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Nonhuman Animals in Celtic and Post-Celtic Tiger Ireland

In an episode of his podcast titled ‘What made things so difficult for Irish millennials?’ (2022),
the Irish podcaster and artist Blindboy Boatclub describes an incident that took place in an
expensive nightclub in Dublin in 2010. A marsupial, more specifically, a wallaby, was brought
into the nightclub, allegedly given drugs and sexually assaulted, which presumably resulted in
its death. Blindboy states, ‘[T]he night that wallaby died because someone gave it ecstasy was
the night the Celtic Tiger died. That was the symbolic moment because it echoed and
represented everything that was excessive and disgusting and irresponsible about Celtic Tiger
excesses’.! Blindboy here links the Irish economic boom, the so-called Celtic Tiger, explicitly
to an act of animal cruelty — and the dead wallaby seems to be just one example of the
widespread animal abuse that occurred during the boom years.

In the context of Celtic Tiger Ireland, Amanda Sperry speaks of the ‘excesses of
commodification’,? particularly regarding nonhuman animals. Exotic animals in nightclubs as
entertainment for paying guests can be seen as one example of this trend; another can be
found in Maria Pramaggiore’s article ‘The Celtic Tiger’s Equine Imagery’ (2015), in which she
speaks of the intensification of thoroughbred-breeding in Ireland during the boom years as
horses increasingly became desired status objects.® And while the boom years ended with the
financial crisis of 2008, and the economic decline in Ireland was exacerbated in the following
years — the country had to apply for financial aid from the International Monetary Fund and
the European Union in 2010 — Sperry observes that although ‘Ireland’s economy has slowed
dramatically, [...] neither the underlying capitalist structure nor its treatment of animals has
changed’.?

To a certain degree, the situation for nonhuman animals in Ireland even worsened
after the demise of the metaphorical animal of the Celtic Tiger. In an article in the Irish
Examiner from 2011, Aoife Dowling explains that ‘reckless breeding’ on the one hand and the
effects of the recession on people’s financial situation on the other led to surging numbers of

1 At 29:10-27 in Blindboy Boatclub, 'What Made Things so Difficult for Irish Millenials?', The Blindboy Podcast,
Episode 257, ACast, 24 August 2022. https://shows.acast.com/blindboy/episodes/the-wallaby-who-was-given-
ecstasy-in-dublin-and-died. Accessed 28 October 2024.

2 Amanda Sperry, ‘Dennis O’Driscoll’s Beef with the Celtic Tiger’, Animals in Irish Literature and Culture, eds.
Kathryn Kirkpatrick and Borbala Farago (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 49.

3 Maria Pramaggiore, ‘The Celtic Tiger’s Equine Imagery’, Animals in Irish Literature and Culture, eds. Kathryn
Kirkpatrick and Borbala Faragé (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 227.

4 Sperry, 43.
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abandoned pets, such as pedigree dogs, but also more exotic animals such as turtles, which
were kept as status symbols during the boom years.”> She describes how ‘once-prized exotic
animals are being abandoned in some horrific ways’,® with shelters and animal rescue
organisations barely able to handle the situation and provide shelter to the now unwanted
pets. The same development can be observed in regard to the thoroughbred horses
mentioned earlier — overbreeding had led to high numbers of horses in Ireland, yet after the
crisis, people were no longer able to sustain the high costs of looking after them, which led to
the abandonment of many of these horses and, tragically, may be connected to the discovery
of horse meat in beef burgers in the UK and Ireland in 2013.7

The situation for wild, i.e. non-domesticated animals in Ireland both during the boom
years and in their aftermath was hardly better: natural habitats were destroyed,
deforestation was rampant. Marjan Shokouhi notes that while Ireland was ‘[o]nce considered
one of the most heavily-forested regions in Europe, the Republic of Ireland lies at the bottom
of the European forest cover index’.8 The ‘growth of urban spraw!’ during the Tiger years often
required the ‘vast clearance of wooded regions’,® which went hand in hand with a loss of
habitats for nonhuman animals. In the context of the Celtic Tiger years, Tim Wenzell observes
that ‘the advent of progress [during the boom] has manifested itself in a landscape that is
quickly diminishing Ireland's natural world’.1° He further pointedly comments that ‘the lasting
underbelly of the “Tiger”” might be a ‘new topography of pavement’.'! In the same vein, Derek
Gladwin and Maureen O’Connor identify ‘ecological degradation’ as one of the consequences
of the boom years.'? This worrisome development was further enabled and aggravated by
the fact that Ireland has some of the laxest environmental protection laws in Europe.® As
Sharae Deckard observes, ‘the main focus of the Environmental Protection Agency in Ireland
has been “managing” environmental policy to ensure economic performance, rather than
“protecting” ecosystems’.14

This development is reflected in Tana French’s crime novels In the Woods (2007) and
Broken Harbour (2012), the first and fourth book in her Dublin Murder Squad series.?
French’s novels, which can be classified as belonging to the Emerald Noir genre, are renowned

5> Aoife Dowling, ‘Reckless Breeding, Gross Neglect’, Irish Examiner, 22 December 2011.
https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-20177923.html. Accessed 22 July 2024.

