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Jenni fer Johnston was born in Ireland in 1930, as the daughter
of the dramatist Denis Johnston. She has so far witten nine
novel s, a nunber of short stories and four plays. By critics,
Johnst on has been considered to be a so called Bi g House noveli st.
The Bi g Houses, i.e. the manor houses of the Anglo-Ilrish
Ascendancy, are often used as "a nmetaphor which mght allow the
author to explore the socially disintegrated world of the
Prot est ant Ascendancy” (Brown, 110).

O Johnston's novels, five have a Big House setting, and she
writes about nenbers of the Anglo-Ilrish Ascendancy when their days
of glory are over, or at least will be over in a short tinme. They
live at a Big House sonewhere in Ireland, preferably Co. W ckl ow,
south of Dublin, where they lead usually quite isolated |ives,
spending their time playing the piano, preferably Chopin, and
talking with ghosts fromthe past.

Al this fits in very well with her first published, secondly
written, novel, The Captains and the Kings. There the ol d man
Charl es Prendergast lives a lonely Iife as the |ast one of his
famly in the Big House of a village sonewhere in W ckl ow around
1970. His isolation is disturbed by the friendship with a boy from
the village, Diarmd Toorish, a friendship that starts innocently
but ends up with M Prendergast being unjustly accused of
pederasty, just before he dies.

This essay will show how Jennifer Johnston uses the protagoni st
of the novel to portray the decline of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy
in nmodern Ireland, but also how she at the sanme tine is using the
frame of the Big House netaphorically to describe a person's
wi t hdrawal and seclusion fromthe world. After a short explanation

of Big House fiction the essay will deal with the history of the



Angl o-Irish in connection with the novel, and | ater on show how
Johnston's synbolismis working. If nothing else is told al
references given are fromthe prinmary source.

Consi dered a Bi g House novelist Jennifer Johnston is part of a
tradition starting with Castle Rackrent by Maria Edgewort h,
publ i shed in 1800, "the first "Big House" novel set on an
Ascendancy estate, the first Irish famly chronicle, and the first
fictional book to make Irish history and politics central to its
story and thene" (Cahal an, 16). The tradition continued during the
19th century with witers like Sonerville and Ross, and in this
century with Elizabeth Bowen, Ml ly Keane, WIIliam Trevor, John
Banvill e, Aidan Hi ggins and Jennifer Johnston.

Big House fiction is thus still a living genre, but as the
conditions for the Ascendancy have changed, the fiction has
changed as well. After the breakdown of the | andlording systemin
Ireland the Bi g House becane an object of |anenting renmenbrance,
but lately, it has been used as a scene for the drama of nodern
man's isol ation (Lubbers, 17). Isolation is, according to Terence
Brown, one of the main experiences of the Anglo-Irish (111), and
it has been reflected in the Big House fiction. Jennifer Johnston
is certainly no exception fromthis, and the thene of isolationis
al ways present in her novels.

To understand this isolation of the Anglo-Ilrish, it mght be
necessary to get an insight in their history. The Nornmans i nvaded
Ireland in the 12th century and settled down mai nly around Dublin,
but col oni zers from England | ater on spread over the country. The
Irish remai ned Catholics after the Reformation, while the Angl o-
Irish had turned Protestants, usually Anglicans, except the

Presbyterian northern English and | ow and Scotti sh who col oni zed



U ster, the northern province.

For centuries the Protestantic mnority had the | eading
politicial power in Ireland, and in periods the Catholics were
severely oppressed and persecuted. The Protestants owned the | and,
and they built the "Big Houses" on their estates, where the
Catholics were their tenants. Catholic Enmanci pation and a series
of Land Acts during the 19th century transforned the society,
however, and in the beginning of this century |andl ordi smwas
mainly a thing of the past (Lubbers, 17).

The term "Anglo-lrish” is dubious, as it is not certain which
people it includes. Usually it has in view the descendants of the
Engl i sh col oni zers, but throughout history quite a few Protestants
have participated in the Irish fight for independence. To many of
the Protestants in the south it was a shock that they after
i ndependence in 1921 were seen as strangers in the land their
famlies had lived in for centuries (Brown, 106-107), but the
Protestants in the north would on the other hand still not
consi der thenselves to be anything else than British. The "native"
Irish, the Catholic peasants, |ooked upon their |andlords as
forei gners, whereas they abroad were seen as being Irish, and this
anbiguity is a distinct feature of the lives of the Anglo-Irish
Ascendancy.

