reworked as spaces of sexual freedom and female power. (131) 

The space of the attic flat functions in a similar way in Stir-fry as Maria’s experiences 

in the flat alert her to her sexual desires; it is a space that facilitates Maria’s sexual 

agency and liberation from heteronormative constraints. In this regard, Donoghue 

could be said to be reclaiming the attic space from its original negative association. 

Moreover, the flat is cryptically named ‘69 Beldam square’, the word beldam recalling 

a crone, or troublesome woman, which is how lesbians have often been stereotypically 

considered. At the beginning of Stir-fry Maria is impervious to the fact that her 

flatmates share a room and futon for a bed (18), have feminist posters (180), and even 

the more obvious ‘Dykes on Bikes’ badge (180). Maria’s inability to interpret the 

significance of Ruth and Jael’s objects as emblems of a lesbian identity signifies her 

entrenchment in Irish heteronormative culture. It is only once Maria becomes 

increasingly aware of her homosexual identity that she begins to see the ingrained 
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heterosexualisation of her society. In this regard, the flat functions as a queer space 

whereby Maria gradually realises that there are non-normative ways of being that are 

markedly different from her limited view of lesbianism.  

Maria’s friend Yvonne notices the sexual significance that objects hold in 

Maria’s flat. Yvonne recognises the homoerotic dimensions of a piece of artwork 

depicting two women in Maria’s flat even before she realises that Ruth and Jael are 

lesbians (51). Citing the picture as strange she is quick to reinforce the heteronormative 

value system that she is a product of (Young, No Place 11). Maria is so entrenched in 

the said system that she cannot note the homoerotic dimensions of the picture. In Stir-

fry, therefore it can be argued that the ability to recognise the sexual significance of 

objects in the private space home is paralleled with an ability to recognise the presence 

of lesbians in the public space in Irish society. Maria’s initial discovery of her flatmates 

in a romantic embrace is described in a fashion which illustrates how this is her first 

encounter with lesbianism. ‘The door at the top of the stairs was swaying open, so she 

strolled in and glanced through the bead curtain’ (68). The fact that Maria sees this 

scene through a beaded curtain is significant, as it metaphorically signifies that 

lesbianism is not fully visible, acting as a metaphor for the closeting and invisibility 

of lesbians in Irish culture. The curtain acts as a barrier preventing the full visibility, 

which must be both physically and metaphorically crossed, in a fashion similar to the 

closet in order for Maria to realise her own sexual identity.  

Stir-fry could also be said to test the limitations of perception by examining 

how the traditional signifiers of homosexuality, such as certain types of clothing or 

objects, fail to be recognised by those embedded within a heteronormative system. 

This is a point that is made explicit when Maria’s aunt unexpectedly comes to visit 

shortly after Maria is aware of the nature of Ruth and Jael’s relationship. Ashamed that 
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her aunt will understand the significance of the objects and thus reveal her housemates’ 

lesbian identity she engages in a process of closeting the home. Ruth is accustomed to 

‘de-dyking the flat whenever [her] mother comes around’ (180), and is too afraid to 

admit her sexual identity in fear of what her strict Catholic mother might say. In this 

instance, Donoghue thus links the closeting of the home with a wider closeting of 

lesbians in Irish culture: 

‘But she mustn’t find out. I mean she wouldn’t…’ 

‘I know exactly. The woman’s folk festival poster is gone from the toilet, and 

as soon as she arrived I took the Dykes on Bikes badge off the kitchen 

noticeboard.’  

‘Bless you. What about the labrys painted on the window?’ 

‘She’s unlikely to know what it means, unless she’s one herself. You didn’t 

when you moved in.’ (180) 

By removing the lesbian emblems from the private sphere of the home, Donoghue’s 

fiction presents an Ireland where lesbians are out in certain contexts but remain semi-

closeted in other situations. As a text concerned with dispelling stereotypes 

surrounding lesbianism, one way in which Donoghue explores and dispels lesbian 

stereotypes is by the construction of the butch lesbian. Yvonne encapsulates the 

perceived difference between homo and heterosexual. Unable to fathom that Maria 

could be friends with a couple of ‘dykes’, she voices commonly held stereotypes which 

seek to increase the difference between straight and gay women: 

‘But they’re hardly your sort. I mean, don’t you find them a bit, you know?’ 

‘A bit what?’ 
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She squirmed slightly. ‘Butch and ranty.’ 

‘I can’t believe I’m listening to such clichés. You never even met them.’ 

‘Well, I know a girl who had one in her school and apparently she was really 

aggressive. Like Martina Navratilova.’ (81) 

Maria’s rebuke is to counter Yvonne’s accusations of assumed butchness by stressing 

her flatmates' femininity:  

‘At least I know them which is more than you do. And they never wear boiler-

suits or’ — she scanned her memory frantically — ‘studs in their noses or get 

their hair shaved off or any other clichés you might care to dredge up.’ She 

ground to a halt. ‘And neither of them has even a shadow of a moustache, so 

there.’  (81)  

Donoghue both plays on the idea of ‘looking lesbian’ by constructing Ruth as being 

traditionally feminine both physically and through her traditionally feminine domestic 

role in the flat as cleaner and cook. Initially, Maria avoids looking like a lesbian 

because she has long hair. It is clear that Donoghue is ridiculing the societal perception 

of the physical appearance of lesbians. Yvonne warns Maria she may be accused of 

being a lesbian due to her friendship with Ruth and Jael, though her typically feminine 

appearance may save her from being accused of being a homosexual:  

‘I just hope no one jumps to the wrong conclusion about you, Maria … Just 

because you live with them, I mean. Not that anyone would be likely to, since 

you’ve got hair down to your shoulders and you often wear skirts. Well, fairly 

often.’  
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Maria rested her forehead on the heel of her hand. ‘Look, they’re both very 

nice. And they wear skirts sometimes too.’ 

‘Oh I know’ said Yvonne wisely. ‘But they’d have too wouldn’t they, as 

cover?’ (77)  

Lesbians are not only identified by their clothes but by their supposedly masculine 

aggression. Jeffers notes, ‘identified and marked bodies are much easier to segregate 

and regulate’ (96). Maria also notes the sapphic dimensions that certain public 

interactions hold in Stir-fry. Before she realises her lesbian identity, at the start of the 

book she is aware that certain actions may be misconstrued as homoerotic. When 

Yvonne had cramps, ‘It occurred to Maria to reach down and stroke the bent head but 

she thought better of it’ (28). In avoiding the potential rebuke that she may face for her 

perceived lesbian actions, Donoghue suggests that lesbianism needs to be concealed 

and hidden in conservative Irish society for fear of potential hostility. Moreover, Maria 

is embarrassed when Jael grabbed her hand in public because ‘girls didn’t hold hands 

in broad daylight unless they were three vodkas over the limit’ (174). According to 

Ruth, ‘college is crawling with dykes, of course, but when you take away the closeted 

hockey players, the non-political semi closets like Jael and the radicals who won’t 

socialise with men that leaves just about the three of us’ (122). Such a statement is 

testament to the fact that whilst some lesbians could be open in supposedly liberal 

institutions such as universities, the majority of the lesbian community in Stir-fry 

remain closeted in Ireland in the mid-1990s.  

The idea of passing as a straight woman through physical appearances is 

referenced in this section. Maria notes that had she been given sufficient warning she 

would have ‘worn a skirt’ (180) when her aunt visited, in an attempt to emphasise her 
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femininity and deemphasise her burgeoning lesbian identity. Such an interpretation is 

not to overlook the fact that lesbianism was becoming more visible in 1990s Ireland, 

as reflected by the fact that the novel references a university women’s group where 

lesbianism is discussed (54). However, the existence of this group arouses hostility on 

campus. None of the lesbian characters in Stir-fry are ‘out’ in the fullest sense of the 

word. Ruth does maintain that coming out is basically about freedom (104). This is 

illustrated when she states that ‘most of the time I do it to feel free. I can’t stand those 

old euphemisms about ‘good friends’ and ‘flatmates’ (104). That said, Donoghue’s 

early fiction negotiates the limitations of such freedom in an Ireland that is still largely 

homophobic. When Ruth and Jael’s former flatmate discovered their relationship by 

accident, ‘she made a ridiculous scene, threatened to tell the landlord and stomped off 

bag and baggage without paying that month’s rent’ (107) and at a Dublin cinema, the 

audience react with disgust when a same-sex couple is shown on screen kissing (93). 

Donoghue’s Stir-fry is concerned with the lived realities for lesbians in an Ireland in 

which same-sex relationships are legal but not socially acceptable.  

 

The Closet 

Donoghue employs a key symbol of homosexual oppression, the closet, in order to 

comment on being homosexual in Ireland. However, rather than use it to reinforce the 

homosexual prejudice that it is usually associated with, in Stir-fry the closet is 

converted into a queer space as it facilitates Maria’s awareness of her homoerotic 

attraction to Ruth. One evening, when Ruth and Jael are out of the house, Maria sneaks 

into their room and tries on Ruth’s hat, metaphorically trying on her lesbian sexual 
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identity.52 By physically stepping into Ruth’s closet, Maria metaphorically 

acknowledges her own closeted sexuality and thus lesbian desire. Stepping inside the 

wardrobe Maria touches Ruth’s clothes: 

Shutting her eyes, Maria let her fingertips follow the clothes, hanger by hanger, 

trying to identify them by texture and the shape of a collar or elbow. After a 

run of heavy cottons and denims, her thumb fell on velvet and sank into it. 

(183) 

In this scene, Donoghue draws on various motifs associated with lesbianism. Firstly, 

the fact that this scene occurs in a literal wardrobe, or closet, is significant, seeing as 

the closet motif resonates in LGBTQ+ literature. Secondly, the closet smelled like 

‘lavender’ (183) which is noteworthy as lavender is often used euphemistically to refer 

to lesbianism, many lesbian feminist groups used the word lavender in their title, such 

as the Lavender Menace.53 In the dark space of the closet, ‘Maria reached under her 

nightshirt and touched herself for the first time since she could remember’ (184). By 

linking Maria’s sexual awakening with the space of the closet, Donoghue reclaims it 

as a space that enables a lesbian identity rather than suppressing it, as it has been 

historically conceived. The fact that Ruth’s clothes are velvet is also significant, as, 

according to Emma Young it is a ‘material that was a vernacular term for vagina’ (No 

Place 8). The association between trying on clothes and trying on a new sexual identity 

is furthermore established when Maria, having forgotten she is still wearing Ruth’s 

cap, states to Ruth that ‘I just thought I’d try you on. I mean, it’ (184). 