5 Dowling.

7 Pramaggiore, 227-228.

8 Marjan Shokoubhi, ‘Despirited Forests, Deforested Landscapes: The Historical Loss of Irish Woodlands’, Etudes
Irlandaises 44.1 (2019): 17. https://www.doi.org/10.4000/etudesirlandaises.6812.

% Shokouhi, 21.

0 Tim Wenzell, Emerald Green: An Ecocritical Study of lIrish Literature (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing, 2009), 2.

11 Tim Wenzell, ‘Ecocriticism, Early Irish Nature Writing, and the Irish Landscape Today’, New Hibernia Review
13.1 (2009): 125. https://www.doi.org/10.1353/nhr.0.0059.

12 Derek Gladwin and Maureen O’Connor, ‘Guest Editors’ Introduction: Irish Studies and the Environmental
Humanities’, The Canadian Journal of Irish Studies 40 (2017): 43.

13 Gladwin and O’Connor, 43.

14 Sharae Deckard, ‘World-Ecology and Ireland: The Neoliberal Ecological Regime’, Journal of World Systems
Research 22.1 (2016): 159. https://www.doi.org/10.5195/jwsr.2016.641.

15 Tana French, In the Woods (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2018); Tana French, Broken Harbour (London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 2018).

DOI: 10.32803/rise.v8i2.3403 54 | Page


https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-20177923.html
https://www.doi.org/10.4000/etudesirlandaises.6812
https://doi.org/10.1353/nhr.0.0059
https://www.doi.org/10.5195/jwsr.2016.641

Review of Irish Studies in Europe 8.2 Franca Leitner

for their acute portrayals of contemporary Ireland and can even be described as state-of-the-
nation-novels.® It is not necessarily surprising that these portrayals include a critical
commentary on Ireland’s ecological degradation and the increasing loss of natural spaces:
Nathan Ashman, in his introduction to The Routledge Handbook of Crime Fiction and Ecology
(2024), notes that ‘all crime fiction is, to some extent, troubled by questions of ecology’.'” In
the same vein, in her analysis of another Emerald Noir series, Benjamin Black’s Quirke novels,
Auxiliadora Pérez-Vides points out that ‘writers of the noir genre contribute in significant
ways to the cultural perception of issues relating to the environment and its current crisis’.*®
Despite the significant economic success and academic interest that French’s oeuvre has
garnered, evidenced by a special issue of Clues: A Journal of Detective Fiction dedicated to her
work in 2014,° the role of nonhuman animals in her novels has received limited scholarly
attention. This paper aims to explore how the haunting presence — or absence — of nonhuman
animals in In the Woods and Broken Harbour draws attention to and formulates a stark
critique of both animal cruelty and the ongoing destruction of natural spaces while also
articulating an underlying fear of the consequences of the irreversible loss of unique flora and
fauna in twenty-first-century Ireland.

Nonhuman Animals Haunting Detective Fiction

In his monograph Writing Animals: Language, Suffering and Animality in Twenty-First-Century
Fiction (2019), Timothy Baker claims, ‘non-human animals haunt the peripheries of
contemporary fiction’.2° For the most part, nonhuman animals are not an integral part of the
world as portrayed in twenty-first-century fiction; they remain on the fringes and if they
appear, they often do so either as commodities or as domesticated pets. At first glance, crime
fiction seems to be no exception to this rule. It is a genre that, as Jo-Lindsay Walton and
Samantha Walton observe in the introduction to their special issue of Green Letters (2018) on
crime fiction and ecology, is still characterised by its ‘ostensibly anthropocentric plotting’.?!
Nonhuman animals seem to pose a threat to the epistemic boundaries of the crime fiction
genre in which it is generally assumed that the culprit is a human being, the crime committed
centres on a human being, and the detective is a human being as well. However, new genres
such as Anthropocene noir or Econoir have complicated the conventions of the detective
fiction genre in recent years, turning the focus towards crimes committed against the
environment, such as the destruction of protected ecospheres or towards the concept of

16 See Beata Pigtek, ‘Ireland’s “Broken” Homes in the Novels of Tana French’, Crossroads: A Journal of English
Studies 36 (2022): 38. https://www.doi.org/10.15290/cR.2022.36.1.03; See Maureen Reddy, ‘Authority and Irish
Cultural Memory in Faithful Place and Broken Harbor’, Clues: A Journal of Detection 32.1 (2014): 81.

17 Nathan Ashman, ‘Placing Crime Fiction and Ecology: An Introduction’, The Routledge Handbook of Crime
Fiction and Ecology, ed. Nathan Ashman (New York: Routledge, 2024), 1.

8 Auxiliadora Pérez-Vides, ‘The Noir Landscape of Dublin in Benjamin Black’s Quirke Series’, Estudios Irlandeses
15.2 (2020): 91. https://www.doi.org/10.24162/E12020-9702.

