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			SHERIDAN LE FANU

			By Stewart M. Ellis

			Sheridan Le Fanu remains one of the most distinguished literary men of Ireland. Unlike many other writers of his period and race, he has suffered no eclipse. Charles Lever, I fear, is now regarded mainly as the perpetrator of exaggerated types of Irish character. Samuel Lover, Lady Morgan, John Banim, Crofton Croker, and Maturin, are almost forgotten in England. But Sheridan Le Fanu retains his own special place and fame as the Master of Horror and the Mysterious. Uncle Silas, The House by the Churchyard, and the short stories of terror in the volume entitled In a Glass Darkly are known to everyone interested in the literature of the supernatural and that misused word—sensational. Le Fanu is more highly regarded today than at the time he was alive and producing his fine romances, and his greatest admirers are men of archaeological and artistic ability, such as Dr. Montague Rhodes James and Mr. Allan Fea. He was the favourite author also of the late Seymour Lucas, R.A., the distinguished historical painter and a high authority on old furniture and armour. I recall how on one occasion, when we were discussing Le Fanu’s masterpiece, The House by the Churchyard, Mr. Lucas pointed out how accurate are the archaeological details of this book—the costumes, the weapons, the furnishings of the period of the story are all depicted with the knowledge and perception of a connoisseur.

			I think, then, one of the reasons for the enduring fame of Sheridan Le Fanu is that he was a fine antiquarian and archaeologist, and had the true historic sense in addition to his supreme gifts as a tale-teller. This combination of talents in his romances has attracted readers of the highest taste and held their admiration in a way the ordinary writer of the ghost story or sensational murder tale could never accomplish.

			Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu was the descendant of a distinguished Huguenot family (possessing a titre de noblesse granted by Henri IV in 1595). His Norman ancestor, Etienne Le Fanu, Sieur de Mondeville, suffered imprisonment in France for the cause of religion. Etienne’s son, Philippe, and his grandson, Guillaume—then a child—left France between 1708 and I713 and lived for some years in London. About 1730 they settled in Dublin, where a cousin, Charles Le Fanu de Cresseron (who was a pensioner from the army of William the Third) was already living. Thus was the family established in Ireland. Guillaume Le Fanu married Henrietta Raboteau de Puygibaud, also a Huguenot, and their son Joseph held the appointment of Clerk of the Coast in Ireland. This Joseph Le Fanu and his brother Henry respectively married Alicia and Elizabeth Sheridan, sisters of Richard Brinsley Sheridan.

			Joseph and Alicia Le Fanu were the parents of Thomas Philip Le Fanu. He became a clergyman and Dean of Emly, and was the father of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, the subject of this memoir. In addition to being the grand-nephew of the author of The School for Scandal, the future novelist of mystery had other literary influences in his childhood, for his Sheridan grandmother, Alicia, was the author of Sons of Erin, or Modern Sentiment, a comedy, 1812; and his mother (Emma, daughter of the Rev. W. Dobbin, D.D., of Dublin) was a writer of some merit.

			Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu was born on August 28th, 1814, at the Royal Hibernian Military School, in Phoenix Park, Dublin, of which his father was at the time Chaplain. The boy, together with his sister Catherine and younger brother William, consequently spent his early years near to Chapelizod, that picturesque suburb of Dublin, whereof he retained many romantic memories that forty years later found vivid expression in his powerful romance, The House by the Churchyard.

			As in the case of other literary men, Le Fanu very early showed his predilection for writing. When about five years old he was wont to draw little pictures to which he appended a descriptive moral. One of these represented a balloon, with the airmen falling headlong to the ground, and the unorthodox “moral” written below was, “See the effects of trying to go to Heaven.” He also composed little songs, which he sang very charmingly; and by the time he was fifteen he had produced some creditable verse in the pensive, melancholy strain to which youthful, imaginative writers are partial. Nevertheless he was a merry, witty boy, much addicted to practical joking and with an apt turn for repartee. For example. He was invariably late for morning prayers, and on one occasion he did not appear till ten o’clock, when breakfast was nearly over. His father, the Dean, taking out his watch, said in his severest voice, “I ask you, Joseph, is this right?” “No, sir,” replied the boy glancing at the watch, “I’m sure it must be fast.”