                                                           
52 This scene recall’s Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September (1929) when Lois tries on Marda’s fur 
coat. A similarity between the texts can be drawn in that critics have alluded to the homoerotic 
dimensions of this scene in Bowen’s novel.   
53 Betty Friedan referred to lesbians as the ‘lavender menace’ in the early days of the women’s 
liberation movement in 1960s America. Lavender grew in the island where Sappho came from, hence 
the association between lavender and lesbianism (Zimmerman 125).  
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Young writes that ‘via the closet, an object universally visible in the home, 

lesbian sexuality is discovered and resides within a conventional understanding of 

‘home’ space’ (No Place 9). Furthering Young’s analysis, I argue that the closet is not 

just a queer space but a space of queer liminality, which functions in a similar manner 

to the closet in Maura Richard’s Interlude. Physically the closet is a liminal space that 

embodies the division between inside and outside. Usually, the closet is associated 

with negative liminality. However, Donoghue’s positive descriptions of the closet 

affirm Maria’s understanding of her sexual identity and in this sense queers her 

previously held conceptions. This is established when, after exiting the closet, Ruth 

arrives home and asks her if she is ok, to which she cryptically replies that she is 

‘waking up’ (185). Waking up in this regard is configured as waking up to her 

realisation that she harbours romantic feelings for Ruth. In this sense, the closet is 

space where Maria comes to understand her lesbian identity and begins the 

metaphorical transition out of the closet. Significantly, following her experience in the 

flat Maria feels changed. She muses that ‘even if she was happily married in five years’ 

time, she thought, she still wouldn’t feel a hundred per cent normal. The flat’s 

strangeness had rubbed off on her. She was branded’ (202). The use of the word strange 

is interesting in this context, as queer in its original usage meant strange or odd (Young, 

No Place 11). 

Arguably, Maria’s exposure to the queer space of the flat, and indeed the closet 

is configured as her own coming out as the novel ends with Maria at Ruth’s door to 

reveal that she is in love with her (232). The fact that the novel ends on Ruth’s doorstep 

is also significant, as already noted several times throughout this discussion a door is 

a threshold that is associated with liminal space. Maria’s spatial positioning on the 

threshold mirrors her positioning between straight and lesbian and alludes to the in-
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between space as embodied by her fluid sexual identity. Moreover, because the reader 

is left to imagine what will happen concerning Ruth and Maria, the conclusion of the 

narrative could be said to embrace a state of queer liminality, as the narrative ends 

literally and metaphorically on the threshold.  

 

Hood (1995) 

Hood, published in 1995, continues the theme of closeted homosexuality. Whereas 

Stir-fry had glimpsed into the closet, Hood is an altogether more developed exploration 

of the effects that closeted homosexuality has on a thirty-year-old woman mourning 

the sudden and accidental death of her long-term partner. Confronting the 

heteronormative dimensions of Irish society, the novel reconfigures a space in which 

Irish women may be able to exist removed from heterosexist assumptions. The 

narrative follows Penelope O’Grady, known as Pen, a primary school teacher in the 

week leading up to her girlfriend Cara’s funeral following her death in a car crash 

whilst on holiday in Greece. As an exploration of the dimensions of the closet, Pen 

and Cara’s thirteen-year relationship has been hidden from close relatives, including 

Cara’s father, Mr Wall, in whose house they live.  

Donoghue employs several spatial metaphors to illustrate how those that share 

spaces, even intimate spaces such as a house, can build metaphorical closets, or ‘walls’ 

to stop their true identities being discovered. According to geographers Lynda Johnson 

and Gill Valentine ‘lesbians living in or returning to the family house, who haven’t 

“come out” to their parents can find that a lack of privacy from the parental gaze 

constrains their freedom to perform a lesbian identity at home’ (101). Johnson and 

Valentine’s comments are applicable to Hood, as even private spaces such as Pen and 
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Cara’s bedroom are closeted. Despite the fact that Mr Wall ‘never usually came 

upstairs’ (82) because that was Pen and Cara’s designated space, their freedom is 

compromised repeatedly. The relationship between the two women is metaphorically 

imposed in spatial descriptions of the house, Cara’s memory is ‘soaked into the walls, 

stained on the sheets, scratched on the bedpost’ (284). Pen has to remember to say 

‘mine and never ours’ (100) in case Mr Wall heard. They keep up the guise of having 

separate rooms whilst secretly sharing Pen’s room but ‘never raise [their] voices above 

a whisper in case Mr Wall heard’ (194). The name of Cara’s father Mr Wall is also 

symbolic, connotating the metaphorical ‘wall’ that Pen and Cara build to prevent him 

from discovering the true nature of their relationship. When Pen eventually comes out 

to Robbie, a sympathetic work colleague, his reaction also capitalises on spatial 

descriptions to highlight both the physical proximity and emotional distance between 

them, as he comments, ‘I suppose we really don’t know the first thing about each other, 

even though we all share a building’ (182).  

Afraid that she will lose her job if outed, Pen is reduced to referring to Cara as 

her housemate rather than girlfriend, partner, or lover. Detailing what she describes as, 

‘the lie of compulsory heterosexuality’ as the only viable means of sexual expression 

in western society, Adrienne Rich explains that: 

The lie keeps numberless women psychologically trapped, trying to fit mind, 

spirit and sexuality into a prescribed script because they cannot look beyond 

the parameters of the acceptable. It pulls on the energy of such women even as 

it drains the energy of “closeted” lesbians — the energy exhausted in the 

double life. The lesbian trapped in the closet, the woman imprisoned in 

prescriptive ideals of the “normal” share the pain of blocked options, broken 

connections, lost access to self-definition freely and powerfully assumed. (140) 
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In Hood, Pen maintains Rich’s lie of compulsory heterosexuality as in the 1990s 

homosexual teachers risked losing their jobs as homosexuality was grounds for 

dismissal in Irish church-run institutions.54  

 

Island imagery   

According to Zimmerman, lesbian authors ‘have been inspired by what Sappho 

represents: an island in the safe sea of women, a symbol of female separation, 

community and authority’ (124). An island is a liminal space surrounded by water that 

is associated with the fluidity of the female body (Zimmerman 125). As this discussion 

has previously detailed, water imagery is also connected to the female body in Edna 

O’Brien and Mary Dorcey’s fiction. Donoghue further extends this metaphor by 

linking water to the island metaphor. References to islands in Hood sometimes 

function as a space of freedom where lesbian desire can be realised: for example, Pen 

and Cara’s first romantic encounter occurred on the roof of the school which Pen refers 

to as ‘our own island of concrete and iron, floating above Dublin’ (28). The use of the 

word floating is interesting, as Zimmerman details that the trope ‘of the floating island 

[in lesbian fiction] evokes a growing foetus cradled inside the womb of Mother Nature’ 

(125). It is also significant that Cara died when holidaying on a Greek island, recalling 

as it does the association to Lesbos, the homeplace of Sappho. However, in this 

instance, the Greek island is also associated with death, again another liminal state. 

The island is also configured as a space of freedom and escapism associated with 

holidaying. According to critic Namascar Shaktini, lesbian writers use ‘the metaphor 

                                                           
54 Changes to legislation in 2015 have revoked this type of discrimination, but many teachers in faith-
based education are still wary of being fully out at school.  
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of embarkment as an image of displacement from the “dark continent of femininity” 

which Freud never really penetrated’ (40-41). Following this, Zimmerman states that 

‘if patriarchal thinkers define women as a dark continent, it is hardly surprising that 

lesbian writers sail away to islands in order to create and define a separate discourse 

about women and sexuality’ (126).  

Spatial metaphors of the island throughout Hood also illustrate the negativity 

liminality associated with the closet. Omitting friendships with ‘straight schoolfriends’ 

and ‘the dykes’ that Cara was friends with, Pen found herself isolated ‘on a kind of 

island’ following Cara’s death (172). This description evokes the phrase ‘no man is an 

island’ to imply that Pen is isolated by her closeted grief. Writing on the prevalence of 

island imagery in lesbian fiction, Zimmerman details that ‘one aspect of the lesbian 

fantasy [of the island] is to become precisely what John Donne preached against: an 

island, entire of itself’ (125). Pen refers to herself as ‘PENinsula’ a spatial metaphor 

to represent her sense of being adrift from the rest of society (22). These spatial 

metaphors illustrate the separation and distance of sexual outsiders from larger society, 

as well as Pen’s sense of being alone in a society that offers little space for an 

expression of non-normative grief. However, a peninsula is also connected to the 

mainland and in parodying this phrase; Donoghue may also be suggesting that Pen 

cannot be completely isolated, as she does establish authentic friendships with Jo, 

Robbie and Mr Wall.  

Writing on the gendering of mourning, Tammy Clewell argues that ‘for gay 

men and lesbians in particular, mourning the loss of partners, lovers, friends and 

acquaintances has been a particularly fraught endeavour, sometimes hidden or 

complicated by the closet and at other times devalued by a predominately heterosexual 

culture that fails to acknowledge or accord full importance to the loss’ (132). Butler 
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explains, ‘insofar as the grief remains unspeakable, the rage over the loss can redouble 

by virtue of remaining unacknowledged’ (Psychic 148). In Hood, Pen’s self-help book 

acknowledges the negative liminality that closeted grief produces, as it states: 

‘Homosexuals mourning their partners often carry a burden exacerbated by invisibility 

and prejudice’ (248). Such interpretations highlight the public/ private dimension of 

grief and in effect question what spaces enable or disavow homosexual practices. At 

the beginning of the novel, following the initial shock of Cara’s death, Pen runs in the 

forest to scream, yet when she opens her mouth ‘the wind pushed in and sealed it up’ 

(23). This scene illustrates the nexus of Hood which is that lesbianism cannot be 

voiced, and hence grieved and publicly acknowledged.  

 

Liminal ghosts 

Castle has argued that the incorporation of spectral imagery in lesbian texts has led to 

a disembodying of the lesbian and has in effect rid her of any transgressive power. It 

is interesting that in Hood, the narrative centres on Pen’s relationship with Cara, a 

character that by her death appears as a ghost-like figure whose memory haunts Pen in 

the week following her death. Discussing gothic tropes in contemporary lesbian 

writing, Paulina Palmer argues that writers such as Emma Donoghue and Sarah 

Schulman ‘introduce imagery of ghosts and haunting to explore the experience of 

lesbian/gay bereavement’ (61). Indeed, throughout Hood, Donoghue incorporates the 

themes of death, bodily disintegration and mourning to highlight how the closeting of 

lesbianism in Irish society is akin to a type of death for the person living a closeted 

life. Gothic images of ghosts are also undeniably liminal images that illustrate the 

boundary between life and death. Through Hood’s flitting narrative structure between 
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retrospective and present tense, the novel embraces the fluidity of the liminal space 

between life and death. Several instances in the novel blur this boundary, offering a 

queer liminality. Pen has an erotic dream about Cara and wakes up with her ‘body 

straining to her ghostly wrist’ (35). Pen masturbates whilst recalling another erotic 

memory and afterwards details: ‘I was more alive than I could bear’ (259).   

One way that closeted grief is shown in the novel is through mourning rituals 

as offered by institutional religion. The public rituals of grief are explored throughout 

the book to show how same-sex relationships are outside the realm of prevailing Irish 

sexual hegemonies. In doing so, institutions such as the Catholic Church deny a space 

for those to grieve relationships that do not conform to heteronormative constructions 

that are clerical/state sanctioned. For example, Pen is only given a few days off work 

to grieve her ‘friend’, whilst aware that the death of a husband would have granted her 

two weeks leave: 

Somehow what galled me most was that if it had been a husband Sister 

Dominic would have given me two weeks off. On the other hand, it occurred 

to me now, watching the widow-type opposite with the fretful tabby grinding 

hairs into her black wool lap, losing a husband would have been horribly 

public. (248) 

Pen is resigned to a life in the closet as the only life which offers her the advantages 

of the middle classes, a respectable job in a Catholic school and a house in a south 

Dublin suburb. Her grief is dubbed ‘less official’ (182) in the eyes of Irish society as 

her relationship exists outside the boundaries of hegemonic Irish sexual expression. 