These anbi guous peopl e have, neverthel ess, neant a great deal
to Irish culture. For exanple, the early years of the 20th century
saw the grom h of a novenent that tried to revive the Gaelic
culture. Part of this cultural nationalismwas the Anglo-Ilrish
literary revival which mainly was the work of a few people from
the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, sharing an interest in Irish folk

tales and Celtic nythology - WB. Yeats, AE (George Russell),



George Moore and Lady Gregory (Bourden, 68).

The Gaelic revival was part of the fight for independence, a
fight that was disturbed by the outbreak of the First World War.
There was no conscription in Ireland but a great many Irishnen
fought in the war, neverthel ess. They were prom sed that Ireland
woul d get Home Rule after the war, and that participating nmeant
hel pi ng other small nations to guard their independence.

Al of Jennifer Johnston's novels deal with war in one formor
anot her, and she is frequently returning to the First Wrld \War.
Common for her characters who have participated in the war is the
di sillusion about a war that was supposed to be glorious but
turned out to be a slaughter.

This disillusion is certainly shared by M Prendergast in The
Captains and the Kings. He cannot cope with his nmenories fromthe
war, and even in his old life he prefers not to think about it. He
describes his time as a soldier to Diarmd in this fashion: "A
tenporary fit of nadness. A situation arose when it was inpossile
[sic]... alot of people died. It was to have been the war to end
all wars" (27). Diarmd wants to know what he did to get a nedal,
but gets di sappoi nted when M Prendergast just says that he
survived. And when Diarm d continues to be interested in the nedal
M Prendergast says: "It's not sonething | really care to be
rem nded about” (28).

That the First World War was one of the death-knells to the
life-style of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy is synbolized in The
Captains and the Kings with the death of M Prendergast's brother
Al exander. The way he is portrayed he is |ike an archetype of the
life of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy as it used to be. Even as a

ghost he wal ks around being dressed for playing tennis, "his



whites... as usual, imuaculate"” (86). As a boy he adm red Cromnel |
- who has a very bad reputation, indeed, in Ireland because of
massacres and persecutions of the Irish Catholics - and he took
the privileges of their famly for granted, e.g. that the train
shoul d stop just above the yard gate when there were passengers
for Kill House (72). In the end of the novel M Prendergast is
telling the pestering ghost of his brother: "Your bed, ny dear

Al exander, is six feet deep. Sonmewhere that is forever Engl and”
(109). As Al exander was hit by a shell in Gallipoli it nmust be a
nmet aphori cal grave he is tal king about.

After Al exander's death everything is going downhill at Kil
House. M Prendergast starts roam ng around the world in hope of
being able to escape a reality that he cannot handl e, the father
withdraws into senility and the nother is constantly regretting
that it was her favourite son who died, "her m nd absorbed by the
past, by one man's brief and beautiful life" (90).

Her surviving son is also regretting that it was his excellent
brot her who was bl own up by a shell. Al his life he has been
conpared with his elder brother, and in the nother's eyes he was
never up to the mark. Instead of encountering his scornful nother,
and the life after the war, he starts to run, noving from one
country to anot her but never finding peace. Wien he eventually
settles down at Kill House he is reading books as aimessly as he
has been running around the world. He does not get real peace in
his mind until in the very end of the novel, when he seens to have
cone to ternms with his past and the ghosts have vani shed.

During the Second Wrld War Ireland remained neutral, to the
annoyance of Britain and nmany of the Anglo-Irish in Ireland who

were used to think of the British arny and navy as theirs. They



saw the neutrality as a disgraceful unconcern about what happened
to their English relations (Brown, 173).

