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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

Magill’s Literary Annual, 2016 follows a long tradition, beginning in 1954, of offering 
readers incisive reviews of the major literature published during the previous calendar year. 
The Magill’s Literary Annual series seeks to critically evaluate 150 major examples of seri-

States and around the world. The philosophy behind our selection process is to cover works 

the careers of authors being taught and researched in literature programs, and that will 

notable titles, the editors have provided librarians with an excellent reader’s advisory tool 
and patrons with fodder for book discussion groups and a guide for choosing worthwhile 
reading material. The essay-reviews in the Annual provide a more academic “reference” 
review of a work than is typically found in newspapers and other periodical sources.

The reviews in the two-volume Magill’s Literary Annual, 2016 are arranged alpha-
betically by title. At the beginning of each volume is a complete alphabetical list of all 
covered books that provides readers with the title and author. In addition, readers will 

-
mately four pages in length. Each one begins with a block of reference information in 
a standard order:

•   Full Book Title, including any subtitle
•   Author: Name, with birth year, and death year when applicable
•   First published: Original foreign-language title, with year and country,
   when pertinent
•   Original language and translator name, when pertinent
•   Introduction, Foreword, etc., with writer’s name, when pertinent
•   Publisher: Company name and city, and the number of pages
•   Type of work (chosen from standard categories):

  Anthropology 
  Archaeology 
  Autobiography 
  Biography  
  Current affairs 
  Diary 
  Drama 
  Economics 
  Education 
  Environment 
  Essays 
  Ethics 
  Film 

  Fine arts 
  History 
  History of science 
  Language 
  Law 
  Letters 
  Literary biography 
  Literary criticism 
  Literary history 
  Literary theory 
  Media 
  Medicine 
  Memoir 
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  Miscellaneous 
  Music 
  Natural history 
  Nature 
  Novel 
  Novella 
  Philosophy 
  Poetry 

  Psychology 
  Religion 
  Science 

 
  Sociology 
  Technology 
  Travel 
  Women’s issues

•   Time: Period represented, when pertinent
•   Locale: Location represented, when pertinent
•   Capsule description of the work
•   Principal characters Principal personages 
   (for bibliographies, history): List of people, with bried descriptions, when 
   pertinent

The text of each essay-review analyzes and presents the focus, intent, and rela-
tive success of the author, as well as the makeup and point of view of the work under 
discussion. To assist readers further, essays are supplemented by a list of additional 
“Review Sources” for further study in a bibliographic format. Every essay includes a 
sidebar offering a brief biography of the author or authors. Thumbnail photographs of 
book covers and authors are included as available.

 
Three indexes can be found at the end of volume 2:

•   Category Index: Groups all titles into subject areas such as current affairs 
    and social issues, ethics and law, history, literary biography, philosophy
    and religion, psychology, and women’s issues.
•   Title Index: Lists all works reviewed in alphabetical order, with any rel-
    evant cross references.
•   Author Index: Lists books covered in the Annual by each author’s name.

A searchable cumulative index, listing all books reviewed in Magill’s Literary  
Annual between 1977 and 2016, as well as in Magill’s History Annual (1983) and  
Magill’s Literary Annual, History and Biography (1984 and 1985), can be found at 
www.online.salempress.com.

Our special thanks go to the outstanding writers who lend their time and knowledge 
to this project every year. The names of all contributing reviewers are listed in the be-
ginning of Volume 1, as well as at the end of their individual reviews. 



1

Academy Street

Author: Mary Costello
First published: 2014, in the United King-

dom
Publisher: Farrar, Straus and Giroux (New 

York). 160 pp.
Type of work: Novel
Time: Mid-1940s–early 2000s
Locales: Ireland; New York City, New York

The story of a woman who grows up among a 
large family in rural Ireland but spends most 
of her life isolated in the most populous city 
of the United States, Academy Street packs 

-
pointment, disillusion, and indecision into a 
small volume. 

