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Maeve Brennan • “The Servants’ Dance” • Lecture/Exam Notes 
Revolutionary Parents: Una & Bob Brennan 

¶1 • Although in essence an American author, Maeve Brennan 
(pictured on the left) was born in Dublin, Ireland, in 1917. Her 
father, Bob Brennan, and her mother, Anastasia (“Una”) Bolger, 
met when both were members of the Gaelic League (Conradh na 
Gaeilge), an organization established in 1893 with the ambition of 
reviving Gaeilge, the ancient (versus modern) language 
indigenous to Ireland. Gaeilge had been rendered a minority 
tongue due to the Stanley Education Act (1831), the Great Hunger 
(1840s), and other factors. One of the entities that advanced 
Ireland’s Cultural Revival of the late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth centuries, the Gaelic League operated co-ed, adult language classes throughout Ireland and in 
Irish communities abroad. (Founded in 1896, the successful London branch published its own journal.) 
Another feature of the Gaelic League’s educational strategy was summer schools in Gaeltachtaí: zones where 
Gaeilge remained the only or primary spoken language, such as the Aran Islands, off the coast of County 
Galway in the West of Ireland. These 
enterprises developed a reputation as fora for 
dating. In James Joyce’s “The Dead,” the 
university-educated Molly Ivors encourages 
her fellow schoolteacher Gabriel Conroy to 
attend a Gaelic League summer school on the Aran Islands, along with some of their contemporaries. She 

challenges him: “[H]aven’t you your own 
language to keep in touch with — Irish?”  
 

¶2 •In addition to cultural nationalism, Bob 
and Una Brennan became active in physical-
force nationalism in their home county of 
Wexford in southeastern Ireland. Both were 
members of the Irish Republic Brotherhood 
(I.R.B.), among other physical-force 
organizations. During the Easter 1916 Rising, 
they participated as leaders in the rebel 

occupation of the town of Enniscorthy in the center County Wexford, one of the few significant rebel 
actions outside Dublin. While the British arrested them both, they released Una. Bob, however, received the 
death penalty, although that sentence was later commuted to penal servitude. On January 6, 1917 (the feast 
of the Epiphany), with Bob in jail, Una gave birth to Maeve. Bob benefitted from an amnesty and would 
later fight in the Irish War of Independence (1919-1921), also known as the Black-and-Tan War, which 
concluded with the Anglo-Irish Treaty, an agreement that effected the Partition of Ireland and, thus, the 
Irish Free State. Later, he fought — and acted as a propaganda agent — in the Irish Civil War (1922-1923). 
 

¶3 • As an active combatant and in other roles, Bob spent much of both wars away from his family, whether 
on maneuvers or in hiding. Una remained at home, caring for the couple’s three daughters, each named for 
an ancient Irish queen: Emer, Deirdre (“Derry”), and Maeve. Frequently, their home was raided by gun-
carrying men: British soldiers during the War of Independence; Irish Free State soldiers during the Civil 
War, which pitched pro-Treaty and anti-Treaty sides against each other. The Brennans deemed the Anglo-
Irish Treaty, which created the I.F.S., an unacceptable compromise; they demanded a fully sovereign, all-
island Irish republic. However, when the I.F.S. (or Michael Collins’s pro-Treaty) side won the Civil War, 
the Brennans determined to adjust their attitude and support that fledging state.  
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¶4 • In 1926, the American-born Éamon de 
Valera, a key anti-Treaty leader during the 
Civil War, established a political party, 
Fianna Fáil (“soldiers of destiny”) that 
would become — and remains — a major 
force in Irish politics. On de Valera’s behalf, 
Bob Brennan (who had worked as a 
journalist in Enniscorthy) set up a national 
newspaper, the Irish Press, to act, in part, as 
a mouthpiece for Fianna Fáil. Brennan 
served as the paper’s general manager 
(1930-1934), but then de Valera — who had 
become the head of government — selected 
him for an appointment at the Irish Free State’s mission (the equivalent of its embassy) to the United States, 
in Washington, D.C. Having moved there with his family, including the 17-year-old Maeve, he progressed 
to the mission’s top job, called Minister (ambassador), having served first as Secretary and then Chargé 
d’Affaires (or second-in-command). As Minister, Brennan’s most important task was successfully 
advancing with the White House, Congress, and American public opinion De Valera’s efforts to keep 
Ireland neutral during World War II. He recollected that challenging endeavor in a memoir: Ireland 
Standing Firm: My Wartime Mission to Washington. Bob and Una Brennan returned to Ireland in 1947, 
where Bob became the director of broadcasting for Ireland’s national radio service. 
 