The Second World War did not directly affect M Prendergast's
life as he was travelling in Mexico and the U S. during the war
years, but he came back to find a Europe that had changed

dramatically:

tired people desperately trying to build a new
world. It seened, at that tine, as if it mght be going
to be a world in which there would be very little place

for people like the Prendergasts. (11)

Bet ween the Wrld Wars a great nmany things happened in Ireland.
The Easter Rising in 1916 lead to the War of |ndependence in 1919-
1921, and the Treaty in 1921, which gave Ireland the status of a
Free State, but also partitioned the country as six counties in
t he northeast were excluded fromthe Free State and renmined in
union with Britain. As many people were not pleased with the
Treaty there was a civil war in 1922-23. The Free Staters won the
war and later on Ireland declared itself a Republic, but the
partition is still an open wound. The civil rights novenent in
Northern Ireland during the 60s ended up in the recent troubles
there, and the violence started around the tine The Captains and
the Kings is set in.

Al'l these troubles in his honeland do not seemto have had any
i npact at all on M Prendergast. His indifference to the politics
of Ireland m ght seem surprising, but one explanation is, of
course, that he did not spend his tine in Ireland during the War

of I ndependence and the Cvil War. After the First World War he



went to Oxford, and when he left Oxford he started his travels
around the world which continued till after the Second World War.

Still, one would have expected that he would show sone interest
in the donestic affairs of Ireland. But the only tinme the politics
of Ireland are nentioned in the novel is when M Prendergast is

talking with his old friend in Roundwood, and the friend says:

"You know, now |'ve never said this to a soul before,
but 1'd never have believed we'd have made a go of it
the way we have.'

The ol d man | ooked at him puzzled. 'W?

"You know, the Irish. Dev and all that lot. | bet you
never thought back in 1916 that things would turn out
i ke this.'

"l never gave it nuch thought.’

"Neither did I, old man.' (83-84)

According to Terence Brown this is an indifference to the

i ndependence that was typical of the Anglo-lrish Ascendancy:

| deol ogically, the Protestants of Ireland apart from
certain few individual s who had been aroused by an

ent husiasm for Gaelic revival and the cultural

renai ssance, had in the decade before independence nmade
al nrost no effort to conprehend the nationalist cause.

(106)

Bef ore i ndependence the Protestants in Ireland had been bound

t oget her by unionist politics and religion, but the | andowners,



the farnmers in the north and the busi nessnen becane split as a
group, only sharing "a sense of isolation and of political
i npot ence” (Brown, 109).

Consequently, the political power of the Protestant mnority in
sout hern Irel and was gone with the independence. However, nany of
t he Ascendancy just continued their lives, as if nothing had
happened. They continued their social world with sailing, dancing,
hunti ng and the club (Brown, 109-114).

Wth the loss of the political influence cane the | oss of
financial power. In The Captains and the Kings Johnston depicts
how t he financial power has noved fromthe Anglo-Irish Ascendancy

to their forner inferiors.

In order to keep the house alive old Ms Prendergast had
sold the land, hills, fields, bogland and wood to nen

who had been her husband's tenants and | abourers. (12)

The Protestants have now di m nished in southern Ireland. As
Terence Brown points out many of them chose to | eave the country
after independence (116).

In The Captains and the Kings the new generation of the Angl o-
Irish Ascendancy, M Prendergast's daughter Sarah and the Rector's
chil dren, have chosen to live in England. And they are certainly
not continuing any traditions fromthe past. Sarah shows no
interest at all in Kill House, or Ireland, and old Ms
Prendergast's jewellery she will never use. The Rector and his
wi fe have given all the silver to their children, but the Rector's
wi fe presunmes that they are not using it.

On the Irish countryside many of the Big Houses are ruins
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today. This is also a likely fate for Kill House in The Captains
and the Kings. Though M Prendergast insists on staying, he wll
be the | ast Prendergast in Wcklow. Oher Big Houses are being
sold to the nouveaux riches fromDublin and the former inhabitants
are noving to nodern bungal ows instead, like the old friend M
Prendergast neets in Roundwood (82).

Kill House is already falling apart, which is nentioned several

times, for exanple when the yard is descri bed:

The cobbles were covered with a fine coating of noss.
The wi ndow of what had been the harness room had been
wi t hout glass for many years. The eveni ng ground m st
was filtering its way between the tunbl edown buil di ngs.

