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A 
L x s T H E STUDY o f c o n t e m p o r a r y l i t e r a t u r e b e c o m e s increas

i n g l y o r g a n i z e d a r o u n d the terms " p o s t m o d e r n i s t " a n d "post-

c o l o n i a l , " cr i t ics have s o u g h t to a r t i c u l a t e the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

b e t w e e n the two i n s h a r p e r a n d m o r e m e a n i n g f u l ways. Ini t ia l ly , 

the two terms c a r v e d o u t d i s t i n c t p r o v i n c e s b o t h s e m a n t i c a l l y 

a n d g e o g r a p h i c a l l y . P o s t m o d e r n i s m r e f e r r e d to a l a r g e l y E u r o -

A m e r i c a n aesthet ic m o v e m e n t , w h i l e p o s t c o l o n i a l d e s c r i b e d a 

field o f c r i t i c a l i n q u i r y m o r e o r less s y n o n y m o u s w i t h T h i r d 

W o r l d studies. T h e i n a d e q u a c i e s o f s u c h a n e a t l y d i v i d e d s c h e m a 

q u i c k l y b e c o m e e v i d e n t : f o r e x a m p l e , the r o s t e r o f post -co lonies 

i n c l u d e s s u c h " d e v e l o p e d " c o u n t r i e s as C a n a d a a n d A u s t r a l i a . 

T h e o l d s c h e m e also e n c o u r a g e s a h o s t o f i n a c c u r a t e c o n c l u 

sions, s u c h as the i d e a that the l i t e r a r y i n n o v a t i o n s o f p o s t m o d 

e r n i s m o c c u r r e d only , o r p r i m a r i l y , i n the West. 

T h i s t e r m i n o l o g i c a l state o f affairs has g e n e r a l l y g i v e n way to 

the n o t i o n that the two w o r d s o v e r l a p i n m e a n i n g a n d j u r i s d i c 

t i o n . R e c o g n i z i n g ins tances o f e a r l y p o s t m o d e r n i n n o v a t i o n i n 

the so-cal led p e r i p h e r y (Borges ' s fiction, f o r e x a m p l e ) , a n d o f 

p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n d i t i o n s i n the m o d e r n m e t r o p o l i s ( R u s h d i e ' s 

m u l t i c u l t u r a l L o n d o n ) , cr i t ics n o w see the "post-post" q u e s t i o n 

as a c h a l l e n g i n g t h e o r e t i c a l p r o j e c t i n itself. ' I n s c h e m a t i c terms, 

" p o s t m o d e r n i s m " has b e c o m e a t o o l f o r i d e n t i f y i n g any c o n 

t e m p o r a r y text d i r e c t e d towards f o r m a l e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n , w h i l e 

" p o s t c o l o n i a l " descr ibes texts that s e e m d i r e c t e d towards s o c i a l 

e n g a g e m e n t , e s p e c i a l l y the p r o j e c t o f r e c o u n t i n g a n d r e d r e s s i n g 

i m p e r i a l i m p o s i t i o n s . T h i s k i n d o f "post-post" d i s t i n c t i o n — s i g 

n a l l e d by o p p o s e d pa irs s u c h as aesthetics a n d p o l i t i c s , textual i ty 

a n d w o r l d l i n e s s , p l a y a n d s e r i o u s n e s s — i f h e l d t o o s taunchly , c a n 
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r e p l a c e the o l d g e o g r a p h i c a l b i n a r i e s w i t h e q u a l l y br i t t l e new 

ones . P o s t - c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g n e e d n o t be i n the v e i n o f s o m e 

L u k a c s i a n " c r i t i c a l r e a l i s m " i n o r d e r to be p o l i t i c a l l y e n g a g e d , 

n o r d o e s a n e x p e r i m e n t a l p o s t m o d e r n i s t f o r m i n itself d i s q u a l i f y 

a n o v e l f r o m s u c h e n g a g e m e n t . A s H e l e n T i f f i n p o i n t s o u t , 

ser ious post-post s c h o l a r s h i p m a k e s a n ef fort to c o m p l i c a t e the 

"aesthetics vs. p o l i t i c s " f o r m u l a a n d to a c k n o w l e d g e that the two 

terms i n d i c a t e d i f f e r e n t critical o r i e n t a t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n a r i g i d 

l i terary t a x o n o m y ( v i i ) . S t i l l , even as the c u r r e n t s c h o l a r s h i p 

e x p l i c i t l y seeks to c o n c e i v e the two terms i n a m o r e s u p p l e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p — a s i l l u s t r a t e d i n the O c t o b e r 1 9 8 9 issue o f ARIEL 

— m a n y cr i t ics m a i n t a i n a s t r o n g interest i n p r o t e c t i n g post-

c o l o n i a l texts f r o m a b s o r p t i o n i n t o the o m n i v o r o u s g r i d o f inter

n a t i o n a l p o s t m o d e r n i s m . 

T h e c h i e f task o f this essay is to c o n s i d e r the c o n s e q u e n c e s 

o f s u c h a n a b s o r p t i o n by e x a m i n i n g a text l o c a t e d at o n e o f 

the f o u n d i n g j u n c t u r e s o f p o s t c o l o n i a l p o s t m o d e r n i s m : F l a n n 

O ' B r i e n ' s 1939 n o v e l At Swim-Two-Birds. T h e m o d e r n I r i s h n o v e l 

stands o u t as a p a r t i c u l a r l y r i c h site for g a i n i n g perspect ive o n 

the post-post q u e s t i o n , for d e c o l o n i z a t i o n a n d m o d e r n i s m c o i n 

c i d e i n twent ie th-century I r e l a n d ( 1 9 2 2 saw b o t h the f o u n d i n g 

o f the I r i s h F r e e State a n d the p u b l i c a t i o n o f J o y c e ' s Ulysses).-

C o m b i n i n g features o f m e t r o p o l i s a n d c o l o n y ( J a m e s o n " M o d 

e r n i s m " 6 0 ) , i n t e r w a r I r e l a n d also gave rise to a m o d e r n i s t l i ter

ary e x p e r i m e n t that b o r e the signs o f a n i n c i p i e n t p o s t m o d e r n 

f o r m — the w r i t i n g o f S a m u e l B e c k e t t . I n the last 15 years, F l a n n 

O ' B r i e n has g a i n e d i n c r e a s i n g c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n as a n o t h e r I r i s h 

i n n o v a t o r w h o finds a pathway o u t o f w h a t R u d i g e r I m h o f calls 

the J o y c e a n "cul-de-sac" a n d i n t o a s t r i k i n g l y c o n t e m p o r a r y fic

t i o n a l f o r m ( 2 8 ) . 

At Swim-Two-Birds p r o v i d e s a test case f o r the h y p o t h e s i s that 

e x p e r i m e n t a l , p o s t m o d e r n w r i t i n g surfaces as m u c h i n p e r i p h 

e r a l o r p o s t c o l o n i a l z o n e s as i n the capi ta ls o f the E u r o - A m e r i c a n 

e m p i r e s . H o w e v e r , a l m o s t a l l o f the e x t a n t c r i t i c i s m reads the 

n o v e l i n str ict ly f o r m a l terms r a t h e r t h a n i n r e l a t i o n to its post-

c o l o n i a l c o n t e x t . It is easy to see w h y the p o s t m o d e r n r e a d i n g 

p r e d o m i n a t e s : f r o m the o p e n i n g page , w i t h its t h r e e separate 

b e g i n n i n g s , v i o l a t i o n s o f s t a n d a r d A r i s t o t e l i a n u n i t y a n d n a r r a -
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tive o n t o l o g y a b o u n d . O ' B r i e n u n l e a s h e s a firestorm o f p a r o d i e 

languages a n d c o m i c pas t i che b u i l t o n a story-within-a-story-

within-a-story s t ructure that is b o t h i n t r i c a t e a n d u n r u l y . G i v e n its 

m e t a f i c t i o n a l m u s i n g s a n d re lent less intertextual i ty , the n o v e l 

c o u l d a l m o s t b e t a k e n as a m a n i f e s t o f o r p o s t m o d e r n fiction/' 

T h e p o s t m o d e r n a p p r o a c h to O ' B r i e n , l i k e the two o t h e r 

m a j o r strands o f O ' B r i e n c r i t i c i s m — o n e t r a c i n g J o y c e a n i n f l u 

e n c e , the o t h e r t r a c k i n g O ' B r i e n ' s r e l a t i o n to his C e l t i c h e r i 

t a g e — c a n be e n r i c h e d by a t t e n t i o n to c o n c r e t e p o s t c o l o n i a l 

issues. W i t h o u t s u c h a n a c c o u n t o f O ' B r i e n ' s c u l t u r a l c o n t e x t , 

these o t h e r c r i t i c a l a p p r o a c h e s have t e n d e d to o p e r a t e i n d e p e n 

d e n t l y o f e a c h other . F o r e x a m p l e , E v a W ä p p l i n g ' s s c h o l a r s h i p 

p r o v i d e s usefu l k n o w l e d g e a b o u t I r i s h l e g e n d s , b u t d o e s n o t use 

it to m o d i f y the f o r m a l i s t i c p r e m i s e s o f the p o s t m o d e r n ap

p r o a c h . A spec i f i ca l ly p o s t c o l o n i a l r e a d i n g o f the n o v e l m a k e s it 

poss ib le n o t o n l y to u p d a t e a n d clari fy the terms o f O ' B r i e n ' s 

"Ir ishness" b u t to a r t i c u l a t e t h e m i n r e l a t i o n to the narrat ive 

e x p e r i m e n t a l i s m o f At Swim-Two-Birds:'' 

I n t r y i n g to r e c l a i m the " p o s t c o l o n i a l i t y " o f a n o w n o t o r i o u s l y 

p o s t m o d e r n text, I a m f o l l o w i n g the g e n e r a l a r g u m e n t o f A s h -

croft , G r i f f i t h s , a n d T i f f i n a n d o f S a n g a r i , w h o have w a r n e d that 

" p o s t m o d e r n i s m , " as a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l c r i t i c a l t e r m , c a n b l u r 

s ign i f i c ant d i f ferences a m o n g d i s t i n c t l i terary c u l t u r e s . 5 A b o v e 

a l l , s u c h cr i t ics w i s h to a v o i d u s i n g the t e r m " p o s t m o d e r n " as a 

F i r s t - W o r l d h o n o r i f i c f o r p o s t c o l o n i a l texts. M a n y fear that the 

p o s t m o d e r n d e s i g n a t i o n — e s p e c i a l l y i n s o f a r as it i n d i c a t e s a n 

ant i - re ferent ia l a e s t h e t i c — s t r i p s p o s t c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g o f its p o l i 

t ica l teeth ( S l e m o n 12; H u t c h e o n 1 5 0 ) . F o r s u c h theorists 

as L i n d a H u t c h e o n a n d S t e p h e n S l e m o n , categories c o n v e n 

t i o n a l l y associated w i t h p o s t m o d e r n aesthetics ( i rony, a l legory) 

are e q u a l l y re levant to p o s t c o l o n i a l c u l t u r a l p o l i t i c s . H u t c h e o n 

notes , fur ther , that p o s t m o d e r n a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l l i teratures 

share a n interest i n r e - e s t a b l i s h i n g c o n t a c t (even i f i r o n i c a l l y ) 

w i t h h is tor ies that were a b a n d o n e d by m o d e r n i s m o r c u t o f f by 

c o l o n i a l i s m ( 152) . A n d S l e m o n p r o p o s e s that the use o f "re i tera

tive q u o t a t i o n " — a t r o p e a k i n to p o s t m o d e r n i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y — 

has a s p e c i a l v o c a t i o n i n p o s t c o l o n i a l texts. H e r e J a m e s o n ' s 

p o s t m o d e r n p as t i che meets B h a b h a ' s p o s t c o l o n i a l m i m i c r y . 
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O ' B r i e n ' s n o v e l n o t o n l y partakes o f these v a r i o u s w r i t i n g 

strategies b u t also b r i n g s to l i g h t the way m e t a f i c t i o n i t s e l f — a 

w e l l - k n o w n p o s t m o d e r n d e v i c e — c a n assume a p o s t c o l o n i a l sig

n i f i c a n c e . I n a r e c e n t ar t i c le , K i m M c M u l l e n uses B a k h t i n i a n 

n o v e l t h e o r y to ana lyze the " d i a l o g i c " f o r m o f At Swim-Two-Birds. 