1% Rachel Schaffer, ed., ‘Tana French and Irish Crime Fiction’, Special Issue, Clues: A Journal of Detective Fiction
32.1(2014).

20 Timothy Baker, Writing Animals: Language, Suffering, and Animality in Twenty-First-Century Fiction (Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 1.

21 Jo Lindsay Walton and Samantha Walton, ‘Introduction to Green Letters: Crime Fiction and Ecology’, Green
Letters 22.1 (2018): 4. https://www.doi.org/10.1080/14688417.2018.1484628.
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‘slow violence’.??> Moreover, nonhuman animals as potential suspects or culprits in detective
fiction are not completely unheard of — in one of the first detective stories, Edgar Allan Poe’s
‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ (1841), the culprit is revealed to be an orangutan.?® In the
introduction to their edited volume Animals in Detective Fiction (2022), Ruth Hawthorn and
John Miller comment on the long-lasting impact of the murderous ape and observe, ‘[e]ven
when the mystery is solved and the ape is safely returned to its cage, the spectre of the animal
continues to haunt the human’.?*

It is striking that Hawthorn and Miller as well as Baker employ the word ‘haunting’ in
their reflections on nonhuman animals in contemporary fiction and crime fiction. As social
and cultural theorist Avery Gordon points out, ‘[w]hat’s distinctive about haunting is that it is
an animated state in which a repressed or unresolved social violence is making itself known,
sometimes very directly, sometimes more obliquely’.?> While Gordon focuses on acts of
violence committed by humans against other humans, one can argue that the concept of
haunting she introduces — reading the ghost as a ‘social figure’,?® drawing attention to
unresolved acts of social violence — can also be applied to the acts of violence against the
nonhuman world, against nonhuman animals.

Emily Alder has undertaken a reading of nonhuman animals as spectral appearances.
In her analysis, which draws on the concept of the Ecogothic, Alder focuses on a short story
by Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘The Captain of the “Pole Star”’ (1883),%” in which a whale hunting
ship is haunted by spectral appearances. Alder notes that ‘despite the purpose of the Pole
Star's voyage, whales are notably missing from the narrative, audible and visible only through
the traces of an elusive phantom’, a phantom through which ‘the story codes a nascent
awareness of an ecological tragedy’.?® A similar awareness is created through the elusive,
phantom-like animals in French’s novels In the Woods and Broken Harbour. The nonhuman
animals, which remain invisible in both novels, can be read as haunting reminders of the
ecological catastrophe unfolding in twenty-first-century Ireland. French’s novels do not go as
far as Poe’s short story and portray the nonhuman animal as the actual culprit; the nonhuman

22 |n Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), Rob
Nixon defines the concept as: ‘a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction
that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all’ (2).
For a discussion of slow violence in crime fiction, see for example Rafael Andugar, ‘Environmental Crime and the
Dialectics of Slow and Divine Violence in Poso Wells by Gabriela Aleman’, The Routledge Handbook of Crime
Fiction and Ecology, ed. Nathan Ashman (New York: Routledge, 2024), 165-176.

23 Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’, The Murders in the Rue Morgue and Other Tales (London:
Penguin English Library, 2012), 100-138. A convincing reading on the issue of animality in Poe’s short story is
provided by Christopher Peterson, ‘The Aping Apes of Poe and Wright: Race, Animality, and Mimicry in “The
Murders in the Rue Morgue” and Native Son’, New Literary History 41.1 (2010): 151-171.

24 Ruth Hawthorn and John Miller, ‘Origins and Evolutions: The Brutal History of Detective Fiction’, Animals in
Detective Fiction, eds. Ruth Hawthorn and John Miller (Cham: Palgrave, 2022), 8.

25 Avery Gordon, Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008),
XVi.

26 Gordon, 8.

27 Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘The Captain of the “Pole-Star”’, The Captain of the Polestar and Other Tales (New York:
Longmans, Green, and Co., 1890), 1-36.

28 Emily Alder, ‘Arctic Ghosts: Whale Hunting and Haunting in Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Captain of the ‘Pole-
Star’”’, Victorian Studies 65.1 (2022): 45. https://www.doi.org/10.2979/victorianstudies.65.1.07.
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animals in In the Woods and Broken Harbour linger, as Baker has claimed is so often the case
in contemporary fiction, on the fringes of the narrative. Nonetheless, their spectral
appearances — which remain unexplained in both cases — point to unresolved acts of
ecological violence in Ireland.

Deforestation, Disappearance and Dangerous Predators in In the Woods (2007)

In French’s debut novel In the Woods, the question is raised whether the disappearance of
two children in the 1980s in a densely wooded area near the village of Knocknaree could have
been caused by a large and monstrous animal. The narrator of the novel, Adam Robert Ryan,
was in the woods with his two friends when they disappeared, yet was found some hours
later, scarred, his T-shirt ripped, and suffering from amnesia.?° While Ryan later became a
detective in the Dublin murder squad, where no one except his detective partner Cassie
Maddox is aware of his past, no trace of his friends was ever found. When the body of Katy
Devlin, a 12-year-old girl, is discovered on the site of an archaeological dig in the Knocknaree
woods in the early 2000s, Ryan is forced to return to the place of his childhood trauma as the
investigating inspector.