(31)

The decay of Kill House is enphasized by the fact that nearly
all characters in the novel are old, and their age is pointed out
several tines, e.g. Sean has problemw th his teeth and the
Rector's wife has arthritis and needs help to get up fromthe
chair. The ghosts excluded, the only young characters are Diarm d
and one of the two guards that are coming to Kill House to arrest
M Prendergast, Guard Conroy.

M Prendergast feels with irritation the process of dying, and
he is continually worrying about the way he will die. The sl ow
death of his wife Clare scares him and he would prefer to die
| i ke his brother Al exander, blown up by a shell: "If he could
strike the ground open and be swal | owed, how spl endid. No debris"
(49).

The nane of the Prendergasts' Big House is synbolizing the
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t heme of decay and death. '"Kill' or "kil' is a commobn conponent in
Irish placenanes, an anglicizing of the Irish word "cill'. As
‘cill' is Irish for 'churchyard (O Siadhail, 279) the name of the

house thus has connotations to death both in Irish and Engli sh.

And there is little life left in Kill House.

To keep hinself and Clare alive, M Prendergast had

cl osed the house room by room floor by floor. Rows of
unused keys hung on the wall by the kitchen door, under
the coiled and silent bell springs. Only Nellie

remai ned, indoors, and Sean, in the garden. (12-13)

After the deaths of Nellie and Clare M Prendergast is al
alone in the house, with the only conpany of Sean, who is |iving
in a cottage of his own.

Kill House still inspires the villagers with respect, for
exanple in the end of the novel Ms Toorish has "taken care to
dress herself suitable for her visit to the big house" (105), and
Guard Devenney is very uneasy about arresting M Prendergast,
being sure that it will nean troubles for hinself.

But M Prendergast does not inspire people with the sane

respect. Not at all |ike his nother used to:

Mot her woul d never have tolerated a situation of this
kind. No one knew better how to keep themin their

pl ace. Mt her woul d never have changed with the changi ng
times and all, bar a few of them would have bowed

bef ore her arrogance. (113)
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The strong position of the Church of Ireland, the Anglican
church in Ireland, is also decreasing. The Rector in the village,
Janmes Evers, is portrayed as a ridiculous figure with a fancy
dress who did not have the anmbition to do anything el se than
followin his father's footsteps. Hardly anyone cones to his
services, "Ten on a good day" (33), and the Rector is conplaining
about the changing tines: "Wien | was a young man the Church was
t he backbone - no, nore than that - the nerve centre of a healthy
soci ety" (52). Johnston shows how the once so influential church

is falling behind the Catholic with a hunouristic episode:

The bell on the Catholic church struck four and hurrying
after it, trying desperately not to be left behind, the
slightly deeper bell on the Protestant church. It had

al ways been the sanme. No matter what adjustnents the
verger made to the clock he had never succeeded in
encouraging it enough so that one day it mght beat its

rival by a neck and amaze the village. (104)

After independence a novenent calling itself The Irish Irel and
strived to bring forth what they saw as specifically Irish
el enents: the Irish | anguage, the old Gaelic culture and
Catholicism The Protestants with tight bonds to Engl and were not
seen as being fully Irish, to the displeasure of nmany of the
Angl o-Irish (Brown, 106).

The uncertainty the Anglo-Irish are having about their

nationality is one of the themes that is frequently recurring in
Johnston's works. This anbiguity is present, indeed, in The

Captains and the Kings. There are for exanple differences between
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M Prendergast and the native Irish in the way of speaking. M
Prendergast's English accent is exenplified when Sean is thinking
about himw th resentnent: "' Mawnin', Sean, Evenin' Sean,' in his
bl oody West British accent" (24). Sean speaks Irish English

hi nsel f, which is shown in phrases like: "Am't | after telling
you..." (47 and 63) where he uses an idiomfromlIrish, which is a
distinctive feature of Irish English. He is using cleft sentences
in a way also typical for Irish English, e.g. "And if it's sacking
me you are..." (75). Diarmd's accent is hinted at with: "I'm not
an eejit" (54) and: "Divil a bit of discussing” (55). M

Prender gast reveal s an anbi val ence as to whet her he counts hinself
as a Celt or not, e.g.: "I don't often eat boys. Never Celts.
They're stringy" (14) and: "The trouble with us, as | see it -
Celts in general, | nean - is that we tend to exaggerate" (17).

