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And he remembers too that, one day, when he least expected it, he found the name of Brendan Behan in an article about famous guests of the Chelsea Hotel in New York. All it said was that he had been a brilliant Irish writer who used to describe himself as ‘a drinker with writing problems.’

In Enrique Vila-Matas’ novel Dublinesque (2012), protagonist Samuel Riba, a retired publisher and recovering alcoholic, resolves to visit Dublin following a dream about the city. While recuperating from an alcoholic breakdown in hospital in Barcelona, Riba dreams of ‘a long walk through the streets of the Irish capital, a city he has never been to, but which, in the dream, he knew perfectly well’.
 Over the course of the novel, Riba, described by Terry Eagleton as ‘Unhinged from the workaday world in the manner of Stephen Dedalus, yet given to free association in the style of Leopold Bloom’,
 finds his way to Dublin, substituting alcohol with an addiction to Irish literature. While Joyce and Beckett provide the focus for Riba’s obsession, Brendan Behan also emerges as an ‘enigma’ and ‘mystery’, haunting him through half-remembered stories and fragments of text.
 It is no coincidence that as Riba tries to distract himself from the lure of alcohol it is Behan, the ‘drinking saint’, who takes on a spectral significance.
 Thus Behan appears to Riba in articles about the Chelsea Hotel, the Spanish edition of Brendan Behan’s New York and later, ‘Behan camouflaged behind the character of the garrulous Barney Boyle at a bar in Christine Falls.’
 Here reality begins to unravel. This is Behan remade as both caricature and character, the progeny of an equally ‘camouflaged’ author.
 Black creates a fictionalised Behan who appears to the fictional Riba and any distinction between the people inside and outside of books dissolves. It is this Behan, simultaneously historically real and fictionally constructed, who symbolises so much for Riba. This is a Behan built out of fragments of rumour and self-aggrandisement, in many ways as fictional as Riba himself. It is precisely this instability that draws Riba to him. And yet, Behan is also seen as a warning, a symbol of the worst that can happen and the fear of what might yet be. As Riba reflects:

If he hadn’t put a stop to his alcohol consumption and his business, he undoubtedly would have been well on his way to ending up like Brendan Behan: totally impoverished and an eternal drunk.

Samuel Riba is not alone in memorialising Behan with some sense of conflict, seeing him as both patron-saint of drinkers and an alcoholic tragedy. After all, the self-proclaimed rebel, with his ‘open-necked shirt, his cursing, his drunkenness in public, his contempt for convention’ holds fast in popular imagination.
 This is the instantly recognisable Behan— drinking, singing and swearing— in currency in the stories which still circulate about his wit and conviviality, although less often about his writing. Finally more caricature than character, this image appeals to Riba because it represents Behan as anti-hero, making ‘an instant appeal to a generation that was attempting to shake off the strait jacket of urban conformity’.
 Whereas Riba is wasting away with the boredom of sobriety and retirement, Behan had lived (and died) atypically. His unconventional behaviour and expansive personality certainly kept journalists and biographers well-occupied, but to others Behan was simply reckless, even wasteful with his talent.
 Vila-Matas’ Riba, however, revels in this since it is the specific presentation of Behan as a ‘drinker with writing problems’ which strikes him. Suffering through his own attempt to recover from an alcohol addiction, Riba sees his fragility reflected in Behan’s life story. As a reader Riba is drawn to Behan, discovering him as a figure for whom drinking is both self-image and legacy. In the various texts he reads by and about him, habitual drunkenness is given as evidence for his exceptional sociability, outspokenness and good humour. Yet, at the same time, it also accounts for the fact that, half a century after his death, Behan is too-often called to mind, not by his books or plays, but by the addiction that ultimately killed him. It is this reputation, established in life and maintained in death, that Samuel Riba is both drawn to and repelled by, foreshadowing his shared fate with Behan as an ‘eternal drunk’.