Maeve Brennan’s Career as a Magazine Journalist 

¶5 • By the time their parents moved back to Ireland, two of the three Brennan sisters, Emer and Derry, 
were married mothers. For her part, Maeve (henceforth “Brennan”) remained Stateside, in pursuit of a high-
level journalistic career. One wonders if she was trying to outdo her father, a journalist, newspaper boss, 
and creative writer (as well as a soldier and ambassador). In 1941, having graduated from university, she’d 
relocated from D.C. to New York City, where she secured employment at Harper’s Bazaar magazine, under 
editor (and fellow Irishwoman) Carmel Snow. Eight years later, when 32, she transferred to the New Yorker 
magazine, edited at the time by William Maxwell, who observed that to be in Brennan’s company “was to 
see style being reinvented.” At the male-dominated New Yorker, Brennan gained status initially due to the 
popularity with the public of short pieces that — under the pseudonym of the “Long-Winded Lady” — she 
contributed to the Talk of the Town section, housed early in each issue. She also cultivated a public persona 
on the Manhattan scene, an effort perhaps reflected in the character Charles Runyon in “The Servants’ 
Dance” (and other short stories by Brennan). Some people claim that Truman Capote based Holly 
Golightly, the protagonist of his 1958 society novella Breakfast at Tiffany’s, on Brennan. In the introduction 
to a 2016 re-issue of The Springs of Affection, a collection of some of Brennan’s short stories, the editor 
reflects on her presence in N.Y.C. in the early 1950s (see below).  
 

Her tongue “could clip a hedge” she had “a longshoreman’s mouth”, she said “fuck” in company 
and drank in Costello’s on Third Avenue. Once, when nobody came to take her order as she sat 
in a booth there, she lifted a heavy, full sugar bowl and dropped it on the floor. There was no 
sense, when she married her New Yorker colleague, St. Clair McKelway, fellow drinker – fellow 
madman, indeed – that he was taking a virgin Irish bride. Brennan was 36. They were, a friend 
said, “like two children out on a dangerous walk: both so dangerous and charming”. 

 

¶6 • Let’s take a closer look at Brennan’s time at Harper’s Bazaar, which extended from 1943 to 1949. 
Catering to well-heeled female readers, that N.Y.C.-based title focused primarily on fashion and celebrities. 
When Brennan joined the staff, World War II (1939-1945) was still in progress, and the magazine had to 
acknowledge women’s roles in the war effort, working in a variety of venues, from military-intelligence 
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centers to factory floors. Brennan’s first served 
as a copywriter, but she rose to the position of 
associate fashion editor. The adjective 
indicating “of fashion” or “clothing-related” is 
sartorial, and we experience multiple sartorial 
references (concerning both female and male 
characters) in “The Servants’ Dance,” one of 
which appears on the top-left corner of this 
page. (While Brennan authored “The Servants’ 
Dance” in 1954 for publication in May 22nd 
issue of The New Yorker, the tale draws on her 
professional interests while at Harper’s 
Bazaar.) 

 

¶7 • Taken from page 30 of our edition of “The Servants’ Dance,” the extract rehearses how Charles Runyon, 
a Manhattan-based literary and theater critic and social butterfly, dresses in a “beige-and-brown” ensemble 
after breakfast when a house guest in a home at Herbert’s Retreat, an upscale, rural residential development 
on the Hudson River north of New York City. He joins his host, Leona Harkey, who, like him, wears 
“Bermuda shorts”: instances of an item (named after the mid-North Atlantic island) originally developed 
by the British army for uniformed service in tropical and semi-tropical locations. Irish linen — considered 
the premier version of that fabric — was common in civilian adaptations of Bermuda shorts. Although the 
narrator doesn’t indicate that the “red linen” of Leona’s short is Irish, most readers in 1954 would have 
assumed so. Leona employs and probably exploits an aging Irish maid, Bridie (short for Bridget); however, 
the detail that her shorts are “linen” effectively connects the American to Ireland more personally. The red 
may be a subtle nod to how the Irish fashion designer Sybil Connolly (1921-1998) updated traditional Irish-
peasant clothing, such as the red-dyed homespun skirt. Thanks to Maeve Brennan, among others, Connolly 
enjoyed a major U.S. debut in 1953 (the year before “The Servants’ Dance”), with America’s Life magazine 
commenting, “[T]he practical Irish will not accept extremes in fashion …. This fall’s collection again 
showed off [Connolly’s] knack with classic Irish materials. Because of inexpensive labor costs in Ireland, 
U.S. stores can import the styles ready made and, even after duty, sell them at prices relatively low for a top 
European label. … [T]he inspiration for … Connolly’s clothes was strictly Irish.”  
 

