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INTRODUCTION

The Irish writer George Moore (1852-1933) was a significant figure on the
literary stages of Paris, London and Dublin for over half a century. Between
1880 and 1931, his frequently controversial creative involvements included
spells with literary theatres in London and Dublin, jousts with the daring and
repression of the fin de siécle, and a hail-and-farewell to Yeats and the Irish
Revival. Avant-garde in his feminism, egalitarian principles, psychological
understanding and literary endeavours, George Moore’s substantial contribution
to English and Irish literature owes much to French artistic influences, English
models, and Irish heritage. This collection of essays aims to offer fresh insights
into aspects of his literary innovations, his influences and legacy. The anthology
embraces very disparate elements of the Moore ceuvre, including his remarkable
expansion and development of the short story towards interior monologue and a
modernist impersonality of diction. Diverging from well-worn paths in Moore
scholarship, contributors note - inter alia - his sympathetic understanding of the
Greek classical world and its literature and literary style, and his forays into
biblical scholarship. Zola, Freud, Marx, Woolf, Proust, Parnell, Kant, Manet,
Yeats, Maupassant, Gladstone and Joyce emerge as just some of the many
names that must be deemed inseparable from any consideration of Moore’s life
and work; perceptions of Moore from outside the Anglophone world spotlight
similarities and differences that merit consideration and re-evaluation; the
under-acknowledged indebtedness of Yeats and Joyce to Moore is discernible.
Examination of specific texts uncovers new evidence of historic links, and of
sophisticated composition; studies also dispel myths, posit alternative
interpretations, and evince fresh approaches to textual analysis.

Adrian Frazier’s captivating and comprehensive biography of Moore in 2000
(George Moore 1852-1933) has obviously inspired academics to revisit the
totality and the disparate elements of the Moore ceuvre. As an author who
changed his style with every volume - and a remarkable example of that very
rare species - Moore certainly offers a fascinating range of textual experiences,
not just in the contexts of Anglo-Irish literature and the Irish Literary Revival,
or of naturalist fiction (a limited and limiting field to which he has been
occasionally consigned), but also in connection with areas as dissimilar as the
artist novel, Greek classical literature, feminist agendas, fin-de-si¢cle France,
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translation, genre and genre limits. This astonishing variety presents a challenge
for the organisation of essay material but it also reveals an interlinking and
interleaving of the issues and approaches that epitomise Moore’s sophisticated
constructs. Any consideration of the artist novel gives rise to questions of
feminism and the New Woman; translations reflect choice and market
opportunity, but translation encompasses the additional elements of literary style
and social climate; diversity of, and within, genres extends to sensitive issues
like featuring the historical Jesus, and to the shock of the new autobiographical
models; scrutiny of gender models can in turn involve consideration of theories
of the novel and narrative. Thus, within the five divisions of this volume -
Portraits of the Artists, Wider Horizons, Smooth Passages, Close
Encounters and The Gender Question Marks - the essay groupings relate to
their common interests, but between the sections, essays also interconnect.

For one who was an influential art critic, it seems appropriate to commence
in the portrait gallery. The portraits of, and by, George Moore are numerous and
Adrian Frazier provides yet another study. In addressing the question of
Moore’s value, he sets the scene for consideration of the man and his prose. In
so doing, he furnishes a multidimensional portrait of a committed and talented
author, an insight into authorial rivalries and literary prejudices, and an object-
lesson in the realities of canon formation. That interplay between life and art is
the subject of Fabienne Gaspari’s study of portraits of the artists in Moore’s
fiction, particularly in A Mummer’s Wife and Evelyn Innes. She remarks on the
blurring of boundaries between fiction and real life, the invasion of Moore’s
texts by literary and artistic theories, and the modernist metafictional nature of
the questioning concerning issues of representation within Moore’s novels.
Metafictional qualities are recognised too by Ann Heilmann in her examination
of hysteria and the artist. Drawing attention to the contemporary quality of the
concerns evident in the text, she establishes close connections between hysteric
and failed artist, and notes a remarkable inversion - in an 1892 edition of Vain
Fortune - of more usual correlations of artist, femininity and hysteria, therein
identifying both a reconfiguring of the failed artist as hysteric, and a
construction of the female hysteric as misdirected genius. Furthermore,
Heilmann suggests that portraits of the failed artist strongly resemble Moore
himself.