This intertextual connection between Riba and Behan in the contemporary novel Dublinesque provides another thread to bind Behan to the subject of alcoholism. The numerous apocryphal and biographical anecdotes sketching him as ‘the great liver, who has drunk to the lees at all stages of the game, the great avatar of booze and sex and “life”’ are, it seems, as well-circulated among fictional readers as real ones.
 In this, Anthony Cronin’s micro-obituary, punning on the great liver of life and the organ which suffers as a consequence, Behan is valorised. As ‘the great avatar of booze’ he becomes an unofficial spokesperson for living without restraint. Such ideas are part of the long-established mythology of Behan the champion drinker, due in no small part to his tendency to brag about his drinking prowess, both to the press and his own readers. As an article in the Daily Mail in 1956 reported breathlessly ‘Over the past ten years Brendan claims he has drunk fourteen pints of stout or two bottles of whiskey or the equivalent a day.’
 The reporter’s tone is one of astonishment certainly, but not admonishment. Indeed, it was common for not only the press, but also Behan’s friends and family to mount the usual defence for his drinking.  Alan Simpson, co-founder of the Pike Theatre was keen to emphasise the fissure in Behan’s character, recalling:
He was basically a shy person and quiet when sober. When he took a few drinks to break the ice he was the most wonderful company in the world. When he took one over the eight he became violent and unpleasant.

As Simpson understood, Behan’s public persona was not a sign of immense confidence but a kind of perverse reaction to social awkwardness. The consequence, as numerous biographers have noted, was that the performance soon overwhelmed the real person in both the public imagination and Behan’s own. Indeed, the more anxious he became about his shrinking capacity as a writer the more Behan ballooned into his role as ‘irrepressible drunken Irishman, and the newspapers helped enthusiastically.’


The press may well have encouraged Behan’s behaviour, after all, reporting on it sold newspapers. Nevertheless, it is evident that he took on the role with enthusiasm, courting attention and controversy, until, as O’Connor puts it, ‘it had become a convention for him to defy convention, to get drunk when required’.
 In bars in Dublin, London and New York, on television and at the theatre, Behan gave nightly performances of his most convincing character, himself. This ‘Brendan Behan’, conventionally unconventional, eventually absorbed all the vitality that might have been spent on writing. The pub became his stage upon which, once he had gripped ‘his audience’ his songs and stories would ‘keep them entertained for hours’ (whether they liked it or not).
 In the press, the growing sense that Behan had written himself into his own farcical double was reinforced by his use of aphorisms. When coherent, he spoke in clearly thought-through witticisms, such as his crude comparison that ‘Dublin to an alcoholic is like a girls’ shower room to a sex maniac. Its atmosphere generates a drinking mood.’
 The illusion that these quips were improvised was soon undermined by their sloppy repetition in other conversations and in his later writing. Physically, financially and emotionally, playing the role of ‘Brendan Behan’ was exhausting, with Behan’s energy for writing increasingly dissipated in drunken conversation. It was this tipping of the balance from the writer who drinks to the ‘drinker with writing problems’ that established Behan’s legacy within his own lifetime. If he could no longer write stories, due to creative paralysis and alcoholic deterioration, he would simply be the stories. The consequence was an opus of anecdotes among the ‘I-knew-Brendan school of journalists’ recounting various dubious exploits.
  As Joseph Cole related:
Stories of this kind about Brendan proliferated in the saloon bars of Dublin, and such was his reputation for drawing trouble to himself that none of them, not even the most fantastic, seemed improbable or impossible.


Fifty years after his death ‘improbable’ or ‘impossible’ stories about Brendan Behan have yet to pass out of fashion. Many, in the oral tradition of our own age, are still shared in pubs around the world. Yet more are collected online and in print, attributing any and all tales of drunken excess to the Dublin writer. E.H. Mikhail’s two volume collection of interviews and recollections acts as testament to the prestige of co-starring alongside ‘Brendan Behan’ in one of these ‘fantastic’ stories. In bringing together multiple ‘anecdotes and legends’ Mikhail becomes an urban folklore collector, taking the stories from their natural habitat of bars and newspaper columns and legitimizing them within the pages of a book.
 As Mikhail’s collection of anecdotes makes clear, Behan’s actions, eccentric to some, anti-social no doubt to others, are often excused through the euphemistic concept that he was a ‘character’. The term is a useful one in this context, referring to someone at once more and less than a real person. The images of Behan recalled in these anecdotes are similarly more extreme but also less human. It is as if he were, like his admirer Samuel Riba, just a work of fiction. By contrast, it is Behan’s realism which provides Mikhail’s collection with its pathos. While the prevailing tone across the anecdotes is one of amusement, some of the narrators, including Joseph Cole, express the embarrassment and anxiety of dealing with a drunken Behan. Not everyone, it seems, found Behan as showman so amusing. As Rory Doyle would put it as recently as 2003:

When Brendan Behan walked into a pub, contrary to what everyone is writing now, as many people as possible drifted out, because he could be the most obnoxious individual – a dreadful personality. He’d insult everyone in sight, and demand that you buy him a drink – and then pass remarks about your sisters and mother.

