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BOUNDARIES, PASSAGES, TRANSITIONS: AN INTRODUCTION 

Hedwig Schwall 

This eighth book in the series Irish Studies in Europe (ISE), co-founded by Werner 
Huber, is dedicated to our dear friend, who died on 28 April 2016, only sixty-three 
years old. Part of the contributions come from colleagues who were present at his 
last conference, the Tenth International Conference of EFACIS on Beyond Ireland: 
Boundaries, Passages, Transitions which took place at the University of Palermo 
from 3-6 June 2015; further contributions were sent in answer to a call for papers to 
celebrate the work of Werner Huber.  

Werner was a staunch EFACIS supporter and Palermo was the last place where he 
met his friends, Irish scholars together from all parts of Europe, from Tromsø to 
Malta, Brittany to Cluj, and of course from all Irish universities, North and South. 
Werner kicked off the Palermo conference together with Seán Crosson with the book 
launch of ISE 5. The next day Werner gave a talk on “‘Monty Python in the Viennese 
Woods’: Flann O’Brien in Austria”. This title was characteristic of his interests: film 
and drama were his favourite genres; sports and Irish culture were favourite topics in 
his search for identity in (de)mythologizing representations; and his favourite mode 
was that of humour, especially of the kind evident in the work of Beckett, Flann O’Brien 
and James Stephens, moving in later years to the grotesque as he found it in Martin 
McDonagh. Werner also wrote on women writers as diverse as Elizabeth Bowen and 
Marie Jones, interests which will find their echoes in this book.  

Declan Kiberd sets the tone when he opens his contribution “Going Global?” launching 
the idea that maybe expressions of a national idea are like baby Moses in his basket, 
which may be rescued by some Pharaoh’s daughter in a different dispensation. Going 
back to De Valera’s radio broadcast on St Patrick’s Day in 1943, Kiberd draws a 
sweeping picture of the last century in Ireland, showing how “Unity of Being” has al-
ways been out of reach, partly because the powers that be – politics, economics and 
culture – failed to work together. Worse: between them, politicians, the banks and the 
Church destroyed the country to a level that there is no obvious value system from 
which to build it up again, hence the need for a rescuing outsider. While the eccle-
siocracy destroyed itself by the numberless instances of child abuse – “the ultimate 
betrayal of trust” – economics did not help the country either: 150 years after the 
Famine, Ireland moved to another disastrous monoculture, that of houses. Further, 
as lawyers started to outnumber priests the country opened itself up to “predatory 
kinds of capitalism”.1 Yet according to Kiberd, rescue may come, as it has happened 
in the past, from culture, from artists and writers. These are responsible for the “world-
ing” of Irish culture while exploring alterity, as either they or their work moved abroad 
                                            
1  Claire Kilroy’s modern allegory, The Devil I Know (2012), is a hilariously striking satire 

on the dark globalized aspect of the Celtic Tiger years. 
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and back.2 This influx of fresh value systems may contribute to a kind of “considered 
lay theology”, a “civic republicanism” – one in which, one hopes, women writers will 
be prominent. As Kiberd himself indicates, the Abbey Theatre has been criticized for 
overlooking women playwrights. We were delighted to welcome contributions on 
Nancy Harris and (further afield) on Marie Jones and Elizabeth Bowen; and while 
women writers are not in a majority in this collection, female contributors are.  

In good EFACIS fashion not all articles focus on a literary questioning of boundaries: 
there is also the approach of political sciences and sociology. In the case of Katherine 
Side’s scrutiny of the Scheme for the Purchase of Evacuated Dwellings (SPED) this 
leads to the conclusion that, rather than integrating and pacifying, the scheme di-
vided and polarized. People seeking assistance had to face two kinds of problems: 
on the one hand they were besieged by paramilitary organizations, on the other they 
had to endure a long and complicated application process in which the RUC was in-
volved, which did not guarantee objective assessments. About today’s situation Side 
observes three things: first, the SPED administrators accept that the scheme exacer-
bated community-segregated housing; second, anno 2017 there is still no compre-
hensive examination of loyalist and paramilitary involvement in housing issues in 
Northern Ireland; and third, the scheme which had mainly aimed at curtailing emigra-
tion ended up “bolstering state securitization”, which led to closing off perspectives 
rather than opening them up. The effects of conflict-instigated housing displacement 
are now visible in its peace walls and public art displays, as well as in the elevated 
highways which connect the industrial growth poles implanted on Belfast’s periphery, 
but which bypassed or destroyed mixed-community neighbourhoods.  

While Side focuses on the maintenance of physical and social boundaries in North-
ern Ireland, with focus on Belfast, that same city’s boundaries are dematerialized in 
Stefanie Lehner’s analysis of Stewart Parker’s Northern Star and Pentecost, the 
plays which start and end his triptych Plays for Ireland. The fact that each of Parker’s 
plays are ghost-haunted indicates that boundaries are not simply physical limits – 
they are also emotional, charged by experiences of people long dead, which keep 
vibrating, creating a cityscape still pulsated by its past. Like Kiberd, Parker believes 
that politicians, “visionless almost to a man” must be rescued by artists who “con-
struct a working model of wholeness by means of which this society can begin to 
hold up its head in the world.” Here, boundaries are deconstructed in different ways. 
First there is the symbol of the liminal setting: the first play takes place in a semi-
ruined cottage on Cave Hill where Belfast is said to have originated, the other in the 
kitchen of the last inhabited house between the sectarian lines in East Belfast. Sec-
ond there is the meta-theatrical aspect: in one performance, the action is set in the 
wings of the theatre. A third way of questioning boundaries is in the dialogue, like 
when one of Parker’s protagonists, the leader of the United Irishmen at the end of the 

                                            
2  For detailed illustrations see the excellent book Literary visions of multicultural Ireland: 

the immigrant in contemporary Irish literature. Ed. Pilar Villar-Argáiz. Manchester: Man-
chester UP, 2014.  