Never a man to be confined, Moore continually looked for wider horizons,
and they can be found in his expansion of genre, his influence abroad, and in the
possible extension of critical approaches. His pioneering developments in short
story writing are explored by Fabienne Garcier and she reveals some of his

landmark achievements: “the first Irish writer to use the signifier ‘short story’”’;
his synthesis of storytelling traditions, philosophical currents and new narrative
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techniques, both in individual stories and over the entire collection of The
Untilled Field. These feats mark Moore as breaker of shackles, or a briseur de
fers, the term he used to describe Voltaire. Siofra Pierse uncovers several
Voltaire-Moore links and similarities, and intimates that Moore’s ultimate
departure from the Gaelic Revival may have hinged on that movement’s
unwillingness to accept Enlightenment rationalism. While it is generally
accepted that Moore had multiple connections with France, there would not be
immediate connection of his name with Spain, nor yet with Brazil and South
America, but the Moore profile appears on those wider horizons. Alberto Lazaro
documents the reception and various perceptions of George Moore’s writings in
Spain and the depictions unearthed by him provide a number of unexpected
views. As Adrian Frazier has shown, image is paramount for an author, thus the
projection of Moore as “fervent Catholic”, and of Irish literary revivalists as
imbued with the “spirit of St Patrick’s converts”, is reflective of what would be
acceptable in Spain before the 1960s, and indicative of the modern ingredients
of Moore’s work and how far it deviated from such categories. Point of view is
an aspect that is of particular interest in Latin America, as Munira Mutran shows
in her examination of Confessions of a Young Man. She stresses the attractions
of autobiography and, deeming that autobiographical volume “an extremely
important document of a complex cultural moment”, she suggests a potentially
rich field of study in the juxtaposition of European and Latin American
reactions to the same Parisian cultural moment.

The smooth passages of Moore’s prose are deceptive in many respects, and
they evidence his triumph in concealing unconventional attitudes to the
traditionally tricky subjects of sex, religion and politics. Konstantin Doulamis
documents the painstaking, discriminating and ultimately successful
methodology adopted by Moore in his creation of The Pastoral Loves of
Daphnis and Chloe. The verdict is that Moore has achieved an elegant, readable,
worthy and authentic English-language version of Longus’ original tale of love.
The extent of that achievement is remarkable in several respects, not least of
which is its seemingly effortless subtlety, a quality that is identifiable in many
(if not all) Moore texts. It certainly seems to be present in the widespread,
apparently-innocent but politically-charged references noted by Mary Pierse.
She finds an “unremitting engagement” by Moore in social, sexual, artistic,
religious, literary and family politics, and argues for Moore’s inclusion in the
Deleuze and Guattari category of littérature mineure authors. The particular
sensitivity of religious issues, obvious in Alberto Lazaro’s account of the
literary atmosphere in Spain, is once more evident in Peter Christensen’s
comments on a camouflaging of the actual logical import of The Brook Kerith.
Linking that Syrian story with biblical scholarship, and by implication with the



Xiv Introduction

twenty-first century’s current vogue for biblically-set novels, he goes behind the
smooth passages to isolate the bombshell nature of a Moore message that
remained invisible to many.