As in Simpson’s analysis above, there was a clear line between Behan as ‘wonderful company’ and Behan as ‘violent and unpleasant’.
 That this was so widely recognised by others and so beyond the control of the man himself was Behan’s obvious tragic flaw. In the end, his drinking became a tired performance which provided cheap copy for the newspapers. He had learned to play the part of the bon viveur so convincingly that he eventually forgot how to stop. Yet as his reputation grew from Dublin ‘character’ to international celebrity the truth about his relationship with alcohol was, in Colbert Kearney’s account, ‘insufficiently stressed’.
 Professional accomplishment and notoriety brought the means for Behan to drink beyond his limits but also impeded the original source of that success. Quite simply, the more he earned, the more he could drink; the more he drank, the less he could write. Small wonder that the temptation (or compulsion) to do away with the inconvenience of writing altogether and simply court celebrity from the comfort of the pub took over. 


As several of his biographers have observed, Behan’s drinking habits shifted from opportunistic to problematic in line with his literary success. By the late fifties, therefore, his behaviour had escalated to a level diagnosable as addiction. No doubt part of this was Behan’s enactment of the (heavily romanticised) image of the hard-drinking writer prevalent in these decades. At the same time, however, developments in health and social care were moving towards a new understanding of alcoholism ‘thought by some to be a disease, by others the symptom of a disease’.
 Either way, the assumption that literature must be fuelled by whiskey began to seem troubling. Embedded within this medicalised debate was the question of moral judgement, excessive drinking was seen by some as merely a ’peccadillo’ but to others it was ‘downright sin or horrible vice’.
 In Ireland, as elsewhere, the matter of responsibility was raised at an institutional and political level. Whatever the cause of problem drinking, someone had to pick up the bill for the treatment if not prevention. The matter of where treatment for alcoholics should be housed was a key indicator as to whether the state saw this as a primarily physical, psychological or social problem. Similarly, any novel approaches would need to take into account the relatively new understanding that alcoholism made no distinctions for matters such as class. If it really was a disease it could be cured, but it could also be caught, perhaps by anyone. Highly sensitive semantic arguments continue to vacillate between the view that alcoholism is a disease (precluding the sufferer from blame), or a form of moral incontinence (which ought to be stemmed with self-control). When Alcoholics Anonymous was established in Ireland in 1946 it placed itself between the monolithic authorities of religion and medicine, unsettling the question of whether alcoholism could be cured by spiritual or medical healing. Indeed, the matter as to whether disruptive or destructive drinking 'should be regarded as illness/disease and therefore be subject to the ministrations of doctors within healthcare systems, or whether it was more appropriate to see it as a vice to be punished and, ideally, corrected by criminal justice institutions' remains under debate.
 By the 1960s Alcoholics Anonymous, as well as traditional religious temperance movements were sufficiently established to contribute to an increasing awareness in Ireland of alcoholism as a condition which could be treated. Nevertheless, at the crisis point of Behan’s drinking there remained a lack of consensus among both professionals and the wider public. Behan did seek medical intervention, including taking aversion treatment in London, but remained unable to act on professional advice, including Dr Abraham Marcus’ stark warning that he would be dead in a year if he didn’t stop drinking.