As Ryan and Maddox suspect that the disappearance of the children and the murder
of Katy might be related, Ryan frenetically tries to uncover any buried memories from his
childhood in the hope that they might provide a lead to solve both cases. A memory that he
can retrieve is that a few days before the disappearance, he and his friends witnessed three
boys from the village raping a girl, Sandra Scully, at a clearing in the Knocknaree woods. It is
during the interrogation of Sandra that the idea of a dangerous animal roaming the woods is
first raised. Maddox reports back to Ryan about Sandra’s recollection of an unexplained event
that took place right after the attack on her:

[TIhey heard something in the trees, just a few yards away. Sandra said she’s never heard
anything like it. Like an enormous bird flapping its wings, she said, only she’s positive it was a
voiced sound, a call. [...] It sounded big, she said, at least the size of a person. [...] And there
was a smell, Sandra says, a strong animal smell — like goats or something, or what you get at
the zoo.*°

The impression is evoked that the disappearance of the children might be connected to an
elusive nonhuman animal, which remains invisible to Sandra and the young men, yet becomes
apparent through sound and smell. Maddox wonders, ‘if there could’ve actually been some
kind of wild animal in the wood’.3! Ryan himself, while considering the theory to be unlikely,
concedes thinking, ‘unwillingly, of the rips across the back of my T-shirt’,>2 which are

2% The larger significance of Ryan’s personal amnesia as emblematic of the ‘cultural amnesia’ of Celtic Tiger
Ireland has been discussed by Shirley Peterson in two articles: ‘Homicide and Home-icide: Exhuming Ireland’s
Past in the Detective Novels of Tana French’, Clues: A Journal of Detection 30.2 (2012): 100; ‘Voicing the
Unspeakable: Tana French’s Dublin Murder Squad’, The Contemporary Irish Detective Novel, ed. Elizabeth
Mannion (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 110-111.

30 French, In the Woods, 311.

31 French, In the Woods, 312.

32 French, In the Woods, 312.
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described as ‘perfect parallels, [...] neat shallow arcs; a stark, implacable impossibility’.3* Both
Sandra’s report and the T-shirt suggest that Ryan and his friends were attacked by a
dangerous nonhuman predator in the woods. However, Ryan, in line with the anthropocentric
conventions of the genre, quickly discards the theory of an animal as a potential culprit. He
tells Maddox that ‘we [he and his friends] practically lived in that wood; if there was anything
bigger than a fox in there, we would have known. And the searchers would have found some
sign of it’.34 Yet the fact that the disappearance of the children remains unsolved in In the
Woods means that a certain amount of ambiguity and lingering doubt persist —the nonhuman
animal might remain unseen, but its existence cannot be ruled out or disproven.

Furthermore, Ryan remains haunted by the elusive animal: when driving back from
Knocknaree with Maddox, Ryan sees something crossing the road in front of the car —
‘something dark and low to the ground, with the sinuous gait of a weasel or a stoat, but much
too big for either’®> — and brakes abruptly. However, when he asks Maddox whether she has
seen the animal, she looks at him ‘with something new in her eyes, something that scared me
almost as badly as the creature had’ and claims that she has not seen any animal.?® Another
encounter with the animal occurs when Ryan decides to spend a night in the woods to regain
some of his lost memories. Half-lost in his recollections of the day of the disappearance, he
at one point feels paralysed with fear, hearing ‘[sJomewhere across the clearing something
breathed; something big’3” and realising that ‘[|]ike every detective, | had taken it for granted
that | was the hunter. It had never occurred to me once that | might have been the hunted,
all along’.3® As Ryan flees to his car, the existence of the animal is once again doubtful, yet it
remains a haunting presence in Ryan’s life, evoking feelings of terror and dread.®

The televised adaptation of the novel, the Dublin Murders (2019), picks up on this idea
and takes it a step further by depicting Ryan (in the series named Robert Reilly) as haunted
by an imaginary wolf, which appears every time he is alone and confronted with a memory of
his traumatic past.*° However, within the context of the series, a more straightforward
reading offers itself to the viewer: the nonhuman animal here can be seen as representing
Ryan’s unsettled national identity. As Donna Potts notes, ‘[t]he wolf became a symbol for Irish
identity, because it survived in Ireland long after it had disappeared from Britain, leading to
Ireland’s being called “Wolf Land” by the colonizers’.*! Ryan, who is constantly mistaken for
an Englishman both in the novel and in the series due to his accent which he acquired at a
British boarding-school,*? has apparently ‘lost’ his national identity but remains haunted by it
through the figure of the wolf. The meaning of wolf in the Irish language — Mac Tire, son of

33 French, In the Woods, 144.

34 French, In the Woods, 313.

35 French, In the Woods, 260.

36 French, In the Woods, 261.

37 French, In the Woods, 392.

38 French, In the Woods, 393.

39 peterson suggests that Ryan here ‘encounter[s] a spirit akin to the pooka fairy of Irish folklore’ (‘Voicing the
Unspeakable’, 116). Yet, as Ryan does at no point give a clear description of what he sees, this seems speculative.
40 5ee for instance 39:55-40:54 in Saul Dibb, ‘Episode 1’, Dublin Murders, Episode 1, BBC One/RTE/Starz, 2019.
41 Donna Potts, ‘Creature Care: Irish Animals and the Ethics of Care’, Contemporary Irish Writing and
Environmentalism: The Wearing of Deep Green (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 146.