Yet the closeted life has its benefits, as Pen acknowledges that the secrecy of mourning 

as a homosexual enables her to escape from the public gaze that often accompanies 
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those mourning the loss of a heterosexual partner. This can be regarded as an example 

of positive liminality whereby the closet offers a degree of privacy that is not afforded 

to those who are ‘out’. Because the closet also removes Pen and Cara’s relationship 

from public spotlight, it also gives them more freedom to conduct their relationship 

removed from society’s expectations. For instance, Pen experiences ‘more a sense of 

privacy and control than some blaringly open relationships would have given [her]’ 

(216). The closet is therefore configured as a space of both negative and positive 

liminality, that offers protection and privacy from more official states of mourning, 

such as widowhood, yet at the same time, it is also a space whereby grief must be 

suppressed and not fully acknowledged.  

 

The Woods 

One of the most important spaces in Hood is the woods. The woods are both 

represented as a physical space which Pen repeatedly visits, in narrative flashbacks 

and in the week following Cara’s death, and it is also a prominent place in her dreams, 

and specifically nightmares. Nature imagery and the woodland and forest holds 

particular resonance in certain lesbian literature, where natural spaces have been 

associated with liberation and a disassociation from patriarchal, polluting, man-made 

spaces, which are usually configured as urban spaces. David Bell and Gill Valentine 

discuss works such as Charlotte Perkin Gilman’s Herland (1915) which ‘use rural 

utopianism and a kind of ecofeminist critique of masculinist techno- urbanism to write 

fables of women reunited with nature and thereby rediscovering lost strengths and 

powers’ (“Queer” 114). In Hood, the fluctuating significance of the woods aligns it as 

a queer space that defies a single interpretation. The woods are a multifaceted space 
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that is sometimes conceived as a gothic or threatening space, a space of exposure, but 

also sometimes a liberating space. The first time the woods are introduced, the reader 

anticipates that it will be space of refuge, as, following the phone call in which Pen 

learns that Cara is dead Pen runs to the woods, probably to express her grief away from 

the surveillance of the home she shares with Cara’s father (23). However, instead of 

offering refuge, the woods are configured to be a claustrophobic space, as when Pen 

arrives there, ‘there was no more room than in the big house … I opened my mouth 

and the wind pushed in and sealed it up’ (23). In this description, Donoghue associates 

the woods with the closeting that she finds necessary in the big house. The woods in 

this instance is an extension of the closet, as it is a space where Pen cannot truly express 

her lesbian identity.  

That the woods in the novel are sometimes associated with danger is befitting 

considering the novel’s interweaving of fairy-tale motifs, a trope which Donoghue 

adopts more overtly in her later fiction.55 The epigraph quoted at the beginning of the 

novel is from a lesbian rewriting of ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ by Olga Broumas (1977). 

This reference to the fairy tale obviously has implications for the woods in Hood, 

insofar as it to associates it with danger as is often the case in fairy-tales. Pen has 

various nightmares where she is looking for Cara in the woods, and in a scene 

reminiscent of the Brothers Grimm’s ‘Hansel and Gretel’, Pen looks for Cara in a 

rotten gingerbread house (26/165). Pen also imagines that maybe ‘one day [Cara] 

never came back from the woods’ (165). In this instance, the woods are a gothic space, 

symbolic of death and desertion. In a nightmare, Pen imagines her relationship being 

exposed by Mr Wall:  

                                                           
55 In 1997 Donoghue published Kissing the Witch: Old Tales in New Skins, a feminist rewriting of 
classic fairy-tales.  
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We were walking in the woods, Cara and I, and suddenly we heard Mr Wall’s 

voice through a megaphone, ordering us to come out from behind those trees. 

He was saying how he had known about us two for twenty years now, how it 

was primitive, repulsive, and totally unacceptable. ‘I’m afraid I feel it 

incumbent upon me to inform the police,’ he kept repeating. (171) 

It is interesting that the word ‘primitive’ is used in this context as ‘there is a long 

tradition within Western thought of arguing that women are closer to nature than men 

because of their biology (menstrual cycle and child rearing) and of devaluing nature 

(female) in relation to science and culture’ (Nesmith and Radcliffe 370). The use of 

the word ‘primitive’ in this scene recalls the association between women and animals, 

and indeed the homophobic association between homosexuality and bestiality, which 

further suggests the woods as a wild, undomesticated and ‘bestial’ space. There are 

other instances in the novel where the woods offer the promise of sexual freedom but 

this freedom fails to be realised. For example, Cara and Pen go to the (seemingly 

empty) woods and begin to have sex but are interrupted by the arrival of other people:  

I was leaning up on one elbow, angled over Cara, my mouth hovering above 

her eyelids, when a straight couple walked by. We kept our faces together and 

didn’t move. ‘We’ll be all right if one of us looks like a boy’ whispered Cara 

(209).  

In this instance, far from constituting a liberating or safe space, removed from the 

surveillance of the family home, the woods are also another closeted space where 

lesbian expressions must be denied and concealed. Significantly, when talking about 

the threat of male violence Pen refers to the metaphorical ‘man in the woods’ (265) 

which no doubt recalls the association of the woods as a space where sexual or 
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gendered violence is prominent, removed as it is from the surveillance of larger 

society.  

However, there are other instances in Hood where the woods are a space of 

potential transformation and freedom. According to the Shakespearean scholar, Anne 

Barton, ‘forests are places of transformation, where the boundary between human life 

and that of animals, plants or trees are likely to become confused, or even obliterated’ 

(48). Barton’s descriptions of the forest are applicable to my reading of Donoghue’s 

text, in that her statement addresses the positive liminality of the woods as a place 

where boundaries can be crossed. In Hood, the woods are physically a marginal and 

secluded space; however, they also hold a transformative power as a queer space to 

disrupt normative temporalities:  

The very best thing about these woods was the suspension of time. Compared 

to these topless towers I was no taller now, in my long cardigan, than the 

teenage Pen who had spent her Saturdays here … In the thickest part of the 

woods, where the trees were only ten feet apart, it could be any date I chose, 

and sometimes it seemed to me that all the years were one, a handful of seasons 

repeating themselves, the conversations like snakes swallowing their own tales. 

(62) 

Zimmerman refers to naturalistic spaces in lesbian literature as ‘the green world’ (82) 

which are ‘a place of refuge for lovers and a limitless zone outside time and space 

where they soar and merge’ (82). The woods are also associated with female sexual 

liberation in a fashion similar to how many lesbian-feminists adopted natural, wild, 

undomesticated spaces as a locale befitting for their communes. As described by Bell 

and Valentine, ‘lesbian feminist philosophy has at times positively embraced a belief 
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in women's “natural femininity”, relationship with mother earth, and so on' (“Queer” 

118). Pen references an occasion where Cara visited a Women’s Music Festival in 

which she returns ‘singing the praises of breasts’ (133) as there were ‘thousands of 

women walk[ing] round naked in the woods’ (133). These descriptions further 

associate the woods as a liberating space where the naturalness of the female body is 

celebrated. The woods in this reading is similar to the cave in Edna O’Brien’s fiction 

as, comparable to the cave, the woods are a symbolic womb that gives birth to female 

desire. Donoghue’s descriptions of the woods fit this description.  In this vein of 

thought it is significant that Pen imagines that she might meet another lover in the 

woods: 

I would have liked to meet someone up here, just by chance … I would become 

gradually aware of a figure to one side of me. We would look across the small 

clearing, nervous at first, then, having decided that we were both women, 

exchange a small smile. Our faces would seem to float in the moonlight. We 

would stay looking upwards, our feet shifting from us one tree to the next. The 

two of us might end up crouched at the foot of the same tree, looking different 

ways. Not a word would be exchanged. There would be nothing domestic about 

such romance. (207) 

The fact that there would be ‘nothing domestic’ about this potential romance is 

significant as it refers to the naturalness of lesbian relationships, implying that women 

have been ‘domesticated’ into social codes that are heavily heteronormative. Domestic 

in the context may also refer to the traditional domestic role of women in the home, a 

role which Pen adopts. But for Pen the domestic space of the home is a closeted space, 

so the wild, un-domesticated space of the woods is a site of liberation from traditional 

heteronormative female roles.  
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In Hood, Donoghue stresses the need for Irish society to be more 

accommodating to sexual others by highlighting the damage caused to those whose 

lives and grief are unacknowledged due to societal fear. In the staff-room Pen doesn’t 

want to discuss her ‘friend’s’ funeral because:  

I did not want to disown Cara by diluting her into my ‘housemate’. Of course 

I had done that very thing over and over again while she was alive, but it 

seemed wrong now that there was no longer any possibility of calling off the 

lie, now that there was no chance that I would ever bring her on my arm to a 

staff Christmas party and say, this is my beloved, in whom I am well pleased. 

(175) 

Figuratively, there is no space for lesbians in Irish culture as the all-encompassing 

nature of heteronormativity in Irish society eliminates a linguistic space for their 

existence. Pen thus questions what her plaque to Cara in the church should say, ‘what 

would the plaque say? Best wishes to my beloved housemate, friend, schoolmate, pal? 

Which words would I be allowed?’ (134). In Hood, the Catholic Church is shown as 

an institution which offers no comfort to those who stray outside the heterosexual 

parameters of Irish society. A key theme in Donoghue’s work is finding a way to 

reconcile the juxtaposing ideals of lesbian, Irish and Catholic, something which the 

author has admitted she has struggled with in both her personal life and work: 

Irish lesbian still had the ring of a contradiction in terms: how was I to conceive 

of myself as a practicing Catholic and a furious lesbian feminist, a sweet 

colleen and a salty sinner? (O’Carroll and Collins 159) 

Cara, as an unmarried woman at the time of her death is given white flowers, 

‘traditional … for a young woman who is still presumed to be somehow innocent and 
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virginal, no matter how she spent her cluster of decades’ (133). Despite the fact that 

she hasn’t gone to Mass for years as she disagreed with the Church’s puritanical stance 

on sexuality, Cara’s funeral takes place in the chapel, ‘So here was Cara back in this 

very church a decade later, because it had not occurred to me or Mr Wall that there 

was any other option’ (135). Mr Wall regularly attends Mass even though he is an 

atheist. As her lifestyle is not approved of by the Catholic Church, Pen is denied the 

mourning rituals offered by religion, ‘what would a non-religious lesbian sympathy 

card be like I wondered? A postcard with a cartoon on it, no doubt. I tried to come up 

with a suitable slogan. “A woman without a body is like a kite without a string. 

Death=Life”’ (171). When Pen goes to confession, the busy priest is so concerned that 

she doesn’t engage in non-marital relations with her presumed boyfriend that he 

refuses to hear the rest of her confession. After this incident Pen realises that there is 

no room for lesbians in conservative Irish Catholic society: ‘it became clear to me that 

my story just didn’t show up in their terms. I never much bothered after that’ (189).   