H e r i n t e r v e n t i o n is w e l c o m e f o r m a n y reasons, n o t least o f w h i c h 

is that a B a k h t i n i a n v o c a b u l a r y locates the n o v e l ' s i n s t a b i l i t y 

w h e r e it b e l o n g s : o n the leve l o f g e n r e , n o t o n the level o f 

l a n g u a g e itself. O ' B r i e n ' s satire is c l e a r l y a i m e d at speci f ic l i ter

ary c o n v e n t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n at s o m e diffuse c o n c e p t o f l a n g u a g e . 

C l o s e a t t e n t i o n to the p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n d i t i o n s that a n i m a t e d his 

p a r o d i e style w i l l g u i d e us away f r o m r e a d i n g the n o v e l a c c o r d i n g 

to u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d n o t i o n s o f l i n g u i s t i c o r aesthetic i n d e t e r 

m i n a c y (a m i s r e a d i n g that casts O ' B r i e n as a k i n d o f poststruc-

tura l i s t avant la lettre). 

At Swim-Two-Birds was w r i t t e n i n the c o n t e x t o f I r e l a n d ' s strug

gle to es tabl i sh a v i a b l e a u t o n o m o u s c u l t u r e after a l o n g p e r i o d 

o f t r i b u t a r y status w i t h i n the B r i t i s h s p h e r e . T o p l a c e the n o v e l 

i n h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t , we n e e d to r e c o g n i z e (at least) two phases 

o f the c o l o n i a l e n c o u n t e r b e t w e e n E n g l a n d a n d I r e l a n d . I n 

the p e r i o d l a s t i n g f r o m the t u r n o f the c e n t u r y to the establ ish

m e n t o f the F r e e State i n 1 9 2 2 , I r e l a n d c o n t i n u e d to struggle 

f o r p o l i t i c a l a u t o n o m y f r o m G r e a t B r i t a i n . D u r i n g this p e r i o d , 

wri ters a n d o t h e r i n t e l l e c t u a l s p r e s i d e d over a n a t i o n a l c u l t u r e 

k n o w n as the " C e l t i c R e v i v a l " or, later, as the " I r i s h R e n a i s s a n c e . " 

T h e s e artists r e c o v e r e d a n d i n v e n t e d t r a d i t i o n s , s e e k i n g to i m 

p a r t to the c o l o n y a r i c h c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y d i s t i n c t f r o m — a n d 

o f t e n i n o p p o s i t i o n t o — t h e c u l t u r e o f the i m p e r i a l power. B a s e d 

l a r g e l y o n r o m a n t i c a n d o r g a n i c n o t i o n s o f Ir ishness , the re

s u r g e n t n a t i o n a l c u l t u r e c o n f e r r e d h e r o i c status o n the g e n e r a 

t i o n o f artists w h o s h a p e d it. Yeats, o f c o u r s e , is the classic 

e x a m p l e o f this p h e n o m e n o n . 

I n the n e x t phase , w h e n F l a n n O ' B r i e n ' s g e n e r a t i o n c a m e o f 

age, p o l i t i c a l i n d e p e n d e n c e was a fait accompli. W i t h o u t the he

r o i c a n t i - i m p e r i a l cause, the t ropes o f the n a t i o n a l c u l t u r e h a r d 

e n e d i n t o tests o f nat ive puri ty , a n d the a t m o s p h e r e b e c a m e 

c h o k e d w i t h the n o r m s o f a u t h e n t i c Ir ishness . W r i t e r s t h e n h a d 

to c o n t e n d w i t h strict c e n s o r s h i p laws a n d a x e n o p h o b i c c a m -
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p a i g n against s u c h "outs ide threats" as H o l l y w o o d films, E n g l i s h 

r a d i o , a n d c o n t i n e n t a l avant-garde. I r i s h artists f o u n d themselves 

i n a v e x e d p o s i t i o n w i t h r e g a r d to a n a t i o n a l c u l t u r e that b o t h 

n o u r i s h e d a n d c o n s t r a i n e d t h e m . T h e s e c o n d i t i o n s , character is

tic o f w h a t D a v i d L l o y d calls "the p o s t c o l o n i a l m o m e n t , " persist 

as l o n g as I r e l a n d struggles f o r c u l t u r a l a u t o n o m y . 1 3 

T e r e n c e B r o w n sees the case o f F l a n n O ' B r i e n as c l e a r evi

d e n c e that 1930s I r i s h c u l t u r e h a d b e c o m e stagnant a n d 

p a r o c h i a l after its e f f lorescence i n the ear ly century. A n a r r o w -

m i n d e d r e a d e r s h i p , B r o w n suggests, c o n s i g n e d O ' B r i e n to 

m i n o r status as a n u n - I r i s h l i terary e x p e r i m e n t e r ( 181 ). T h e first 

p r i n t i n g o f At Swim-Two-Birds s o l d fewer t h a n 3 0 0 c o p i e s . Its t rue 

a u t h o r , a c i v i l servant n a m e d B r i a n O ' N o l a n , p u b l i s h e d the n o v e l 

u n d e r the p s e u d o n y m F l a n n O ' B r i e n — a n a l ter ego that par

t ia l ly s c r e e n e d O ' N o l a n a n d e n a b l e d h i m to c r i t i c i z e h is g o v e r n 

m e n t ' s d o g m a t i c c u l t u r a l p o l i c i e s w i t h re lat ive i m p u n i t y a n d 

satir ic a b a n d o n . U n d e r a s e c o n d p s e u d o n y m , M y l e s n a G o p a -

l e e n , he w r o t e a b i l i o u s c o l u m n i n the Irish Times l a m p o o n i n g 

the a b s u r d p iet ies a n d nosta lg ic excesses o f the G a e l i c R e v i v a l ; h e 

was n e a r l y d i s m i s s e d several t imes f o r h is i n t e m p e r a t e o p i n i o n s 

( C o s t e l l o 9 2 - 9 6 ) . 

H o w e v e r , as any r e a d i n g o f At Swim-Two-Birds q u i c k l y reveals, 

O ' B r i e n h a d a d e e p k n o w l e d g e o f a n d a d m i r a t i o n f o r I r i s h 

l i t e r a t u r e . H e uses p a r o d y b o t h to ce lebrate a n d to m o c k the 

myths o f the C e l t i c twi l ight . B y p o p u l a t i n g his n o v e l w i t h semi-

c o m i c vers ions o f stock figures s u c h as the a n c i e n t w a r r i o r a n d 

the m a g i c fairy, O ' B r i e n flouts the s p i r i t b u t obeys the let ter o f 

l i terary n a t i v i s m . W h e n h e descr ibes the s t r i n g e n t tests o f I r i s h -

ness i m p o s e d by l e g e n d a r y c h i e f t a i n F i n n M a c C o o l , h e n o d o u b t 

has i n m i n d the p u r i t y s t a n d a r d s o f his o w n z e a l o u s c o n t e m p o r a r 

ies. A w a r r i o r w i s h i n g to "be a c c e p t e d o f F i n n ' s p e o p l e " faces the 

f o l l o w i n g o r d e a l : " F o r five days h e m u s t sit o n the b r o w o f a c o l d 

h i l l . . . i f h e cry o u t o r eat grass-stalks o r desist f r o m the c o n s t a n t 

r e c i t a l o f sweet p o e t r y a n d m e l o d i o u s I r i s h , h e is n o t t a k e n , b u t is 

w o u n d e d " ( 2 1 ) . S u c h passages c r i t i c i z e the c l i m a t e i n w h i c h 

writers h a d to p o u r f o r t h m e l o d i o u s I r i s h o r sacri f ice any c l a i m to 

c u l t u r a l va lue . T h e n o v e l d o e s n o t d e n y the v a l u e o f the C e l t i c 

p o e m s a n d e p i c cycles b u t p o i n t s o u t the a b s u r d i t i e s that f o l l o w 
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f r o m a s i n g l e - m i n d e d w o r s h i p o f the l i t e r a r y past. R a t h e r t h a n 

d e l i v e r aesthetic j u d g m e n t s , the p a r o d i e s d e m o n s t r a t e the prac

t ica l i r r e l e v a n c e o f w a r r i o r s a n d fair ies to I r i s h c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y i n 

the 1930s. T o w a r d s that e n d , O ' B r i e n stages c o m i c e n c o u n t e r s 

b e t w e e n representat ives o f the e p i c w o r l d , f o r i n s t a n c e , F i n n 

M a c C o o l a n d representat ives o f m o d e r n D u b l i n . A s the jes t 

u n f o l d s , the m o d e r n s g r o w m o r e a n d m o r e i m p a t i e n t w i t h F i n n ' s 

c o n s t a n t r e c i t a t i o n o f I r i s h l e g e n d , w h i l e F i n n r e m a i n s r e s o l u t e l y 

u n a w a r e o f his c o m p a n i o n s a n d t h e i r u n l o v e l y l i t e r a r y tastes. 

S u c h e n c o u n t e r s take f u l l advantage o f the i n c o n g r u i t y b e t w e e n 

a n o f f i c ia l ly C a t h o l i c , s tout ly b o u r g e o i s I r e l a n d a n d its c h e r i s h e d 

l i t e r a r y past p o p u l a t e d by r a n d y p a g a n w a r r i o r s . 