42 French, In the Woods, 260.
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the land — dovetails with this reading.*® The wolf in Dublin Murders points to the fact that
Ryan/Reilly’s national identity is Irish; he is a ‘son of the land’.

Yet, In the Woods offers no such easy explanation for the nonhuman animal, which is
at no point identified as a wolflike figure. As Ryan never comes face to face with the
nonhuman being that is lurking across the clearing, the nonhuman animal here remains a
spectre. Its haunting presence, like the spectral presence of the whales in ‘The Voyage of the
“Pole-Star”’, speaks not of Ryan’s unsettled national identity but instead points to an
ecological tragedy: the destruction of the Knocknaree woods. Whereas the felling of the
Knocknaree woods to make room for the construction of a new motorway does not feature
prominently in the TV series, it looms large in the novel — and reflects on the rampant
deforestation in Ireland during the boom years. An extensive discussion of the role of the
setting of the Knocknaree woods and the archaeological dig next to it has been provided by
Rachel Schaffer who regards the woods as ‘a character in their own right’44. Yet, while Schaffer
reads the woods as a ‘metaphor for the past’,* both Ryan’s personal past as well as Ireland’s
historical past, represented through the archaeological ruins, her argument fails to consider
the crucial role of the woods not only as a cultural site but as an ecosystem and a habitat for
nonhuman animals.

Throughout the novel, Ryan perceives the woods in which his friends disappeared as
a threatening space, an ‘invincible and stalking enemy’® against which he must position
himself. It is not until the last scene of the novel, when he witnesses the felling of the last
remaining trees, that he realises, ‘for much of my life, it had been our easy playground and
our best-loved refuge. It hadn’t occurred to me, until | saw them cutting it down, that it had
been beautiful’.#” While Shirley Peterson interprets this as a form of nostalgia which ‘points
beyond his [Ryan’s] personal loss to the cultural loss of pre-Celtic Tiger Ireland’,*® | suggest
that Ryan’s disregard of and even antipathy towards this ‘wild’ space, closely linked to the
fear he experiences upon his encounter with the elusive animal that might or might not be
stalking between the trees, epitomises a lack of awareness of the importance of not only
cultural but also of natural spaces. In the context of the deforestation efforts in Ireland at the
time, Ryan here seems to represent a wider societal problem of a disregard for ‘wild’ spaces.
His realisation of the enormous value and the irrevocable loss that has occurred could be
described as too little, too late.

One of the central crimes in In the Woods, the disappearance of Ryan’s childhood
friends Jamie Rowan and Peter Savage, can also be read as indicative of disappearing wild
spaces in Ireland. Their names are particularly relevant in this regard: Peter’s last name is
Savage, meaning wild, uncultivated or untamed, whereas Jamie’s last name, Rowan, stems

43| would like to thank Aimée Waha for pointing this out to me.

44 Rachel Schaffer, ‘Mystery, Memory, Metaphor, and Metonymy In the Woods’, Clues: A Journal of Detection
35.1(2017): 97.

45 Schaffer, ‘Mystery, Memory, Metaphor, and Metonymy In the Woods’, 93.

46 French, In the Woods, 589.

47 French, In the Woods, 589.

48 peterson, ‘Homicide and Home-icide’, 100.
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from the name of a tree, the mountain ash.*° In this sense, the disappearance of the two
children, whose names imply a connection with the woods and the concept of wilderness,>®
might be read as foreshadowing the disappearance of untamed, natural spaces within Ireland.
On the other hand, Adam, Ryan’s first name, refers to the biblical figure of Adam,>! the first
human. At the end of the novel, Ryan is shown as defeated and isolated, witnessing the loss
of what has been a paradise for much of his childhood.