If Hood dispels the power of Catholicism to bring comfort to lesbians in Irish 

society, the alternative offered in the form of the lesbian co-operative is not an 

amelioration. The co-operative is called the attic, which as in Stir-fry, recalls the 

association in literary history between the attic space and a confinement of deviant 

female sexuality. Pen’s scepticism of this community is highlighted at the wake at the 

co-operative. Pen sits uncomfortably during the wake when the women chant songs 

about reincarnation. The event is recorded as such, ‘the bad bit was when the hippy 

with beads … threw the floor open, as it were, to individual testimonies about Cara’ 

(294). However, it is important to remember that Pen’s criticism of the co-op may be 

intensified by the fact that Cara had been sexually involved with some of its members 

rather than their ‘leftist’ politics and rituals. Tammy Clewell provides an interesting 



184 
 

analysis of the ‘wake’ scene in Hood. Noting how the novel engages with the issues 

of lesbian visibility and grief she argues that ‘the attic women engage in an alternative 

grief ritual that silences the very figure they intend to engage in speech … Donoghue 

invites her reader to consider how a community comes to exclude one who might 

identify as an insider but whose private experience of grief keeps her out’ (143). The 

members of the co-op commemorate Cara through a series of testimonials which in 

effect idolise her: 

During a few of them I had to button my lip so as not to mutter ‘Ah, come on 

she was not a wonderful cook’, or ‘psychically sensitive, in my eyeball’. Others 

described Cara in terms that were too pedestrian, as a ‘really nice person’ or as 

‘someone who gave so much to the women’s community’. None of them 

seemed to catch the colour of her. (294) 

What the novel instead offers as a way to counter the effects of semi-closeted grief is 

the suggestion that alternative families or communities can support the bereaved. Of 

course, the only way in which this can be achieved is by being ‘out’ in these 

relationships. In an interview, Donoghue acknowledged that her construction of the 

closet in Hood is to highlight how some of the fears that the closeted person may 

experience are heightened:  

I wanted to show that some of Pen’s fears are self-deluded. For instance, she 

doesn’t know that Mr Wall knows and accepts her relationship with his 

daughter and there are other ways of life for example, the kind of community 

on offer in the Amazon Attic which may not appeal to her but suggests that 

there is warm, loving friendship out there for her to find.’(Moloney and 

Thompson 176) 
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In Hood, Donoghue constructs alternative families by questioning familial bonds. In 

doing so, her texts suggest alternative forms of community that are not always legally 

validated. In contrast to the traditional domestic space of the home commonly 

represented by the nuclear biological family, at the end of the novel, the family home 

has changed from being a closeted space into a queer space that celebrates differences 

to this traditional model. The domestic situation of Pen and Mr Wall resists the 

normative family situation of biological mother, father and 2.5 children. Pen’s 

relationship with Mr Wall resembles that of a father-daughter relationship more so 

than did Pen’s relationship with her deceased father, whose death had little effect on 

her. In fact, Mr Wall refers to Pen as being ‘like a daughter’ (278). Cara’s mother and 

sister emigrated to America when Cara was a teenager and their relationship has been 

virtually non-existent ever since. By inviting her to remain in his house following 

Cara’s death, Mr Wall acknowledges the strength of this non-blood tied relationship. 

According to Antoinette Quinn, ‘rather than advocating lesbian community or 

continuum, the novel appears to advocate lesbian integration into heterosexual familial 

society’ (161). Whilst Mr Wall may not yet be able to clearly voice his approval, it is 

clear that he accepts Pen’s homosexuality and this in turn gives Pen the courage to 

come out to her mother. He asks Pen to continue living in his house, referring to her 

as his ‘daughter’s friend’ (282), which Pen understands as his acknowledgement 

concerning the true nature of their relationship. In this reading the metaphorical ‘wall’ 

of secrecy between Pen and Mr Wall is dismantled: 

My daughter’s friend. He had practically capitalised it. He didn’t mean palsy-

walsy friend, schoolfriend, housemate. He meant friend — in the way his 

generation used it, as a polite euphemism for all the subtle non-marital 
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relationships they didn’t want to pry into. He knew! The little bastard knew all 

along! (282)  

When Pen does decide to tell her mother about her relationship with Cara it is described 

in metaphors associated with childbirth: ‘this birth is long overdue, mother. It’ll be a 

tight squeeze. You’d better open your arms to this screaming red bundle, because it’s 

the only one I’ll ever bring you’ (309). The birth metaphor further relates to the theme 

of family and the creation of a new kind of relationship. In this analogy, Pen is 

metaphorically birthing her secret and dualistically coming out of the closet. Donoghue 

associates the liminal space of the closet with these decidedly queer images of 

childbirth which destabilise traditional depictions of familial relations. Significantly, 

in this scene also Donoghue uses water imagery. She details: ‘All of a sudden I 

couldn’t see; my mother slid into a fish shape, the table melted into a pool. It had been 

so long, I’d forgotten what tears felt like’ (309). These descriptions of shape-shifting 

are inherently liminal and recall the water associated with the island metaphor, as well 

as the fluidity associated with female sexuality. The narrative concludes with a focus 

on death, again another liminal state. Pen wonders, ‘why did we pretend to be strangers 

when we were all webbed together by the people we had lost and the short future we 

had in common?’ (288). The novel ends with Pen about to come out to her mother but 

it isn’t certain if she does.  In this regard, the novel ends in a space of liminality and 

indeterminacy that anticipates Pen’s coming out, which could be understood as a space 

of queer liminality.  
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Landing (2007) 

As a novel self-consciously concerned with space and the relationship between space 

and desire, it is not surprising that Landing has been read by critics as Donoghue’s 

critique of Ireland’s globalisation and the consumer-driven culture that defined the 

economic prosperity of the Irish ‘Celtic Tiger’ years that spanned 1994-2007. Landing 

is also a novel with emigration and immigration as a central theme. As Jude and Síle 

debate the merits of moving between nations, Donoghue references Ireland’s history 

of emigration and immigration, creating a distinction between those who leave freely 

and those who are forced to leave because of economic necessity. In doing so, the 

novel queries the conception of borders and nationality and can be said to question the 

politics of the nation state, to a certain extent. Henceforth, the novel prompts 

reflections similar to Anne Mulhall’s question, ‘who will the state deign to include and 

who will be excluded from its promise of benevolent care?’ (Europe 110). My reading, 

however, suggests that in its emphasis on transition and indeterminacy, the novel can 

be said to embrace the queer fluidity offered by the liminal space. This is emphasised 

through an abundance of liminal motifs throughout the text that celebrate a state of 

inbetweeness and ambiguity.  

Liminal Planes 

It is significant that Síle and Jude’s first encounter is on a plane. Arguably, a plane can 

be regarded as a liminal space as it physically crosses borders and thresholds during 

transit. This encounter also recalls the meeting of Síle’s Irish father and Indian mother 

who also met on a plane from London to Bombay (81). The liminal space of the plane 

which seamlessly crosses national borders facilitates the cultural border crossing 

between Jude and Síle’s respective cultures. The aircraft is also a powerful symbol for 
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how, because they live so far apart, the relationship between the two women is, until 

the end of the narrative, ‘up in the air’. This idiom encapsulates the specifically spatial 

problem that Jude and Síle must navigate, before they can ‘land’ in a shared space. 

The plane is further associated with liminality as various instances through the novel 

connect the plane to death. The passenger sitting next to Jude dies during the flight 

(13). Following the plane journey to London to visit her mother, Jude’s mother dies 

(44). When Jude’s mother begins to forget things because she has a brain tumour, 

Jude’s ‘mind’s eye [imagines] a plane plummeted through the clouds’ (32). Crossing 

the boundary between life and death in the transient space of the aircraft, the death of 

the passenger binds the two women together. The narrator notes how ‘Jude kept her 

eyes on her lap, embarrassed by the secret they shared: death, slumped in the next seat’ 

(13). Tellingly, after their relationship develops Jude states, ‘I’ll always associate you 

with death now. In a good way’ (121). In associating their relationship with death, the 

ultimate liminal experience, Donoghue’s text embraces aspects of liminality, which 

following Turner is characterised as a state of ‘between-ness’ wherein ambiguity, 

indeterminacy and a loosening of structural-hierarchical relationships prevail.  

Furthermore, the theme of liminality is also connected to ghosts. Jude’s bed is 

associated with liminality. Discussing their past lovers, the narrator details that ‘there 

were always ghosts around a bed; you might as well invite them in, start trying to make 

peace with them’ (119). As already discussed, ghosts embody liminality, existing on a 

plane between the living and the dead. As in Hood, these descriptions also recall the 

apparitional lesbian, who is configured as a ghost (Castle Apparitional 5). Lacking a 

shared physical space, Síle and Jude’s relationship occurs in a transnational space 

which is mediated through phone calls and emails. This is another liminal space that 

transcends national barriers that are physically and forcefully in place, as Jude and Síle 
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discover when trying to emigrate. Technology such as email and phone calls allow the 

women to dislocate themselves from their actual physical surrounding to an imagined 

space where they are together. When talking ‘on the phone, she and Jude got in the 

habit of shutting their eyes and, pretending they were in bed together telling stories’ 

(299). 

 

Island imagery 

Zimmerman details that island metaphors resonate in lesbian literature ‘because it is 

isolated and separate, an island can be a place of safety for a group accustomed to 

ideological and physical attack’ (125). Interestingly the connection between 

relationships, or people with islands recalls the descriptions used in Hood to describe 

Pen’s sense of insularity from heteronormative society. Similarly to references to 

islands in Hood, in Landing Donoghue employs the island space to comment on 

relationships. Síle’s friend Marcus states that: 

You’re such a google-eyed baby the first time, aren’t you? Having your big 

adventure, making landfill on a mysterious island. But then the fruit turns out 

to be sour or a storm blows up, and you paddle off again on your raft. Only 

now you’re getting to be a seasoned island-hopper, and no matter how beautiful 

the next is, you can’t forget that it’s just one of many, the sea’s littered with 

islands. (85) 

For Marcus, the island analogy does not address themes of seclusion; in fact, ‘season 

island hopper’ refers to an abundance of past relationships, recalling the adage of 

‘plenty more fish in the sea.’ This is significant considering that Marcus is a gay 

character and his statement henceforth reflects the fact that same-sex relationships are 
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increasingly common in the ‘new Ireland’ in which Síle and her friends live (34). 

Further descriptions associate relationships with water imagery. Zimmerman details, 

‘the nature of women’s bodies suggests a metaphoric connection between islands and 

the female, and water is conventionally connected to the feminine and the maternal’ 

(125). Whilst in Dorcey’s short stories watery imagery alluded to the positive fluidity 

of female sexuality, in this instance it is connected to the negative association of the 

ocean as representing a vast and isolated space. Further descriptions associate 

relationships with water imagery. When breaking up with Kathleen, Síle notes, ‘what 

a timid traveller she’d been, clinging to her raft until the very last minute’ (101). Síle 

has been clinging to her metaphorical raft in fear of being alone in the vast ‘sea’ of 

romantic possibility. The watery imagery is also inherently liminal, recalling the 

association between water and the female body.  