T h e h u m o u r o f the text m u s t , however, be u n d e r s t o o d w i t h i n 

the f r a m e o f the two-phase h i s t o r y s k e t c h e d a b o v e — w i t h i n a 

c u l t u r a l system that i n c l u d e s E n g l a n d . F o r a l t h o u g h O ' B r i e n d i d 

n o t w i s h to p a r t i c i p a t e i n the r a b i d n a t i v i s m o f the e r a , n e i t h e r 

d i d h e w a n t to f u l l y d isavow the l i terary her i tage o f a s t i l l - y o u n g 

n a t i o n . I r o n y serves h e r e n o t s i m p l y as a s ign o f p o s t m o d e r n i s t 

i n d e t e r m i n a c y b u t as a t o o l f o r m a n a g i n g the a m b i g u o u s c o n d i 

t i o n s o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i t y . Its d o u b l e v o i c e a l lows O ' B r i e n to reject 

the restr ict ive n o r m s o f super-Ir ishness i m p o s e d f r o m w i t h i n and 

the u n w e l c o m e i d e n t i t y o f sub-Br i t i shness i m p o s e d f r o m w i t h 

out . C o m m e n t a r i e s o n the n o v e l have t r a c e d O ' B r i e n ' s v e x e d 

r e a c t i o n to the C e l t i c rev iva l , b u t have n o t t a k e n a c c o u n t o f 

the revival 's i n t i m a t e c o n n e c t i o n to E n g l i s h c u l t u r e . O v e r w e e n 

i n g a t t a c h m e n t s to C e l t i c t r a d i t i o n s i n fact were f u e l e d by the 

E n g l i s h e x p e c t a t i o n o f — a n d d e m a n d f o r — I r i s h c h a r m a n d 

whimsy. T h e d e f o r m i n g effects o f the c o l o n i a l e n c o u n t e r m e a n t 

that c e r t a i n pract i ces a n d c o n v e n t i o n s , r o o t e d p e r h a p s i n s o m e 

" a u t h e n t i c " nat ive c u l t u r e , b e c o m e p a r t o f a se l f -conscious 

r e p e r t o i r e o f Ir ishness . W e m i g h t c a l l this effect " e n f o r c e d p r o 

v i n c i a l i s m " to i n d i c a t e the persuasive p o w e r o f the m e t r o p o l i t a n 

a u d i e n c e ' s d e m a n d f o r a n I r i s h c u l t u r e that is q u a i n t , p i c t u r 

esque, d i f f e r e n t . 7 

F l a n n O ' B r i e n was a p e n e t r a t i n g observer o f this p h e n o m e 

n o n . T h r o u g h o u t his c a r e e r as a wri ter , h e a s s e r t e d — s o m e t i m e s 

o n l y i m p l i c i t l y — t h a t the l i n g e r i n g i n f l u e n c e o f E n g l i s h c u l t u r e 

p l a y e d n o s m a l l p a r t i n m a i n t a i n i n g the p o w e r o f the C e l t i c 
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twi l ight . I n a n Irish Times c o l u m n , O ' B r i e n , w r i t i n g as M y l e s 

n a G o p a l e e n , descr ibes h o w the E n g l i s h i m p e r i a l i m a g i n a t i o n 

cast the I r i s h first as f r i g h t f u l l y b a c k w a r d , t h e n as d e l i g h t f u l l y 

b a c k w a r d : 

We i n this country had a bad time through the centuries when 
England d i d not l ike us. But words choke i n the pen when one comes 
to describe what happened to us when the Engl ish discovered that we 
were rawther interesting peepul ek'tully, that we were nice, witty, 
brave, fearfully seltic and fiery, lovable, strong, lazy, boozy, impulsive, 
hospitable, decent, and so on t i l l you weaken. F r o m that day the 
mouth comers of our smaller intellectuals (of whom we have more 
per thousand births than any country i n the world) began to betray 
the pale froth of literary epilepsy. O u r writers, fascinated by the 
snake-like eye of L o n d o n publishers, have developed exhibit ionism 
to the sphere of acrobatics . . . playing u p to the foreigner, putting up 
the witty Celtic act, do ing the erratic but lovable playboy. 

(Best ofMyles 234) 

O ' B r i e n sees the h i d e b o u n d state o f c o n t e m p o r a r y I r i s h l i tera

ture as the d i r e c t legacy o f a c o l o n i a l h i s t o r y i n w h i c h I r e l a n d was 

y o k e d to E n g l a n d a n d m a d e to p lay the r o l e o f superst i t ious 

c o u n t r y c o u s i n . 8 M o r e o v e r , O ' B r i e n c o n s i d e r e d At Swim-Two-

Birds a d i r e c t r e s p o n s e to this i n d i g n i t y . I n a let ter to f e l l o w I r i s h 

w r i t e r E t h e l M a n n i n , h e cal ls the n o v e l " . . . a sneer at a l l the s lush 

w h i c h has b e e n u n l o a d e d f r o m this c o u n t r y o n the c r e d u l o u s 

E n g l i s h a l t h o u g h they, it is t rue , m a n u f a c t u r e e n o u g h o f t h e i r 

o w n o d i o u s s lush to m a k e the i m p o r t u n n e c e s s a r y . " 9 T h e n a r r a 

tor o f At Swim-Two-Birds d e l i g h t s i n p o i n t i n g o u t the i n f e r i o r i t y o f 

c o n t e m p o r a r y E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e (by contras t to I r i s h a n d A m e r i 

can) (62) ; h i s e x p l i c i t m o c k e r y o f the E n g l i s h serves as a fictional 

c o m e u p p a n c e f o r the c u l t u r e that r e l e g a t e d I r e l a n d to satell ite 

status. 

O ' B r i e n ' s c a n n y i n s i g h t i n t o the r o l e o f the L o n d o n p u b l i s h e r s 

i n m a i n t a i n i n g E n g l i s h c u l t u r a l i n f l u e n c e ant ic ipates the p r e d i c 

a m e n t o f la ter p o s t - c o l o n i a l wri ters c o n s t r a i n e d to wri te for met

r o p o l i t a n a u d i e n c e s a n d to d o so i n E u r o p e a n languages . W r i t i n g 

At Swim-Two-Birds i n E n g l i s h was a c o n s c i o u s c h o i c e f o r O ' B r i e n , 

w h o also p u b l i s h e d fiction a n d n o n - f i c t i o n i n I r i s h . 1 0 O ' B r i e n ' s 

p o s i t i o n i n the I r i s h l a n g u a g e d e b a t e was t y p i c a l l y c o m p l e x . H e 

c o n s i d e r e d the h a r d - l i n e G a e l i c revivalists narcissist ic a n d mis

g u i d e d i n t h e i r a t tempts to d i s l o d g e E n g l i s h f r o m its e n t r e n c h e d 
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p l a c e i n d a i l y l i fe . A s a p r a g m a t i s t , O ' B r i e n also t h o u g h t it u n w i s e 

to i g n o r e the v a l u e o f E n g l i s h as a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l l a n g u a g e o f 

c o m m e r c e a n d c u l t u r e . O n the o t h e r h a n d , h e was a d e v o t e d 

s c h o l a r o f I r i s h as a l i terary l a n g u a g e . A 1942 let ter to S e a n 

O ' C a s e y s u m m a r i z e s O ' B r i e n ' s p o s i t i o n : "I c a n n o t see any r e a l 

p r o s p e c t o f r e v i v i n g I r i s h at the p r e s e n t . . . [but] it is essential , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r any l i t e r a r y w o r k e r . . . . It s u p p l i e s that u n k n o w n 

q u a n t i t y i n us that e n a b l e s us to t r a n s f o r m the E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e " 

( q t d . i n C l i s s m a n 2 3 8 ) . 1 1 At Swim-Two-Birds c e r t a i n l y d e m o n 

strates this p r i n c i p l e , u s i n g I r i s h c a d e n c e s a n d i d i o m s to c o n t o r t 

E n g l i s h i n t o a " v i r t u a l c r e o l e " ( O ' H e h i r 2 1 0 ) . F i n n M a c C o o l , f o r 

i n s t a n c e , speaks i n a r i c h d i a l e c t — a l m o s t a raw t r a n s l a t i o n f r o m 

m i d d l e I r i s h p o e t r y ( W ä p p l i n g 4 4 ) . I n this m a n n e r , O ' B r i e n 

a p p r o p r i a t e s the E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e for his o w n p u r p o s e s w h i l e 

d e c l a r i n g his i n d e p e n d e n c e f r o m the c o n v e n t i o n s o f E n g l i s h 

l i t e r a t u r e . 1 -

O ' B r i e n ' s analysis o f p o s t c o l o n i a l I r i s h c u l t u r e i n c l u d e d his 

b e l i e f that a n otherwise f r a n k a n d earthy r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f b o d 

i l y real i t ies h a d b e e n w a r p e d by the r e p r e s s e d a n d d a n d i f i e d 

E n g l i s h . B i o g r a p h e r s P e t e r C o s t e l l o a n d P e t e r v a n d e K a m p 

suggest that O ' B r i e n w r o t e his 1941 p a r o d i e n o v e l An Béai Bocht 

i n part to m o c k c e r t a i n ersatz r u r a l I r i s h novels w r i t t e n i n the 

p r u d i s h m a n n e r o f the V i c t o r i a n s ( 7 7 ) . T h o m a s S h e a , t o o , p laces 

O ' B r i e n w i t h i n a n I r i s h s c a t o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n that is b o t h pre-

c o l o n i a l a n d c o u n t e r - E n g l i s h ( g i ) . At Swim-Two-Birds ev inces 

s u s t a i n e d d e l i g h t i n s lapstick v i o l e n c e a n d p h y s i c a l vulgarity. 

O ' B r i e n d e s c r i b e d the n o v e l as "a l o t o f b e l c h i n g , t h u m b - n o s i n g 

a n d b e l l y - l a u g h i n g " w i t h o b v i o u s l y g l e e f u l s p e c u l a t i o n a b o u t the 

r e a c t i o n s o f his "staid o l d - w o r l d p u b l i s h e r s " (Jones 7 ) . L i k e J o y c e 

a n d B e c k e t t , h e r e g u l a r l y m i x e s d e s c r i p t i o n s o f b o d i l y f u n c t i o n 

w i t h m o m e n t s o f h i g h e r u d i t i o n . A b s t r a c t l i terary d i g r e s s i o n s are 

i n t e r r u p t e d by the i n t r u s i o n o f s u c h base p h y s i c a l real i t ies as 

p a i n , appet i te , o d o u r , v e r m i n , v o m i t , a n d s k i n b l e m i s h e s . A c c o r d 

i n g to B a k h t i n , this k i n d o f " l o w " h u m o u r is typ ica l o f a n o v e l -

istic d i s c o u r s e that seeks to d e v e l o p "a series o f d e l i b e r a t e l y 

c r u d e associat ions [with] the effect o f d r a g g i n g w h a t is b e i n g 

c o m p a r e d d o w n to the dregs o f a n everyday gross real i ty c o n 

g e a l e d i n p r o s e " ( 3 8 6 ) . I n B a k h t i n i a n terms, O ' B r i e n ' s p r o -
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g r a m m a t i c flouting o f H o r a t i a n d e c o r u m is n o t s i m p l y a s i g n o f 

f o r m a l e x u b e r a n c e (that is, p o s t m o d e r n i s m ) b u t the b u b b l i n g 

f o r t h o f a r i b a l d a n d a u t h e n t i c p o p u l a r c u l t u r e . T h e text's ant i -

h i e r a r c h i c a l urges , i n this sense, are a p o s t c o l o n i a l r e s p o n s e to 

the l i terary p r e t e n t i o n s o f the E n g l i s h i m a g i n a t i o n . 