The last scene of the novel moreover suggests that both the cultural and natural loss
that occurs due to the destruction of the Knocknaree woods are inextricably intertwined. A
builder Ryan encounters on the scene hands him a relic that his colleague has ‘found in the
muck of his boot’, a ‘leaf-shaped object’, possibly a ‘part of a pendant’.>2 Ryan describes it as
‘cool in my hand, heavier than you would expect. Narrow grooves, half worn away, formed a
pattern on one side. | tilted it to the light: a man, no more than a stick-figure, with the wide,
pronged antlers of a stag’.”® This figure, whom Sonja Klimek calls a ‘Waldgottheit’ (forest
deity),>* seems to resemble the Celtic god Cernunnos, often depicted with antlers.>
According to David Fickett-Wilbar, Cernunnos is a deity which is ‘both wild and tame, god of
[...] the hunter and the hunted, of nature and culture, and in his very person human and
animal’.>® And yet, the novel shows that the image of this reconciling figure is literally almost
crushed by the boots of the builders, illustrating that a harmony between the world of human
and nonhumans animals is something no longer valued in the boom economy of the Celtic
Tiger. In the Woods suggests that it is neither the wilderness of the wood nor the elusive
animal that poses a threat but a disregard for nature and the resulting irrevocable loss of wild
spaces.

Interestingly, Ryan's only encounter with an actual animal in the novel also presents
the nonhuman animal as non-threatening, though Ryan initially perceives it as frightening. In
the middle of the night, he is awakened by screaming noises below his window. He describes
how

[t]he scream came again, high and chilling and very close, and an atavistic prickle went up my
spine. [...] After a few minutes something moved in the shadows [...]: it was a big dog-fox,
alert and scrawny in his sparse summer coat. He raised his head and screamed again, and for
a moment | imagined | caught his wild, alien scent. Then he trotted across the grass and
disappeared through the front gate, pouring between the bars as sinuously as a cat.*’

4% French, In the Woods, 6.

50 For a problematisation of the term wilderness, see Debbie Lee, ‘Wilderness*’, Cambridge Critical Concepts:
Nature and Literary Studies, eds. Peter Remien and Scott Slovic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022),
65-86.

51 See also Peterson, ‘Homicide and Home-icide’, 99.

52 French, In the Woods, 591.

53 French, In the Woods, 591.

54 Sonja Klimek, ‘Unzuverldssiges Erzdhlen als werkiibergreifende Kategorie: Personale und impersonale
Erzdhlinstanzen im phantastischen Kriminalroman’, Journal of Literary Theory 12.1 (2018): 39.
www.doi.org/10.1515/jlt-2018-0003.

55 David Fickett-Wilbar, ‘Cernunnos: Looking a Different Way’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium 23
(2003): 80.

56 Fickett-Wilbar, 108.

57 French, In the Woods, 109.
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The fox, though its screams at first evoke fear, is shown to be ultimately harmless, scrawny
and emaciated. Moreover, it seems highly symbolic that it is a fox Ryan encounters — as
Kathryn Kirkpatrick notes, ‘[c]onsidered one of Ireland’s 21 indigenous mammals, the fox has
for centuries been hunted for sport and for fur’.> The fox here seems to embody the suffering
of nonhuman animals, killed for fun or turned into commodities. While Ryan describes it as
wild and alien, the dog-fox is then compared to a cat, a domesticated animal, and appears
overall more endangered than a danger to others. Once again, the nonhuman animal in
French’s novel speaks of the suffering of the natural world in Ireland, haunting — though in
this case the nonhuman animal seems not to be spectral — humans.

Ultimately, the appearance of nonhuman animals in /In the Woods is not threatening
but rather, as in Conan Doyle’s short story, ‘speaks of the unacknowledged damage caused
to animals and the environment’,>® pointing to the ecological catastrophe of deforestation
during the Celtic Tiger period. In Irish literature, as observed and discussed by Maureen
O’Connor in The Female and the Species (2010), nonhuman animals often serve as a ‘vehicle
for the expression of pain and confusion’.®® However, unlike the traditional Irish literary
alignment of the Irish with nonhuman animals as fellow colonial subjects, i.e. oppressed
groups,®! the spectre of the animal in In the Woods distinctly symbolises the anguish and
disorientation of the nonhuman world, reflecting the devastation wrought upon their natural
habitats.

Ghost Estates and Ghostly Nonhuman Animals in Broken Harbour (2012)

Another space which emblemises the destruction of natural habitats in Ireland is the
Brianstown estate in French’s fourth novel, Broken Harbour. The novel centres on Mike
Kennedy and his detective partner who investigate a triple murder that almost wiped out an
entire family: the father, Pat Spain, was stabbed to death, the two children suffocated in their
beds and the mother, Jenny, is taken to the hospital with severe stab wounds. The crime took
place in a newly built estate on the Irish coast, an estate built during the boom period, which
replaced a small fishing village called Broken Harbour, where Detective Kennedy spent many
holidays as a child but to which he has not returned for many years. The suburban area has
been largely abandoned in the wake of the crisis, with most of the new houses standing vacant
or unfinished, a so-called ghost estate.®? As Anthony Haughey observes, ghost estates in post-
Celtic Tiger Ireland can be regarded not only as ‘reminder([s] of economic failure’ but also of
‘the environmental cost of rezoning and building in inappropriate areas’,®® a cost which

58 Kathryn Kirkpatrick, ‘Quick Red Foxes: Irish Women Write the Hunt’, Animals in Irish Literature and Culture,
eds. Kathryn Kirkpatrick and Borbala Farago (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 26.