 
  

Text for composite image • LEFT § Aaron Shikler’s official portrait of Jacqueline Kennedy, First Lady of the 
United States, wearing a Sybil Connolly outfit. Vogue magazine characterized Kennedy as “the vitamin C of the 
Erin-go-Couture movement.” • CENTER § A portion of James A. Sugar’s photograph of a funeral procession on 
Inisheer, one of the three Aran Islands. It appeared  in the September 1969 edition of National Geographic 
magazine. While a few individuals wear modern dress, most of the women sport traditional red homespun skirts. 
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• RIGHT § To mark the New York debut of Irish designer Sybil Connolly (championed by Maeve Brennan), Life 
magazine offered a 1953 cover with the anchor phrase, “Irish Invade Fashion World.” The accompanying article 
(entitled “Enterprise in Old Erin: The Irish Are Making a Stylish Entrance into the World of Fashion”) explained, 
“32-year-old Dublin designer Sybil Connolly invited ... U.S. fashion editors and buyers to a showing of her new 
collection and all by herself launched Ireland into the world of fashion.”  
 

¶8 • In addition to having what may be an Irish family name, 
Charles Runyon can be interpreted as a dandy or fashion-
conscious male in the tradition of the renowned and popular 
Irish playwright Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), whose late-
nineteenth-century trials for (what was then the crime of) 
homosexuality attracted global media attention. Charles’s 
being characterized as “a wit and an epigrammatist” further 
aligns him with Wilde, whose epigrams (or pithy sayings) — 
such as “I can resist everything except temptation” — enjoyed 
wide currency. Wilde’s dandyism is manifest in Napoleon 
Sarony’s 1882 “Portrait of Oscar Wilde #15,” reproduced near the top-right of this page. In Brennan’s 
“The View from the Kitchen” (1953) — another New Yorker short story — Charles and Leona create a kind 
of parodic monument to the dandy archetype by dressing one of the two statues in Leona’s garden: “The 
clown wore baggy pants, a flowing tie, and a jacket too small for him. His gray stone wig hung dead from 
one of his hands, and his face, with its despairing grin, had just been freshly powdered, and painted with 
purple lipstick.” 
 

¶9 • As mentioned earlier: In Brennan’s era, an Irishwoman, Carmel Snow, edited Harper’s Bazaar (having 
already edited Vogue). Also on the leadership team was the Paris-born Diana Vreeland, who would go on 
to edit Vogue. Those two publications dominated the upper tier of the white women’s fashion press in the 
United States. Concerning Snow, one columnist opined in 1953, “The great couturiers [fashion designers] 
tremble at the stroke of her pen, which can make or mar their collections.” Beyond its sartorial base, 
Harper’s Bazaar attempted to live up to its ethos of Fashion, Pleasure, and Instruction by publishing poetry 
and short stories, including material by the African-American poet Langston Hughes and works by Irish 
authors Liam O’Flaherty, Elizabeth Bowen, and Mary Lavin. Lavin also succeeded in getting short stories 
published in the New Yorker, and that example inspired Brennan to submit fiction to the magazine after 

1952, once she established herself as one of its 
employees with a reputation as the Long-
Winded Lady (see the image on the left). Her 
first short stories, including “The Servants’ 
Dance,” appeared between 1952 and 1956 and 
had American settings; from 1959, after her 
mother’s death, she shifted to Irish settings. In 
addition to Lavin and Brennan, Irish authors 
whose tales appeared in the New Yorker during 
the mid-twentieth century included Benedict 
Kiely, Walter Macken, and Frank O’Connor. 
 

¶10 • Many pressures attended working in the Mad Men-like environment of the New Yorker, an intellectual 
magazine with an enviable reputation for quality. Despite her manifest talents as a journalist and a creative 
writer, Maeve Brennan endured sexism in the workplace. Furthermore, her marriage, which ended in 
divorce, pulled her into an alcohol-fueled social scene that took a significant toll on a personality that may 
have been bipolar. As she aged, Brennan became psychotic and penniless, living for spells as a bag-lady on 
the streets of Manhattan. Although “The Servants’ Dance” and other stories portray affluent homes with 
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maids and such adornments as garden statues and river decks, Brennan ended up making a home out of 
the women’s toilets in the New Yorker’s headquarters building in Times Square. The staff tolerated this 
arrangement, despite the fact that Brennan would occasionally suffer hallucinatory and even violent 
episodes.   
 

