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			JOHN BANVILLE

			IRISH NOVELIST AND SCREENWRITER

			
					Born in Wexford (Ireland) in 1945.

					Literary awards:	Man Booker Prize, 2005 (for The Sea)

	Prince of Asturias Award for Literature, 2014




					Notable honours:	Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature (elected in 2007)




					Notable works:	The Book of Evidence (1989), novel

	The Infinities (2009), novel

	Ancient Light (2012), novel

	The Blue Guitar (2015), novel




			

			John Banville was born on 8December 1945 in the coastal town of Wexford, Ireland. He attended StPeter’s College and was intending to pursue a degree in art and architecture, but ultimately decided not to continue his studies so that he could put some distance between himself and his family and seek out opportunities to live a life full of adventure, romance and alcohol. He therefore started working for the Irish airline Aer Lingus, which gave him the chance to travel to countries like Greece and Italy and to live in the United States from 1968-1969. When he returned to Ireland, Banville began working for The Irish Press, and later became the editor of the literary supplement of The Irish Times. From 1990 onwards, Banville has worked as a writer for The New York Review of Books.

			Banville’s literary career began in 1970 with the publication of his short story collection Long Lankin. However, this book did not attract much popular or critical attention, and he did not rise to fame until the publication of the Revolutions trilogy, which consists of the novels Doctor Copernicus (1976), Kepler (1981) and The Newton Letter (1982). As their names suggest, these books centre on the lives of three of the greatest scientists in history. Banville has also written two further trilogies, including the Frames series, which consists of The Book of Evidence (1989), Ghosts (1993) and Athena (1995).

			Banville also writes under the pseudonym Benjamin Black, and the novels he has written under this pen-name are somewhat different in style and tone: rather than being primarily artistic in nature, like the novels he publishes under his own name, they are noir fiction. Banville has noted that he uses a very different writing process depending on the genre he is writing in:

			“Poor old Banville takes three, four, five years to write a book. Black does it in three or four months. […] It’s an entirely different way of working. It’s craft work.” (Wiener, 2014)

			The novels he has written as Black are just as well-known as the work he has published under his own name, and the character of the Irish detective Quirke has become particularly iconic. In fact, the first three novels of the Quirke series were adapted into a miniseries of the same name by the BBC and RTÉ in 2014.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE SEA

			NAVIGATING THE TIDES OF MEMORY

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Banville, J. (2005) The Sea. New York: Alfred A.Knopf.

					1st edition: 2005

					Themes: love, grief, memory

			

			The Sea is John Banville’s 13th novel, and won the 2005 Man Booker Prize. It tells the story of Max Morden, an art historian who was recently widowed following his wife’s long, painful battle with a terminal illness. Max has therefore decided to return to the seaside village where he used to spend his summer holidays with his family as a child as a way of trying to escape the pain and grief he is feeling. He begins to find solace in reminiscing about the past, which allows him to ruminate on death, suffering, love and the redeeming power of memory.



		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			RETURNING TO THE CEDARS

			Max Morden has just lost his wife, Anna, and his grief has become so overwhelming and the world’s cruel indifference to his loss feels so unbearable that he no longer feels comfortable in his own home. He no longer knows how to act, and has no way of expressing his feelings about his loss. However, one night he has a dream which inspires him to return to Ballyless, the village where he used to go on holiday with his parents when he was younger. In this dream, Max is alone, and is striding confidently down a rural street, giving every appearance of someone who is returning home, even though he is not actually sure where the house is or what it looks like. He still has a long way to go, but he feels calm and unfazed by this prospect, as he knows that he must continue on this journey, which is tremendously important, and reach his destination. However, in the dream he never finishes his journey, and nothing ever happens. When he wakes up, he is certain that he needs to go to the Cedars, the house he spent most of his time in while on holiday in Ballyless, and rent a room there under the pretext of going on a writing retreat to finish his monograph on the French painter Pierre Bonnard (1867-1947). He has been working on this project for quite some time, but is currently struggling with writer’s block. At the Cedars, he lives with the landlady, Miss Vavasour, and the other tenant, a retired Colonel.

			Returning to the Cedars gives Max the opportunity to revisit the past, and to cast his mind back to the summer when he met the Graces at the age of 11. The Grace family consisted of Carlo, Constance (Connie) and their twin children Chloe and Myles, as well as their children’s nanny, Rose, and the Cedars was their old summer house. Although many years have gone by and every trace of the Graces has disappeared from the house, Max starts talking about them and the ways they were different from the other families who spent their holidays in Ballyless. For example, even though most people simply rented out a chalet, the Graces had their own summer house, and they also drank gin, had everything they needed to spend a day at the beach, and kept tourist guides about France in the back seat of their car where everyone could see them.

			SUMMER FLINGS

			Max saw the Graces for the first time while they were at the beach, and became utterly infatuated with Connie, the mother of the family. Even though she was married and much older than him, Max saw her as a kind of Greek goddess and decided to make friends with her children so that he could get closer to her and get to know her better. His plan was a success, and the three children began spending a great deal of time together at the cinema and the beach, where they spent countless hours swimming in the sea and playing in the sun and rain alike. Max soon became one of the family, and joined them every time they went for a picnic or to do some other kind of activity.