 

Urban and rural space  

As mentioned previously in this discussion, the rural has historically been constructed 

as a zone hostile to LGBTQ+ people in comparison with the assumed liberalism and 

acceptance promised in the urban landscape. Halberstam explains, ‘until recently small 

towns were considered hostile to queers and urban areas were cast as the queer’s 

natural environment’ (Queer 15). Landing does not offer a simplistic view that the city 

is more accommodating to LGBTQ+ people than the rural. Despite Dublin’s newfound 

multiculturalism which has embraced various cultures, Síle is the victim of both racial 

and homophobic abuse. When waiting for a taxi, drunken boys ‘pretend to puke’ (186) 

when they see Síle and Jude kissing. Moreover, when walking home, neighbourhood 

kids ask if Síle and Jude are ‘lezzies’ (191). Such tales prompt Síle to declare that ‘it 
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all goes to show that queers should head to the biggest city they know and stay there’ 

(231), apparently forgetting the homophobia which she has been subject to in the city. 

Moreover, it is in the city of Detroit that Jude and Rizla are physically violated and 

called ‘faggots’ because they are mistaken for two gay men leaving a gay bar (270). 

O’Toole asserts that ‘the reverse migration of a downsizing gay couple who move off 

to a smallholding in Leitrim disrupts the usual link between queer community and 

urban space’ (Queering 138), although the countryside is also not completely free from 

the taint of homophobia. Neighbours have an uneasy acceptance of Marcus and 

Pedro’s relationship. According to a guest at their wedding, ‘everyone knows that they 

[Pedro and Marcus] are as bent as forks and that’s no bother but they’d rather not 

receive a wedding invitation’ (231). The guest also recalls a story concerning how two 

gay men he knew had stones thrown at them when walking on a beach in Leitrim (231). 

Donoghue’s construction of urban and rural space, therefore, complicates the often 

proposed binary between queer identity and rural/urban space.  

Whilst the homophobia that Jude and Síle experienced in Canada may not be 

as severe as the homophobia they experienced in Dublin, Landing highlights that 

homophobia is still present, despite the seeming growth of liberalism and 

multiculturalism that countries such as Ireland and Canada experienced during the 

early years of the millennium. Donoghue’s choice to locate Síle and Jude both in an 

‘Ireland’ may further seek to highlight the similarity between the two places and each 

women’s attachment to their respective Irelands. Indeed, it may also be a tactic 

employed by Donoghue as a nod to the accusations that Ireland (the country), 

particularly in the twentieth century, has traditionally been accused of as being a small 

insular nation. According to Emma Young ‘whilst Ireland is one tiny spot on the globe 

it becomes one of many Irelands. Consequentially it diminishes the uniqueness and 
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geographical specificity of “being Irish” and thus questions the discourses of 

nationality and nation’ (Annihilate 112).  

The parochial town of Ireland, Ontario, where everyone knows each other, may 

be read as Ireland in the twentieth century in comparison with the ‘new’ multicultural 

and globalised Ireland that Síle and her friends inhabit. The descriptions of Jude 

associate her with the old (southern) Ireland, as she is not in possession of a credit card 

(6). She has not boarded a plane until the age of twenty-five. As the narrator notes, 

‘she’d just never felt the need or inclination to get on an airplane. It was one of those 

things that people wrongly assumed to be compulsory’ (3). She works in a lowly paid 

archivist job in a museum, which further solidifies her connection to the past and she 

does not own a mobile phone or microwave (19). Having lived in the same small town 

all her life, Jude is in contrast to Síle who is emblematic of the glamour and mobility 

of the Celtic Tiger. Síle is an air hostess who thrives on locomotion and the ability to 

resist being attached to one place. As she tells Jude, ‘cities turn me on. I need to feel 

free as a kite – I happen to be based in Dublin but it could be anywhere really (well, 

anywhere with a population of more than a million!)’ (62). She has a stereotypical 

view that ‘small towns are creepy’ (66) and ‘stasis gives [her] the creeps’ (216). In 

fact, Síle’s own cultural heritage resists fixed categorisation. She refers to herself as a 

‘cultural hybrid’ who defies the homogeneity of the traditionally white Irish. In Canada 

she is told she ‘doesn’t look Irish’ and she responds by stating ‘the funny thing is … 

I’ve been told I don’t look like a lesbian either’ (131), therefore revising received ideas 

about both Irish sexuality and skin colour.   

The spatial surrounds of the two women also seek to highlight their differences 

and reflect their contrasting cultures. Jude’s house is rustic and minimal, to the extent 

that Síle imagined that she had ‘gone back in time and joined the fucking Amish’ (116), 
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whereas Síle’s house is typically feminine and contemporary, described as ‘like a dolls 

house’ filled with ‘bright velvet modern furniture’ (169). Jude mistakes Síle’s electric 

lemon squeezer for a sculpture, an appliance which, according to Síle ‘everyone’ owns 

(170), an exchange which highlights the vast cultural dissonance between the two 

women. Significantly hanging on the wall in Síle’s hallway is a bridal veil from 

Mumbai (170), an object which she received from her cousins, probably as a hint that 

she should be married. The inclusion of this extremely heteronormative object in Síle’s 

otherwise contemporary feminine space also complicates any straightforward 

relationship between space and sexual identity, in a similar fashion to how her cultural 

background complicates concepts of national Irish identity. This point is further 

reinforced by Donoghue’s construction of Síle as being mixed race and her dual 

heritage as both Irish and Indian. Moreover, Jude’s heritage also resists any easy 

classification: her mother was English and her father Canadian. Jude remarks that 

‘we’re all boat people’ (188) and that ‘everyone else is from somewhere else 

originally’ (189). Such statements lay further claim to the fact that nationality is not 

homogenous but includes many cultures and forms of identity.  

 

Borders 

Ireland, whether the country or the town, in this sense is robbed of its unique status as 

a national homeland for either Jude or Síle. O’Toole argues that the reverse migration 

of characters that return to Ireland such as Marcus, Jael and Síle’s parents ‘question 

central assumptions about Irish identity and prompt scrutiny of an Irish migration that 

has long been read as only out migration and expulsion by an improvident or intolerant 

society’ (138-9). Whilst this is an appropriate response it does not easily assimilate 
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with the ending of the novel which signifies a departure from Ireland. According to 

Emma Young, ‘Donoghue uses the motif of travel, and specifically flight to question 

the solid, static dominance of national borders … borders are obliquely political in 

defining a national space and controlling the individuals who can pass into it’ 

(Annihilate 113). In Landing, Donoghue destabilises the construction of borders in 

conjunction with her critique of marriage in order to undermine state endorsed forms 

of legitimacy. This is of relevance as a border is a symbol of both national inclusion 

and exclusion, as the passing of a border is only permitted to those who meet the 

required standards of verification. The novel engages with the issue of borders and 

questions their validity in assuming national and cultural boundaries. This is illustrated 

in a conversation shared between Orla and Jude concerning the 2004 referendum to 

deny citizenship to children born in Ireland when both parents were non-Irish citizens. 

Orla, who works at a refugee centre comments that ‘the day we voted to deny 

citizenship to children born on Irish soil to non-nations I was mortified’ (188). Herein, 

she clearly highlights the limitation of a border as being instrumental in defining 

national allegiances. The process of immigration is tied to the sphere of legitimacy and 

to the processes of nation states of deciding what people are deemed legitimate. 

According to Mulhall, ‘queer rejoins immigration’ in that:  

In the context of marriage, the non-married and those whose marital forms and 

families are not accorded the same inclusionary benevolence on the grounds of 

national origin, religion, residency, racial, and/or class status, are rendered ever 

more unentitled as other couplings of various kinds are folded into the life 

bestowed by the nation-state, with all the entitlements and privileges that such 

life brings. (Europe 105) 
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Donoghue’s implied criticism of sexual borders is also connected to national borders 

and the premise of homonormativity. The novel engages in a critique of marriage and 

the Canadian emigration laws to question how the nation-state bestows privilege onto 

particular peoples, at the expense of others. According to Anne McClintock, ‘a 

woman’s political relation to the nation [is] thus submerged as a social relation to a 

man through marriage. For women, citizenship in the nation has historically been 

mediated by the marriage relation within the family’ (358). Lesbian relationships 

disconcert a woman’s assumed heterosexist relationship to the nation; therefore entry 

into a particular nation can be more difficult for lesbians than heterosexual women. 

Indeed, ‘there are barriers to stop the transmission of a global gay culture’ (Binnie 87).  

Whilst it would be unfair to state that Donoghue’s version of Canada in 

Landing is unwelcoming to gay people (as various instances in the novel show Canada 

as extremely hospitable to gay people), it does, however, highlight how Canadian 

emigration is based on homonormative ideology. In the context of emigration, lesbian 

women’s access to a different space from their homeland is dependent upon 

homonormative ideologies. By this term, I refer to Duggan’s description of it as ‘a 

politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, 

but upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay 

constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and 

consumption’ (Twilight 50). Mulhall considers how the increasing toleration of 

LGBTQ+, or ‘queer’ people in post-millennium Ireland has bolstered Ireland’s self-

image in an attempt to modernise the nation. Promoting the view that Ireland’s 

increasing toleration for queer people is an attempt to further the cause of globalisation 

and benefit from gay capital, or the ‘pink pound’, she states: 
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The inclusion of these “good” multicultural subjects will reinvigorate [Ireland] 

both economically and cosmetically, lending a cosmopolitan edge and glister 

to the outmoded Irish brand, bringing the nation more in line with the imagined 

sophistication of its European peers. (Europe 107) 

The inclusion of queer subjects into a traditionally heterosexist landscape is dependent 

upon assimilation politics and a refusal to attach queerness to any radical social reform. 

In this sense, the queer person is only permitted insofar as they replicate normative 

values and engage in the neo-liberal agenda. This is an issue which Fintan Walsh has 

argued occurred during Ireland’s Celtic Tiger years. He notes how ‘unprecedented 

economic expansion in the Republic propelled the growth of queer culture … with the 

free market embracing all emergent cultural identities, as long as they were 

fundamentally consumerist’ (2).  

In the context of the novel, Canadian emigration favours gay people who have 

adopted homonormative practices. Síle cannot emigrate before fulfilling criteria which 

illustrates that her relationship with Jude is as close to a marriage as possible. Despite 

the laws being ‘progressive’ (278), according to Canadian procedures, ‘they still had 

to have spent at least one year “in a committed and mutually independent (marriage-

like) relationship” where they have “combined their affairs to the extent possible”’. 

Jude and Síle have not spent ‘more than a week’ (278) in the same country together, 

as such their relationship is not eligible for visa sponsorship. Their relationship is not 

‘authorised’ because they have not adhered to homonormative conventions which 

demand ‘proof’ of their commitment, such as ‘joint bank accounts, wills, credit cards, 

property, life insurance’ (278). As the narrator notes, ‘what had Jude and Síle 

combined over the past eleven months except words and bodies’ (278). 
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Interestingly, Donoghue connects national borders to concepts of sexuality and 

the ‘borders’ that exist in definitions of relationships and desire. According to Jude, 

borders can never be removed because ‘the human mind needs boundaries’ (229). Jael 

notes how ‘Jude’s right about boundaries though … take the whole straight-slash-

queer thing’ to which Jude replies that ‘society tries to bully everyone into one camp 

or another’ (229). It is appropriate that this discussion is held between Jael and Jude 

as they are characters who do not claim one singular sexual identity and henceforth 

clearly refute and question the concept of rigid sexual borders. Jael’s flippant comment 

that ‘God help you if you fancy a trip across that border’ (229) seeks to acknowledge 

the difficulty posed by bisexuality to stringent conceptions of hetero or homosexuality 

that leave no space for people that refute such narrowly defined categorisation. 