			It was in 1826, when Le Fanu was twelve years old, that his father became Dean of Emly and Rector of Abington, and to the latter place, in the county Limerick, the family accordingly removed. Abington was a centre of typical Irish rural life of that period, and a most entertaining account of the experiences of the young people at the Rectory will be found in Seventy Years of Irish Life by William Le Fanu, the Dean's younger son. The faction fights and the superstitions of the peasantry were of immense interest to the boys, and here they heard much of—and perhaps saw—a famous outlaw named Kirby, whose escapades were the inspiring cause of Sheridan Le Fanu’s famous ballad of Shamus O’Brien in later years. All through his life he had an innate deep sympathy for the wild, unruly elements of the Irish character, and at heart he was ever a Nationalist, though he deprecated any public movement of reaction tending to violence in political affairs. His interest in the patriots of his native land was fostered in early life by his mother, who gloried in being a “rebel." She had known personally some of those who had been executed for their participation in ’98, including the brothers Sheares, and she possessed the actual dagger—venerated by her as a sacred relic—with which Lord Edward FitzGerald had killed Captain Ryan in that terrible scene of his capture in Thomas Street, Dublin. Sheridan Le Fanu was still in his early teens when he wrote his ballad on Lord Edward FitzGerald, which opens with all the poignant pathos of a Jacobite lament:—

			 

			“The day that traitors sould him and inimies bought him,

			The day that the red gold and red blood was paid—

			Then the green turned pale and thrembled like the dead leaves 
in autumn,

			And the heart an’ hope iv Ireland in the could grave was laid.”

			 

			The education of the Le Fanu boys, with the exception of English and French taught by their father, was at first entrusted to a certain elderly clergyman named Stinson, an eccentric character and quite careless of his duty, for he let his pupils do much as they pleased the while he devoted his own time to preparations for fishing, which was the obsessing mania of his life. Fortunately, Sheridan Le Fanu had a taste for reading on his own account, and made good use of his father’s well-stocked library, which contained many books on curious and occult subjects. Here, perhaps, may be traced the source of influence that caused him to discover his real metier—the supernatural—for whilst still a student of Trinity College, Dublin, where he entered in 1833, he commenced his literary career by writing ghost stories.

			Le Fanu’s first published story, entitled The Ghost and the Bone-setter, appeared in The Dublin University Magazine for January, 1838, when he was twenty-three years of age. During the next two years the same magazine printed twelve further contributions from his pen. The Fortunes of Sir Robert Ardagh and Schalken the Painter are very grim and vivid stories of Satanic possession, much aided by picturesque detail. The Last Heir of Castle Connor contains a powerful description of a fatal duel. Passage in the Secret History of an Irish Countess is the original form of his later most famous work, Uncle Silas, which was elaborated from this early sketch. In the same way, A Chapter in the History of a Tyrone Family was many years later extended into the work now known as The Wyvern Mystery.