The Herbert’s Retreat Stories 

¶11 • “The Servants’ Dance” is one of Brennan’s Herbert’s Retreat stories about a fictional bohemian 
enclave: an artists’ colony on the Hudson River, 30 miles north of New York City. Appearing first in the 
New Yorker magazine, the stories base Herbert’s Retreat on an upscale residential community called 
Snedens Landing in Palisades, New York State. Over the years, several celebrities have chosen Snedens 
Landing as a base. Relatively recently, Bill Murray, Bjork, Al Pacino, and Angelina Jolie (to name but four) 
have maintained homes there. Closer to Brennan’s time, residents included Aaron Copeland and Noël 
Coward (from the world of music); John Dos Passos and John Steinbeck (literature); Orson Wells (movies); 
and the New Yorker’s Roger Angell (journalism, especially baseball writing). Some of the homes had or have 
fanciful names; for example, Copeland rented “Ding Dong House.” A driving force in the development of 
Snedens Landing was the sculptor Mary Lawrence Tonetti. (The two sculptures in Leona Harkey’s garden 
probably gesture towards Tonetti.) Tonetti’s desire to assemble a cluster of creative individuals in a bucolic 
locale is part of a tradition traceable to Bedford Park, developed in the 1880s, west of London, England. 
Bedford Park was marketed as an artists’ village in the spirit of the then-popular Arts and Crafts movement, 
championed by the designer, author, and philosopher William Morris. William Butler Yeats’s father, a 
lawyer-turned-portrait painter, moved his family from Ireland to Bedford Park; and one of the Yeats sisters, 
Susan (“Lily”), trained there as an Arts and Crafts embroiderer under William Morris’s daughter, May, 
before returning to Ireland, where she was instrumental in establishing the cultural-nationalist and feminist 
Cuala Industries, which manufactured by hand, using Irish female labor, Irish materials, and Irish designs. 
 

¶12 • Maeve Brennan wasn’t the only writer to exploit Snedens Landing (or a fictionalized version of it) as 
a setting. The playwright Neil Simon located his 1988 theatrical farce Rumors there. Occurring in “the 
present,” it opens in “[a] large, tastefully renovated, Victorian house in Snedens Landing, New York, about 
forty minutes from the city.” Respecting the house, the stage directions indicate: “Despite its age and 
gingerbread exterior, the interior is modern, monochromatic, and sparkling clean. A nice combination.” 
During her five-year marriage, as St. Clair McKelway’s fourth wife, Brennan lived part-time in her 
husband’s home at Snedens Landing, and that experience precipitated her seven Herbert’s Retreat stories, 
produced over a two-and-a-half year period. “The Servants’ Dance” concludes the series. The first tale, “The 
View from the Kitchen,” appeared in the November 14th, 1953, edition of the New Yorker. In it, the recently 
widowed Leona Harkey appears, one month into her second marriage — to George Harkey. Also present 
are: Leona’s “admirer,” Charles Runyon; the Harkeys’ Irish maid, Bridie (short for Bridget); and a neighbor’s 
newly arrived Irish maid, Agnes. The power-play dynamic between Irish maids — popularly known as 
Bridgets — and their American mistresses fuels the Herbert’s Retreat stories. The second tale, “The 
Anachronism,” makes this phenomenon explicit: “It was seldom that one of the houses at Herbert's Retreat 
was not in an uproar with a[n Irish] maid just gone or about to go, a dinner planned and the hostess 
frantically phoning her neighbors to discover which of the remaining maids would be available to help out 
for the evening. All this gave the maids a great sense of power, of course. For some of them, the power was 
satisfaction enough. Those were the ones who stayed on year after year.” 
 

¶13 • In the mid-twentieth-century American South, upper-middle-class and upper-class white households 
employed “Help,” almost invariably African-American women. (You may be familiar with the 2009 novel 
and/or the related 2011 movie The Help, set in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1963, at the height of the Civil Rights 
movement.) However, outside the South — especially in large Mid-Atlantic, Northeastern, and Mid-
Western metropolitan areas, such as Washington, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and Chicago — 
comfortably off U.S. families generally obtained their “Help” from a huge pool of Irish domestics: the 
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Bridgets (or Biddys), whom newspaper cartoons would sometimes caricature. Verbal hints of such 
caricaturing exist in “The Servants’ Dance,” not least Charles Runyon’s haughty irony in describing Bridie 
as “that splendid Irishwoman of Leona’s” (p. 29). Several academic studies of Bridgets now exist, a 
pioneering one being Margaret Lynch-Brennan’s The Irish Bridget: Irish Immigrant Women in Domestic 
Service in America, 1840-1930 (Syracuse University Press, 2009). More Irish women than men emigrated to 
America. With birth control essentially illegal in Ireland, families were large; and for the literate, English-
speaking daughters of poor families domestic (or “Bridget”) work in the U.S. and Canada became one 
among few options, another being to enter a convent. In far-from-unproblematic ways, nuns provided or 
oversaw much hospital, orphanage, laundry, and educational service in Ireland. An extract from Margaret 
Lynch-Brennan’s introductory chapter helps put the Bridget pathway in context: 
 