Wrth noticing is also the fact that the only people in the
novel he |ikes or respects are Diarm d and Father Ml cahy. He
detests "the indestructible goodwill of the English mddle-class"”
(10), the Rector he holds in contenpt and he seens to be turning
to Continental Europe rather than Engl and when | ooki ng for
culture, reading books in French and German for exanpl e.

The native Irish in the book are, with the exception of Diarmd
and Fat her Mul cahy, depicted in a pretty crude nmanner. They are
sel fish and greedy, quite disagreeabl e people indeed, whereas M
Prendergast is described in a much nore profound way. This is nost
clearly shown in the end, when M Prendergast and Father Ml cahy
are tal king over M Toorish's head while M Toorish is rattling
sonme coins in his pocket. Together with the priest M Prendergast

can discuss nusic while M Toorish is "ducking his head this way

and that, adding up things and translating theminto noney" (115).
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The unpl easant ness of the people around M Prendergast stresses
his alienation. They are seen fromhis point of view and their
materialism m ght be hard for himto understand because he never
had to save and scrinp for his survival hinself, as he points out:
"' Never had to worry about noney... Not enough for, well, you
know, fl anboyance... but enough to get by on'" (103).

M Prendergast is thoroughly portrayed, and the reader n ght
feel synpathy for himas it is possible to understand his
behaviour, in spite of the fact that he is not a very nice person.
He treated his poor wife in a quite awful way and he does not care
for his daughter. He is rude to the Rector and his w fe, when they
are trying to show himsone concern. The only person he is nice to
is Diarmd, but when Diarmd asks himfor help he does not offer
himany. It is not until Diarmd on his own initiative settles
down at Kill House that he gives the boy sone inadequate hel p, but
when Kill House is invaded in the mddle of the night, M
Prendergast hands Diarm d over to his parents, making the boy feel
that he has been betrayed.

In a way, this is what Diarm d feels already the first tine he
asks for the old man's hel p. M Prendergast appreciates Diarmd's
friendship, but all the initiatives for the friendship are taken
by Diarm d. When the boy asks for his help, he becones afraid that
he will be involved in other people and w thdraws, "Exasperated
that even now, at the fag end of his life, after all his
precauti ons, soneone could touch him make himfeel uneasy pain"
(59).

M Prendergast's refusal of helping Diarm d nakes the boy |eave
in anger, and he does not return until his parents are about to

send himaway. This time he gets the old man's hel p, possibly



because he has already settled down in the nursery when M
Prendergast finds himin the house, and perhaps al so because M
Prendergast can handle his fear for enotions better this tine, as
they can withdraw fully in the nursery.

The portrayal of Diarmid with his red hair and worki ng cl ass
background coul d be seen as a stereotyped synbol for nodern
Ireland pressing in upon the old world. He is indeed thrusting
hi nsel f on M Prendergast, but possibly he is nore a
personificiation of M Prendergast's past, than a synbol for the
nodern tinmes. He has an old name - the Irish for Dernott - which
is a nane with connection to Celtic nythol ogy. The | ove story of
Grainne and Diarnuid with the Iove spot is one of the nost fanous
stories fromlrish nythology (Kennedy, 24).

Diarmd is obsessed with the past he finds in Kill House - the
nmedal s, the paintings, the soldiers - and he is the one who turns
M Prendergast's mnd on his youth again, who wakes up enotions
inside himthat he has carefully tried to repress throughout the

years. For exanple, the first tinme when M Prendergast takes

15

Diarmd to the nursery he is renenbering the day when the tel egram

telling about the death of his brother arrived: "No thought of

Al exander had entered his head for years and nowit was as if the
young nman was there, inside his hand [head?], tearing down walls
expertly built by time" (40).

The past is always of great inportance in Johnston's novels:
"... [it] is fascinating as a notion in itself, and many of her
characters find thensel ves di sturbed by ghosts fromthe past™
(Lanters, 228). M Prendergast has all his life tried to escape
his past, but in his old age it inpinges on him And after

Diarmd s arrival to Kill House, M Prendergast can no | onger act
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uni npeded by the voices fromthe past. Sonetines he is noved back
to earlier days hinself, but the ghosts of his nother and brother
are cutting in on his present life during this sunmer, and even
his wife Clare appears as a ghost one day.