If nothing else, privileging the concept of disease provided a convenient euphemism for the press. While doctors urged Behan to stop drinking to improve the symptoms of his diabetes they coyly avoided referencing the fact that it was, after all, the drinking that had caused the diabetes in the first place. A similar short-sightedness prevailed among journalists who were interested in the effect but not the cause of Behan’s drinking. The instantly infamous BBC television interview with Malcolm Muggeridge is a case in point, attracting public controversy and spawning several newspaper columns. In her account of the event, Behan’s wife Beatrice places no small part of the blame on the producers who refused to let her husband go to the pub but nonetheless plied him with Scotch in the green room. The result, as Beatrice saw it, was public humiliation, ‘a bizarre ceremony: a drunken penitent being questioned by a patient confessor’.
 Beatrice’s reaction can of course be framed as loyal, even stoical. In our own time, however, when discussions of addiction and co-dependence are more common, it reads as denial. As the numerous complaints to the BBC indicated, Behan had not made a good confession. Muttering and disheveled he was escorted from the studio as the police arrived, leaving in a state of (dis)grace after his interview with father(ly) Muggeridge. Yet Beatrice persisted in trying to ‘explain’ her husband’s behaviour, telling reporters that he was suffering from ‘nervous exhaustion’.
 In fact, the attempted cover-up only served to reinforce Behan’s new status as a ‘household name’ for ‘appearing drunk on television, not his plays and writings’.
 While Beatrice clung to the idea that others were to blame, Muggeridge’s own account, originally published in the New Statesman after Behan’s death in 1964 speaks to the point. While the article portrays an inebriated and mumbling Behan with some sympathy, Muggeridge was open in his observation that ‘like all drunks, [Brendan] was a fearful bore. Drunkenness is a device to avoid having anything to say.’


The Muggeridge interview was a turning point in Behan’s public degradation but also his self-awareness. Warnings from doctors and concern from friends and family helped him to see that drink was ‘getting the upper hand’, as he realised that he had begun to use it ‘as a means of bolstering up his nervous system’ to the point of dependence.
 Perhaps more significantly, Behan began to understand that the concept of alcoholism as disease went beyond the purely physical. Whereas drinking had once been a means to celebrate his success as a writer it now precluded it. When he did occasionally manage to work, compelled by financial necessity, the wounded pride caused by the inferior writing would lead to another self-destructive bout of drinking. As Kearney has observed, mapping the timing of his breakdowns onto his by now abortive career, they ‘almost always followed some insight into this vicious circle’.
 Whatever private trauma one cares to nominate as a ‘cause’ for Behan’s alcoholism, the symptoms were undoubtedly played out to a very public audience. With treatments for alcoholism shifting in the fifties and sixties towards group talking therapies it is interesting, though pure conjecture, to think about whether he might have found a cure in this alternate performance. While the nature of the organisation makes it impossible to know whether Behan participated in Alcoholics Anonymous, the combination of his fame and complex relationship to the ‘higher power’ on which the Twelve Steps programme depends makes it seem unlikely. For members of AA, alcoholism is a 'spiritual disease’ in which self-diagnosis is key ‘arising from the process of self-searching and acceptance of defeat by or powerlessness over alcohol'.
 Alcoholism is, from this perspective, a kind of cancer of the ego which can only be cured by the patient. It is no wonder that Behan, with his fractured personality should find both his reputation and his ruin there. There is no claim here that Behan sought direct support or guidance from Alcoholic Anonymous. Nevertheless, the overlap with his own statements during recovery and those of the organisation’s traditions bear comparison. In a revealing article, first published in London newspaper The People on the 19th July 1959, Behan offers a rather more candid confession of the Irish rebel, as he writes:

I am going to lie back in this hospital bed in Dublin, take a good look at myself, and tell you how and why I am where I am. I am going to tell you how I booze, why I booze, when I booze and what the booze does to me.

In this mea culpa, Behan echoes the fourth step of the programme by making ‘a searching and fearless moral inventory’. His acknowledgement in the same article of his ‘powerlessness over alcohol’ the first and therefore most difficult step, is even clearer when he admits ‘I am an alcoholic and that excessive gargle is responsible for my present condition.’