Further close encounters with, and within, texts furnish much new
information. Padraigin Riggs indicates the size of the market for books in Irish
in 1903 and suggests the literary influence of conflicts within the Gaelic League.
She uncovers incongruities in Moore’s own account of the relationship between
An t-Ur-Ghort and The Untilled Field and her close reading of the different
story versions yields up a tale of religion, politics, semantics, orthography,
misunderstanding - and an ultimate legacy to Irish-language prose. Brendan
Fleming’s discovery of an 1888 serial version of “Mildred Lawson” allows him
to date Moore’s use of interior monologue seven years prior to its usual
identification in the story of that name in Celibates, and to adduce its presence
as textual evidence of Moore’s determined deviation from Zola’s naturalism. He
registers the changing emphases on feminism and socialism in the serial and
novel forms of the tale and sees therein a documenting of the New Woman’s
dilemmas. In her charting of George Moore’s aesthetic journey with Esther
Waters, through “six layers of text” and three stage adaptations, Christine
Huguet also finds proof of his further estrangement from naturalist practices that
nonetheless persist alongside free indirect style. She judges that Moore did not
ultimately avoid the pitfalls of perfectionism and that his privileging of mimesis
over poiesis in the final version of Esther Waters caused that form to fall short
of greatness. Lucy McDiarmid dives right into the “small behaviours” and close
encounters of Hail and Farewell. Taking coach and bicycle routes through
Tillyra, Tara and Newgrange, she illustrates Elizabeth Grubgeld’s thesis
concerning Moore’s “allegiance to exteriority both as a literary technique and as
a fundamental way of understanding his world”, and she alerts the reader to the
purposeful “recalcitrance” of all of Moore’s “Irish material” in Hail and
Farewell.

In marking gender issues and asking gender questions, Moore was totally in
touch with the underlying worries and ambitions of his era, as Ann Heilmann
has noted in the case of Vain Fortune. Studying the heroines in his “Irish” short
stories and novels, M* Elena Jaime de Pablos sees a direct relationship between
Moore’s narratives and the feminist movement. From a wide selection of such
stories, she constructs a plausible case for his literary support of the feminist
cause and a concomitant message of social criticism. Her label of “committed
feminist” might be queried by Catherine Smith’s investigation of animal
imagery and female representation in 4 Drama in Muslin, but the latter’s
diagnosis - of “social savagery” in the ballrooms and fields of Ireland — is
confirmatory of Moore’s social critique and her conclusion sees tragic
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outcomes. Taking a different perspective on gender matters, Michael O’Sullivan
interrogates the nature of Moore’s many celibate characters and measures their
textual features against particular narrative theories. Looking at the characters of
Mildred Lawson, John Norton and Alfred Nobbs, he concludes that Moore’s
important celibates unsettle, or even collapse, any theories that view narrative as
a metaphor for seduction. Some of those same celibates appear in Mark
Llewellyn’s examination of Moore’s apparent hostility to celibacy in relation to
the artistic temperament. He devotes additional attention to religious celibacy in
The Lake and considers it in the light of the Havelock Ellis theory of locating
celibacy where it can have meaning. His judgment — that Moore’s attitudes are
“highly ambiguous” — brings a suitable conclusion to the essays in its reflection
of the complexities of the author and the sophisticated intricacies of his texts.

It is hoped that this collection of essays might stimulate further advances in
Moore studies. The potential areas for examination would seem to be several
and, on the evidence of these essays alone, they would include English
literature, Irish studies, Revival history, psychology, philosophy, politics,
Classical and gender studies, narrative and translation theory, the fin de siécle in
several countries, the interaction of literary and social climates, the genres of
novel, short story, folk tale, drama and autobiography. The influence of Moore
extends more widely than just to Arnold Bennett, D.H.Lawrence, James Joyce,
W.B.Yeats, J.M.Synge and Austin Clarke; the influences on Moore also deserve
additional exploration. Moore’s journalism and poetry have, up to now, been
regarded as less worthy of attention but a fresh examination might well
contribute valuable information on text and context. The field would appear to
be relatively little tilled. It is the moment to say Ave and Salve, and definitely
not yet time for the farewells.
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PARTI