Diarmid is not only stirring up the past, but his arrival sets
off a series of events that breaks M Prendergast's ordi nary
routi nes and he seens to be reviving. "The child had, sonehow,
halted for a while the inevitable, dreary process of dying" (64).
When Diarmd in the beginning of the story calls himan old cod,
he is laughing for the first tine in years (27), and when Diarmd
has taken refuge in Kill House and they are preparing to put Sean
out of action M Prendergast feels he is actually enjoying hinself
(79). Wien he is taking the whiskey bottles to Sean's cottage he
feels a "great flower of happiness ... growing inside him.." (80-
81). But maybe Diarmd is not halting the process of dying. The
reviving of M Prendergast can be seen as a part of that process,
as it is common that people revive just before death.

There is also an interplay between the changes of the seasons,
especially Clare's roses, and this process of dying. The story
starts in late May, with the roses in the garden just about to
open. It is the beginning of sumer, a tinme for life. The rosebuds
open and are bl ossom ng through the tine when Diarmd is comng to
Kill House, to swmin the |lake and to play with the soldiers in
the nursery together with M Prendergast. The day when Sean is
telling M Prendergast that Diarmid will be leaving for Dublin the
good weat her that has |l asted through the sumer is gone: "A w nd
fromthe west tossed the arns of the trees and forced Clare's rose
bushes to dance ungai nly dances. Shreds of pink, yellow and red

chased each other over the wet grass” (62). This day there is also
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a shift in the story - it is the day when Diarm d runs away from
hone and hides in Kill House, the beginning of the com ng
di saster.

The story ends in the afternoon of Septenber 20. It is then
autum, the tine of the year when nature is dying, and it turns
out to be the day when M Prendergast dies.

In these | ast Septenber days the old nan and the boy are
playing with the soldiers as they have done all sumer, but nore
i ntensely. They are reconstructing fanous battles just as M
Prendergast used to do with his brother. The ganmes in the nursery
are an escape fromthe world that neither M Prendergast or
Diarmd want to face, it is a way of isolating thenselves, just as

Shari Benstock points out:

It isinthis closed, secret, roomthat the real world -
t he one which demands that both of them conme out of

hi ding and assune their natural roles, each to accept
his respective responsibilities - is put aside in favour
of the fictional |andscape of the battlefield. Wat
begins as a pastime, a diversion, is to becone by
accident rather than design a real battle, and mlitary
conventions adunbrate the sorry defeat that is the

novel 's concl usion. (214)

Shari Benstock considers the recurrent wars of different kinds
i n Johnston's novel s as netaphors for the alienation and isol ation
of the artist, of a witer (217). It is true, indeed, that nost of
Johnston's protagonists in some way are trying to or have tried to

becone witers, but in The Captains and the Kings there are no
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woul d-be witers. However, M Prendergast have artistic anbitions
at the piano instead, and to play seens to be the only occupation
he really enjoys in his old days.

Usual |y he plays Chopin, the conposer usually being played in
Johnston's novels. It is probably not a coincidence that Johnston
| ets her characters prefer Chopin, and M Prendergast nmakes a
paral |l el between Chopin's honeland and Ireland. "Frederic Chopin

born in 1810. He was a Pole. Poland is a country with a
hi story not unlike our own. Tragic and violent” (18). Chopin also
lived as an exile for nost part of his Ilife, as many Irish artists
have done, and M Prendergast's travels around the world could be
seen as a sort of exile as well.

Nevert hel ess, M Prendergast never feels really pleased with
his piano-playing, until the very last time he is playing. In his
menory there is his brother who never was pleased with his
acconpani ment and the nother who told himto practise nore. Wen
they are com ng back as ghosts they are still conplaining, and
that he never reaches fulfillment is yet another aspect of him
never getting anywhere in his life.