O ' B r i e n ' s sat ir ic p e r f o r m a n c e o f "the witty Celtic act" m a k e s 

sense i n l i g h t o f his o w n analysis o f E n g l i s h stereotypes a n d t h e i r 

o n g o i n g effects o n I r i s h l i t e r a t u r e . O n the o n e h a n d , his c o m e d y 

o f the I r i s h b o d y art iculates a g e n u i n e c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e f r o m 

E n g l i s h d e c o r u m ; o n the o t h e r h a n d , h e uses i r o n i c excess 

to s h o w that v u l g a r i t y is a s t r o n g I r i s h t r o p e o n l y by d i n t o f 

a n a s y m m e t r i c a l c u l t u r a l t r a n s a c t i o n b a s e d o n car icatures . T h e 

n o v e l dec lares its Ir ishness even i n "the p o s t c o l o n i a l m o m e n t , " 

w h e n the very m e a n i n g a n d c o n t e n t o f Ir ishness have b e e n 

a l t e r e d a n d r e d u c e d by c o l o n i a l d i s c o u r s e . 1 3 B a k h t i n i a n t h e o r y 

p o i n t s to a c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n the novel ' s h u m o u r a n d its 

sources i n I r i s h p o p u l a r c u l t u r e ; the " l o w " c o m e d y serves as a 

sneer at E n g l i s h ( a n d E n g l i s h - d e r i v e d ) vers ions o f I r i s h c u l t u r e 

as c r u d e b u t p l e a s i n g l y "selt ic ." 

O ' B r i e n uses the stock c h a r a c t e r o f the lazy, l e a r n e d I r i s h m a n 

to s i m i l a r effects. J u s t as the E n g l i s h - I r i s h e n c o u n t e r r e s u l t e d 

i n a n i m a g i n e d o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n the " c i v i l i z e d " m i n d o f 

the E n g l i s h a n d the c o m i c b o d y o f the I r i s h , it also p r o d u c e d 

a n o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n the r a t i o n a l i z e d w o r k e t h i c o f the m o d 

e r n m e t r o p o l i s a n d the " e r u d i t e i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y " o f the back

w a r d I r i s h . 1 1 L i k e J o y c e ' s S t e p h e n D e d a l u s o r B e c k e t t ' s M u r p h y , 

O ' B r i e n ' s u n n a m e d n a r r a t o r is d e s c r i b e d w i t h a c e r t a i n i r o n i c 

a f f e c t i o n . H i s art ist ic a n d b o h e m i a n values m a r k h is resistance to 

the p h i l i s t i n i s m o f the r e s p o n s i b l e E n g l i s h b o u r g e o i s i e ; however, 

his s q u a l i d a n d p r e t e n t i o u s habits suggest a n u n d e n i a b l y r u e f u l 

a n d sel f -conscious satire o f the I r i s h artist. 

I n At Swim-Two-Birds, displays o f r a n d o m e r u d i t i o n take 

o n a n e x t r e m e gratui tousness , w i t h the n a r r a t o r ( a n d others) 

s p e w i n g f o r t h l e a r n e d facts a n d p e r f o r m i n g l i t e r a r y acrobat ics 

f o r n o a p p a r e n t r e a s o n . T h i s k i n d o f se l f -generat ing a n d self-

p e r p e t u a t i n g d i s c o u r s e v io lates a l l s t a n d a r d s o f e c o n o m y a n d 

t ight c o n s t r u c t i o n . It v io lates , i n o t h e r w o r d s , a d o c t r i n e o f 

n o v e l - w r i t i n g that h a d b e c o m e , v i a H e n r y J a m e s , a l m o s t g o s p e l 
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i n A n g l o - A m e r i c a n letters. T h e loose c o n s t r u c t i o n a n d e x p e r i -

m e n t a l i s m o f At Swim-Two-Birds have a d e c i d e d l y p o s t c o l o n i a l 

f u n c t i o n b e y o n d that o f f o r m a l d e r r i n g - d o : they c h a l l e n g e the 

c o n v e n t i o n s o f the E n g l i s h n o v e l , p a r t i c u l a r l y the real is t aes

thet ic o f Leavis 's G r e a t T r a d i t i o n . 1 5 W h i l e it w o u l d be d i f f i c u l t to 

argue that any f o r m a l l y e x p e r i m e n t a l n o v e l o r " a n t i - n o v e l " has i n 

m i n d the o v e r t u r n i n g o f a s p e c i f i c a l l y E n g l i s h t r a d i t i o n , O ' B r i e n 

c e r t a i n l y u n d e r s t o o d his o w n efforts i n that way. H e w r o t e to 

E t h e l M a n n i n : " . . . y o u m a y be s u r p r i s e d to k n o w that m y b o o k is 

a d e f i n i t e m i l e s t o n e i n l i t e r a t u r e , c o m p l e t e l y r e v o l u t i o n i z e s the 

E n g l i s h n o v e l a n d puts the s h a l l o w p e d a n t i c E n g l i s h writers i n 

t h e i r p l a c e " ( q t d . i n J o n e s 6 ) . Intrusive n a r r a t o r s , "self-evident 

shams," a n d l o n g digressive y a r n s — a l l o f these c o n s t i t u t e a 

r e j e c t i o n o f the m o d e r n , r a t i o n a l i z e d n o v e l i n w h i c h art i f ice is 

c o n c e a l e d a n d a l l e l e m e n t s are c l e a r l y m o t i v a t e d . F u r t h e r , inso

far as the text b o r r o w s its o p e n - e n d e d n a r r a t i v e s t ructure f r o m 

o l d e r I r i s h genres , it n e e d s to be u n d e r s t o o d n o t o n l y i n terms o f 

s o m e t r a n s - c u l t u r a l p o s t m o d e r n i m p u l s e b u t also as the r e c u 

p e r a t i o n o f spec i f ic l o c a l c o n v e n t i o n s . I n s i m i l a r f a s h i o n , post-

c o l o n i a l wr i ters s u c h as S a l m a n R u s h d i e , A m o s T u t u o l a , a n d 

T a h a r b e n J e l l o u n have b o r r o w e d f r o m t r a d i t i o n a l s t o r y t e l l i n g 

t e c h n i q u e s to s tretch n o v e l i s t i c f o r m i n sel f -conscious a n d digres

sive ways. 

I n e l a b o r a t i n g the l i n k b e t w e e n O ' B r i e n ' s f o r m a l acrobat ics 

a n d the g r o u n d o f p o s t c o l o n i a l I r e l a n d , B a k h t i n i a n t h e o r y a g a i n 

p r o v i d e s a usefu l a n a l y t i c a l m e t h o d . A s M c M u l l e n suggests, the 

text 's r i c h p a r o d i e e n e r g i e s s e e m to m a k e it a n i d e a l e x a m p l e o f 

the nove l i s t i c d i s c o u r s e d e s c r i b e d by B a k h t i n . At Swim-Two-Birds 

m i m i c s l i n g u i s t i c c o n v e n t i o n s at a l l levels, f r o m the o r g a n i z e d 

p r o t o c o l o f l i terary g e n r e s to the i m p r o m p t u patterns o f everyday 

s p e e c h . I n p r e c i s e l y this sense, the n o v e l is a n a r e n a f o r the 

l i n g u i s t i c diversi ty that B a k h t i n cal ls " h e t e r o g l o s s i a . " Its d i z z y i n g 

array o f voices i n c l u d e s the c o d e d dia lects o f the race t rack a n d 

p u b , the o f f i c i o u s s o n g o f the b u r e a u c r a t , the r i g i d p a r l a n c e o f 

the lega l system, the af fected m o r a l i s m o f b o u r g e o i s u n c l e s , the 

heavy r h y t h m s o f a s h i p w r e c k b a l l a d , the p e d a n t i c d r o n e o f 

a r c a n e s c h o l a r s h i p , a n d the a r c h a i c c h a n t o f the r u r a l mystic . 

B a k h t i n suggests that nove l i s t i c d i s c o u r s e is l i k e l y to a p p e a r 
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w h e r e two o r m o r e n a t i o n a l l a n g u a g e s intersect a n d " t h r o w l i g h t 

o n e a c h o t h e r " ( 1 2 ) ; the b i l i n g u a l z o n e o f the c o l o n i a l e n c o u n 

ter, t h e n , s h o u l d be e s p e c i a l l y fer t i l e g r o u n d f o r heterog loss ic 

l i t e r a t u r e . 1 6 I n the case o f At Swim-Two-Birds, h e t e r o g l o s s i a al lows 

O ' B r i e n to cast c o m i c a n d c o r r o s i v e s k e p t i c i s m at b o t h I r i s h 

myths a n d E n g l i s h novels . A s we have seen, the a p p e a l o f B a k h t i -

n i a n t h e o r y f o r the study o f p o s t c o l o n i a l fiction i n g e n e r a l , a n d 

its r e l e v a n c e to this text i n p a r t i c u l a r , rests o n its s t r o n g a r t i c u l a 

t i o n o f the r o l e o f " u n o f f i c i a l " c u l t u r e i n n o v e l i s t i c d i s c o u r s e . I n 

the p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n t e x t , B a k h t i n ' s terms u n c o v e r the way that 

novels c a n harness the e n e r g i e s o f l o c a l t r a d i t i o n s , t u r n i n g t h e m 

against the l i terary h i e r a r c h i e s o f the c o l o n i z e r w i t h i n t h e f r a m e 

o f a c a n o n i c a l f o r m i n h e r i t e d f r o m the latter. 

H o w e v e r , a l t h o u g h a B a k h t i n i a n c r i t i c a l v o c a b u l a r y usefu l ly 

e m p h a s i z e s the s o c i a l a n d p o l i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the n o v e l 

f o r m , it m a y n o t always " d o the r i g h t t h i n g " f o r p o s t c o l o n i a l 

studies. A f u l l r e a d i n g o f B a k h t i n a n d O ' B r i e n s h o u l d n o t o n l y 

c o n s i d e r h o w the t h e o r y reveals the text b u t h o w the text resists 

o r m o d i f i e s the theory. O n e p o t e n t i a l p r o b l e m l ies i n the p r o 

pensi ty o f cr i t ics to c o n s i d e r B a k h t i n ' s d i a l o g i s m t a n t a m o u n t to a 

p o l i t i c a l l y i n f l e c t e d d e c o n s t r u c t i o n a i m e d at " m o n o l o g i c " i m p e 

r i a l d i s c o u r s e . B u t o f c o u r s e , as H o m i B h a b h a has s h o w n , i m p e 

r i a l d i s c o u r s e is r a r e l y m o n o l i t h i c o r m o n o l o g i c . ' 7 M o r e o v e r , 

despi te the d iscurs ive l i b e r a t i o n that B a k h t i n i a n t h e o r y seems to 

p r o m i s e , the case o f At Swim-Two-Birds shows that e v e n a h i g h l y 

p a r o d i e text does n o t always o v e r c o m e the c u l t u r a l p r e d i c a m e n t s 

o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i t y . 

T h e c h i e f r i sk i n the a p p l i c a t i o n o f B a k h t i n i a n h e t e r o g l o s s i a to 

this n o v e l a n d to o t h e r p o s t c o l o n i a l texts is that it o p e n s the way 

to p o s t m o d e r n r e a d i n g s that e m p h a s i z e the free p l a y o f l a n 

guages w i t h o u t a c k n o w l e d g i n g that these d iscurs ive raw mate

rials have b e e n a l t e r e d by a h i s t o r y o f c o l o n i a l i n f l u e n c e . T h e 

p o s t m o d e r n - B a k h t i n i a n r e a d i n g , i n o t h e r w o r d s , e n c o u r a g e s the 

c l a i m that l i n g u i s t i c a n d g e n e r i c free p lay i n the n o v e l c a n 

o v e r t u r n i n h e r i t e d structures o f c u l t u r a l stereotype a n d l i n g u i s 

tic c l i c h é . H o w e v e r , even i f O ' B r i e n ' s text c a n use p a r o d y to 

e x p o s e the a b s u r d a n d s h o p w o r n n a t u r e o f s tock Ir ishness , it 

c a n n o t give free r e i n to a n a u t h e n t i c a l l y l o c a l o r u n o f f i c i a l l i ter-
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ary c u l t u r e , f o r that c u l t u r e a l r e a d y has b e e n m a d e o f f i c i a l l y a n d 

p e r m a n e n t l y q u a i n t , a l r e a d y has b e e n b o u g h t a n d s o l d ( i n E n g 

l a n d ) , its a u t h e n t i c i t y at o n c e u n d e r m i n e d a n d o v e r - d e t e r m i n e d . 