PORTRAITS OF THE ARTISTS



CHAPTER ONE

“I NO LONGER UNDERRATE HIM”:
THE QUESTION OF MOORE’S VALUE

ADRIAN FRAZIER

The title of this essay - “I no longer underrate him” - comes from a
paragraph in Yeats’s Autobiographies that has caused more damage to Moore’s
reputation than any other of the multitudinous disparagements of this often-
disparaged master of the modern novel. According to Roy Foster’s biography,
Yeats began to conceive of his vindictive memoir just two hours after he had
learned of Moore’s death, while being interviewed on the subject by the New
York Times (Foster: 458).! One year later, setting to work on Dramatis
Personae in January 1934, the great believer in ghosts would demonstrate one
more proof of their reality by taking his revenge on Moore’s posthumous
existence for the living man’s crime twenty years earlier, the sin of making
unforgettable fun of Yeats and Lady Gregory in volume three of Hail and
Farewell.

The key paragraph in Dramatis Personae - though many will know it
already - bears repetition. Those who have not read a single book by Moore
know this if they know anything at all of him. As if in a spirit of congenial and
humorous recollection, Yeats writes that George Moore

was more simple, more naive, more one-idea’d than a Bank-holiday
schoolboy. Yet whatever effect [our] collaboration [on Diarmuid and Grania)
had on me, it was an unmixed misfortune for Moore, it set him upon a pursuit of
style that made barren his later years. I no longer underrate him, I know that he
had written, or was about to write, five great novels. But 4 Mummer’s Wife,
Esther Waters, Sister Teresa (everything is there of the convent, a priest said to
me, but the religious life), Muslin, and The Lake, gained nothing from their style.
I may speak later of the books he was to write under what seems to me a
misapprehension of his powers....

Style was his growing obsession, he would point out all the errors of some
silly experiment of mine, then copy it. It was from some such experiment that he
learnt those long, flaccid, structureless sentences, ‘and, and, and, and’; there is
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one of twenty-eight lines in Muslin. Sometimes he rebelled: ‘Yeats, I have a deep
distrust of any man who has a style,” but it was generally I who tried to stop the
obsession. ‘Moore, if you ever get a style,” I would say, ‘it will ruin you. It is
coloured glass and you need a plate-glass window.’ ... His nature, bitter, violent,
discordant, did not fit him to write the sentences men murmur again and again for
years. Charm and rhythm had been denied him. Improvement makes straight
roads; he pumice-stoned every surface because will had to do the work for
nature. I said once: ‘You work so hard that, like the Lancelot of Tennyson, you
will almost see the Grail.” But now, his finished work before me, I am convinced
he was denied even that ‘almost.’

The judgment at the end of this passage is phrased in so lofty and
memorable a manner, it is so thoughtful (“all his finished work before me”) as it
consigns Moore and all his sixty five titles to the wilderness of failure, that one
tends to forget what Yeats has earlier conceded: that Moore had written five
masterpieces by 1905. Five masterpieces is a lot of masterpieces. Olive
Schreiner keeps up a place in the history of the English novel on the basis of
one, The Story of an African Farm (1883), so do Samuel Butler, with The Way
of All Flesh (1903), and Edmund Gosse, with Father and Son (1907). Moore
himself would have been happy with less saved from the fire of futurity. But
even as Yeats, in order to prove that he does not underrate Moore, gives a list of
the five, he slips in a very good joke about one of these, Sister Teresa, saying it
includes everything of the convent except the religious life. One winds up
laughing at this supposed “masterpiece.” The joke is especially good because it
is true: Moore’s aim was to write of the convent as a naturalistic author who has
no faith at all. The external - one might say, the Martian - viewpoint was
Moore’s favourite perspective on human customs.

The other “masterpieces” that Yeats mentions, he had already dismissed
with supreme distaste just a few pages earlier. A Mummer’s Wife is described as
having made “a considerable sensation” in 1885, because it was, Yeats says
correctly, “the first realistic novel in the language,” and then he adds a
contemptuous definition of this genre. A realistic novel, Yeats says
tendentiously, is a novel

where every incident was there not because the author thought it beautiful,
exciting, or amusing, but because certain people who were neither beautiful,
exciting, or amusing must have acted in that way: the root facts of life, as they
are known to the greatest number of people, that and nothing else. Balzac would
have added his wisdom...