			All these early contributions to The Dublin University Magazine appeared anonymously, and purported to be transcripts from actual experiences narrated, in virtue of his ghostly office, to Father Francis Purcell, a parish priest in the south of Ireland, and by him recorded in his private papers. The Purcell Papers were collected and published by Bentley in 1880, being prefixed by Mr. Alfred P. Graves’s memoir of the author. The original ingenuous deception concerning the authorship was elaborated in the eighth Purcell Paper—Scraps of Hibernian Ballads—by the introduction of one Michael Finley, an Irish minstrel, to whom Le Fanu chose to attribute the authorship of his ballads—including the popular Phaudhrig Crohoore, which was here printed for the first time (June, 1839). This class of literary hoax was just then much in vogue owing to the brilliant polyglot productions in verse and prose of Francis Mahony, who figured as “Father Prout.” In addition to Le Fanu, two other clever Irishmen, William Maginn and Edward Kenealy adopted this form of anonymity; and in England, Thackeray, Ainsworth, and others, wrote under various disguises in their earlier years. In so far as Finley had an original it was Paddy O’Neill, a fiddler and bagpipe-player, who composed his own songs for the amusement of the passengers on the steamer plying between Limerick and Kilrush; and Le Fanu took much pleasure in his society and songs when staying at Kilkee during summer holidays. Phaudhrig Crohoore was written at the request of William Le Fanu, who, wishing for a ballad of this description that he could recite, said to his brother, “Give me an Irish Young Lochinvar.”

			“In his arms he took Kathleen, an’ stepped to the door;
And he leaped on his horse and flung her before;
An’ they all were so bothered, that not a man stirred
Till the galloping hoofs on the pavement were heard.

			Then up they all started, like bees in the swarm,
An’ they riz a great shout, like the burst of a storm,
An’ they roared and they ran, an’ they shouted galore;
But Kathleen and Phaudhrig they never saw more.

			But them days are gone by, an’ he is no more;
An’ the green grass is growin’ o’er Phaudhrig Crohoore,
For he couldn’t be aisy or quiet at all;
As he lived a brave boy, he resolved so to fall.

			And he took a good pike—for Phaudhrig was great.
And he fought, and he died, in the year ’ninety-eight,
An’ the day that Crohoore in the green field was killed,
A sthrong boy was sthretched, and a sthrong heart was stilled.”

			Sheridan Le Fanu's most famous ballad, Shamus O’Brien, was composed in 1840, in a few days, and sent on scraps of paper to his brother, who, after he had learned the song by heart, lost the original script. So when, later on, a copy was required, it rested with him to write out the ballad from memory. It was first published, in July, 1850, in The Dublin University Magazine. When Samuel Lover visited America during his reading tour in 1846 he recited Shamus O’Brien with the greatest success, and owing to the fact that he added a few lines of his own, wherein he made Shamus emigrate to America, the authorship of the ballad was often attributed to him. The correct version, as written by Le Fanu, ends with the line, “And fined like the devil because Jim done them fairly.’’ As before stated, Shamus O’Brien had his prototype in Kirby of the county Limerick; and Le Fanu placed the outlaw’s home in the Glen of Aherlow, a picturesque spot he saw under romantic conditions during a walking tour in the summer of 1838. He and his party got lost at night on the Galtee mountains in a thick mist. Here they encountered a wild, galloping horse, which the peasantry—and no doubt Le Fanu also— believed to be the phooka, the four-footed demon in equine guise, well-known in the superstitions of the south of Ireland. The opera based on Shamus O’Brien, with music by Sir Charles Villiers Stanford (a cousin of Mrs. Sheridan Le Fanu) was produced in 1896.

			In Shamus O'Brien which was written when Le Fanu was twenty-six, how finely is put the point of view of the young Nationalist when Shamus replies to the judge:—

			“My Lord, if you ask me if in my lifetime 
I thought any threason or did any crime 
That would bring to my cheek as I stand alone here 
The hot blush of shame or the coldness of fear,
Though I stood by my grave to receive my death-blow,
Before God and the world I would answer you—No!
But if you would ask me, as I think it is like,
If in the Rebellion I carried a pike,
An’ fought for ould Ireland from the first to the close,
An’ shed the heart’s blood of her bittherest foes,
I answer you—Yes! An’ I tell you again,
Though I stand here to perish, it’s my glory that then 
In her cause I was willin’ my veins should run dhry.
An’ now, for her sake, I am ready to die.”