Principal characters:
TERESA “TESS” LOHAN, a woman born to a large family in Ireland who eventually 

moves to New York City
EVELYN LOHAN, her older sister
CLAIRE LOHAN, her older sister
MAEVE LOHAN, her older sister
DENIS LOHAN, her older brother
OLIVER LOHAN, her younger brother, who grows up wild
MOLLY, her aunt, who lives in the United States and works at Bell Telephone
THEO, her child, born out of wedlock
WILLA, one of her neighbors in New York City
MICHAEL JOSEPH “MIKE” CONNOLLY, a kindly workman on the Lohan farm
ANNE BECKETT, an Irish nurse in New York City
DAVID O’HARA, Anne’s cousin from Dublin, a lawyer

Academy Street
of loss and longing that marks the life of protagonist Teresa “Tess” Lohan. It is the 
mid-1940s, and the opening scene is a rural farm in the west of Ireland near Galway, 
where cattle, sheep, pigs, and chickens are raised. In the large, ancient farmhouse 

family—Tess’s four older siblings and one infant brother, plus various aunts, uncles, 
and local acquaintances—are gathered for a solemn occasion. Tess’s mother, just forty 

placed in a hearse for the trip to the cemetery. Tess, her sister Maeve, and her baby 
brother Oliver are considered too young to attend the funeral, so they are left behind 
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in the care of Mike Connolly, the competent longtime farmhand. Her mother’s death is 

-
ment of the farm drastically changes. Tess’s father becomes morose, the children fall 
silent to avoid incurring his ire, and gloom descends. A portent of what is to come 
occurs just days after the funeral. A tinker and his family stop by the farmhouse to 
beg. The tinker’s daughter, Tess’s age, sticks out her tongue at Tess, which Tess feels 
is like a curse. At school, other children, who know about her mother’s death, torment 
her with stories of grave robbers. Walking home from school, Tess passes the tinker 
family camp, and she sticks out her tongue at the tinker’s daughter, who mysteriously 
sickens and dies days later. Stunned by what she thinks she has done, Tess stops talk-
ing. Neither doctors nor teachers nor family members can make her utter a word until 
she is ready to do so on her own.

A few years later, Tess and her sister Maeve board at a convent school. Latin 
teacher Mr. Clarke, who was born at the Lohan house when it was under different 
ownership, tells her the history of her home, built in the seventeenth century. During 

famine, and hundreds of patients who died of sickness and starvation were buried on 
the farm. Death was planted long before the Lohans arrived, and death from starvation 
of the spirit is to be the family’s destiny.

age thirteen Tess has to drop out of school to assist her sister Evelyn, now married and 

changed. Her sister Claire has immigrated to the United States and is working at Bell 
Telephone alongside their aunt Molly; Mike Connolly has retired; and her younger 
brother, Oliver, is growing up wild. With nothing left for her at home, Tess applies 
to become and is accepted as a nursing trainee in Dublin, following her late mother’s 
former profession.

In 1962, Tess, in her early twenties, moves to New York City to be near Claire, now 
married and the mother of a small child, and lands a job as a nurse at a medical center. 
Almost immediately, Claire moves with her husband to San Francisco, California, and 
Tess is on her own again. She befriends Anne Beckett, a fellow nurse also from Ireland 
who is engaged to be married, and the two women share an apartment for a time. Tess 
meets Anne’s cousin from Ireland, David O’Hara, a tall, blond lawyer, and is drawn to 
him. After encouragement from Tess, Oliver moves to New York as well, working in 
construction and occasionally visiting with his sister and Anne on weekends; however, 
their relationship ultimately faces hardship as well.