However, Yeats concludes, “Moore had but his blind ambition.” (Yeats: 406).
Moore’s ambition was no more blind than Yeats’s was. Each had his eye on
becoming a great writer, and sacrificed everything to that end. That Moore’s
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own vision was a vision of the nature of this life, and Yeats’s vision was of
ideas of the supernatural, are simple givens. One man is the first English
naturalist; the other is the last romantic. Even when they try, they cannot do
justice to each other, and often justice is not what they try for. Yeats deals
shortly with Modern Painting, Esther Waters, and Evelyn Innes. With each he
performs the same self-cancelling act of inflation and demotion. One cannot call
it a hatchet job; the blade employed is brighter and sharper than that of a
hatchet. He flays Moore like Apollo flayed Marsyas, publicly, totally, like a
god, then tosses his skin for others to play with, the children and dogs.

My view of the significance of Dramatis Personae - for its long-term and
ongoing influence - was recently confirmed in the form of reviews of my
biography of Moore (Frazier, 2000). Reviews of biographies are not like
reviews of other books. In a review of a novel or a scholarly work, the reviewer
assesses the story or argument of the author; in a review of a biography, the
reviewer retells the story of the subject’s life, and then sums up its importance,
while generally saying very little of how that life has in this case been
constructed. No doubt, newspaper readers like it this way, for a compact story
of an important figure’s life is interesting to read; that would not necessarily be
the case with an examination of the craft of biography. As a result, if a
biography gets thirty or forty reviews, then one has thirty or forty assessments
of a life — and those assessments of Moore’s life, where they were unflattering
to him, almost always brought in conceptions and phrases from Yeats’s
Dramatis Personae, a work 1 rarely quoted, because Yeats wrote long after the
events, and with the aim of detraction, and without much regard for chronology
or, sometimes, for facts.

This was especially the case with the first review published in the USA.
Before publication, my editor told me he had sent Denis Donoghue proofs of
the biography, and hoped for an early review. “I am very sorry you did that,” I
answered, “he will hate it.” It turned out we were both right. The review
appeared - in the New Republic - and it was early, three months prior to the
book being in stores in the USA; and, while Donoghue approved of the
biography qua biography, he manifested uninhibited hatred for Moore. The
review was entitled “The Pretender,” and its thesis was that Moore was a fake -
a fake Zola, a fake Flaubert, a fake Dickens. His books, Donoghue said, “are
written without benefit of style.” (Donoghue: 46) The evidence he furnished
was a spate of quotations from Yeats’s Dramatis Personae, supplemented by
obscurifying apercus from the astringently theoretical works of Theodor
Adorno. Donoghue denied that Moore had any influence on Joyce, or anyone
else; he was, quote, “a wretched man.”
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When the Chronicle for Higher Education asked me for a response to this
review, I replied that it was simply absurd, meaningless, to describe Moore as a
man without talent. I was reported as adding, “Denis Donoghue likes austere
authors, High Catholic sensibilities, authors that display an esoteric intellectual
superiority. Moore is not to his taste. That is a value judgment as good and also
as empty as every other value judgment.” The interview was by telephone, and
that is my excuse for throwing up a peace-making, waffling conclusion along
the lines of “It’s all a matter of taste.” As a value judgment, I really think that
Denis Donoghue’s is, in this particular case, more empty than many others.
However ex cathedra its form, it carries with it no authority over others,
because unlike Donoghue’s elucidations of the quality of Walter Pater and T. S.
Eliot, it springs from an impulse to recoil from, rather than to apprehend, the
particularities and perfections of its subject.* And Donoghue’s was just the first
of a considerable number of reviews that drew heavily from Dramatis
Personae. These echoes of Yeats’s sneers, these imitation gestures of
condescension, were disappointing in that the unavoidable conclusion was that I
had written a long book in vain. I tried to write an unbiased factual account, yet
a more lively biased account rooted in gossip and malice remained in place and
held sway.