M c M u l l e n uses B a k h t i n i a n tools a p p r o p r i a t e l y to r e a d 

O ' B r i e n i n r e l a t i o n to I r i s h c u l t u r a l p o l i t i c s , b u t h e r analysis o f a n 

o p e n - e n d e d " c o l l o q u y " c o m e s to e m p h a s i z e a m o r e p o s t m o d e r n , 

i n d e t e r m i n a t e m e a n i n g f o r the n o v e l . A s suggested i n the f o r e g o 

i n g d i s c u s s i o n , I t h i n k we c a n locate the s o u r c e o f this shift w i t h i n 

B a k h t i n i a n t h e o r y itself. B a k h t i n ' s c o n c e p t o f d i a l o g i s m shutt les 

s o m e w h a t a m b i g u o u s l y b e U v e e n a n a c c o u n t b a s e d o n p a r t i c u l a r 

h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s a n d a n a c c o u n t b a s e d o n g e n e r a l l i n 

guist ic instabi l i ty . O f c o u r s e , B a k h t i n ' s o w n d i f f i c u l t s i t u a t i o n 

w i t h i n the Sta l in is t Soviet U n i o n p r o b a b l y a c c o u n t s f o r the rhe

t o r i c a l f inesse w i t h w h i c h h e s o m e t i m e s dissolves c u l t u r a l c r i t i 

c i s m i n t o p u r e l y l i n g u i s t i c analysis . B u t the f o r m a l e l e m e n t s o f 

B a k h t i n i a n analysis s h o u l d n o t b e c o n c e i v e d o f a p a r t f r o m his 

s o c i a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l t h e o r i e s . T a k e n a l o n e , they c a n u n d e r w r i t e a 

p o s t m o d e r n r e a d i n g o f At Swim-Two-Birds that d o e s n o t f u l l y 

a c c o u n t f o r the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f O ' B r i e n ' s p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n t e x t . 1 " 

B e y o n d the fact that a c r i t i c a l a p p l i c a t i o n o f B a k h t i n m a y l e a d 

to the o c c l u s i o n o f s o m e a b i d i n g p o s t c o l o n i a l effects, At Swim-

Two-Birds resists i n its o w n terms the m o d e l o f the B a k h t i n i a n 

n o v e l . I n that resistance, the n o v e l also u n c o v e r s a subt le synthe

s i z i n g s tra in w i t h i n the f o l d o f B a k h t i n i a n d i a l o g i s m — o n e that 

p o s t c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g is p a r t i c u l a r l y l i k e l y to expose . B a k h t i n i a n 

t h e o r y is k n o w n m o s t l y f o r its e x p l i c i t e m p h a s i s o n c a r n i v a l e s q u e , 

even e n t r o p i e , v e r b a l e n e r g i e s , b u t the d i a l o g i c n o v e l o f B a k h t i n 

i m p l i c i t l y d e p e n d s o n a f o r m a l b a l a n c e b e t w e e n c e n t r i p e t a l a n d 

c e n t r i f u g a l forces. B a k h t i n t y p i c a l l y descr ibes the d i a l o g i c n o v e l 

as " u n i t i n g o n o n e p l a n e " the v a r i o u s l a n g u a g e s it c o n t a i n s 

( 2 9 2 ) . In the absence o f that u n i f y i n g s ing le p l a n e , the d iscurs ive 

e n e r g y o f h e t e r o g l o s s i a w o u l d r e n d e r the text i n c o h e r e n t . T h e 

B a k h t i n i a n n o v e l , t h e n , is a d y n a m i c f o r m — a n " a r e n a " f o r the 

struggle b e t w e e n c e n t r i f u g a l a n d c e n t r i p e t a l forces. I n At Swim-

Two-Birds, O ' B r i e n looses the c e n t r i f u g a l forces o f h e t e r o g l o s s i a 

b e v o n d the p o i n t i m a g i n e d by B a k h t i n , t h r o w i n g of f the u s u a l 

f o r m a l b a l a n c e . T h e n o v e l ' s m u l t i p l e n a r r a t i v e p l a n e s i n s o m e 

ways serve to defuse its " d i a l o g i s m . " A f t e r a l l , the v a r i o u s l a n -
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guages o f O ' B r i e n ' s g e n e r i c a l l y m i s m a t c h e d characters d o n o t 

so m u c h e n c o u n t e r e a c h o t h e r as p i l e u p a r o u n d e a c h other. 

O ' B r i e n d e l i b e r a t e l y eschews the f o r m a l c o h e r e n c e necessary for 

a true d i a l o g i c e n c o u n t e r a m o n g l a n g u a g e s — a fact that is re

f l e c t e d t h e m a t i c a l l y w i t h i n the i n t e r p o l a t e d narrat ives . F i n n a n d 

S h a n a h a n , f o r e x a m p l e , rec i te a n d c o u n t e r - r e c i t e r a t h e r t h a n 

converse . F i n n even p r e s c r i b e s p u n i s h m e n t to S h a n a h a n for 

i n t e r j e c t i n g his b l a t h e r i n t o the " h o n e y w o r d s o f F i n n " ( 1 0 1 ) . 

W h e n synthesis does o c c u r , the results are u n f o r t u n a t e , as i n 

S h a n a h a n ' s f u s i o n o f J e m Casey's d o g g e r e l a n d Sweeny's l y r i c 

( 1 1 2 ) . T h e force o f the n o v e l ' s p a r o d i e m i s s i o n , i n o t h e r w o r d s , 

seems to be d i r e c t e d against a d i a l o g i c f o r m that w o u l d i n a n y w a y 

synthesize I r i s h v o i c e s . 1 9 I n its stead, the n o v e l offers a cata logue 

o f languages a n d styles a c c u m u l a t i n g i n s e q u e n t i a l , repet i t ive , 

a n d o p e n - e n d e d pat terns that never q u i t e coalesce o r c o n c l u d e . 

W h y w o u l d O ' B r i e n resist the u n i f y i n g a n d c o n d e n s i n g possi

b i l i t i e s o f " d i a l o g u e " i n f a v o u r o f the l o o s e l y s e q u e n t i a l cata

logue? S e a m u s D e a n e argues c o n v i n c i n g l y that O ' B r i e n refuses 

to integrate the text 's h e t e r o g e n e o u s styles because he distrusts 

the m e c h a n i s m s avai lable to effect s u c h a synthesis: metaphysics , 

p s y c h o l o g y o r the h i g h J o y c e a n aesthetic ( 1 9 6 - 9 9 ) . B u t the text 's 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n to a v o i d synthesis s h o u l d also be u n d e r s t o o d as a n 

a l lergy r o o t e d i n d i s t i n c t l y p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n d i t i o n s . I f O ' B r i e n is 

s u s p i c i o u s o f any o n e t h i n g m o r e t h a n the m o d e r n i s t abstrac

t ions c i t e d by D e a n e , it is the c o n c e p t o f Ir ishness. T h e i d e a o f 

u n i f y i n g his nove l ' s h e t e r o g l o s s i a i n t o o n e m e l t e d p o t o f " Ir ish

ness" w o u l d have b e e n a n a t h e m a to O ' B r i e n . H e resists k n i t t i n g 

the voices t o g e t h e r i n t o d i a l o g u e — o r even a r r a y i n g t h e m a l o n g 

a s ingle narrat ive " p l a n e " — i n o r d e r to foresta l l any c l a i m s to 

n a t i o n a l representat iveness . T h e q u e s t i o n o f a nove l ' s ab i l i ty to 

r e p r e s e n t its n a t i o n has b e c o m e a p a r t i c u l a r l y f r a u g h t o n e i n 

p o s t c o l o n i a l studies. C r i t i c s have l o n g a r g u e d against the pre

s u m p t i o n that p o s t c o l o n i a l o r " T h i r d - W o r l d " texts are i n v o l v e d , 

by i n t e n t i o n o r effect, i n the p r i c k l y business o f n a t i o n a l r e p r e 

s e n t a t i o n . 2 0 M a n y p o s t c o l o n i a l wri ters , i n c l u d i n g O ' B r i e n , resist 

the t e n d e n c y o f readers to see t h e m as s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d "voices o f 

the n a t i o n . " I n fact, as M c M u l l e n p o i n t s out , O ' B r i e n q u e s t i o n s 

n o t o n l y his o w n b u t a n y o n e ' s a t t e m p t to " c l a i m the last w o r d o n 

' the I r i s h ' " ( 8 1 ) . 
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I n B a k h t i n i a n terms, O ' B r i e n ' s a v o i d a n c e o f n a t i o n a l synthesis 

is s i m p l y the nove l i s t ' s u s u a l res istance to e p i c c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

D i a l o g i c novels pose h e t e r o g l o s s i a against the e v o c a t i o n s o f n a 

t i o n a l essence that are a c e n t r a l feature o f the t r a d i t i o n a l e p i c . 

S u c h a d e s c r i p t i o n seems a d e q u a t e to At Swim-Two-Birds, w h e r e i n 

" f l o u r i s h p a r o d y a n d travesty o f a l l h i g h genres a n d o f a l l lofty 

m o d e l s e m b o d i e d i n n a t i o n a l m y t h " ( B a k h t i n 2 1 ) . H o w e v e r , 

by r e a d i n g O ' B r i e n against the g r a i n o f B a k h t i n — a s c a t a l o g i c 

r a t h e r t h a n d i a l o g i c — w e are r e m i n d e d that B a k h t i n i a n t h e o r y 

i n s o m e way r e c u p e r a t e s / o r the novel the e p i c f u n c t i o n o f n a t i o n a l 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . F o r B a k h t i n , the n o v e l stands i n d i a l e c t i c a l — n o t 

o p p o s i t i o n a l — r e l a t i o n to the e p i c . It b o t h cance ls a n d preserves 

features o f the e p i c , i n c l u d i n g the tacit c l a i m s o f n a t i o n a l r e p r e 

s e n t a t i o n . T o r e a d p o s t c o l o n i a l nove ls w i t h B a k h t i n i a n tools , 

t h e n , m e a n s c o n c e i v i n g o f t h e m as post-epics that, e v e n i f they d o 

n o t necessar i ly a l l e g o r i z e the n a t i o n , serve as a l i t e r a r y c o n t a i n e r 

f o r the r a n g e o f n a t i o n a l languages ( a n d by e x t e n s i o n , f o r the 

r a n g e o f g r o u p s a n d classes w i t h i n the n a t i o n ) . A s T i m o t h y 

B r e n n a n p o i n t s o u t , B a k h t i n sees the n o v e l as a p a r o d y o f the 

e p i c " i n its n a t i o n - f o r m i n g r o l e . " Yet even w h e n the n o v e l ' s m o d e 

is p a r o d i e , it has t e n d e d to p lay the h i s t o r i c a l r o l e o f "ob jec t i fy ing 

the ' o n e , yet m a n y ' o f n a t i o n a l l i f e , " thus b e c o m i n g a " c o n t e m p o 

rary, p r a c t i c a l m e a n s o f creating a p e o p l e " ( B r e n n a n 4 9 - 5 0 ) . I n 

an e x t r e m e effort to a v o i d p r e c i s e l y this h i s t o r i c a l r o l e , O ' B r i e n 

e x t e n d s his n o v e l ' s p a r o d i e m i s s i o n b e y o n d the p o i n t l i c e n s e d 

b y — o r e x p l a i n e d b y — B a k h t i n i a n d i a l o g i s m . At Swim-Two-Birds 

uses its m e t a f i c t i o n a l a n d digress ive d i s u n i t y to resist w h a t was, i n 

p o s t c o l o n i a l I r e l a n d c i r c a 1 9 3 9 , a n a l m o s t u n a v o i d a b l e i n t e r p r e 

tive fate: b e i n g r e a d as a u n i f y i n g a n d o b j e c t i f y i n g d o c u m e n t o f 

I r i s h n a t i o n a l identi ty . 