 
 

¶14 • At Snedens Landing and elsewhere, Maeve Brennan interacted with multiple Irish-born maids. Had 
her parents’ lives taken a different, more usual direction, Maeve could, conceivably, have found herself 
contemplating emigration from Ireland: (a) in response to an Irish newspaper advertisement seeking 
domestics in America; or (b) due to word-of-mouth knowledge, emanating from friends who’d already 
committed to that form of employment (a kind of transatlantic networking yielding chain migration). 
Circumstances rendered her, instead, an ambassador’s daughter, an American university graduate, and a 
top-tier magazine journalist. In the Fall 2004 issue of Irish University Review, the Irish scholar Patricia 
Coughlan observes that in her American persona as Mrs. McKelway and “as an Irish immigrant,” Maeve 
Brennan “could have ‘passed’ in both milieus” — that is, as a Leona; or as a Bridie or Agnes, However, 
according to Coughlan, she “fully inhabited neither” state.  
 

¶15 • Notable about “The Servants’ Dance” and the other six Herbert’s Retreat stories is the disgruntlement 
or “chagrin” (p. 60) of the Irish maids, especially Bridie. When, early in our focal tale, she delivers a breakfast 
tray to Charles in his bedroom chez Harkey, Bridie aims a “glare of pure hatred … in full force” at the guest, 
even though he is “indifferent” to the gesture (p. 29). Also spotlighted is the regime of mutual scrutiny 
operated by the Bridgets and their American employers. Consider, for example, how, when Charles 
accompanies Leona through her garden “to the [Hudson] river,” one of the property’s boundaries, the 
“beady Irish eyes of Bridie follow their movements with malevolent attention” from the vantage point of 
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“the kitchen window” (p. 31). This discourse of monitoring or even spying crescendos as story concludes. 
In the closing episode, a tense conversation between Bridie and Charles, we learn that sensitive comments 
and conversations, originating with both the American bosses and their Irish employees, have been 
imprinted on “records” by means of “wire-recording things” (p. 60) surreptitiously located around the hall 
that facilitated the dance. A diatribe uttered by Bridie against Leona — “[t]hings [Bridie] wouldn’t [want 
to] have repeated for the world” (p. 60) — constitutes part of the recorded content. 
 

¶16 • We must ask why, despite living in the affluent 
environment that was Herbert’s Retreat, the Irish 
domestics harbor such anger towards their employers. 
While “The Servants’ Dance” provides no explicit 
answers, the active reader can reasonably speculate that 
their labor conditions are radically unacceptable. For a 
poor Irish woman, to take up a post as a U.S.-based 
Bridget could necessitate the employer purchasing the 
transatlantic sailing ticket and the work uniforms. (The 
unidentified, third-person narrator of “The Servants’ 