Tess and David keep running into one another at various social functions. Just 
before David leaves to join the Air Force, he seduces Tess, who becomes pregnant 
around the time of a national tragedy: the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Tess at-
tempts to contact David, but receives no reply, so she buys a cheap wedding band to 

to help Tess, except she has small children who need her care, and is ill herself.
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Eventually, Tess gives birth to a son she 
names Theo. Though initially she thinks of 
putting him up for adoption, she decides to 
raise him on her own. In a new apartment on 
Academy Street, she becomes friends with 
her downstairs neighbor, Willa, a down-to-
earth married mother of several children who 
gives Tess practical advice about raising her 
son. Tess writes her siblings in Ireland and 
sends them photos of little Theo, but their re-
sponses are lukewarm; it is apparent that they, good Catholics, disapprove of what they 
perceive as her wanton, nontraditional lifestyle. Nothing, however, could be farther 
from the truth. Tess is more alone than ever. She craves a man, and desperately wishes 
for some passion in her life. Since she is shy and awkward around other people, and 
she tends to compare each of the few men she steps out with to her single romantic 
experience, nothing ever comes from such dates.

Theo grows up as a solitary child who enjoys reading, like his mother. At age 
fourteen he begins to ask about his father. When he is a little older, Tess shows him a 

-

begins to grow distant from his mother. In his late teens he moves out to attend college 
while rooming with friends. Theo and Tess remain in sporadic communication, with 
long periods of silence between infrequent meetings. At twenty-eight, having become 
a commodity trader, Theo marries a Jewish lawyer, Jennifer, and fathers two children. 
Tess, having retired from the hospital, reestablishes contact with Theo and his new 
family. They all get together regularly for holidays, birthdays, and other occasions, 
until the horror of September 11, 2001, disrupts their lives.

many years. Nothing is as she remembered or imagined, prompting a direct compari-
son of her life in the United States with the world that she left behind in Ireland.

Academy Street is the debut novel from Mary Costello, following her well-received 
story collection The China Factory (2012). Downbeat and atmospheric, the story ac-
complishes much in just over 150 pages. Critics praised Costello’s ability to portray 
such a complicated story in her distinct style, with Maria Crawford writing in a review 
for the Financial Times, “She has a gift for relating even life’s most calamitous events 
in matter-of-fact prose, and in doing so laying bare their true devastation.”

Essentially the portrait of a woman who internalizes the effects of traumatic exter-

childhood to senior-citizen status, in the existence of a unique individual. Tess lives 
a life of quiet desperation, unwilling or unable to take the initiative necessary to bet-
ter herself or improve her situation, a prisoner who cannot shake off the iron grip of 
inertia. Physical descriptions of characters are scarce, so readers learn about aspects of 
their personalities solely through their actions—or in the case of Tess, caught between 
the old world of her youth and the new world of her mature years, by her failure to 

-
-

tory, was nominated for the Guardian 
First Book Award and other honors. Her 
debut novel, Academy Street, won the 
Eason Novel of the Year award at the 
2014 Irish Book Awards.
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take action. Inwardly, her heart and soul are in constant turmoil; however, outwardly 
she remains placid. As Sinéad Gleeson notes in a review of the book for the Guard-
ian, Tess’s subdued lifestyle still speaks volumes: “Hers is a quiet life, but one with an 
enormous impact on the reader.”

The novel is divided into three parts. Part one, told in present tense, details Tess’s 
time in Ireland, the emotional highlight of her life. Part two, in past tense, concerns her 

her back to Ireland. The story is presented entirely from the third-person limited point 
of view, which allows inklings of Tess’s thoughts and feelings, but with a lesser degree 

The strong connections between Ireland and the United States hold the sections 
together as the story completes a cycle, beginning and ending in personal tragedy. As 
a young woman in Ireland, Tess dreams of escaping from the predictable future role of 
wife and mother; in the United States, as a reluctant single mother, she dreams fondly 
of her youth in Ireland. Neither dream is realistic. Further enhancing the theme, Tess’s 
childhood home was once a haven for victims of the Irish famine, the event that drove 
many Irish to the United States. Similar to Irish immigrants before her, Tess comes to 
the United States following in the footsteps of an older sister, and draws her younger 
brother west after her—and the country destroys them all, in different ways. Tess’s 
hopes for a wonderful new life are dashed by David, yet another Irish immigrant, 
condemning her to an existence from which, because of her submissive, introspective 
nature, she does not have the inner strength to escape.

Jack Ewing
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