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Neil Jordan is perhaps better known for the filreshlas directed, lik®ona Lisa, The
Crying Game andThe Company of Wolves, than for his novels, but this is in fact his
fourth novel, and it is every bit as accomplishedhis films.

Like Alice Sebald’sThe Lovely Bones, this novel is narrated by a murdered woman, as
we are told in the book’s first sentence: “I knoxaetly when | died.” The victim is Nina
Hardy, the privileged child of an Irish mother gadglish father, who grew up in a large
house on the banks of the estuary of the River Baynthe Irish Sea. Her murderer is
her erstwhile childhood friend, George, with whaiong with her half-brother Gregory
and George’s sister Janie, she had led a charmieti@bd in the early twentieth century,
until the idyll was disrupted, like so much elsg the First World War.

This, though, is an over-simplified reading of thymamics of growing-up as Neil Jordan
depicts them. For the War does not so much enttiffieas provide a convenient
resolution to a complex of relationships that caudd have endured in any case. For
between Nina and her half-brother there is more #hlaling affection; and poor George,
the slowest and most lumbering of the four, chesdsine hopeless love for Nona that is
to issue in his murdering her. Gregory, in his fllones George.

A climactic moment in their childhood occurs whem&land George fall from the
Maiden’s Tower. Both suffer severe injuries, butrensignificantly undergo a change in
their relation to each other and their own livesebrge, whose brief existence had
heretofore been lived in the shadow of others, haw/his legend, his fall, had tumbled
from the Maiden’s Tower with Nina Hardy, had punetliiher maiden’s body with his.”
But Shade is more than a tangled tale of lost innocenceelting and subject matter, it
recalls John Banville’She Sea, recently reviewed here. Both novels are set erirthh
coast, and both novels find in the rather bleattrgein appropriate medium for the
recollection of childhood from an adult perspectiBat Jordan is more self-consciously
experimental, more aware of his narrator as natrdlioa describes herself as a variant
of the “narrator for whom past, present and to sewient the future are the same, who
flips between them with inhuman ease.” Her instasfdéis kind of narration is
Dickens’sGreat Expectations, to which she often returns, but where Dickengsléoks
back at his childhood with the insight of his métymMina is taken one step further in
that she looks back from beyond death. She aldorpe her dead self as having been
present to the child Nina, a shade of coming evéhsn you perfect narrator, inhabit
then and now, dance between both, am nothing budtary and my story seems already
endless.”

The other literary allusion that recurs here iskéispeare’#\s You Like It, in which the
young Nina takes the central role of Rosalind. @epthough he has no part in the play,
identifies with the rustic Touchstone — and, asa\pwints out, “a Touchstone smitten by
a Rosalind is a dramatic absurditj$ You Like It, too, with its cross-dressing shifts of
identity, usefully develops Jordan’s interest ia thlation between acting and identity.
Nina, when she first starts acting, discovers ia #dctivity an escape into another identity
than her own: “She acted, that is to say she pdetérand as she pretended, she became.”



Attracted to this mode of being (or non-being) Niakes to a life of acting, a process
that is here presented in segments intercut wisergfgions of Gregory and George
fighting, during the First World War, in the Darcdles, a hardening into identity for all
of them. Nina achieves fame as an actress, bositage and the new medium of film,
and after the war Gregory becomes her manageh&ha brief affair with an actor
playing opposite her iwelfth Night; Gregory embarks on a life-long affair with the
same actor. George, severely disfigured by the ngturns to the Boyne estuary.
Savagely beaten up by Irish nationalist for haviagen the King’s shilling”, he begins
the slow decline into madness that is to end wiglmturder of Nina many years later.
Summarised like thisshade seems like a sombre tale indeed, and its stromgéstis
certainly one of melancholy and regret. But itnéiveened by the tenderness with which
Jordan recalls the landscape of childhood, not tslghysical features, but the
emotional texture of its days, apparently endiegthiout a care, but yet haunted, quite
literally, by the shade of the future. Innocenbe, mnovel implies, is always already
shaded by its own demise; and yet seems all the precious for it, in that retrospection
which is all that the end of innocence affords us.