			The story of the summer Max met the Graces is interwoven with stories from the last year of Anna’s life and the way she and Max coped with her illness. For example, Max talks about the day the illness was diagnosed, and how from that day onwards the atmosphere in their home changed in an indefinable but irrevocable way, with irritation and resentment choking the air and leaving them unsure how to act, speak or even look at each other.

			Max continues telling the story of the Graces, and reminisces about the way his feelings towards Chloe started to change. He does not remember the exact moment when he started liking Chloe, but he does remember their first kiss, which happened one rainy Saturday afternoon at a ramshackle tin-roofed cinema during a moment of darkness as the film reel was being changed, a little while after Max had taken her hand. He also remembers the day he met Anna for the first time at a party during a sweltering summer in London, and how they got engaged and were married before the summer was over.

			Max remembers how, as the summer progressed, he gradually fell in love with Chloe; however, his new girlfriend was a little odd. She did not pay much attention to him, and even on the rare occasions when she focused her attention on him, she never seemed fully present. Max found her deliberate air of distraction extremely grating, eventually grabbing her arms and shaking her; however, she let herself go limp and played dead, although she gave herself away by smiling. Chloe also did not seem to care what the adults thought about her “relationship” with Max. One day, while they were collecting shells on the beach so that she could make herself a necklace, Chloe pulled Max towards her and kissed him so hard that their teeth clashed together and Max started bleeding, then simply pushed him away scornfully and acted as if nothing had happened.

			As we have already mentioned, the three children spent a great deal of time together, but it was clear that Chloe was the leader of the group. In fact, one day she slapped Max when he tried to hug her, and at one point she convinced Max and Myles to bully another boy for no apparent reason. This boy was taller than the twins, but Max was taller still, and used his height to his advantage to impress his girlfriend by shoving the boy against a wall. When they asked him why he was in town, the boy replied that he had come to visit for the day with his mother, at which point Myles hit him on the head. The confused, resigned look the boy then gave Max, which seemed to pierce through him to his very soul, made the protagonist realise that he might also be one of Chloe’s victims, in a way. Max’s mind then flits back to a period of time when Anna took up photography to create a record of hospital life, and how he hated his wife’s habit of taking photographs of him, because it made him feel agonisingly exposed.

			RISING TIDES

			Max and Chloe’s strange, antagonistic relationship continued, until one day Max saw Chloe heading into town with her father even though the two of them had made plans for that day. Instead, he decided to stay in the garden at the Cedars and climb one of the trees there. Once he made it to the top, Max heard Rose crying and saw Mrs Grace coming towards her. Max tried to eavesdrop on their conversation, and thought that he heard Rose say that she was in love with Mr Grace. However, Mrs Grace seemed sympathetic: instead of getting angry with Rose, she comforted her, although she also seemed to be trying to hold back laughter.

			Max told Chloe what he had overheard, but he was utterly taken aback by her reaction: she got angry with Max for telling her, and then acted as though he had not said anything. However, Myles took every chance he got to annoy and tease his nanny, and wrote “RV loves CG” (p.173) in chalk on the footpath so that Rose would realise that her secret was out of the bag.

			The children continued to spend time at the beach, but their nanny’s attitude began to change: she no longer seemed to be as intimidated by the children, which seemed to frighten Chloe. One day, the tide rose so high that it reached the foot of the sand dunes, as though the sea was swelling beyond its normal capacity, and the children decided to sit outside a disused groundsman’s hut beside the golf course, because the inexorable rise of the tide had spooked them and it seemed too dangerous to go swimming. Rose was sunbathing on the ground a short distance away, and Chloe told the boys that she hoped the tide would sweep Rose away and drown her.

			Later, Chloe let Max put his hand on her buttocks and briefly touch her between her legs, then she kissed Max and undid the knot of her swimsuit so that it fell to her waist. Initially, the two children did not realise that Rose had spotted them kissing, but when they eventually noticed her, Chloe rushed out and Rose followed her. Chloe sat down on the sand, hugging her knees to her chest with her face lifted towards the horizon; Myles followed her and sat down beside her, placing an arm around her shoulders and leaning his head against hers.

			Rose watched them for a moment, wracked by indecision, then the siblings stood up and walked into the sea, swimming so far out that all that could be seen of them were two pale specks in the distance, and they both drowned. The feeling of plunging into the sea reminds Max of the moment that he was told his wife had died, and he lets himself be swept away on a wave of feeling which seems to be pushing him simultaneously into the depths and back towards the shore.

			The novel ends with Max leaving the Cedars, having injured himself after tripping on a rock while drunk. In the novel’s final pages, it is revealed that Miss Vavasour is actually Rose, the nanny, and that she has been living at the Cedars all this time. In a final conversation between them, Max learns that she was actually in love with Mrs Grace, not Mr Grace, and then his daughter arrives to take him home, bringing his journey into the past to an end.


			Did you know?

			Banville also wrote the screenplay for the film adaptation of The Sea, which was released in 2013.
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