O ' B r i e n ' s a b s u r d i s t p l o t t i n g serves to s h o r t - c i r c u i t any c l a i m s 

to e n c y c l o p e d i c t o t a l i t y — o r even d i a l o g i c s y n t h e s i s — i n his text. 

H e d e p l o y s anti-representaiz 'ona/ ( p o s t m o d e r n ) t e c h n i q u e s i n 

o r d e r to d e c l a r e h is n o v e l ' s anti-representaftve stance towards 

I r e l a n d . A s we have seen, O ' B r i e n was s c a n d a l i z e d by the i m a g e s 

o f I r e l a n d so l o n g p u r v e y e d by E n g l i s h a n d I r i s h m y t h i c c o n 

sciousness. B y g e n e r a t i n g a c o n s p i c u o u s l y p a r t i a l a n d i d i o s y n c r a 

tic c a t a l o g u e o f I r i s h voices, At Swim-Two-Birds refutes the n o t i o n 
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that a n y t h i n g as c o m p l e x a n d s h i f t i n g as " I r e l a n d " c o u l d be 

r e p r e s e n t e d i n its fu l lness . T h u s O ' B r i e n is n o t so m u c h h e i r to 

a n e p i c t r a d i t i o n t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o fiction as the i n v e n t o r o f a 

w i l l f u l l y f r a g m e n t a r y p o s t c o l o n i a l f o r m . 

U p to this p o i n t , I have r e f r a i n e d as far as poss ib le f r o m 

m e n t i o n i n g J o y c e , n o t o n l y because h is r e l a t i o n to this n o v e l is a 

m a t t e r o f m u c h c r i t i c a l c o m m e n t b u t also o u t o f a w i s h n o t to 

a n g e r the g h o s t o f O ' B r i e n ( w h o o n c e d e c l a r e d that f u r t h e r 

c o m p a r i s o n s to J o y c e w o u l d m a k e h i m " f r o t h at the g o b " f q t d . i n 

A s b e e 2 4 ] ) . 2 1 B u t the c o m p a r i s o n is u n a v o i d a b l e , f o r Ulysses 

seems to e m b o d y the synthet ic n a t i o n a l total i ty that c a n p e r v a d e 

even a m a n i f e s t l y d i a l o g i c n o v e l . O ' B r i e n ' s p a r o d i e attacks o n 

J o y c e g e n e r a l l y have b e e n u n d e r s t o o d as the f o o t - s t a m p i n g o f a 

f rustrated a p p r e n t i c e u n a b l e to b e t t e r h is l i t e r a r y master. T h e 

q u e s t i o n o f B a k h t i n a n d the " n a t i o n a l v o i c e , " however , suggests 

that t h e r e is a m o r e substant ia l c r i t i c i s m o f J o y c e r e t r i e v a b l e f r o m 

the w r i t i n g o f O ' B r i e n . T h e p o s t c o l o n i a l p e r s p e c t i v e p r o v i d e s a 

n e w way to ana lyze O ' B r i e n ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p to J o y c e , b e y o n d the 

i n i t i a l r e c o g n i t i o n o f i n f l u e n c e a n d anxiety, a n d b e y o n d the 

l a t e c o m e r ' s a n t a g o n i s m f o r the m o d e r n i s t h i g h a e s t h e t i c . 2 2 

O ' B r i e n ' s rev is ions o f J o y c e , that is, s t a n d as a p o s t c o l o n i a l 

wr i ter ' s r e j e c t i o n o f t o t a l i z i n g texts that m a k e c l a i m s o f n a t i o n a l 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . It s h o u l d be n o t e d f r o m the outset that the m o s t 

f r e q u e n t targets o f O ' B r i e n ' s anti-Joyce c o m m e n t a r y are Joy-

ceans ( a d o r i n g A m e r i c a n s above a l l ) . O ' B r i e n ' s c h a r g e that 

J o y c e h o l d s i n a p p r o p r i a t e c l a i m s to speak f o r the I r i s h der ives 

n o t so m u c h f r o m c l a i m s m a d e by o r i n J o y c e ' s texts as f r o m 

c l a i m s m a d e about t h e m . N o n e t h e l e s s , O ' B r i e n ' s w r i t i n g s i m p l y 

that J o y c e ' s e x i l e m a d e h i m s u s c e p t i b l e to abstract o r s tereotypi

c a l t h i n k i n g a b o u t I r e l a n d . 2 3 O n l y at a r e m o v e f r o m t h e d a i l y l i fe 

o f D u b l i n , th is l i n e o f c r i t i c i s m suggests, c o u l d J o y c e f a s h i o n the 

v e r i s i m i l a r deta i ls o f a n I r i s h se t t ing i n t o the o v e r - a r c h i n g aes

thet ic h a r m o n y o f Ulysses. T h e c o n c l u d i n g passage o f At Swim-

Two-Birds slyly m o c k s the final sentence o f J o y c e ' s " T h e D e a d " ; 

h e r e the b a r k i n g o f c u r s ( r a t h e r t h a n a b l a n k e t o f snow) "spreads 

. . . t h r o u g h a l l E r i n " ( 3 1 4 ) . O ' B r i e n ' s c r i t i c a l p u r p o s e is c o n c e n 

t r a t e d i n this l i n e : a s i m u l t a n e o u s t r i b u t e to a n d p a r o d y o f J o y c e , 

i r o n i z i n g a m o m e n t f r o m Dubliners w h e n I r e l a n d a p p e a r s i n 
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s y m b o l i c unity . B y 1 9 3 9 , the D e d a l i a n a s p i r a t i o n to forge the 

c o n s c i e n c e o f the I r i s h race , t h o u g h p e r h a p s i n t e n d e d i r o n i c a l l y , 

h a d b e c o m e a p r o p h e c y f u l f i l l e d : J o y c e ' s fiction r e p r e s e n t e d 

I r e l a n d to the w i d e r w o r l d . H i s i n t e r n a t i o n a l m o d e r n i s t t r i u m p h 

was i n i m i c a l to O ' B r i e n ' s c o l d ins is tence o n c o n t e m p o r a r y I r i s h 

p a r t i c u l a r s . F o r O ' B r i e n , any text u n d e r s t o o d to be representa

tive o f I r e l a n d was l i k e l y to c o n t a i n the b a n a l car icatures o f the 

C e l t i c T w i l i g h t ( a n d t h e r e b y o f i m p e r i a l E n g l a n d ) . I n his d isap

p r o v i n g eyes, even J o y c e , o n c e fixed a n d i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d i n the 

A n g l o - A m e r i c a n c a n o n , b e c o m e s j u s t a n o t h e r s o u r c e o f I r i s h 

stereotype. 

At Swim-Two-Birds a lso c o m m e n t s p a r o d i c a l l y o n I r i s h "spokes

m e n " t h r o u g h the c h a r a c t e r o f m a d Sweeny, w h o s e story c l e a r l y 

resonates i n the c o n t e x t o f p o s t c o l o n i a l I r e l a n d ( M c M u l l e n 8 0 ) . 

I n the o r i g i n a l l e g e n d , Sweeny angers a R o m a n pr iest by p i t c h i n g 

his psa l ter i n t o a l a k e — a n act o f nat ive p a g a n resistance to the 

f o r e i g n e r ' s s a c r e d text. I n r e t a l i a t i o n , the pr iest t u r n s Sweeny 

i n t o a r a v i n g , n a k e d , p o e t i c tree-dweller. Sweeny e m b o d i e s the 

effects o f c u l t u r a l c o l o n i z a t i o n d i a g n o s e d so c l e a r l y by O ' B r i e n 

— the s tereotypica l r e d u c t i o n o f the I r i s h to a b a c k w a r d peasan

try w i t h a w i l d streak a n d a si lver t o n g u e . C u r i o u s l y , O ' B r i e n ' s 

text o m i t s a c r u c i a l p o r t i o n o f the Sweeny n a r r a t i v e . I n the 

o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n o f the p o e m , Sweeny re-embraces C h r i s t i a n i t y at 

the h a m l e t c a l l e d S n à m h - d à - é n , o r S w i m - T w o - B i r d s ( W a p p l i n g 

6 2 ) . I n O ' B r i e n ' s v e r s i o n , however , Sweeny s i m p l y passes 

t h r o u g h the v i l l a g e i n the space o f a s i n g l e , d e a d p a n sentence 

( 9 5 ) . E x c e p t f o r a few d e s u l t o r y signs o f r e l i g i o u s c o n t r i t i o n , 

O ' B r i e n ' s Sweeny r e m a i n s def iant , c u r s e d , p a g a n . W h a t , t h e n , is 

the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the n o v e l ' s t i t le i f n o t h i n g h a p p e n s "at S w i m -

T w o - B i r d s " ? T h e p h r a s e refers to the site o f a n absent conver

s i o n , a n o n - b e t r a y a l , a n o n - c a p i t u l a t i o n by the I r i s h p o e t - k i n g . 

B y d e l i b e r a t e l y r e v i s i n g the l e g e n d , O ' B r i e n stages a subt le p r o 

test against the g r a v i t a t i o n a l f o r c e o f E u r o p e a n c u l t u r e a n d 

a n n o u n c e s his d i f f e r e n c e f r o m J o y c e , w h o s e m a s t e r w o r k inter

polates the s a c r e d texts o f c lassical E u r o p e . 