Behan’s earnest confession in The People is painfully optimistic when read with the benefit of hindsight. From the upbeat title, ‘I Swear I’ll Beat it Yet’, to his defence of his marriage and plans for a quiet life, walking with Beatrice by the sea, there is genuine hope of success. Behan’s commitment to recovery is equally clear in his openness about the scale of the problem as he lists an ‘average consumption [of] between two and three bottles of whiskey a day, washed down with, maybe, a dozen or two of stout or beer.’
 The article is also, of course, characteristically funny and self-effacing, a reflex of Behan’s instinct for self-preservation. Perhaps the most interesting aspect, however, is when Behan asks himself the question ‘Why do I drink so much?’
 His relatives and biographers had often asked themselves the same question. Several have pointed to the fact that he had been drinking from the age of six
, while others draw ‘the parallel between the graphs of his masochistic decline and of his attitude to writing’.
 Both cases, that of genetic and environmental influences as a child or the reaction to stressors as an adult, are compelling in their own way. Behan, however, combines both as he states simply, ‘I’m a lonely so-and-so and I must have people around me to talk with’.
 Although he describes the need for company here, what he really means is an audience as this intimate confession, published in a national newspaper, demonstrates. By this stage of his life Behan’s pub performances had become truly public ones as newspapers printed accounts of the apparently endless court cases, fights and humiliations. At first, his ready supply of violent outbursts and breakdowns provided welcome copy. But as time went on and both his health and his behaviour deteriorated the joke ceased to be quite so funny. 


In 1959, the same year that Behan confessed his faults to the readers of The People, Raymond G. McCarthy of the Yale School of Alcohol Studies provided notes of guidance for nurses caring for recovering alcoholics. To provide his readers with some context McCarthy explained how ‘the drunken comedian on stage and screen is accepted, and his antics are considered humorous’.
 However, as he went on, while the stage drunk is tolerated ‘the derelict is a threat to civic conscience’.
 Here was the line, separating the drunk to be applauded and the drunk to be deplored. The ‘stage drunk’ staggered and slurred for the base amusement of performing a body out of control, not out of any genuine loneliness. The performing drunk was just that and could revert to sobriety as the curtain fell. Behan was by now interrupting the rehearsals and even the performances of his own plays. He had broken the taboo by putting the derelict drunk on stage. Initially, this too was seen as amusing, adding a risqué sideshow for audiences. In no time at all it became an embarrassment. By 1959 it was clear that Behan had moved beyond ‘acting’ the stage drunk. This same year he suffered his first alcoholic seizure, left hospital and immediately embarked on an even more self-destructive drinking binge.
 As accounts of Behan’s life demonstrate, alcoholism is not a uniform process of terminal decline, but rather, a repetitive cycle of false recoveries and unmet resolutions. Although he was often optimistic of a cure during his lifetime, the pattern which emerges posthumously shows the time between crises being reduced and the scale of the breakdowns increasing. When these events are viewed chronologically a kind of grammar of alcoholism emerges. What begins as small humiliations and mishaps soon becomes encounters with police and hospitals. Eventually these crises take on the character of being commonplace. Various treatments and interventions are trialled until sadly, in most cases, the sheer futility of the matter is made manifest. A written chronology of Behan’s life, such as the one provided by Mikhail, shows the integration of this cycle of frustrated hope with other life events. In among his books being published and plays staged, his marriage to Beatrice and the birth of their daughter, the life is punctuated with breakdowns and hospitalisation, including in September 1962 his admission to a ‘home for alcoholics’.
 The chronology is a life story in its starkest form and is, in many ways, more revealing than the anecdotes and reminiscences with their tendency to obfuscate in the name of good manners. In the chronology we see the itinerary of an alcoholic life in plain terms as it becomes increasingly chaotic. What it does not show, however, is how other connected lives are affected and damaged. Writing in the Irish Digest in February 1959, just four months before Behan’s article for The People, Beatrice Behan provided her account of being ‘married to a turbulent genius’.
 The life she goes on to describe is disorientating. Behan is both wasteful with money and generous. His acts of charity, no doubt appreciated by the recipients, must surely have been difficult to endure as she recalls her husband’s tendency to ‘bring home for lunch a gang of tramps he has met in a pub’.
 That this incontinent-generosity is apparently met with but a wry smile from his ‘very easy-going’ wife paints Beatrice as either saintly or delusional.
 In fact, by presenting herself as untroubled by her husband’s problematic drinking, Beatrice simply serves to underline the profound impact it has had on her. Each excuse she makes on his behalf, or destructive story she re-tells to his credit, marks her as increasingly distanced from reality. In the same month Beatrice was cheerfully dishing up lunch for the tramps of Dublin, McCarthy explained that ‘the alcoholic uses alcohol to achieve a change in reality’.
 As doctors now understood, the alcoholic’s discomfort with reality compels a misuse of alcohol to achieve amnesia or oblivion. At the same time, since the excessive use of alcohol also causes the kind of outbursts and collapses discussed above, loved ones seek out comfort in an alternate reality of their own making. In this case, Beatrice tells her readers, and herself, the stories about Behan she wants to hear. In the anecdotes she recalls he is charming and generous, acting always with the best intentions, showing herself to be equally lost in Behan’s unreality.