But, if Yeats’s assessment was so outlandish, how did it become so quickly
and widely influential? George Bernard Shaw could expend his polemical and
paradoxical energies on saying that Shakespeare was a poor playwright, without
readers thereafter saying,” Right, ridiculous isn’t it? That man had no talent at
all.” Similarly, Samuel Butler thought Homer was so bad he needed to be
rewritten by Samuel Butler,* but people did not stop learning Greek in order to
read the Iliad, or translating it for millions who did not learn Greek, or filming
it for those many more millions who would not read anything at all, in any
language. How is it that Yeats was able to impose on posterity the belief that
George Moore had no talent and no style, just none at all?

According to Dramatis Personae, Moore came to desire the possession of a
style after the experience of collaboration with Yeats on the play Diarmuid and
Grania, and his hopeless pursuit of style ruined all his subsequent books. We
should consider a few facts: after 1901, Moore wrote The Untilled Field (1903),
short stories in a style reminiscent of Turgenev; The Lake (1905), the first
deliberate experiment in stream-of-consciousness prose in English fiction;
Memoirs of My Dead Life (1906), a funny collection of amorous reminiscences
in a Parisian vein; and the classic Hail and Farewell (1911-14), his three-
volume autobiography employing a Wagnerian technique of leitmotifs. There is
little point in listing the other stylistic experiments of George Moore over his
last two decades; as is known, they were numerous. So what did Yeats mean by
saying Moore had no style, none at all? Perhaps that he did not have a single
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unvarying style (as Hardy for instance did, and Gissing), or that the mannerisms
of Moore were not sufficiently exaggerated as to obscure his matter? Yeats once
explained to Moore that style was like a stained glass window, but Moore’s
writing was like plate glass - too clear to be a style. Yeats’s assessment was
taken on credit because, as time passed, fewer and fewer scholars had read
Moore’s books, while many more came to respect Yeats as the greatest poet of
the twentieth century. As a result, they trusted the poet’s authority, and were
themselves unable to compare the report with the reality. Second, Yeats
feathered his arrows with merciless jokes at Moore’s expense. One of Moore’s
signature gifts was the capacity to make himself appear an absurd and
wonderfully once-off kind of person. Yet Yeats took Moore’s jokes about the
absurdity of existence and told them against him, turning Moore’s admissions
about the condition of being human into accusations of abnormality.

Thus, one of the main sources for Yeats, and for others who underrate
Moore, is George Moore himself. If others called George Moore a failure, he
sometimes thought so himself, and admitted it in his famous autobiographical
writings, Confessions of a Young Man, Memoirs of My Dead Life, and Hail and
Farewell. Was he a genius, or only a half-genius? Moore wondered. There were
moments (as on 1% August 1890) when he confessed to Maurice Moore that he
did not think he would ever do anything of “real value” - “I have the sentiment
of great work but I cannot produce it.” (Becker: 675) But he never surrendered
the aspiration for greatness. Indeed, at the time of this very confession to his
brother in 1890, George Moore was in the course of composing Esther Waters
(1894). Three years later (on 23 October 1893), when he was still at work on
the novel, with three chapters left to rewrite, he gave another progress report to
Maurice: “I have strained every nerve to make it a masterpiece. It will decide
what my position is. I am very nervous. It is sink or swim. I cannot do better,
alas, I cannot do better.” (Becker: 854-856). “Life is mystery,” he added two
months later (13 December 1893), “and all that concerns it is doubt.” (Becker:
880)