O f c o u r s e , as I have i n d i c a t e d , t h e j o y c e i n q u e s t i o n is m o r e the 

p r o j e c t i o n o f a c r i t i c a l i n d u s t r y t h a n a w r i t e r o f c o m p l i c a t e d 

texts. I n m a n y ways, Ulysses seems as s e q u e n t i a l a n d c a t a l o g i c as At 
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Swim-Two-Birds; it is c e r t a i n l y n o b e h e m o t h o f c u l t u r a l h o m o g e -

n i z a t i o n . 2 4 S t i l l , Ulysses has b e c o m e the great e n c y c l o p e d i a o f 

m o d e m I r i s h e x p e r i e n c e . M o r e i m p o r t a n t l y , its h e t e r o g l o s s i a 

u n f o l d s u n d e r the f o r m a l d i s c i p l i n e o f a l lus ive a n d m e t a p h o r i c a l 

c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s . T h e J o y c e a n e p i s o d e s g a i n o r d e r a n d struc

ture f r o m the s y n t h e s i z i n g d e v i c e o f the Odyssey, w h i l e O ' B r i e n ' s 

a c c u m u l a t e w i t h u n s y s t e m a t i c a n d digress ive m o m e n t u m . T h e 

H o m e r i c s u b s t r u c t u r e p r o v i d e s J o y c e w i t h a u n i f y i n g dev ice — 

the B a k h t i n i a n n a r r a t i v e " p l a n e " that m a k e s Ulysses a post-epic 

n o v e l . B y contrast , At Swim-Two-Birds uses a n u n s t a b l e m u l t i -

p l a n e d f o r m to create h is a n t i - e p i c c a t a l o g u e o f I r i s h voices. 

O ' B r i e n seeks to a v o i d the m a n t l e o f the representat ive "na

t i o n a l w r i t e r " t h r o u g h h is aggressive p u r s u i t o f m e t a f i c t i o n a n d 

his active d i s c o u r a g e m e n t o f h e r m e n e u t i c a l a p p r o a c h e s ( c o m 

p a r e d to J o y c e ' s coy i n v i t a t i o n s ) . H e a d o p t s two separate a n d i n 

s o m e sense c o n f l i c t i n g a p p r o a c h e s to the p r o b l e m o f " s p e a k i n g 

for I r e l a n d " i n the p o s t c o l o n i a l , post-Joyce m o m e n t . O n the o n e 

h a n d , At Swim-Two-Birds m a k e s c l a i m s f o r a k i n d o f e m p i r i c a l 

D u b l i n e r a u t h e n t i c i t y — t h e s o u n d o f m o d e r n I r i s h voices that 

c a n o n l y be h e a r d w h e n the nat iv is t a n d c o l o n i a l stereotypes are 

s t r i p p e d away. O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , the n o v e l ' s se l f -consciously 

f a r c i c a l s t ructure a n d p a r o d i e use o f stock I r i s h c h a r a c t e r s m a k e s 

it e v e n less r e f e r e n t i a l o r n a t u r a l i s t i c t h a n Ulysses. T h e i l l u s i o n o f 

r a n d o m n e s s c u l t i v a t e d by O ' B r i e n p r o v i d e s s t r i k i n g contras t w i t h 

the p r o f o u n d a u t h o r i a l c o n t r o l asserted by J o y c e . O ' B r i e n ' s c e n 

tra l c r i t i c i s m o f J o y c e — w h o m h e s o m e t i m e s c a l l e d "the f u e h r e r " 

(Jones 5 ) — w a s that J o y c e m a i n t a i n e d a n a l m o s t t y r a n n i c a l c o n 

t r o l o f h i s m a t e r i a l s ( D e a n e 1 9 9 ) . A s the n a r r a t o r o f At Swim-Two-

Birds r e m a r k s : "the n o v e l , i n the h a n d s o f a n u n s c r u p u l o u s writer , 

c o u l d be d e s p o t i c " ( 3 2 - 3 3 ) . O ' B r i e n , by contrast , tries to u n d e r 

m i n e the i d e a o f the n o v e l as a n u t t e r l y finished w o r k o r as the 

ef f lux o f a so l i tary g e n i u s ' s u n e r r i n g v i s i o n . H e c l a i m e d h e c o u l d 

easi ly r e p l a c e w h o l e passages o f h i s n o v e l w i t h "a few pages o f the 

B e r l i n T e l e p h o n e D i r e c t o r y , 1919 e d i t i o n " ( q t d . i n A s b e e 4 9 ) . 

H o w e v e r m u c h O ' B r i e n ' s ant i - re ferent ia l i ty p r o p e l s the n o v e l 

away f r o m J o y c e a n systems a n d i n t o p o s t m o d e r n formlessness , 

At Swim-Two-Birds s h o u l d n o t be u n d e r s t o o d as a n e x a m p l e o f 

p u r e l y i n d e t e r m i n a t e o r " c a r n i v a l e s q u e " w r i t i n g . A s we have 



40 J O S H U A D . E S T Y 

seen, the text 's e n e r g e t i c p lay has p u r p o s e s b e y o n d the post

m o d e r n i s t o v e r t u r n i n g o f l i t e r a r y c o n v e n t i o n — a m o n g t h e m a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l wr i ter ' s w i s h to a v o i d p r e s e n t i n g his c u l t u r e i n re

d u c t i v e terms. P o s t m o d e r n r e a d i n g s o f O ' B r i e n have t e n d e d to 

o v e r l o o k the way that the text h o l d s its o w n a n a r c h i c poss ib i l i t i es 

i n c h e c k . F o r m a l a n d o n t o l o g i c a l p l a y are c o n t a i n e d , l i t e r a l l y a n d 

figuratively, by a rea l i s t i c f r a m e story a b o u t the m i s a d v e n t u r e s o f 

the s tudent-narrator . I n this way, the nove l ' s i l l u s i o n o f u n c o n 

t r o l l e d d iscurs ive l a y e r i n g is a n c h o r e d by a c o m p r e h e n s i b l e a n d 

r e f e r e n t i a l s e q u e n c e o f events. I n the final e p i s o d e o f t h e f r a m e 

narrat ive , the s t u d e n t r e c o n c i l e s w i t h his u n c l e — a n i n d i c a t i o n 

p e r h a p s o f O ' B r i e n ' s w i l l i n g n e s s ( i n contras t to J o y c e ) to o p e r a t e 

w i t h i n I r i s h c u l t u r e , n o t o n it. T h e n o v e l ' s d e t e r m i n a t i o n to 

stay w i t h i n the f r a m e o f I r i s h c u l t u r e m e a n s that it w i l l n e i t h e r 

a b a n d o n its nat ive l i t e r a r y h e r i t a g e n o r i g n o r e the fact that its 

t r o p e s have b e e n a l t e r e d a n d r o m a n t i c i z e d by the c o l o n i a l en

c o u n t e r . O ' B r i e n p r o m i s e s n o easy reversal o f the p o s t c o l o n i a l 

c o n d i t i o n t h r o u g h e i t h e r B a k h t i n i a n h e t e r o g l o s s i a o r p o s t m o d 

e r n e x u b e r a n c e . 

M o r e o v e r , the n o v e l ' s m a d c a p r e e l o f g e n r e s a n d l a n g u a g e s 

always takes p l a c e u n d e r a c l o u d o f se l f -suspic ion. W h e r e a 

t h o r o u g h l y p o s t m o d e r n n o v e l w o u l d e x h i b i t u n q u a l i f i e d d e l i g h t 

at this topsy-turvy m e t a f i c t i o n a l w o r l d , O ' B r i e n seems to c o n s i d e r 

it a l l w i t h a s c r u p u l o u s sense o f l o g i c . I n fact, the m o r e fantas

tic the n o v e l b e c o m e s , the m o r e l i t e r a l a n d e x a c t i n g the l o g i c 

— e v e n fictional cows m u s t be d a i l y f e d a n d m i l k e d by the au

thor . A l t h o u g h t h e r e is u n d e n i a b l e c o m i c d e l i g h t i n the n o v e l , 

O ' B r i e n arranges the e x t e n d e d v i o l a t i o n s o f H o r a t i a n d e c o r u m 

i n o r d e r to d e m o n s t r a t e the u l t i m a t e va lue o f p r o p e r p e r s p e c t i v e 

o n the v a r i o u s genres o f l i t e r a r y a n d n o n - l i t e r a r y l a n g u a g e . A c 

c u s t o m e d by h i s l o n g - r u n n i n g n e w s p a p e r c o l u m n to act as a n 

a r b i t e r o f c o r r e c t usage, O ' B r i e n was a secret d i d a c t — t h o u g h h is 

lessons are m o r e aesthet ic t h a n e t h i c a l . I n a n u n p u b l i s h e d note

b o o k , h e w r o t e : " [ T h e artist] m u s t h e a d the c o m m o n p e o p l e to 

a n a p p r e c i a t i o n o f taste, d e c e n c y a n d f a i r p l a y " (Jones x x v i i i ) . 

R a t h e r t h a n a n n o u n c e that " a n y t h i n g goes," O ' B r i e n establ ishes 

strict g u i d e l i n e s f o r sane l i t e r a r y p r a c t i c e a n d f o r rea l i s t i c , n o n -

p r o g r a m m a t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g s o f I r i s h c u l t u r a l identity . 
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F i n a l l y , t h e n , a n d d e s p i t e his eagerness to c r i t i c i z e the d o g 

m a t i c c o n t r o l o f b o t h rea l is t a n d m o d e r n i s t novel ists , O ' B r i e n 

i m p l i c i t l y a c k n o w l e d g e s the necessity o f a n a u t h o r i a l g u i d i n g 

h a n d . I n the i n t e r p o l a t e d narrat ives , the cess ion o f a u t h o r i a l 

c o n t r o l q u i c k l y leads to absurdity . O ' B r i e n attacks c o n v e n t i o n a l 

novels , b u t c a n n o t b r e a k free o f t h e i r basic o n t o l o g i c a l s tructure 

as l o n g as he m a k e s even s m a l l c o n c e s s i o n s to the a p p a r a t u s o f 

l i terary m e a n i n g a n d r e f e r e n c e . L i k e B e c k e t t , O ' B r i e n reaches 

the l o g i c a l l i m i t o f h i s o w n fictional pro ject . B e c k e t t ' s struggle to 

find a p o s t - h u m a n i s t subject ivity p r o d u c e d The Unnameable, a 

v i g o r o u s a t t e m p t to evacuate m e a n i n g a n d a u t h o r i t y f r o m the 

n o v e l . J u s t as O ' B r i e n ' s n a r r a t i v e geste reaches the p o i n t o f meta-

fictional v e r t i g o , B e c k e t t ' s m o r e p r o p e r l y p h i l o s o p h i c a l a t t e m p t 

to dissolve narrat ive v o i c e i n t o the " n o t I" a p p r o a c h e s "the b a b b l e 

o f psychosis" ( L l o y d 5 1 ) . C o n t e m p o r a r i e s a n d c o m p a t r i o t s w h o 

p u s h t h e i r fictional efforts to e x t r e m e s , B e c k e t t a n d O ' B r i e n 

raise n e w q u e s t i o n s a b o u t the e a r l y sources o f p o s t m o d e r n i s m . 

M o s t cr i t ics , i n c l u d i n g I m h o f , C l i s s m a n , a n d C r o n i n , a t t r ibute 

t h e i r e x p e r i m e n t a l d r i v e to the t o w e r i n g i n f l u e n c e o f a n already-

e x p e r i m e n t a l a n d i r o n i c l i terary p r e c u r s o r : J o y c e . H o w e v e r , j u s t 

as D a v i d L l o y d a n d J o h n H a r r i n g t o n r e c e n t l y have r e - e x a m i n e d 

"the I r i s h B e c k e t t , " it seems a p p r o p r i a t e to evaluate O ' B r i e n ' s 

aesthet ic a n e w i n p o s t c o l o n i a l r a t h e r t h a n p o s t m o d e r n terms. A s 

we have seen, it is the struggle to a v o i d s p e a k i n g f o r I r e l a n d i n the 

s tereotypica l l a n g u a g e o f i m p e r i a l / n a t i o n a l m y t h that dr ives 

O ' B r i e n ( a n d p e r h a p s B e c k e t t too) i n t o the c o m i c a n d i r r e v e r e n t 

e x p l o s i o n that has t r a d i t i o n a l l y b e e n i d e n t i f i e d as p o s t m o d e r n . 

