
book review 

REDEMPTION FALLS 

Joseph O’Connor 

published 6 May 2007, The Sunday Tribune 

 

CƻǊ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ WƻǎŜǇƘ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ-known authors, although he 

Ƙŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ǳƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ ! ǉǳƛŎƪ ƎƭŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƭǎƻ 

ōȅΩ ǇŀƎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ Redemption Falls reveals a surprisingly long list of titles ς five novels, two 

books of short stories, five non-fiction titles, three stage plays, three screenplays, and an anthology he 

edited ς which would be impressive for any writer at the end of their career, let alone one who is still in 

his mid-ŦƻǊǘƛŜǎΦ !ƴŘ ȅŜǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀǎ ōǊƻŀŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

Irish or international literary scene as some of his contemporaries. Until 2003, that is, and the 

publication of his fifth novel, Star of the Sea, a historical work focussing on the Famine and the 

migratory experience, which became an international bestseller and finally brought its author to a wide 

and eager readership. 

¢ƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǾŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǇǊƻǾŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀƴǘ ǘƻ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ 

chosen to write a loose sequel to that book in Redemption Falls, a novel which employs many of the 

conceits of the earlier work to tell its story: a wide cast of characters, disparate narrators and dialects, 

photographs, interviews, court transcripts, letters, differing forms of storytelling. In doing this, it not 

only builds upon the inventiveness of the earlier novel, but expands upon it, energising its author and 

exciting its reader.  

Redemption Falls begins with Eliza Duane Mooney, the daughter of two of the passengers from the Star 

of the Sea, beginning a walk in search of a young boy who has disappeared during the American Civil 

²ŀǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜΦ Ψ!ƎŜŘ ƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŜƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ƴƛƴŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǊŀƴƪǎΣΩ ǿŜ 

are told of the missing drummer-ōƻȅΣ ΨƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ǾŜǘŜǊŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭƻƻŘƛŜǎǘ ǿŀǊ ŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜƪƴƛƎƘǘ Ƙƛǎ 

ƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘΦΩ hƴŜ ƛǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǿŀǊ ŜǇƛŎ ς /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ CǊŀȊƛŜǊΩǎ Cold Mountain ς 

which uses a similar structure, the journey of Inmam back to his sweetheart Ada, to create an internally 

constructed character through his encounters with various people along the way, who recognise his 

pain, reflect it and help him understand it. The conceit is not new ς it echoes all the way back to 

IƻƳŜǊΩǎ Odyssey ς ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ōǊƛƭƭƛŀƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ CǊŀȊƛŜǊΩǎ ƴƻǾŜƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊΩǎΣ 

although he chooses not to focus entirely on Eliza, but to move on to the other members of his wide 

cast, governors and adulterous wives, slaves and their owners, guerrillas and revolutionaries, whose 

ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜΣ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƭŀǘƛƭŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ 

about the war they have just fought, desperate for the killing and internal conflict of their land to end, 

and aware that even when it does, theirs will be a land filled with conflict for generations to come. 



hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ƴƻǾŜƭǎ ŀ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǳƴǘŀǇǇŜŘ ƎƛŦǘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ 

not just the thoughts of his characters, but also their souls. A series of recollections from a slave, 

Elizabeth Longstreet, are so realistic that they read as though they were recorded on an old phonograph 

at the turn of the century, transcribed for an obscure American press, forgotten for a generation and 

ǊŜŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŘƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ Ψ{ŜŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƴƻ ƪŜƴ 

of the worldΣΩ ǎƘŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎΣ ŀ ŘƛƎƴƛŦƛŜŘ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŎǊŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜΦ ΨNigger ain no colour, it the 

ǇƭŀŎŜ ȅƻǳ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀƴŘΧ tŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ cause they taught not to look. They did, be a whole nother war 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦΩ 

It is completely impossible not to get lost in the landscape of this novel, this magnificent octopus of a 

story which stretches its tentacles back into the past, gathering a wild group of characters in its clutches, 

glancing quickly from one to the other and allowing the kind of equality between voices ς men and 

women, masters and slaves, black and white ς that wars like the Civil War were fought over. Very few 

novels suggest that their author is astonished on every page by the possibilities of fiction and the always 

surprising craft of narrative technique, but Redemption Falls is one. It feels at times as if there is nothing 

hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǘǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƻǊƪ better than others ς the Redemptionite field 

recordings are a little superfluous perhaps, as are the reproduction of songs ς then that is the price of 

experimentation, and make no mistake, the writer of a historical novel can be just as experimental, and 

challenging, and contemporary, as any of the supposedly clever but all-too-disposable zeitgeist tomes of 

the Granta Under-40 types. A novel like this stands or falls on simple criteria ς is the story so powerful 

that the reader loses himself in it, abandons his duties and responsibilities in order to discover what 

happens next, and turns to the last pages with a sense of loss for those we have grown to know are who 

are now lost to us? The answer here is a resounding yes.  

There will be those, of course, who see the use of so many narrative devices as a kind of trickery, a ploy 

ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊŎŜ ƘƛƳ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜȄǘŜǊƛǘȅΦ LǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ 

Martin Amis is so often criticised for, dazzling the reader with linguistic skills rather than moving him 

with emotional truths. Similarly, there are those who feel no sympathy for historical fiction, as if 

contemporary themes cannot be dissected and analysed in a work set in the past (tell that to Robert 

Graves and William Golding, I ǎŀȅΦύ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ ŀǾƻƛŘǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ǘǊƛǳƳǇƘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ 

make flesh and blood of the narrators, and the pain of loss and grief following wartime conflict is 

ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  

For any reader familiar with even a few of the twenty-ƻŘŘ ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŘƛǘǎΣ ƛǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ŀǎ ƛŦ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ Ƙŀǎ 

not only finally found his own distinctive voice at last but is exhilarated by its freedoms. Kazuo Ishiguro 

has said that novelists produce their major achievements in a concentrated period of their writing lives, 

from their mid-thirties to late forties. Redemption Falls ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ άA 

Masterpieceέ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŀƴŘƛŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ōƻƻƪ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǾŜƭΩǎ ǎǳōǘƛǘƭŜΦ 