Moore’s uncertainty about his achievement was compounded by the
unbalanced critical reception that his controversial and experimental works
excited. From 4 Modern Lover, his first novel published in 1883, each book he
wrote was blackballed by lending libraries and scorched by English reviewers.
From the nature of their reception, it would be impossible to judge which of his
books had merit, and which did not. For a minor classic like A Mummer’s Wife
(1885), Moore received the same indignant abuse as for an incoherent
experiment like 4 Mere Accident (1887). Trying to sell Moore’s Confessions of
a Young Man early in 1888, his publisher (William Swan Sonnenschein) heard
remarks from booksellers like, “Wouldn’t have his books in my establishment,
for any consideration.” (Becker: 485) Yet for young men like Arthur Symons,
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Vincent O’Sullivan, James Joyce, and Arnold Bennett, Confessions rapidly
became a trendsetting book, and it is one of the few books from the 1880s to
keep its youthfulness over one hundred years later. In 1888, Moore sent his
publisher Swan Sonnenshcein a manuscript for his next book - then entitled
Don Juan, Jr. - and Sonnenschein returned it to him saying that if Byron
himself came back from the grave, he would without hesitation decline to
publish it, masterpiece or not, times had changed; by writing such candid books,
he added, “You are simply wasting your talents and industry, without even the
excuse of making money!” (Becker: 560, n.2) Yet it was not for money, nor for
contemporary approval that Moore wrote books; he aimed always for the
greatest possible expression of his personality through literature, with the hope
of imparting to certain arrangements of the alphabet a life that would never die.

That is the thing that people overlook when they take advantage - as Yeats
did - of Moore’s expressions of self-doubt. He is not afraid of the lesser forms
of failure that most writers fear. He is not afraid of writer’s block; he is not
afraid that he will lose the will to go to his desk; he is not afraid that he will
never finish his book. He is not afraid it will be refused publication. He is not
afraid that his book will sell poorly, or less well than another person’s. He is not
afraid that prominent reviewers will attack himself or his book in the public
prints. No, what George Moore feared from the start to the finish of his life as a
writer was that his current book would not be as good as those by Balzac,
Turgenev, or Flaubert; that it would not be cherished as a work of art by
connoisseurs during his lifetime, and by posterity after his death. That is what
he aimed at. He felt the target was possibly within his range, but he just was not
sure that he could reach so far and hit his mark.

One of the remarkable things about Moore is this seriousness, which, in the
last analysis, is ever so much more significant than his actually quite-winning
sense of absurdity. When one looks at the portraits by Manet from the late
1870s, one might wonder how the devil did Moore get to be there, again and
again, that silly fellow with his hat and cravat, his hopping vitality of presence
and his greedy, transgressive eyes, in front of the most intellectual and serious
painter of the human figure in the 19" century? In fact, he got to be there
because of his charm, his intellect, and his absolute seriousness about art. Manet
liked to aestheticise with this impetuous, startling, vehement young Irishman
about the source of modern literature and painting. Should it be sought in
science and study, as Zola claimed, or in personality as Manet believed? At the
Café¢ Nouvelle Athénes, a Paris café more crowded with geniuses than any
before or after, Degas and Manet were pleased to have Moore at their table. He
struck Degas as being “very intelligent,” and Degas did not think many people
worth the time of day. Zola was impressed as well, and a few years after their
first meeting, in a somewhat formal fashion, designated Moore as his literary



8 The Question of Moore’s Value

agent in London. Of course, there are those who say that Zola had no talent
either, none at all, but no one ever accused him of having no sense. These
witnesses - Manet, Degas, and Zola - are about as reliable as witnesses could
be, if one required testimonials to the power of a young man’s artistic
personality.

Think of some young contemporary novelist of promise. No doubt, he or she
has been to university, and quite possibly, he or she has done an MA or MFA as
well, and then was later short-listed in one or more of the short story contests in
Ireland or the UK, until, if very good, being picked up by, let us say, Faber and
Faber. Now compare George Moore. Fresh from Paris and Mayo, he arrives in
London in 1880. He has no degree from Cambridge or Oxford or anywhere
else. His English grammar is shaky and so is his punctuation. He has spent
several years, however, in the Café Nouvelles Athénes. While lingering around
the offices of publishers like W. H. Tinsley, and working on his first novel, he
gives himself a reading course in contemporary English fiction. He reads all of
Hardy, all of James, and Stevenson, and he takes their books to pieces in an
effort to understand how a novel is made. He also does research on the
immediate competition - W. H. Mallock, Mrs. Campbell Praed, Olive Schreiner,
Walter Besant, M. E. Braddon, Robert Buchanan, and many more. He takes
notes on most of what was currently circulated by the circulating libraries.