Behan’s ‘change in reality’ was, as for many alcoholics, simply an avoidance of reality. But while this was disorientating, Behan’s more painful loss would be losing touch with fiction. Over time, the physical and mental deterioration from excessive drinking left Behan unable to write.  With the capacity to concentrate (as well as the necessary dexterity needed to type) fading, Behan’s writing became habitually unfinished and unsuccessful. After the bravado on which he had based his early success, these failures were extremely damaging to his confidence.  Following an abortive start, Richard’s Cork Leg was initially rejected, leading Behan to drink himself into a coma. This was his third breakdown, but it was the negative judgement on his work that left him finally unable to regain ‘faith in himself as a writer’.
 From January 1960, friend and publisher Rae Jeffs began what Kearney describes as the ‘literary experiment’ of tape recording the manuscripts for Behan’s contracted books.
 The recording ‘experiment’ showed faith on the part of loyal friends that the ‘real Brendan’ was somehow still in there and still capable of thinking, if not writing as himself. More prosaically, it was the last attempt of the desperate to see a contract fulfilled. As Kearney has noted, although Behan tried to see the process as an alternative mode of composition it was clear that the work was more chore than pleasure. Indeed, Behan ultimately sought to distance himself from these books, avoiding signing copies for friends and thus reinforcing the idea that they were more about cashing in than creating new work.
 In fact, Behan’s agreement to record his work at all speaks to the fact that he was running out of money and, as it transpired, time. 


In his study of the ‘alcoholic self’ Norman Denzin refers to alcoholism as a ‘disease of time’.
 As Behan’s example makes clear the condition develops over an extended period of time and can only be ‘cured’, if at all, over time. Similarly, excessive drinking is destructive to time, leading to regret and frustration over time lost. For an alcoholic, time during which access to alcohol is restricted can seem interminable, just as repeated alcoholic blackouts create a sense of timelessness. In addition to all of this, as Denzin emphasises, is the alcoholic’s disrupted sense of self within time. As the present becomes increasingly unmanageable, either an imagined future free from the control of alcohol, or a nostalgic past, can seem increasingly comforting. Behan’s later writings, those drawn from the recording ‘experiment’ capture this disruption of normal time as the ‘writer’ in the present calls upon his past self to narrate. In these texts we see not only the symptoms of a ‘disease of time’ but also a disease of storytelling as Behan’s stories metastasise into overgrown memories and old jokes. Behan’s earlier and most successful writing was so effective precisely because it took careful account of the reader or audience. By manipulating the tragicomic Behan proved himself adept at creating emotive and provocative encounters in challenging settings. In these recorded works, however, Behan is resolutely inward-looking, reassuring himself rather than taxing the reader. While they purport to be a form of literary travel writing, the texts reveal more about their author than the places he describes. Structurally, they are built out of anecdotal layers, a device which allows Behan to maintain control in an otherwise uncontrollable life. An anecdote is memorable, repeatable and frequently predictable. It is by nature told in the past tense, and in many instances to the best advantage of the teller. Behan’s lifelong propensity to talk in anecdotes and the effects of his dependence on alcohol finally converged in these late publications. As he became less and less able to convincingly embellish or enhance his ideas and experiences into fiction, the anecdotes became self-narration as self-preservation. Behan’s use of the anecdotal in his recorded books replaces an uncertain present with a containable past. In them he takes the teller’s privilege of manipulating what is said and how, placing the emphasis on particular elements of the story and omitting others. These are not the memoirs of an alcoholic in any traditional sense in that they do not focus on the behaviours and symptoms of the condition. Perhaps more interestingly, however, they stand as a testament to the damage done to the author’s ability to think and write. Both Brendan Behan’s Island (1962) and Brendan Behan’s New York (1964) are widely discredited as incoherent and self-interested and often overlooked as aberrations in Behan’s catalogue.
 Yet, the flaws in these texts capture the amnesia and repetition of the alcoholic narrator. They are significant precisely because of their failings.


