From Barlow’s narrative of community to Joyce’s anti-narrative of community: George Moore’s The Untilled Field
George Moore’s The Untilled Field (1903) is generally considered a precursor of James Joyce’s paradigmatic short story cycle Dubliners (1914). Moore himself called The Untilled Field “a landmark in Anglo-Irish literature, a new departure” in his preface to the 1914 edition[footnoteRef:1] and “a frontier book, between the new and the old style” in a letter to Edmund Gosse.[footnoteRef:2] Moreover, while writing The Untilled Field, he stated that “the book is a perfect unity” and expressed his hope that it would “not be reviewed as a collection of short stories”.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  George Moore, The Untilled Field (New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1970 reprint) x.]  [2:  Moore, letter to Edmund Gosse (March 1, 1915; Duke University Library) qtd. in Karl Beckson, “Moore’s The Untilled Field and Joyce’s Dubliners: The Short Story’s Intricate Maze,” English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 15.4 (1972) 302. ]  [3:  Moore, letter to T. Fisher Unwin (February 7, 1902) qtd. in Beckson 304.] 

Although some critics claim that the work lacks unity in comparison with Dubliners,[footnoteRef:4] others find that Moore’s book does possess a “loose progressive argument”.[footnoteRef:5] In this paper, I will argue that The Untilled Field can indeed be considered a short story cycle, in fact bridging an earlier tradition of regional cycles (so-called narratives of community) and Joyce’s anti-narrative of community.[footnoteRef:6] I hope to demonstrate this by analysing how Moore takes elements from Jane Barlow’s Irish Idylls (1892), but at the same time refashions them, thereby prefiguring Dubliners. [4:  See e.g. Heather Ingman, A History of the Irish Short Story (Cambridge: University Press, 2009) 89.]  [5:  See Neil R. Davison, “Representations of ‘Irishness’ in The Untilled Field: deconstructing ideological ethnicity,” Textual Practice 12.2 (1998) 291.]  [6:  J. Gerald Kennedy uses the term “semblance of community”, stating that “the story sequence always assumes an ironic relation to the scene of communal narration that it obscurely simulates” and indicating that “[i]ronically, sequences like Dubliners – in which characters inhabit the same locality – often evoke the sharpest sense of mutual estrangement; textual divisions correspond to absolute boundaries between one life and another […]”, in his book chapter "From Anderson's Winesburg to Carver's Cathedral: The Short Story Sequence and the Semblance of Community," Modern American Short Story Sequences: Composite Fictions and Fictive Communities, ed. J. Gerald Kennedy (Cambridge: University Press, 1995) 194-197.] 

As opposed to the cycles of Irish mythology and the framed tale collections by other nineteenth-century Irish authors, both Barlow’s Irish Idylls and Moore’s The Untilled Field are unified by “internal linking” instead of “external framing”.[footnoteRef:7] Irish Idylls is a collection of short stories unified by a shared, though varying, set of characters, as well as by setting and theme. The same goes for The Untilled Field, although the latter covers different themes and settings, and includes several protagonists.  [7:  Ian Reid, The Critical Idiom: The Short Story (London: Methuen, 1977) 46.] 

Barlow’s Irish Idylls does not only participate in the Anglo-Irish tradition of informing the outside world about Irish life, but can also be considered part of a regional tradition of cycles which Sandra A. Zagarell has called narratives of community. She defines the genre as grouping together works which “take as their subject the life of a community […] and portray the minute and quite ordinary processes through which the community maintains itself as an entity”.[footnoteRef:8] Zagarell mentions Irish Idylls as an example.  [8:  S.A. Zagarell, “Narrative of Community: The Identification of a Genre,” Signs 13.3 (1988) 499.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]With The Untilled Field, as I hope to demonstrate, Moore both harks back to this tradition and alters it. Moore’s book shares with Barlow’s a focus on the ordinary yet typical aspects of the life of a (rural) community. Moreover, the contrast between community life and the modern world typical of the genre[footnoteRef:9] comes to the fore in both works. On the other hand, Moore’s severe critique of “Irish Renaissance constructions of ‘Irishness’”[footnoteRef:10] contrasts sharply with Barlow’s idyllic stories set in the village of Lisconnel. Moore, then, does not provide his readers with a romanticized image of Irish peasant life: for instance, he attacks the repressive power of the village clergy, sheds light on the unfairness of poverty and gives a new interpretation to the theme of exile. In addition, he does not limit himself to Irish rural life but also includes urban settings. Similarly, he looks at the Irish peasantry as well as at the middle class. In this way, as I hope to show, with The Untilled Field, Moore at the same time inscribed himself in the tradition of the narrative of community and paved the way for Joyce’s anti-narrative of community, Dubliners. [9:  Zagarell 503.]  [10:  Davison 291.] 