We know what he read, and noted, because after 4 Modern Lover was
published - it was praised for its seriousness, ridiculed for its grammar and
punctuation, and then banned by the circulating libraries - Moore began
constructing an article, and later a pamphlet, on the so-called morality of the
contemporary novels that were subsidised and distributed by the libraries. The
beginning novelist shoved this critique right into the middle of the
contemporary debate on the Art of Fiction between Walter Besant and Henry
James. With breathtaking plainness, it analyses dozens of authors and the
scenes in which they represent love between a man and a woman, which is, of
course, the fundamental theme of them all. Moore’s point is to show the “mock-
moral quagmire” into which all English novelists were sinking, but the article
also shows certain important things about its young author: for example, the
seriousness with which he went about preparing himself to be a novelist.
Furthermore, in that same article Moore openly declares the faith that would
guide him throughout his life as a writer. Speaking directly to Mr. Mudie, the
magnate who ran the business of fiction at the time, Moore said: “I hate you
because you dare question the sacred right of the artist to obey the principles of
his temperament.” (Literature at Nurse: 16-17). This obedience to temperament
- and belief that temperament was structured by principles - was a creed for
Moore. Opposed to it was what he called the worthless, the false, and the
commonplace, which is what Mudie’s library so profitably circulated.
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Remarkably, and from the beginning of his authorship, Moore committed
himself heart-and-soul to being a great author and to bringing the dignity of art -
that is, the worthwhile, the true, the unique - to the production of English prose
fiction. Among all the writers of fiction in English over the last one hundred
years - and including the most successful - the scope and seriousness of
Moore’s ambition, and the degree of his fulfilment of that ambition, place him
in the very top rank. He wrote some permanently interesting books, he
influenced the practice of other important writers (Bennett, Lawrence, Joyce),
and had an impact on the development of the English novel. People speak of
Moore as a transitional author, but what they really mean is that he was a
transformational one, a novelist who changed the practice of the novel by
others.

Consequently, it is irritating when reviewers - who themselves often have
small claim to fame - speak of Moore as a failure, because there is in fact a class
of writers who are measurably inferior: they are the ones who, after a passage of
years, readers have allowed to vanish utterly. In 1892, there was a report in the
trade journal Author about the situation of novelists: in the previous six years,
1,600 novels had been written, by 1,100 authors and only 240 of these wrote
more than one novel; in the previous eighteen years, 2,600 hundred published
novelists had failed to either make money or continue writing but eighty of
these had succeeded, it said, “tolerably well” - that is, they maintained a
subsistence for a period.” Compared with these eighty successes, George Moore
published sixty five titles, most of them in multiple editions, by publishers in
England, Europe, and North America; he was paid top royalties, and made a
good amount of money. His work was the subject of four books and hundreds
of articles within his own time, and many more since. Even granting his present
low-point of popularity, seven of his books remain in print, including the recent
new edition of Parnell and his Island. (Moore, 2004). There are current plans
by three different publishers to bring out new editions of four other volumes.
How many of those 1,100 authors enumerated in 1892 survive so well after so
long? One might count a maximum of six or seven: Hardy, James, Conrad,
Gissing, Stevenson, and perhaps one could add Mrs. Humphrey Ward and Rider
Haggard. No writer is a failure who still holds the attention of people a hundred
years later, and forms the centre of interest for three-day international
conferences of scholars.®

Readers of “Accorded first place by Joyce” (in the Daily Telegraph on 13
May 2000) may have thought that Bruce Arnold was, rather in the manner of
Moore himself, simply trying to startle people when he declared that George
Moore “rivals James Joyce in greatness.” But Arnold is on the right track.
Moore indeed belongs with Joyce as no other Irish novelist does, in being one
of the serious writers to treat the English novel as an art form, in the tradition of