The isolation in the nursery room becones even stronger as M
Prendergast actually locks Diarmd in. M Prendergast asserts that
it is for Diarmd' s safety, so he will not feel tenpted to go
downstairs where he m ght be seen by soneone. More plausible is
that it is the only kind of safety M Prendergast knows about. He
has never managed to cope with the problens in his life, as the
only solutions he has found have been escape and w thdrawal. There
is a parallel with the locking in of Diarmd and M Prendergast's
own withdrawal at Kill House, and as Shari Benstock states it is

one of the central thenes of the novel:
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The question posed by this novel, as in the ones that
follow, is whether by one's seclusion, isolation, one is

| ocki ng oneself in or keeping others out. (214)

M Prendergast does his best to keep others out with | ocking
hinmself and Diarmd in. Too |ate he considers that the solution to
Diarm d' s problenms mght instead be comrunication, to talk to
Fat her Mul cahy, and the locking in turns out to be unsuccessful as
Kill House is intruded upon in the mddle of the night.

M Prendergast's problens seemto be his unwillingness for
comuni cation. He actually expresses his resentnent for it: "Wy
torment yourself with face to face confrontations? Wiy try to
comuni cate? This terrible post-war urge” (33). Nevertheless, his
friendship with Diarmd is communicative, and it is through that
he eventually conmes to terns with his past.

Because sonet hing i nmportant happens at the very end of the
story, as the pestering ghosts eventually di sappear and M
Prendergast reaches perfection at the piano. He does admt that he
actually feels sonmething for Diarmd: "I |loved the boy. Do |ove.
Yes" (121). M Toorish understands this as an adm ssion to
pederasty, whereas the priest says: "Thank you for saying that, ny
friend" (122). Father Ml cahy conprehends how inportant it is for
M Prendergast to admt his enotions for sonmeone. Al his life M
Prendergast has carefully | ocked his enotions in, and now, at the
very end, he takes a step out fromthe isolation. And doing that
nmeans that he finally gets peace in his m nd.

Hi s betrayal towards Diarm d, because he does not offer the boy

any real help when his parents intrude in the mddle of the night,
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provokes the unjust statenent the boy makes at the police station.
Perhaps it is the total humliation this statenent causes that is
finally making it possible for M Prendergast to open hinself to
his enmotions. To Diarm d the ending of the story is not all that
bad either - Father Mulcahy will see to that he gets the
opportunity to go to a good school and in that way get a better
future than the one his parents are forcing upon him

Jenni fer Johnston is treating the thene of isolation,
seclusion, wthdrawal, through the whole body of her witings. In
The Captains and the Kings the Big House is used as a netaphor for
the isolation of M Prendergast. At the sanme tine the story is
telling the history and the decline of the Anglo-Ilrish Ascendancy,
with M Prendergast as a synbol for his class. As has been stated
in this essay the course of his life follows the course of the
Angl o-Irish Ascendancy. It is also shown in the novel how this
once so powerful class has lost its influence during this century.

Apart fromthe isolation thene, Johnston's work is also

concerned with the past.

its inmportance nmay be related to an awareness t hat
the present divisions in (Northern) Ireland woul d not be
so wide if people could liberate thenselves fromthe
past, and that the persistence of past experiences
("remenber 1690" and all that) is at the root of the

present problem (Lanters, 228)

Maybe this is to read too nuch into the novels of Jennifer
Johnston. Nevertheless, all of her characters are preoccupied with

the past, just as the Irish often are accused to be. And this



preoccupation is not making them happy.

M Prendergast does not get peace in his mnd until he faces
his past and cones to terms with it. In the end of the novel he
has | ost people's respect and he has been hum |iated, being
unjustly accused of a scandal ous crinme. But perhaps he has, in
this way, left the past of the Ascendancy behind him because, as
he is playing the piano while waiting for the guards, the ghosts
of Al exander and his nother are for the first tinme not

conpl ai ning. They are not even there:

No Al exander, no nother, not even Clare. No-one

di sturbed his peace.... He nade his way over to the

pi ano. Books of nmusic were in piles all over the top.
Sonme fell on the floor as he searched. Eventually he
found Chopin's Nocturnes. He began to play. He felt as

i f he had never played like this before. The nusic cane
| eapi ng out fromunder his fingers and filled the world.

(122)

Though M Prendergast dies when the guards arrive, the ending
of the novel is, neverthel ess, not altogether sad. Eventually he

pl ayed Chopin with perfection.
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