I f At Swim-Two-Birds d o e s const i tute a n i m p o r t a n t fictional 

i n n o v a t i o n , it s t i l l r e m a i n s w i t h i n m a n y o f the f o r m a l b o u n d a r i e s 

e s t a b l i s h e d by the r e a l i s t - m o d e r n i s t n o v e l . F o r this r e a s o n , it has 

s o m e t i m e s b e e n d e s c r i b e d as a s t u n t e d , se l f - thwart ing o r " p r o t o -

p o s t m o d e r n " n o v e l . W e m i g h t t h i n k o f it as a rea l is t ic n o v e l whose 

p r o t a g o n i s t h a p p e n s to be a p o s t m o d e r n writer. O ' B r i e n i m a g 

ines the p a r o d i e d e s t r u c t i o n o f a c e r t a i n narrat ive t r a d i t i o n , b u t 

d o e s n o t ac tua l ly destroy it. I n the t r a n s i t i o n a l z o n e o f late 

m o d e r n i s m f r o m w h i c h At Swim-Two-Birds emerges , the " n e w 

n o v e l " c a n b e d e s c r i b e d b u t n o t e n a c t e d . M e a n w h i l e , f a c e d w i t h 

the b i n a r i e s o f a p o s t c o l o n i a l c u l t u r e — Ir ish a n d E n g l i s h , p r o v i n -
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c i a l a n d m e t r o p o l i t a n , q u a i n t a n d m o d e r n i z e d — O ' B r i e n ' s par

o d i e s n e i t h e r es tabl ish a systematic, synthet ic n e w b r a n d o f I r i s h 

ness n o r d o they e x p l o d e the c o n c e p t o f Ir ishness a l together . H i s 

w r i t i n g captures the h i s t o r y o f d iscurs ive b a c k - a n d - f o r t h i n g i n 

c o l o n i a l a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l I r i s h c u l t u r e , the h i s t o r y o f a n a b s u r d 

a n d g r i m l y c o m i c g a m e i n w h i c h his n o v e l , despi te its i n t r i c a t e 

a n d e n e r g e t i c b e n d i n g o f the rules , is s t i l l t r a p p e d . 

1 T h e argument that postmodern and postcolonial literatures share the same 
cultural vocation is increasingly c o m m o n , though it needs to move beyond the 
vague contention that the two jointly challenge the canons of modernism and 
imperialism. T h e further elaboration of post-post allegiances depends on estab
lishing specific and persuasive links between modernism and imperialism. For an 
example of how that project might proceed, see Slemon. Nigerian critics C h i n -
wei/u et al. have in effect fused the political and aesthetic impositions of colonial
ism with their term "euro-modemism." African writing that refuses the literary 
standards o f E u r o - m o d e m i s m is thus automatically both postmodernist a n d anti-
colonial. Meanwhile, Gauri Viswanathan has opened another route by investigat
ing the historical co-establishment of British colonial power and English literary 
institutions in India. 

2 This historical conjunction provides E n d a Duffy with the point of departure for 
his analysis, The Subaltern Ulysses ( U of Minnesota P, 1994). 

s A m o n g book-length studies which emphasize the stylistic innovations of At Swim-
Two-Birds in the context of a trans-cultural postmodernism, see Clissman; Gronin; 
Imhof; and Shea. For a recent article emphasizing formal analysis rather than 
postcolonial contextual analysis, see C o h e n . 

4 T h e value of a historically informed approach to At Swim-Two-Birds was first 
suggested to me by Michael Valdez Moses; I would like to thank him for his 
insights and commentary o n this research. I would also like to acknowledge 
Gregory Dobbins and Nigel Alderman for their useful suggestions about the 
manuscript. 

5 Anthony A p p i a h , too, warns against the universalizing assumptions of postmoder
nism as they apply, for example, to African art (356). O f course, as A r u n Mukher-
jee points out, the term postcolonial itself can erase relevant differences such as 
race and gender within the formerly colonized world (5). 

6 For more on Irish nationalism's shift from "counter-hegemonic" to "hegemonic" 
concept, see Lloyd (3). T h e two phases described here are also visible in other 
postcolonial cultures. In Africa, for example, the celebratory nationalist litera
ture of the 1950s and 1960s generally gives way to more ironic and skeptical 
writing in the 1970s (Appiah 349). 

7 This pattern of cultural influence is at the crux of postcolonial studies. In a variety 
of settings, the metropolitan powers and their 'literary tourists" created a de
m a n d for native authenticity, freezing the colonized culture into a repetitive 
costumed performance of its own stereotypes. This effect is one of the main ways 

dence. But the issue is a complex one: the fetishization of "quaint" practices may 
in fact protect some elements of native cultures against the incursions of modern
izing colonial institutions. In addition, m o d e m imperialism not only had the 
effect o f "enforced provincialism" but also its opposite: cosmopolitanism, or the 
opening of cross-fertilizing exchange between Europe and its cultural satellites. 

NOTES 

that cultural alienation and after political indepen-
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In his 1941 novel An Béai Bocht, O ' B r i e n (as Myles na Gopaleen) satirizes the 
idealized versions of rural life largely produced by urban literati and consumed by 
English readers. Beckett's Murphy ( 1938) makes a similar point about Irish poets 
serving up "gaelic prosodoturiy' to their English city cousins. For more on the 
effects of "the English market" o n Irish culture, see Lloyd's discussion of Daniel 
Corkery, a contemporary of O'Brien's and equally keen observer (43). 

This letter, dated 14July 1939, is from the Morris Library Collection at Southern 
Illinois University. It is reproduced without comment in Jones's A Flann O'Brien 
Reader (6). 

By 1944, however, O ' B r i e n phased the Irish language out of his Irish Times 
columns, claiming that no one in D u b l i n understood it correctly (Best of Myles 
277). His move from the native language to a strategic use of the "colonial" 
language has been famously reversed by Ngugi wa T h i o n g ' o , who began in 
English and moved to Gikuyu. Ngugi also seeks to overcome the "snake-like eye" 
of international publishing by writing for local theatre audiences rather than for 
cosmopolitan novel readers. 

In the Irish Times, O ' B r i e n describes Irish as the more rigorous language, compar
ing its "steely latinistic line" to the loose, fragmented nature of English (Best of 
Myles 282). O'Brien's suggestion that Irish play the role of high literary language 
to English's demotic or merely commercial "patois" neatly inverts the usual 
hierarchy of language use in colonial encounters. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin praise such strategies of linguistic appropriation as 
mature "syncretism" o n the part of postcolonial writers (38-44). Similarly, De
leuze and Guattari suggest that a unique power accrues to members of an ethnic/ 
cultural minority who can establish a strategic, transformative presence within a 
major-language literature (16-19). 

O'Brien's predicament vis-à-vis Irishness recalls the terms of the Négritude de
bate in postcolonial Africa. T h e writers of the Négritude movement, eager to 
reinvest value in native African identity and local cultural practices, developed a 
discourse of inherent and authentic racial essence. Critics of the movement such 
as Wole Soyinka argued that Négritude simply reinstated the binaristic thinking 
of the colonizer and trafficked in European-derived stereotypes. O ' B r i e n tacitly 
acknowledges that the celebration of Irish essences is an English habit and adopts 
a strategic-ironic stance in playing t o / o n the stereotypes. 

Matthew A r n o l d played a key role in ratifying English notions of the sentimental, 
melancholy, and charming Celt. For more on his contribution to the overbur
dened tropes of Irishness, see Riordan. 

Here, O ' B r i e n follows Joyce, who, according to Ulrick O ' C o n n o r , once said: "It is 
my revolt against the English conventions, literary and otherwise, that is the main 
source of my talent" ( O ' C o n n o r 143; qtd. in Eagleton). 

Moreover, the era of m o d e r n decolonization would seem to give rise to the 
historical conditions that Bakhtin identifies as conducive to novelistic discourse. 
Timothy Brennan provides a useful discussion of Bakhtin's notion of decompos
ing "verbal and ideological systems" (including that of late imperial Rome) as 
they relate to disintegrating European empires (54-55) • M . Keith Booker pro
poses that the bilingualism of the postcolonial writer (e.g., O'Brien) grants 
special access to the power of dialogic writing. 

Furthermore, as Lloyd cautions, if we think of Bakhtinian dialogism only as a 
means for dismantling colonialist binaries, we may paper over the heteroglossia 
internal to the postcolonial nation itself. Similarly, Mukherjee warns that an 
indelicate application of the dialogic concept to postcolonial literature can serve 
to perpetuate the simplistic binary model of centre and periphery (6). 

For more o n the relevance of Bakhtin's Soviet context to postcolonial studies, see 
Van T o o r n 96-97. 
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1 9 If an emphasis o n the synthesizing or unifying vocation of the dialogic form seems 
tendentious, it is in an effort to recover the complexity of Bakhtin's position from 
loose readings of the dialogic novel as camivalesque freedom or postmodern 
entropy. As Penny van Toorn's discussion of Bakhtin implies, the dialogic novelist 
can assume an almost "imperial" role in appropriating and controlling the 
languages of others (97). 

2 0 For an exemplary and well-known skirmish over these issues, see A h m a d ; and 
Jameson, " T h i r d World Literature" on the applicability of the term "national 
allegory" to "third world literature."Jameson argues that a conscious deployment 
of such allegory is generally observable in post-colonial narrative, while A h m a d 
challenges the very project of theorizing " T h i r d World literature." National or 
nationalist writing (one of whose modes is allegory) has obviously played an 
important role in most m o d e r n movements of political and cultural decoloniza
t i o n — i n c l u d i n g Ireland's. A n d , if such nations are to maintain cultural auton
omy against forces like Jameson's "global American postmodernist culture" (65), 
nationalist rhetoric still plays an important role in postcolonial writing. O n the 
other hand, postcolonial writers resist identification with forms like national 
allegory (or epic) because so many of their "national" histories were invented, 
revised, and otherwise modified by an alien culture. T h u s literary claims to 
national representation are too often forced to borrow from the reductive or 
romantic archive of colonial discourse. 

2 1 Letter to Timothy O'Keeffe, 25 November 1961. 

2 2 For a useful list of the criticism emphasizing O'Brien's connection to Joyce, see 
M c M u l l e n , Ö2n. 

23 Anthony C r o n i n reports that young writers of O'Brien's circle came to terms with 
Joyce by thinking of h i m as a "great but demented genius" who ultimately 
sacrificed faithfulness to Ireland's living heterogeneity o n the altar of H i g h Art 

(52). 

2 4 J ° y c e w a s n o doubt more aware of the problems inherent in writing a m o d 
ern Irish epic than O ' B r i e n allows. By emptying his precursor of ironic self-
consciousness and casting h i m as a naive writer, O ' B r i e n employs precisely the 
"revisionary ratios" (clinamen a n d tessera) of misreading outlined by H a r o l d 
B l o o m in The Anxiety of Influence (1973). For further ideas on Bloom's relevance 
to the O'Brien-Joyce case, see O'Grady. 
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