Dance” remarks that “the girls [i.e. the maids, all adults] liked to escape as thoroughly as they could from the 
grays and black-and-white of their daily uniforms” [p. 42; emphasis added]). In addition, a given maid 
might have to pay her employer for a bed-living room and board (i.e. meals) in the family homestead. The 
total debt burden (which could also extend to medical charges) might have been such as to render 
impossible a maid’s accumulating any significant savings and, therefore, fiscal independence. Certainly, we 
recognize that — especially as regards clothing and housing — the Irish maids Bridie, Agnes, and Josie 
empathize with the financial ruin experienced by one of the Americans in Leona’s circle, Edward Tarnac. 
Perceived by Charles as a rival for Leona’s affection, “Tarnac is down and out” (p. 35). 
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¶17 • Arguably, the kind of chronic financial difficulty that the Irish maids may experience is an instance of 
Debt Bondage. The employer who holds the debt exercises control over the employee until the latter 
individual — usually low-paid — can reimburse the sum. The United Nations has deemed debt bondage a 
form of slavery, and while Brennan’s fictional maids or Bridgets may not be in extremis, female labor as 
domestics has long been (and very much continues to be) a work category susceptible to debt bondage. The 
dance rehearsed in our story’s title constitutes a critical opportunity for the maids — or at least the younger 
ones — to free themselves from any debt they owe their American employers. The mechanism is to secure 
a husband from among the Irishmen who are prepared to journey from New York City for the annual 
dance. Some years earlier, the maids successfully lobbied to have the dance moved to midsummer due to 
“too much competition from [Irishwomen in] New York” on its historic date: “St. Patrick’s Day” (p. 38). 
Despite its relative proximity to New York City, Snedens Landing (on which Brennan bases Herbert’s 
Retreat) was challenging to access without a car. The rich folks 
living there preferred seclusion. The dance can be interpreted as 
a form of Midsummer’s Night Dream in so far as the play of that 
title by Shakespeare resolves in multiple marriages. A comment 
from the play’s final scene underscores that resolution: “The 
iron tongue [i.e. the bell or chimes] of midnight hath told [i.e. 
counted] twelve: | Lovers, to bed; ’tis almost fairy time.”  
 

¶18 • The professions represented by the Irishmen all belong to the municipal-government sector — that 
is, they are secure, pensionable jobs. Conversing among themselves, the American employers recognize 
three categories: (a) “Policemen” or “cops”; (b) “Firemen”; (c) worker in “[t]he Department of Sanitation” 
(51). In New York, Savannah, and other cities with a large proportion of Irish immigrants, such jobs often 
became dominated by the Irish. (White Savannah was one-quarter Irish-born in 1860.) The jobs offered a 
mechanism to enter the middle classes by acquiring a home of one’s own and paying for one’s children’s 
college education at universities with Irish roots, such as Fordham (New York City) and Villanova 
(Philadelphia). The maids’ anxiety is that their female employers will, in effect, colonize the dance, out-

competing them for the Irishmen’s attention in a type of 
erotic sweepstakes. (That scenario had transpired during 
the prior year.) The power differential between the 
American and the Irish women is exemplified in one 
class of clothing: stockings. Josie wears “dyed pick 
stockings” (p. 51), derided by Dolly Maitland, one of 
Leona’s neighbors. That sartorial option cannot match 
Dolly’s “sexy new stockings” (p. 55), made of “black net 
… with rhinestones on the insteps” (p. 39) and purchased 
for “twelve dollars” (p. 45). As a point of comparison: In 
1960, six years after “The Servants’ Dance” debuted, the 
average weekly wage of a live-in female domestic in the 
U.S. was around $15. 

 

Strategy: Boycott 

¶19 • To avoid a repetition of the American women’s “positively feudal” (p. 39) monopolization of the 
visiting Irishmen, as occurred during the last year’s dance, Bridie advocates that the maids network with 
them (the men) before the fact to shun the Americans: “We’ll boycott them” (p. 47). Thus, the maids will 
ignore the likes of the sartorial peacock Charles Runyon, who “fancies” his prowess “in the waltz” (p. 46), 
while the policemen and their fellows will disregard the likes of the dolled-up Dolly Maitland. Although, 
earlier, Bridie manifests difficulty with a word — “sye-mull-tane-eussly” (p. 29) — she has ready access to 
the concept of the boycott, a form of social ostracism. Why? In the 1880s, when (presumably) Bridie’s 
parents were growing up, Ireland experienced a phase in its tenants’ rights movement called the Land War. 
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Under that program (which involved scant person-to-person physical violence), one strategy was to shun, 
disregard, or treat as invisible any colonial landlord or landlord’s agent seeking payment of rent from a 
native Irish tenant farmer. In September 1880, a major Irish nationalist leader, Charles Stewart Parnell, 
articulated the strategy in a public speech: “shun him on the roadside when you meet him … shun him in 
the streets of the town … shun him in the shop … shun him on the fair green and in the market place, and 
even in the place of worship, by leaving him alone, by putting him in moral Coventry, by isolating him from 
the rest of the country, as if he were the leper of old.” The first major instance of effecting the strategy 
occurred when tenants shunned a landlord’s agent, Captain Charles Boycott, in County Mayo in the West 
of Ireland. The English-born Boycott soon witnessed his family name enter the English language, plus other 
languages (e.g., the German verb Boykott and the Spanish verb Boicotear). A kind of folk memory must 
motivate the Irish policemen, firemen, and sanitation workers to readily comply with the maids’ request for 
an anti-American boycott. 
 