Brendan Behan’s Island, marketed as ‘An Irish Sketch-book’ is a collection of songs, anecdotes and extracts interspersed with drawings by Paul Hogarth.
 Loosely structured as a tour around Ireland, Behan draws freely on the oft-repeated stories of his grandmother’s drunkenness as well as memories and songs tangentially connected to Ireland’s major towns and cities. It is also a tour de force in name-dropping with Yeats and O’Casey among those frequently called up. Sections vary in style, it is part play-in-progress, part travelogue, part anthology of previous work, part pseudo-political rant. It is rich certainly, but ultimately unfinished and unfocussed.  Worse than all of this, however, is that there is little here that a reader of Behan’s work would not have already come across elsewhere. This lack of originality points back to Denzin’s notion of the ‘disease of time’. Unable to create anything new in the present, Behan relies on fragmented memories to piece together anecdotes from his past. As is typical with anecdotes, Behan often takes the starring role, for instance, in his account of the owner of the Blue Lion on Parnell Street demanding ten shillings for a broken glass. Behan, as narrator and protagonist, protests the high price only to discover ‘in double-quick time that it wasn’t a glass that you’d drink out of he meant - it was a pane of glass and I’d stuck somebody’s head through it’.
 The punchline is effective, whether or not the story is true. Behan presents himself here as a hapless victim of circumstance, casually resigned to his drinking debts. The reality behind the anecdote, the violence, injury, criminal damage and blackout are moved out of focus during the re-telling. Indeed, several similar stories of alcoholic amnesia and dubious adventure populate the collection as Behan determinedly ignores his present condition while narrating his past. Brendan Behan’s Island fades out with an instruction to readers to ‘take it or leave it’, leaving them in no doubt as to the limitations of Behan’s depleted imaginative reserve.
 The drawings, the previously published extracts and the generous typesetting do all they can to disguise the lack of actual content. If Behan had anything left to say it was no longer about Ireland.


Oh! Love and porter make young men older 


And Love and Whiskey make old men decay;


So what can’t be cured, love, must be endured, love,


And so I am off to Americay.


When protagonist Samuel Riba stumbles across Brendan Behan’s New York in Vila-Matas’ Dublinesque it strikes him as a book which ‘could be summarized as follows: to write and to forget. The two verbs sound like an echo of the well-known relationship between drinking and forgetting.’
 Both Behan and Riba share a belief that New York is ‘the greatest city in the world, view it any way and every way - back, belly and sides’.
 New York, never silent, provided an obvious comfort for Behan and his perpetual loneliness and the book reflects his gratitude. It is a love letter to the American city and seems to Riba ‘a tour of the infinite genius of a city’s human landscape’ confirming his own suspicion ‘that this city and happiness were the same thing.’
 Behan certainly shared Riba’s belief that New York might provide some relief; the newness, enormity and anonymity of the city promised an appealing rebirth. Between 1960 and 1963 Behan made several trips to the USA seeing his plays performed to acclaim in New York. As O’Connor saw it, ‘he was seeking a new world, believing that the cure lay in a change of place and environment rather than within himself.’
  This was in direct contradiction, we might note, with the imperatives of Alcoholics Anonymous who advise the sufferer to look within. Nevertheless, if the anecdotes of Brendan Behan’s New York are any indication, a new location had meant a new resolve. Recorded in Dublin in 1963, the Behan narrating New York is more alive than in Island. The style is similarly anecdotal with self-incriminating punchlines but there is a new freedom associated with speaking about another place as well as time. Tellingly, many of the anecdotes from New York are set at a time when Behan thinks of himself as a ‘“lush” on leave’.
 During this brief sabbatical from drinking, Behan is drawn to the homeless alcoholics of the Bowery. Recalling a particular meeting he remembers meeting a down-and-out and feeling ‘for him as I would feel for myself. It was almost as if I were looking in a mirror.’
 In this encounter, Behan’s sympathy for the other man and acknowledgement of his own precarious state upgrades this short narrative to something more nuanced than the merely anecdotal. As a sympathetic Behan offers to buy the man a coffee and whiskey he witnesses with desperation as his Bowery double chooses instead to take the money and buy a bottle of cheap, strong liquor.  The account provides a glimpse of Behan’s earlier talent, sharing the mortification and regret of ‘The Confirmation Suit’ and the awkward self-awareness of Borstal Boy. Moreover, by constructing himself in the past tense Behan draws an important distinction between himself as both protagonist and narrator. When the meeting occurred Behan was in New York as a celebrated Broadway personality. By the time he came to write, or more accurately record it, his literary fame has been reduced to gossip-page notoriety. Like Riba, Behan had also been sent a warning he was unable to act upon. In the re-telling, however, the encounter strikes him as a plot detail in the larger narrative of his life.