Ultimately, Síle does emigrate to Canada through a skilful subversion of emigration 

policy. Instead of seeking visa sponsorship she arrives in Canada on a visitor passport 

with the intention of applying for permanent residency whilst developing her online 

business. Simultaneously she remains domiciled in Dublin for tax purposes. In this 

regard, Síle’s liminal positioning in regard to homonormative ideologies confers her 

queer liminality by which she can subvert borders. Challenging the ‘borders’ of 

emigration, Donoghue highlights how people who are not granted easy access to move 

between different spaces must find the means to transgress, or queer, borders. 

However, as in Dorcey’s stories, only those with sufficient financial means are able to 

do so.  

Whilst this discussion has focused on how Donoghue’s novel illustrates that in 

the context of travel, LGBTQ+ people’s access to different spaces is dependent upon 

heteronormative ideologies, it is also worth noting how Landing examines other 

disenfranchised groups that face difficulties in seeking to move between countries. In 
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agreement with Sinéad Moynihan, ‘Síle and her friends are mobile because of 

economic privilege’ (204). Landing explores the issue of economic privilege by 

contrasting Síle’s experiences of emigration to that of immigration. Whilst it is a 

frustrating process for Síle to find a viable way to emigrate to Canada, it is contrasted 

to that of immigrants who face much more dangerous perils in trying to move between 

nations. The epigraphs quoted throughout the novel at the beginning of each chapter 

also seeks to link concepts of travelling to socio-political factors. For instance, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights is quoted, ‘everyone has the right to leave any 

country, including his own, and to return to his country’ (111), clearly alluding to the 

political dimensions of travelling. Eithne Luibhéid explains that immigration has 

‘historically been withheld from many people based not only on sexuality but also on 

intersecting gender, racial, class and geopolitical factors’ (290). Such situations are 

referenced in the novel to illustrate Síle’s economic privilege:  

Immigrants had everything to prove, with documents or witnesses or even with 

their bodies. Crossing borders, for so many people in the world, was a perilous 

business: guns behind, hunger ahead, possessions and relatives scattered … 

there seemed to be no limit to what people would endure in order to enter the 

country of their (perhaps arbitrary) choice: extortion, bureaucratic 

humiliations, being spat at in the street. (299) 

Síle and her friends espouse how the ability to travel easily and often is related to 

economic factors and is granted to those who engage in the neo-liberal agenda as both 

workers and consumers. When asked how she can ‘afford to travel so much’ by an 

American customs officer, Jael asserts her economic privilege as a member of the 

middle class by retorting, ‘because I have a better job than you’ (228). Such a story is 

in stark contrast to that of one of Orla’s Nigerian clients who had to undergo a 
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‘backstreet abortion because she was terrified to go to England for a legal one while 

her application for asylum [in Ireland] was pending’ (299). These divergent accounts 

of travel make a clear distinction between those who can travel due to wealth and those 

who are forced to travel by necessity. Síle can afford the ‘many costs of emigration’ 

(280) whilst Jude, as a less willing participant of the consumer culture, cannot afford 

to move to Ireland. Throughout the novel, Síle’s wealth and careless spending are 

referenced. A flight which cost eight hundred euros ‘cost no more than a couple of 

pairs of good shoes’ (226) to Síle. It is clear that Donoghue is critical of the economic 

factors of the Celtic Tiger which have created a culture of hedonistic spending in 

Ireland for the middle classes whilst simultaneously creating further economic 

hardship for those less privileged in Irish society.  

Towards the end of the novel, Orla tells Síle that their diabetic mother died not 

because of a tragic accident but because she deliberately decided not to take her insulin 

as a result of her depression following her immigration from India to Ireland. Her 

sister’s revelation, which Jude interprets as Síle’s ‘punishment’ (311) for leaving 

Ireland in favour of Canada, also seeks to highlight how immigration can have negative 

effects on personal wellbeing. Having had her Indian identity diminished following 

her move, Síle notes how her mother ‘must have felt bits of her starting to crumble off 

as soon as she landed. She settled in Da’s family house, with all her neighbours 

goggling over the hedge; she turned Catholic, stopped speaking Malayalam, got a little 

less Indian every year. She must have felt like she was withering’ (310). Perturbed by 

the new information regarding her mother’s death and the potential negative impact 

that emigration will have on her, Síle suffers from cold feet and does not arrive in 

Ontario as expected. This revelation leads Síle to re-examine her relationship to the 

places around her and realise her attachment to her surroundings, ‘she walked along 
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old Northside streets, in one memory, and out of another, and every corner was a 

touchstone’ (301). The fact that Síle doesn’t arrive also leads Jude to reconsider her 

spatial surrounding. Without Síle and the promise of the life they had envisioned, 

‘Ireland had a strange, fictive look to her: an old crackled photo, a creepy ghost town’ 

(318). This is in marked contrast to the positive nostalgic associations that Jude 

previously held for the town as a repository for childhood memories (216). Jude’s 

concept of space has altered as she now realises that ‘a place was nothing on its own; 

it hit her now; it was only people who carved meaning into it’ (318).  

The novel ends with the couple on the verge of a move away from both Irelands 

to Toronto, which is significantly constructed as a spatial compromise for the two 

women. Similarly to the ending of Stir-fry the novel concludes with Síle turning up 

unexpectedly at Jude’s door, a significant space that is representative of the 

metaphorical liminal threshold (320). Toronto is, therefore, representative of a new 

space in which lesbian desire can ‘land’. It is also a place that is not encrypted with 

memories, a metaphorical blank space. Jude details it is not the space that is important 

but the person it is shared with. As she tells Síle, ‘I feel the same about you no matter 

where in the world you happen to be’ (320). However, with the indeterminacy 

suggested by the ending, it is unclear if the couple will ‘land’ in Toronto. In 

comparison to the closeted spaces in Stir-fry and Hood, the novel ends in a state of 

queer liminality that embraces the ambiguity offered by liminal space. The conclusion 

of this thesis considers the relationship between space and lesbian desire in 

contemporary Irish and Northern Irish literature.  
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Conclusion 

Problematising Queer Liminality: Contemporary Irish and Northern Irish 

Lesbian Fiction 

 

The novels analysed in the previous chapter, Donoghue’s Stir-fry and Hood, were self-

consciously promoted and actively sold as ‘lesbian novels’, whilst Landing, published 

twelve years after Hood, was nominated in the bisexual category of the Lambda book 

awards in 2007. This shift in literary classification is interesting, illustrating that 

stringent labels of sexuality and identity could perhaps be more easily applied in 1994 

than in the current climate of sexual fluidity that is often espoused by the term ‘queer’. 

Post the year 2007, it is difficult to source ‘Irish lesbian’ novels; indeed, a quick google 

search might lead the literary critic to assume that Irish lesbian literature died with the 

publication of Landing in 2007, and the critic has to read widely in the hope that a 

lesbian character might just appear somewhere when reading contemporary Irish 

writing. These assertions, however, reflect a broader cultural reflection pertinent to 

southern Ireland.  Lesbianism in Ireland is no longer considered exceptional, in either 

a social/cultural or literary sense, and both legal and cultural changes in Irish society 

have validated this fact. This conclusion, therefore, proposes a reading that 

problematises queer liminality in contemporary southern Irish fiction; to consider that 

if lesbianism is no longer liminal, at least in a cultural sense, can Irish lesbian fiction 

still hold the potential to describe spaces of queer liminality?   
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What’s queer about queer fiction?  

Writing in the New York Times Magazine in 2016, Jenna Wortham states that:  

The speed with which modern society has adapted to accommodate the world’s 

vast spectrum of gender and sexual identities may be the most important 

cultural metamorphosis of our time … “queer” has come to serve as a linguistic 

catchall for this broadening spectrum of identities, so much so that people who 

consider themselves straight, but reject heteronormativity, might even call 

themselves queer. But when everyone can be queer, is anyone? (1) 

Wortham’s debate surrounding assimilation and the commodification of queer culture 

in larger society suggests that if everyone holds the potential to be queer, this in turn 

somehow delimits the supposed radicalism associated with the word. Gay Pride is a 

contested space that examines the conflict between assimilation and queerness that 

Wortham’s statement encapsulates.  Pride celebrates a marginalised culture, yet the 

increasing commodification of pride, as exemplified by the inclusion of corporate 

sponsorship, renders it increasingly difficult to see what is so queer (whereby queer 

means counter-cultural or radical) about such an event. This is a sentiment shared by 

photographer Brian Teeling:  

I’d like to start a Shame Festival, where we champion really really out there 

queerness. Penney’s are selling Pride merchandise. They’re giving a 

percentage to Stonewall [the Gay Equality charity], which isn’t even in Ireland. 

(qtd. in Tipton 1)  

The normalcy of certain aspects of queer culture, as aided by legislative improvements 

for the rights of LGBTQ+ people in Ireland, is reflected in contemporary Irish fiction. 
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In 2004 Michael G. Cronin lamented how male gay characters in Irish fiction were 

being represented as signifiers of modernity and commodity:  

Literary and discursive constructions of gay male identity are currently being 

pressed into service as icons of Irish modernity — since in contemporary 

Western culture gay men are routinely represented as the epitome of an urban, 

metropolitan, consumerist lifestyle. Modernity is, in this discourse, 

interchangeable with liberal capitalism. (“Country” 255) 

Cronin’s statement, which is specific to representations of gay literary construction, is 

also applicable to the representations of lesbians in contemporary Irish fiction. This is 

the case in Oh my God What a complete Aisling (2017) by Emer McLysaght and Sarah 

Breen and, to a lesser extent, Sally Rooney’s debut award-winning novel 

Conversations with Friends (2017). According to Cronin ‘gay identity has been 

emptied of any radical political potential it may have had’ (254). In representations of 

lesbians in contemporary Irish lesbian fiction, this statement appears particularly 

appropriate. 

 

Conversations with Friends and Oh my God, What a Complete Aisling 

(both 2017) 

Sally Rooney’s novel Conversations with Friends embodies the contemporary 

obsession with sexual fluidity that the term queer encapsulates. This novel centres 

upon the relationships that defy classification; in an interview, the author stated she is 

‘interested in writing about “ambiguous relationships”, those which resist neat labels 

like “girlfriend”, “friend”, “gay” or “straight”’ (O’Kelly 1). Critics too were unsure 
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about how to describe the characters’ sexuality. Very few critics referred to the 

characters as lesbians, or bisexuals, and referred to them generally as ‘queer’. 