¶20 • During the dance, the reality of the boycott is first expressed by Leona’s husband, George Harkey, 
who has himself been shunned by virtue of the Leona-Charles relationship. Alone throughout the day, he 
downed “five very sweet Manhattans” (an American whiskey-based cocktail) before consuming “a solitary 
dinner at the village bar-and-grill” (p. 47). As if proving the Latin epigram in vino veritas (“in wine lies the 
truth”), George is so inebriated that he won’t police his tongue. Noting that the Irishmen have failed to form 
a “stag line” in order to “[stampede]” Leona and Dolly with dance-requests, he announces, “It’s a boycott. 
They’re on to you” (pp. 52-53). Having contemplating the matter further, George speculates, “Maybe they 
[the Irish] want to teach you a lesson. Us a lesson” (p. 54). As tensions mount between the drunk George 
and his wife (and her friends), George aggressively emotes, “Haw, haw, HAW” (p. 55), repeating with 
emphasis the “Haw-haw” (p. 51) that he uttered — with personal whiskey flask in hand — shortly after 
Leona’s entry into the dance hall. (Note the spelling whiskey [from the Gaeilge for “water of life”]: it’s used 
for both American and Irish whiskey; Scotch whisky lacks an “e.”). In essence, George’s Haw-haw 
expressions constitute a visceral vocalization of the frustration he feels for being a sexual dupe. Leona is 
carrying on an affair with Charles or, at least, socializing with Charles in order to gain access to a libidinal 
social set that includes men of interest to her. George’s “Haw-haw” may be said to expose Leona’s duplicity 
and unfaithfulness. Given the economy of scale that operates in a short story, any repeated word or term 
draws the reader’s attention. What should we do with George’s “Haw-haw” and “Haw, haw, HAW”? 
 

¶21 • The outward sign of Leona’s intention to compromise her marriage is the “very pale blue” leisure 
“deck” — a kind of “perfect boat” — that she’s had constructed by the Hudson River at the base of her lawn 
(p. 32). Her boast concerning the structure centers on her being “clever” enough “to have [had] it built so 
low” that “[e]ven from the upstairs window you simply can’t see it” (p. 32). Doubtless, the reader of this 
claim recalls the tableau of George staring across the lawn “from the window of the second-floor bedroom 
he shared with Leona” (p. 31)! While the hidden, “divine” (p. 35) deck’s color is that traditionally associated 
with the Virgin Mary, Leona’s activities on the “wooden” feature hardly suggest virginity. Given that her 
next-door neighbors, Lewis and Dolly Maitland, frequent the venue with booze, it could be termed a mate-
land, a zone of illicit sexual energy. In common with much of Brennan’s fiction, “The Servants’ Dance” 
manifests an architectural consciousness, so one is justified in pointing out the technical term used by 

architects and engineers for a recessed structure constructed so as not 
to be visible from a house or other defined vantage point. That term is 
ha-ha, essentially a homophone (or sound-match) for what George 
proclaims at the dance, when implying his disgust for Leona and her 
clique. In declaring “Haw-haw,” George is all but acknowledging his 
awareness of the deck’s real purpose. While little reference to ha-has is 
heard in everyday speech, for Irish women such as Bridie the term 
would resonate, for the grounds of some colonial Big Houses in Ireland 
(see ¶14 above) contained ha-has (or sunken ditches), either: (a) to 
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provide a boundary-barrier that didn’t obscure the vista; or (b) to obscure the native Irish from sight as they 
moved across the property (perhaps to access the house).  Located in a large Dublin park, Deerfield, the 
official residence of the U.S. ambassador to Ireland, features a ha-ha.   
 

¶22 • The impulse to hide the Irish relates to the conceit that 
they were subhuman or simian (ape-like): intellectually and 
morally less evolved — and physically less refined — than the 
colonial master-race. The nineteenth-century cartoon on the 
right comes from the London periodical Punch, and it depicts 
as a gorilla a member of the cultural- and physical-force-
nationalist organization Young Ireland, publisher of the 
Nation newspaper (to which Oscar Wilde’s mother, Jane 
[“Speranza”] Wilde, was an editorial-level contributor). In “The Servants’ Dance,” the unusual word “moue” 
appears in italics (indicating a foreign origin) in association with Leona’s entry into the dance hall. 
Specifically, she approaches the inebriated George, alone on the Americans’ dais, “regarding him with a 
humorous moue that he found peculiarly repellent” (p. 49). The noun derives from a French word meaning 
pout, which in turn is traceable to a Dutch word meaning protruding lip. As such, it was often used with 
respect to apes. One could assert that George’s identification of a moue with Leona renders her less than 
human, a condition historically ascribed to the Irish, by both the British and American press. 
 