			In May, 1838, Le Fanu was in London with a view to entering Lincoln’s Inn. He was entertained by his connection, Sheridan Knowles, and by Mr. and Mrs. S. C. Hall. But his legal project in England was suddenly abandoned, for he was back in Dublin by the end of June; and after taking his B.A. degree at Trinity College, he was called to the Irish Bar in 1839. However, to the disappointment of his friends, Le Fanu abandoned also the Law in Ireland and identified himself with journalism. About 1841 he became the proprietor and editor of The Warder, a notable Irish paper; and in 1842 he bought The Protestant Guardian and merged it in the former journal. He later owned a third share in The Statesman, and The Dublin Evening Packet and Evening Mail. For this last named paper he wrote some very clever political skits—and his satire was scathing. Although as editor of this paper he advocated High Tory doctrine, at heart, as already related, his sympathies were with the Nationalists who suffered in the manner of his Shamus O’Brien.

			In 1844, Le Fanu married Susan, daughter of George Bennett,1 Q.C., by whom he had a family of two sons and two daughters. When Mr. Bennett died, he left his house No. 18(now 70), Merrion Square, Dublin, to his son-in-law. Hither Sheridan Le Fanu accordingly removed, and this house was his home for the rest of his life, and the place where most of his literary work was written. His first book, which occupied some years, was published in 1845 and entitled The Cock and Anchor—an excellent ”costume ” romance of old Dublin in the eighteenth century, abounding with exciting adventures, highway robberies, murders, and hair-breadth escapes. It also presents very accurate and picturesque scenic descriptions and some clever characterisation. Blarden was an earlier study of implacable villainy, just as Miss Martha in a way foreran the terrible Frenchwoman in Uncle Silas; and Oliver French is quite an original, humorous creation. This book was followed in 1847 by The Fortunes of Colonel Torlogh O’Brien, illustrated by Phiz, a Jacobite story dealing with the time when James the Second was in Ireland, in 1689-1690, and the unhappy days after the Battle of the Boyne. Many of the scenes were laid in the Limerick district so well known to the author, and the story, despite faults of style, for incident and adventure can hold its own with the best rivals in the same school of romance. Strange to say, these two books were not very successful, and did little to make Le Fanu known in his native country. Somewhat disappointed, he, for the time being, abandoned the composition of romances, and, with the exception of writing a few ghost stories and other short pieces, the next fifteen years were devoted to journalism. It is matter for regret that Le Fanu received no encouragement to continue his series of Irish historical romances, for few writers were so ably equipped to understand and interpret the forces, spiritual and natural, of his romantic native land. He might have done for Ireland what Scott achieved for Scotland.

			In 1851, Le Fanu published anonymously a little red volume entitled Ghost Stories and Tales of Mystery, with four illustrations by Phiz, and now extremely rare. It contained, in addition to The Evil Guest and two other stories reprinted from The Dublin University Magazine, one of the author’s finest essays in the horrible—The Watcher (the title was inappropriately changed to The Familiar when the story was reprinted in In a Glass Darkly), For sheer terror, the haunting of the unhappy protagonist of this tale has no equal. It is a crescendo of horror. At first he is conscious of footsteps dogging him at lonely spots. They intensify. In time, the malignant Watcher becomes visible; and then that appalling death scene, where the author skilfully leaves to the imagination what supreme terror finally wrested the shuddering soul from poor Barton’s body. The Watcher was excellently illustrated, together with other early tales, by the author’s son, Brinsley Le Fanu, in the editions published by Downey, 1889-1896.

			It was the accident of domestic bereavement that caused Le Fanu to turn again to the writing of full-length novels (with only occasional Irish setting). His wife died prematurely in 1858, and her loss was an irreparable grief to Le Fanu. From this date he became a recluse and gave up all society save that of a few relatives and intimate friends. It was during the resulting sad and lonely period that his thoughts reverted to literary composition for solace, and the result was that fine—his finest—romance. The House by the Churchyard, Herein he conjured up and related with the flair of a consummate tale-teller all the romantic conditions of Chapelizod familiar to him in his boyhood.
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