To be an alcoholic is not such a good deal, I can tell you, but if you haven’t got the money to buy decent liquor, it must be crucifixion altogether. I first learnt the use of whiskey at the age of six from my grandmother, who said: ‘Give him the sup of it now, and he will never know the taste of it when he grows up,’ which, I suppose, is the biggest understatement of all time; in my case anyway.
 

While he may have regretted the consequences of his alcoholism Behan was not ashamed of it. Indeed, throughout Island and New York his anecdotes reinforce the legend of hard-drinking writer, apparently regardless of the detail that such a lifestyle has left him mumbling into a tape recorder. Not least of these exercises in ego is his effort in New York to draw a connection with Dylan Thomas via the Chelsea Hotel. Behan provides some context for Thomas, praising his work but noting that it is ‘overshadowed by his adventures in the drinking line, if you can call drink an adventure, that is.’
 Far from anonymous, the lionized alcoholic Thomas provides the final link. Just as Behan haunts Riba so Thomas prompts Behan, each time he passes through the hotel lobby. It is difficult to ignore the irony of Behan’s hope that the hotel’s proprietors will ‘leave space on their plaque for myself’ while hoping it will not ‘come too soon’.
 In the end, Behan died six months before the book was published.  As he had predicted, his legacy was linked to Thomas, stories about whom similarly ‘celebrated his drunkenness’ and ‘his self-destruction’.
 Just as Behan had hoped, a plaque bearing his name can be found outside the Chelsea Hotel. While the words of the plaque pay homage to Behan’s love for New York they might also, in Hall’s terms, memorialise a ‘public suicide’.
 For Hall, the premature deaths of Behan and Thomas encapsulate the futility of a literary culture which lauds alcoholic writers. It is self-evident that both men must be accountable for their own choices and behaviour, yet for Hall, others are also culpable. In Hall’s account, false friends and bad influences lurk in the shadows of these anecdotes, cheering on the ‘diabetic Brendan Behan entertaining the Dublin barflies and the barflies of death.’
 


The people who laughed at Behan’s jokes or helped him drink through his advances were no more to blame for his death than the doctors unable to stop him drinking. His performance as an alcoholic was virtuoso, from child drinker to ebullient entertainer and finally self-destructive artist; each attracting a certain kind of grubby glamour and contributing to his eventual fate.  Behan’s drinking has been recorded and repeated until it has become inseparable from the mythology of his life and work. The majority of the anecdotal material drawn on here comes from his friends and admirers who witnessed his drinking. Some might view these people as complicit but they are not responsible. Dealing with an alcoholic is as frustrating as it is tedious. As Behan’s own accounts show, the cycle of disappointments and apologies, relapses and false hope is an exhausting process. He was quite aware of the consequences of his drinking, frequently joking that success was killing him with characteristic ‘shrewd observation disguised in grisly humour’.
 Recognising now that this was in fact the case we can critically, and sensitively, evaluate it as a notable part of his legacy. That is not to say, however, that is should be the dominant part. In a BBC interview with Eamonn Andrews in 1960, Behan was asked what he would like to have said of him in fifty years’ time. His reply, that he would like to have celebrated his eighty-seventh birthday was typically quick-witted and blindly optimistic.
 As with so many of the anecdotes by and about Behan the content has proven fanciful. Nonetheless, the telling and the teller remain unforgettable.
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