¶23 • The American women’s interest in the Irishmen may reflect an anxiety in post-World War II U.S. 
society about crises of masculinity as men, already largely separated from manual farm labor, retired their 
combat uniforms and entered the milieu of the office. That white-collar life seems distinct from the 
physically demanding police, fire, and sanitation vocations of the Irishmen who attend the dance. While 
the U.S.-Soviet Cold War that emerged in the 1950s deployed a rhetoric of masculine toughness, the reality 
of most American men’s lives was passive: commuting to a desk; conforming to a bureaucratic corporation; 
watching sports on TV; increasingly relying on technology to accomplish tasks. The emerging feminist 
movement further challenged males’ self-perceptions. In 1958, four years after “The Servants’ Dance,” 

Esquire, a men’s magazine, published an article by 
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., entitled “The Crisis of 
American Masculinity” (see the image on the left). It 
posited the “unmanning of American men” and argued 
for a return to an ethos of individual (as opposed to 
collective) identity: “When a person begins to find out 
who he is, he is likely to find out rather soon what sex 
he is.” 

 

¶24 • A 54-year-old man distinguished by “stringy little arms” and a “long stringy neck” (p. 28), Charles 
concurs with Leona’s assessment that the 38-year-old Edward is “a man … shattered” (p. 32). He 
characterizes as “endless, exhausting masculinity” Edward’s former public indulgence in a “boat … racing 
cars, and … vacant-faced girls [i.e. young women]” (p. 34). To Charles, Edward’s ostensible masculinity 
was “just a show, of course”; and he suggests that deep-seated insecurities motivated the performance: “[t]he 
psychiatrists know about that” (p. 34). One potential explanation for Edward’s failure to achieve authentic 
masculinity is familial — especially maternal — indulgence. Charles reflects, “[C]onsider how he was 
brought up, the youngest son, an adoring mother, a trust fund from that uncle” (p. 34). By contrast with the 
charade of masculinity manifest in Edward, the blue-collar Irishmen exhibit an urgent, indisputable virility. 
Lewis Maitland reflects on the dynamic between them and the American women during the prior year’s 
ball: “I was afraid they’d eat you girls up. The atmosphere got almost primitive” (p. 39). Perhaps 
unintentionally, Leona’s response contains the most common slang word for orgasm: “I do think they [the 
Irishmen] like us [the American women] to come” (p. 39). 
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Cold War 

¶25 • To In a 1950 speech, the anti-Communist Senator Joe McCarthy (Republican from Wisconsin) 
implied masculine deficiency when he decried America’s “position of impotency” vis-à-vis the Russians. 
Due to her exposure to high-level international diplomacy through her father’s ambassadorial work, Maeve 
Brennan was keenly attuned to geopolitics. The recording devices secreted throughout the village hall where 
the dance occurs would have suggested to contemporary readers U.S., Soviet, British, and other Cold War 
surveillance systems. In 1953, the year before “The Servants’ Dance” appeared, the U.S. executed by 
electrocution a married couple, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg: Americans convicted of espionage on behalf of 
the Soviets, including the transmission of key nuclear-weapons secrets. Ireland’s insistence on non-aligned 
neutrality caused friction between Dublin and Washington. At a metaphorical level, “The Servants’ Dance” 
may mirror such issues as: (a) American reluctance to include Ireland in the Marshall Plan, which provided 
consequential U.S. funding for the post-World War II reconstruction of Europe; and (b) Irish resistance to 
facilitating U.S. Cold War military-espionage activities.  
 

¶26 • The transportation of the recorded material from Herbert’s Retreat to New York City will likely mean 
exposure in newspapers and on the radio of the messy private lives of the quasi-celebrity Charles Runyon 
and his circle. In other words, “The Servants’ Dance” — the last of Maeve Brennan’s Herbert’s Retreat 
stories — effects at least the temporary demise of Charles, long given to assuming the “world” to be “[m]y 
stage…my arena” (p. 28) and thus deemed “that little Mr. God” (p. 44) by Bridie. For years, Charles has 
deployed dress and affect to control his public persona, an activity that — in his 1959 study, The Presentation 
of Self in Everyday Life — the sociologist Erving Goffman labeled Impression Management. Now, however, 
a new order of things that includes group self-assertion by the Irish and a changing media landscape 
threatens his long-held certainties. 

••• 
 
  
 
 
 