59 Alder, 58.

0 Maureen O’Connor. The Female and the Species: The Animal in Irish Women’s Writing (Oxford: Peter Lang,
2010), 172.

61 0’Connor, 172.

52 For an extensive discussion of the phenomenon of ghost estates in Post-Celtic Tiger Ireland see for example
Simon Workman, ‘From Chimera to Catastrophe: Speculative Urbanization and Contemporary Irish Culture’,
Eire-Ireland 56.1 (2021): 266—296. https://doi.org/10.1353/eir.2021.0009.

63 Anthony Haughey, ‘A Landscape of Crisis: Photographing Post-Celtic Tiger Ghost Estates’, The Canadian Journal
of Irish Studies 40 (2017): 61.
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Haughey considers to be ‘incalculable’.®* The ecological tragedy in Broken Harbour is not, as
in In the Woods, rampant deforestation, but the radical transformation and loss of a formerly
rural landscape.

This transformation becomes apparent to Kennedy as soon as he enters the estate.
While he states that he ‘used to know Broken Harbour like the back of his hand’,® he no
longer recognises the place upon his return. Not only is the traditional name of the place
abolished, but the once rural area is fundamentally altered: ‘right where the water should
have risen into view over a low green hill, though, the estate came charging up out of nowhere
and blocked our way like a barricade’.®® The estate is emblematic in that it represents how
the natural world in Ireland is being pushed back, driven to the margins, the barricade of the
newly constructed estate blocking any sign of nature from view. The idyllic place of Broken
Harbour, remembered so nostalgically by Kennedy,®” who recalls seeing ‘the ponies in the
field behind us’ and ‘white lines of sea-foam and leggy birds dashing along the sand’ from his
family’s caravan’,®® has been turned into a modern residential area — a place thoroughly
disconnected from the natural world.

Like the Knocknaree woods in In the Woods, Brianstown seems to be haunted by an
elusive animal, an animal whose ‘ghostly traces [are] the result of the development’s
deliberate building over and rewriting of the land’, as Shelley Ingram and Heather Mullins
note.®® When reading through Pat Spain’s browser history, the detectives become aware that
after the loss of his job in the financial crisis, Pat had become more and more obsessed with
an animal he believed was living in his attic. The detectives reconstruct Pat’s history of
obsession through his posts in multiple online wildlife forums, where he recounts how he first
heard suspicious noises during the day and registered a musky smell in his attic. As in In the
Woods, the nonhuman animal in Broken Harbour remains elusive, noticeable through sound
and smell, yet never seen. In an effort to track it down, Pat sets up multiple video monitors in
his attic — yet as he admits in the forum, it is to no avail: ‘Just to update, I'm trying the video
monitor but so far no good. [...] | know the animal’s not gone cos I’'m hearing it like every
day/night. It’s getting louder — think it’s more confident or else maybe it’s grown bigger’.”®
When examining the Spains’ house, a wildlife expert finds some clues that might indicate a
nonhuman animal has been there, such as a hole in the attic, its ‘top edge [...] jagged and
crumbling; the nibbled insulation’,”* or a roof beam ‘crisscrossed with a frenzy of deep score-
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marks, in parallel sets of three or four’ that ‘looked like it had been attacked by a jaguar’’? —
reminiscent of the parallel rips in Ryan’s T-shirt in In the Woods.

Once again, the impression of a dangerous predator possibly living in the Spains’ house
is evoked, especially if the novel is read in the context of the Alien Big Cat phenomenon in
Ireland. In his monograph Rough Beasts: The Monstrous in Irish Fiction (2019), Jack Fennell
explains that during the 2000s, many people reported seeing big cats such as panthers or
pumas in Ireland.”® Coming back to the exotic animals which were bought as status symbols
and abandoned after the financial crisis, it seems at first sight possible to read the animal in
the attic as an actual dangerous predator — at one point, a wolverine is discussed’* —
abandoned or set free by its former owners in the wake of the crash. And yet, Fennell notes
that these alien big cats are ‘cryptids’, animals whose existence is suspected but cannot be
proven.”® Likewise, the novel suggests that the animal in Broken Harbour is likely a phantom.
The wildlife expert concedes that the hole and the marks on the roof beam could also be
‘weather wear’,’® and while Patrick meticulously surveyed not only the attic but his whole
house with video monitors, the animal was never captured on screen. Yet, as in In the Woods,
a certain ambiguity remains as the existence of the animal is never completely disproven
either.