Reviewer Brodie Crellin states that Rooney ‘gives a voice to the experiences of young, 

queer women without making their sexuality the defining thing about them’ (1). The 

New Yorker displayed a similar sentiment stating that: ‘with her queer credentials and 

radical politics, Frances is an unlikely protagonist in a novel of adultery, that most 

clichéd of genres’ (Schwartz 1). The adoption of the term queer by critics to refer to 

what otherwise may have been termed lesbian, gay or bisexual may be a further 

signifier of the assimilation of queer culture in Irish society. In the novel, however, 

Bobbi identifies as ‘gay’ (81) and Frances is described by Bobbi as being ‘bisexual’ 

(38) but Frances herself does not attempt to self-identify or label herself. 

 Reviewers of Conversations with Friends employed ‘queer’ to refer generally 

to the LGBTQ+ acronym, as well as an alignment with a left-leaning political or social 

ideology. Remarkably there is nothing decidedly ‘queer’, whereby queer denotes 

radical, subversive, or confronting, in this novel. ‘Queers’ are as mainstream as the 

rest of the characters in this emotionally fraught narrative. Frances’ mother remarks 

that it is a ‘real shame’ when Frances and Bobbi’s relationship terminates (46). 

Considered in tandem with the paranoia that Pen experienced about coming out to her 

mother in Hood, Conversations with Friends is reflective of just how far literary 

descriptions of lesbians have changed, from being taboo to normal. In Oh My God, 

What a Complete Aisling a book branded the ‘Irish Bridget Jones’ by critics, central 

protagonist Aisling doesn’t realise her housemate is a lesbian, but unlike Donoghue’s 

Stir-fry, this isn’t because the lesbians have been closeting themselves in fear of 

prejudice; homosexuality is so normal that it is quite frankly unremarkable and not 

worth mentioning:  
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I don’t know why I didn’t see it sooner. I suppose I always thought lesbians 

would be, I don’t know, butch? Neither of them even has short hair. But once 

I got over the initial shock, of course I was only thrilled for them. Love is love 

— isn’t that what we agreed in the referendum? I still have the badge to prove 

it (273).  

The characters sentiments in this disclosure and specifically the reference to the 2015 

equal marriage referendum encapsulate how, to an extent, legal changes in southern 

Ireland have helped to create a social climate whereby lesbianism is mainstream, non-

threatening, and ‘normal’. Such an interpretation is not, however, to state that this is 

necessarily negative, or to propose that lesbian writing should always be subversive, 

or challenging, just because there are lesbians in it. Rather it is to reflect that literary 

portrayals of lesbians have moved from a liminal position to a queer space, whereby 

the term queer is used only to describe sexual fluidity.  

 

Northern Irish lesbian fiction  

The situation is markedly different in Northern Ireland. The border that separate north 

and south is configured not just in legal mechanisms but exists in profoundly 

ideological ways. Despite holding a similar homophobic history, Southern Ireland is 

now considered one of the most queer-friendly countries in Europe, whereas, Northern 

Ireland is lagging behind both its southern and UK neighbours in this area. The ILGA 

(International Lesbian Gay Bisexual Trans and Intersex Association) has described the 

country as the worst place in the UK for LGBTQ+ people (Haydn Jones 1). An 

abundance of Northern Irish politicians vehemently opposed The Sexual Offences Act 

of 1967 from being imposed in Northern Ireland, which had partially decriminalised 
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male homosexuality in England and Wales (Duggan 53). The then leader of the 

Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), Ian Paisley, spearheaded the ‘Save Ulster from 

Sodomy’ campaign, created in part as a response to the creation of the Northern Irish 

Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) in 1975 (Duggan 53). Homosexuality was 

eventually decriminalised in Northern Ireland in 1982, following a European court 

ruling, eleven years before decriminalisation in southern Ireland. But the overt 

homophobia of elected representatives, religious bodies, and education authorities 

continues in the present day, despite legal reforms in the area of sexual discrimination. 

The institutionalised homophobia directed towards sexual outsiders has had a 

profound impact on Northern Irish attitudes towards non-normative sexualities.  

In contemporary Northern Ireland, a problematic binary between ‘homophobic 

backward looking’ Unionism and the perceived liberal, progressive politics of 

Republicanism has developed. Republican parties, such as Sinn Féin, march at gay 

pride parades and recently Sinn Féin leader, Michelle O’Neill, was named as 

‘politician of the year’ at the 2018 Belfast Pride Awards (Duffy 1). Such an award is 

in stark contrast to former DUP councillor, Iris Robinson, being named ‘bigot of the 

year’ at the Stonewall awards in 2008, for her recommendation that conversion therapy 

could ‘cure’ homosexuals (Grew 1). One of the most significant differences between 

LGBTQ+ rights in Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland is in the area of legality and 

marriage equality. Despite the fact that, according to recent statistics, 76% of Northern 

Irish citizens would be in favour of introducing a marriage equality act, which is 

currently in place in the rest of the UK and Southern Ireland, the motion has been 

repeatedly blocked in Stormont (Amnesty International). The DUP have employed the 

petition of concern on five occasions to stop the legislation from progressing any 

further (Amnesty International).  
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Northern Irish same-sex couples who marry in other parts of the UK or 

Southern Ireland, where it is legal, do not have their marriage legally recognised on 

return to Northern Ireland. In such situations, married couples are considered civil 

partners in the eyes of the Northern Irish state. This is just one example of the ways in 

which Northern Irish society is different to the rest of the UK. Writing on the rhetoric 

of progress and the problematic temporal suspension associated with the Good Friday 

Agreement, Heidemann writes that ‘the post-Agreement period, like the post-colonial, 

does not signify a finitude or closure, thus implying a certain degree of uncertainty’ 

(34). As such, ‘Northern Ireland remains suspended in a recurrent and befuddling 

stasis’ (Heidemann 34). Heidemann’s argument could also be applied to gay rights in 

Northern Ireland. Caught in a space of suspended liminality as characterised by ‘an in-

betweenness that is suppressed, frustrated and unfulfilled by barriers that are not in 

one’s own control’ (Hyun Lee 78), Northern Ireland finds itself in a liminal position 

in regard to many issues, being apart from the rest of the UK and also from southern 

Ireland.  

 

Multitudes (2016) 

Contemporary Northern Irish literature is uniquely situated to analyse the complexities 

of being ‘in-between’ and what impact this has for the personal lives of those living in 

Northern Ireland. Lucy Caldwell’s short story collection Multitudes (2016) is a 

testament to taboo and contentious issues in Northern Irish society. Suicide, lesbian 

desire, transgenderism, mental health issues and sexual coercion are some of the 

themes discussed in this collection. Most of the stories in Multitudes are set in Belfast 

during the Troubles in the mid to late 1990s. Political violence is not the main focus 
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of these stories as the reader might anticipate, but narratives that are concerned with 

‘the broader reverberations of the conflict and its aftermath … and the domestic debris 

that decades of conflict have left in their wake’ (Garden 306). In Caldwell’s earlier 

short story ‘Mayday’ in the anthology The Glass Shore (2016), a Northern Irish woman 

finds herself in a liminal position when faced with an unwanted pregnancy in a country 

where abortion is illegal, the only country in the UK where this is the case. In this 

regard, Caldwell’s short fiction examines a space of liminality that is defined by being 

‘in-between’ as the blurb of Multitudes acknowledges Caldwell’s specific interest in 

writing about liminal space. It states that the collection is centred upon ‘lives caught 

in the suspense of transition — between city and country; between the in crowd and 

the out; between home and escape; between love and loneliness’. 

 ‘Here We Are’ can be read as Caldwell’s attempt to inscribe lesbian desire 

onto Belfast city space. The story has a heavy narrative focus on Belfast’s geography, 

a theme which is pertinent throughout the collection. In her poem ‘That the Science of 

Cartography is limited’, poet Eavan Boland, laments the limitations that history has in 

telling the stories of the subaltern in Irish society. Expanding on the map theme, Mary 

Fitzgerald- Hoyt states that ‘women have long had such a shadowy half-life on the 

Irish map and in the Irish literary anthology’ (7). Caldwell’s fiction seeks to rectify 

this erasure by putting women’s desires, and specifically lesbianism, on the map, so to 

speak. Alison Garden proposes a similar reading of Caldwell’s work. She writes that 

her fiction seeks ‘to privilege not just female sexuality but to elevate silenced stories 

from the margins of recent Northern Irish history’ (314).  ‘Here We Are’ examines 

how in a heteronormative culture, lesbian desire is suspended in an in-between space 

where the protagonist and her girlfriend are conflicted by loyalty to their respective 

heteropatriarchal families and the desire to be open as a couple.   
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In ‘Here We Are’, two schoolgirls traverse the city streets and in so doing 

Caldwell’s text momentarily creates a fleeting space for lesbian desire to be expressed. 

The narrative opens with how they walk across the cityscape: ‘we walk along the 

Lagan and through the Holylands … we keep walking across the Ravenhill Road … 

further and further east on until we are in Van Morrison territory’ (101). By 

specifically naming the Belfast streets, Caldwell is metaphorically making space for 

lesbian desire and inscribing it onto the geographical landscape of Northern Ireland:   

She turns to me. ‘These streets are ours’ she says.  

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, they are.’ And they were. The whole city was. (101) 

The optimism experienced at the beginning of the narrative, however, is short lived. 

The story is aware of how lesbianism is not a socially acceptable option for women in 

conservative Northern Irish society. An earlier story in the collection, ‘Thirteen’, had 

examined the negative social attitude directed towards sexual outsiders. In this story 

an adolescent rumour that a schoolgirl is a lesbian because she had been ‘looking at 

girls in the showers after PE’ leads to her being bullied and eventually having to change 

schools (15). Other students ‘stuck sanitary towels on the back of her blazer’ (15) as 

an intended humiliation, which is significant as it aligns lesbianism with menstruation, 

both taboo subjects associated with fear surrounding the female body. In ‘Here We 

Are’, a similar hostility towards lesbianism is experienced in the school environment: 

the narrator details that ‘do you reckon she fancies you’ was ‘the standard’ insult in 

the school (105). The text is also set against a backdrop of male domination, as 

represented by the allusions to political conflict and conservative patriarchal religion. 

Angie’s dad is a politician and ‘born-again Christian’ who belongs to a Baptist church 

(103) and doesn’t allow Angie to attend a school concert because it took place on a 
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Sunday (103). When having dinner in the family home, Angie tells the narrator to not 

tell her father that she doesn’t attend church because ‘it’s more trouble than it’s worth’ 

(110). Such descriptions align Angie’s father with conservative Ulster Protestantism 

and may be a veiled reference that he is a DUP councillor. There are also obtuse 

references to political violence: 

The summer holidays that followed were long … The city, meanwhile, 

battened down its hatches, and I was forbidden to go into town — forbidden, 

in fact, from going further than a couple of streets away from our house. All 

my friends who lived nearby were away; I was too old to ride my bike up and 

down the street or play skipping games like my younger sister. (106) 

These references recall the political violence associated with the twelfth of July Orange 

Order parade, a divisive event/memorial which often sees many people leave the 

country in fear of sectarian violence erupting in their neighbourhoods. Angie’s father 

declares that ‘these are historic times we’re living through’ (110), which may also be 

a reference to the tumultuous political climate of 1990s Northern Ireland resulting in 

the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.  