Critics have disagreed on what the elusive animal in Broken Harbour may signify.
Whereas Ingram and Mullins, also referring to Gordon’s theories on haunting, suggest reading
the animal as ‘a manifestation of Pat’s primal nature, and his search for it an attempt to
recover the power taken from him first with his redundancy’ or as ‘a personification of the
larger economic forces to which Pat has fallen victim’,”” Christine Jackson argues that
‘[rleaders come to understand the mysterious animal as representing feral, encroaching
madness’.”® On the other hand, Maureen Reddy claims that the animal in Broken Harbour
symbolises the return of the Irish past.”® While all three readings are well-founded, their focus
is clearly anthropocentric, emphasising either Pat’s psychological condition or presenting the
animal as a metaphor for the capitalist system or the repressed Irish past. However, it seems
equally possible to read the spectral animal as a haunting reminder of the ecological tragedy
unfolding during the boom period and in its aftermath, which becomes particularly palpable
in newly built estates such as Brianstown in Broken Harbour, a ghost targeting Pat Spain as a
representative of the Celtic Tiger generation responsible for these processes of ecological
destruction.

Pat Spain, like Rob Ryan in In the Woods, epitomises an utter disconnect between the
human and the nonhuman realm and a disregard for the natural world. Pat worked in

72 French, Broken Harbour, 273.

73 Jack Fennell, Rough Beasts: The Monstrous in Irish Fiction, 1800-2000 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press,
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recruitment for a financial services company, making him a representative of the Celtic Tiger
period and both the commodification of animals as well as the acceptance of animal cruelty
that characterised it. Jackson points out that ‘Pat thinks of it [the animal] as an object, an
Other to keep at bay’.2° This becomes apparent in his attempt to catch the animal with a large
foothold trap on the attic, choosing a particularly cruel model even though people in the
wildlife forum strongly advise against it.8! In contemporary fiction, as Baker points out, ‘non-
human animals are positioned as others against whom men define themselves, often through
acts of violence’.®? Pat Spain embodies the same tendency, fantasising about finally coming
‘face to face’ with ‘the thing’ once it is trapped or even leaving it in the trap for a while, letting
it suffer.®3 Another fantasy of his speaks of the commodification of animals, as Pat tells his
wife he plans on giving her the dead animal as a trophy:

| know you don’t deserve to live like this. You deserve all the fancy clothes and expensive
curtains in the world. [...] And it’s been killing me that | can't give you that stuff. But this, at
least, this one thing, this | can do. | can get this little fucker. We'll have it stuffed and mount it
on the sitting-room wall .8

Listing a dead animal among other expensive status symbols reveals both Pat’s strong
materialistic orientation as well as his disregard for animals as living beings.

In another parallel to In the Woods, Pat Spain also realises far too late where the actual
danger lies. As is revealed at the end of the novel, Pat’s wife Jenny suffered a nervous
breakdown due to his obsession with the animal and killed her own children and Pat in a state
of temporary insanity before trying to kill herself. She explains to Kennedy that ‘he [Pat] was
letting this thing, this animal, this stupid, insane, imaginary it was never even there animal,
he was letting it eat Emma and Jack alive’.®> The novel ultimately reveals that the real threat
did not lie within the wild animal that Pat believed lived in the attic but in the metaphorical
animal of the Celtic Tiger and the human-made economic system which has ultimately caused
the Spains’ desolate situation. The real ‘monster’, as Kennedy remarks, hides in ‘the dark
space at the back of the closet’,2¢ and it is not a nonhuman creature, but a box containing the
Spains’ financial documents. In Broken Harbour, Emily Johansen observes, ‘the threat lies in
the values and norms of neoliberalism’®” and its consequences: the commodification or
eradication of the natural world, the disregard for the environment and the nonhuman.
Ultimately, even the metaphor of the Celtic Tiger can be seen as misleading: it is not an animal
that threatens the Irish nation, but an economic phenomenon created by humans.
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Elusive Nonhuman Animals, Continuous Hauntings

To conclude, the spectral nonhuman animals in both novels remain in the background, out of
sight, yet act as haunting reminders of the ecological catastrophe which unfolded during the
boom years and continued in their aftermath. While O’Connor remarks that animals have ‘for
so long [been] inseparable from the emotional life and physical reality of lived experience in
Ireland’,®® French’s novels show the disconnect between the human and nonhuman world in
Celtic Tiger Ireland, represented through Adam Robert Ryan and Pat Spain, respectively. Both
feel threatened by the elusive animal that they are unable to identify, classify or even see. In
In the Woods, the nonhuman animal haunting Ryan draws attention to the destruction of the
Knocknaree Woods, which is already foreshadowed through the disappearance of his friends,
whose names reveal a close connection to the natural world. The ghostly setting of Broken
Harbour, the ghost estate, speaks not only of the economic downfall after the financial crisis
but also appears as a space that represents the fundamental transformation of formerly rural
spaces in Ireland and the unsustainable politics of development during the Celtic Tiger years.
The nonhuman animals in both novels, while initially seen as dangerous, are ultimately
revealed as non-threatening; yet, they make themselves known and draw attention to the
unfolding ecological tragedy. As Gordon points out, ‘[t]Jo write stories concerning exclusions
and invisibilities is to write ghost stories’.?° The invisible animals in French’s Emerald Noir
novels suggest that nonhuman beings, excluded and often made invisible, will continue to
make themselves known and will not rest easily as long as the ecological catastrophe and the
destruction of natural habitats continue.
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