The girls’ relationship also crosses a class divide. The narrator’s family is 

significantly less wealthy than Angie’s because the narrator’s father cannot work 

because of an injury (106). Angie lives in affluent Cherryvalley in East Belfast, which 

is ‘a world away from [the narrator’s] street, its neat brick terraces and toy squares of 

lawns, the gnomes and mini-waterfalls in our neighbour’s garden’ which the narrator 

‘used to love to show off before I realised they weren’t something to be proud about’ 

(108). It is not only the economic disparities that illustrate how Angie’s home is 

different to the narrator’s street; significantly it is in Angie’s house where their 
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relationship develops, as after this visit they admit their feelings for one another (114). 

Initially, the expression of lesbian desire is removed from the parameters of the 

narrator’s community, as she details ‘Cherryvalley seemed to belong to somewhere 

else entirely — a different place, or time’ (108). These descriptions also illustrate the 

obscurity of lesbian relationships in heteronormative cultures; same-sex desire is 

constituted as belonging to somewhere else, a space that is constituted as strange and 

unfamiliar. The narrator’s desires are obtusely described:  

I’d let my mind unfurl, and soon I’d think other things too, things that weren’t 

quite thoughts but sensations, things that I didn’t dare think in words and that 

afterwards left me hot and breathless and almost ashamed. (107) 

The fact she ‘didn’t dare think in words’ alludes to the fact that same-sex desire is an 

illicit thought in heterosexist society, that cannot be made ‘real’ by naming it in 

vocabulary. Despite this, the narrator is not fully ashamed but ‘almost’ ashamed, a fact 

which anticipates the story’s later more polemical impetus as a defence for homosexual 

relationships. On reflection, the narrator muses that instead of ‘apologising’ after 

eventually being confronted by Angie’s father, ‘we should have been defiant, because 

what was there, in truth, for us to be apologising for, and to whom did we owe any 

apology?’ (115). Following a strained dinner with Angie and her father, the narrator 

muses that this ‘different place’ represented a missed opportunity: ‘the whole way 

home I felt a strange, fierce sense of grief, as if I’d lost something — a possibility, 

something that wouldn’t come again’ (113). The fact that the narrator imagines that 

this possibility cannot be realised again illustrates her awareness that coming out and 

being in a relationship with Angie will evoke hostility in the community.  
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In Caldwell’s short story, however, lesbian desire occurs not just in alternative 

space, as represented by Cherryvalley but in the less affluent area where the narrator 

lives, where they have their first sexual experience (114). In tandem with Caldwell’s 

interest in specifically naming the streets the lovers cross, in this reading, Caldwell’s 

fiction could be said to be inscribing lesbianism across the whole scope of the city, and 

not just relegating it to one specific area. The girls traverse the Northern Irish 

landscape, going for drives ‘up the Craigantlet hills or along the coast to Holywood’ 

(115), metaphorically creating a space of queer liminality where they can be ‘freer than 

ever, completely free’ (115). However, the negotiations of this freedom are tested as 

the girls must remain closeted in order for their relationship to continue in secret. The 

heteronormativity of Northern Irish culture means that the girls can hide their 

relationship under the guise of music tuition, ‘the music had been the reason and now 

it was our excuse. We used one of the practice rooms each lunchtime and sometimes 

after school, and no one questioned it … the music practice hid everything’ (115). One 

evening in a ‘studenty café across town’ (117) symbolically and physically removed 

from their respective neighbourhoods:  

We sat in that café and talked about everything and nothing, talked and talked, 

and we were us. I remember that, I couldn’t get over that … It seemed a stage 

set that we had been waiting our whole lives for us and at last we were here. 

(118) 

The narrator’s disbelief in being able to enjoy this brief time together free from fear of 

exposure is juxtaposed by a shift in tone to the narrative present. The reference to the 

contemporary ‘marriage equality march in Belfast’ (117) highlights that same-sex 

marriage is still not available in Northern Ireland and upon looking her up online she 

learns that Angie is married to a man, a life which she ‘had never imagined for her’ 
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(117). Angie’s declaration that they won’t have to be closeted in the future as ‘by then 

we’ll be free’ (119) is held in an uneasy contrast to the current situation of LGBTQ+ 

rights in Northern Ireland. In emphasising that lack of legal progress in this area, 

Caldwell’s fiction illustrates the liminal and precarious situation faced by LGBTQ+ 

people. Creating a momentary space for lesbian desire in a heteropatriarchal society, 

‘Here We Are’ inscribes lesbian desire onto the Belfast geography, creating a queer 

liminal polemical space that challenges prevailing heteronormative ideologies.  

 

Aphrodite’s Kiss (2015) 

Writing on recent Northern Irish women’s writing, Caroline Magennis reflects that 

‘Northern Ireland plays a diverse role in these narratives: some represent continuing 

social constraints that are a legacy of the past and others deal with the fraught question 

of home’ (Northern Irish 98). Similarly to Caldwell’s fiction, many of the stories in 

Northern Irish author Rosemary Jenkinson’s short story collection Aphrodite’s Kiss 

are set in Belfast or analyse the experience of Northern Irish people living abroad. 

‘Aphrodite’s Kiss’, the titular story of the collection is set in Greece, but like many 

stories in this collection, the ‘foreign’ stories speak to contemporary Northern Ireland, 

forging a thematic link between Northern Ireland and other countries. ‘Silent Giving’, 

a story which precedes ‘Aphrodite’s Kiss’, is set in Poland and centres on a woman 

who nearly dies as a result of a backstreet abortion because it is illegal to terminate a 

pregnancy in Poland. Such a story has blatant resonance to Northern Ireland where, 
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akin to gay marriage, abortion is illegal, in contrast to the legal situation in the UK and 

recently Southern Ireland.56  

It could be argued that in setting ‘Aphrodite’s Kiss’, a story of lesbian desire, 

outside of Belfast, Jenkinson is, in fact, replicating the ‘outsourcing’ of lesbianism to 

foreign shores, a tactic favoured by many authors already discussed in this thesis. 

However, this could also be regarded as Jenkinson’s attempt to establish the similarity 

between Greece and Northern Ireland, both traditionally viewed as socially 

conservative and religious countries where gay marriage is currently illegal. Locating 

the narrative in Greece is also significant as it is where lesbian poet Sappho, and 

henceforth, where the term lesbian is believed to have originated from. In ‘Aphrodite’s 

Kiss’, Belfast-native Sarah, a young English teacher who lives in Greece is attracted 

to a local woman called Joanna. Despite the fact that both women admit their attraction 

to each other, they are too afraid to act on their desires:  

She admitted to herself that she had a crush on Joanna — Joanna was so 

mercurial, as though she expressed something that Sarah could only feel — but 

at the same time Joanna gave her this yearning ache she didn’t dare to analyse 

too closely. (105) 

Removed from Belfast, the locale of Ampelokipi in Athens does not grant the women 

liberation from heterosexist constraints as the reader might anticipate. A similarity to 

Edna O’Brien’s ‘The Mouth of the Cave’ can be drawn in that in both short fictions 

the desire between foreigner and local cannot be realised. In fact, Joanna acknowledges 

the demands of heteronormativity as she muses that ‘if [Sarah] were a man, we would 

                                                           
56 There are some circumstances in which women in Northern Ireland are granted a legal abortion, 
but in the majority of cases, Northern Irish women (who can afford to do so) travel to other parts of 
the UK for a legal termination.  
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be together’ (110). In a dream, Sarah imagines Joanna wanting to kiss her but then 

hesitating as she was ‘scared everyone’s going to think [she was] a lesbian’ (110). 

Against this backdrop, Jenkinson examines the failings of compulsory heterosexuality; 

intimate acts with men are often constructed as sexually disappointing as well as being 

veiled attempts for the protagonist to incite jealousy in Joanna. Upon seeing Joanna 

flirting with another man, Sarah ‘decided she would give her love to Dimitri’ (107), a 

man she had just met in a nightclub. Sarah’s actions are governed by the conventions 

of heteronormativity which dictate how she thinks she should act. As such, ‘she told 

him that meeting him tonight was destiny. She didn’t believe it, but it felt like the right 

thing to say’ (113).  

Whilst Greece is not constructed as a liberating space for lesbian desire, it is, 

however, a space where Dan, Sarah’s Scottish friend, acknowledges his 

homosexuality, which Sarah attributes as a symptom of being abroad. She ‘looked at 

him. He hadn’t been with a woman all year and Athens was a pure city of love. Of 

course he was confused. She was confused here too’ (108). Significantly, Dan’s 

coming out is paralleled with a homophobic attack; Dan is attacked by a non-English 

speaking man who he brought home, whom Dan assumed was also gay because they 

met at a gay bar (117). Sarah’s reflection that ‘they both had to get out of this country, 

back to a language they could understand’ (118) is constructed not only as a language 

barrier but the fact that that homosexual desire cannot occur at home; the 

heteronormativity of Belfast would not allow for such misinterpretations. 
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A queer future?  

Considered in conjunction with the representation of lesbians or ‘queers’ in 

contemporary Southern Irish fiction, Northern Irish lesbian fiction carries a queer 

impetus that seeks to address how lesbians in Northern Irish society are still in a liminal 

space compared to the rest of the UK and Southern Ireland. Northern Irish lesbian 

fiction could still be said to inhabit a space of queer liminality that seeks to examine 

prevailing cultural attitudes towards lesbians. Queer in Southern Irish fiction, however, 

carries quite a different resonance, as certain expression of queer identity become 

increasingly conventional and socially acceptable. Lesbians in Southern Irish fiction 

no longer occupy a liminal space, but rather have been assimilated into the dominant 

space always given to heterosexuals. Considering this, Kathryn Conrad argues that 

queer ‘has moved away from its street activist roots … “queer” functions in a 

descriptive and analytic mode, but less effectively as public political discourse that 

shapes or inspires positive affection’ (35). However, it is also important to remember 

that queer, like liminal, is open to possibility and is in flux. Esteban Muñoz writes that 

queer represents a ‘warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality’ (1). 

Symbolising a ‘mesh of possibility’ (Kofosky, Tendencies 8), the socially sanctioned 

‘queer’ space that Irish lesbian fiction now inhabits can hold the possibility to be 

‘queered’ once again.   

It is therefore pertinent to consider what the current age of queer designates for 

Irish lesbian fiction, if indeed it can still be thought of in those terms. Does the current 

normality of lesbians in both Irish society and literature signify the end of subversive 

queerness, ironically at a time when the popularity and evasiveness of this term 
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increases in use? Or, as Mulhall reflects on the topic of equal marriage, ‘is there any 

transgressive, transformative potential in the queering of the heteronormative space of 

marriage and the marital family?’ (Europe 105). If there is, will there be spaces of 

queer liminality in future texts and what will these spaces look like? Will they be 

spaces associated with assimilation if lesbianism no longer occupies a liminal space 

anymore? As Aideen Quilty suggests, ‘spatial contexts as relational, cultural, social, 

political and economic’ (17) and, following Tim Creswell, ‘place extends beyond 

architecture, beyond the physical structures that delineate it, becoming both a way of 

knowing and of being in the world’ (qtd. in Quilty 17). Arguably, Irish society is now 

in a queer space where certain aspects of queer culture are mainstream, legally 

legitimised and commodified — and Irish lesbian fiction is reflective of this shifting 

and changing, truly queer impetus.  
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