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Denis Johnston’s Nine Rivers from Jordan:
A Centenary View”

Beatriz Kopschitz Bastos

Abstract: Nine Rivers from Jordan — The Chronicle of a Journey and a Search
is Denis Johnston’s autobiographical record of World War II, during which the
dramatist worked as radio correspondent for the BBC. His post-war and last
original plays — A Fourth for Bridge and The Scythe and The Sunset — somehow
echo his war experience and his reflections on the global conflict. The object of
this article is to describe and analyze Nine Rivers from Jordan and its
reverberations in Denis Johnston’s last plays, for these texts are, in many ways,
representative of the playwright’s view of humanity, life and history.

The year 2001 evokes odysseys, journeys and quests. A centenary prompts us to
take a fresh look at a lifetime, its achievements and legacy. In 2001, the birth centenary
of Denis Johnston (1901-1984) was celebrated; his varied career has often been the
source material for articles around the quest theme. In fact,' Johnston’s career, particularly
his dramatic work, was largely focused on the search for an appropriate means of
representing reality and for an appropriate place among Irish dramatists.? Johnston
himself adopted the journey and search themes in some of his theatrical texts as well as
in his non-dramatic writings, such as the autobiographical record of the time he spent as
a radio correspondent for the BBC, during World War 1I: Nine Rivers from Jordan —
The Chronicle of a Journey and a Search (1953, 1955). After the war, Johnston wrote
his last plays, A Fourth for Bridge (1948) and The Scythe and The Sunset (1958), both
of which contain, more or less directly, echoes of his war experience and reminiscences
of the reflections developed in Nine Rivers from Jordan.

Perhaps the best way to describe the structure and origin of Nine Rivers from
Jordan is to quote Johnston’s own words in the preface, interestingly located two thirds
of the way through the book, where he points out to some of the most significant aspects
of his journey account:

The present brochure had its origin in a collection of diaries, personal papers,
radio scripts, graphitae and pamphlets that were annotated, elaborated and finally
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put into some sort of shape. [...] Its puzzling and perhaps irritating changes of
style, tense and point of view — all of which it has not been possible to eliminate
in this present splendid emendax — are due to this synthetic growth, rather than to
any deliberate plan to make the book into a disjointed series of literary
experimentations or imitations. Most of it was written under varying conditions
of stress during the last three years of the war — sometimes in retrospect, sometimes
in the midst of the events that are described. [...] We are here discussing a world
holocaust. [...] The book is a palimpsest, drawing its strength from the blood of
more than one parent. It does not aim to represent the experience of any particular
man, but of a concourse and of a generation. [...] However, a note on the author is
here added. [...] It throws some light not only on his personal background, but
also on his credo of reporting fact (1955, 333-335).

The chapters, grouped in three parts, are presented under various literary forms,
anchored, according to the author, on standard works such as The Odyssey, The Bible or
Dante’s Inferno and include references to several other texts as well as ballads and songs.
“Denis carried a copy of Joyce’s Ulysses with him wherever he went in the desert, and the
style and structure of Joyce’s book heavily influenced Nine Rivers” (2002, 220), affirmed
Bernard Adams, who published Johnston’s biography quite recently. The complexively
allusive method also reminds us of the experimental structure of The Old Lady Says “No!”
(1929), Johnston’s first play, portraying the leader of the 1803 Rising, Robert Emmet, in
an anti-romantic demythologizing fashion, making use of expressionistic techniques.
Concurrently with the palimpsest of texts and styles, reflections upon different issues are
interwoven together. While describing the war, Johnston reflects upon an infinity of subjects:
his personal life — present and past; the socio-political situation in Ireland; his role as a
journalist as well as the role of journalism itself; the use of propaganda, particularly of
war propaganda and the exercise of censorship, both of which he is extremely critical
about; and, finally, but briefly, his role as dramatist.

Yet, Johnston never loses has been always concerned with the absurdity of war.
His attitude changes gradually throughout the book, though. Playfulness gives way to a
perception of the tragedy of war and of the violent dismantling of people’s lives. At
first, Johnston’s view includes, mingled with a sense of devastation and destruction,
some sort of positive, almost romantic aspect, which makes him wonder: “In what way
can one describe this confusing mixture of rascality and gallantry, of bloody murder
and of common sense, of intolerable grimness and of surprising joviality? (1955, 258).
Nevertheless, the perception that “the gallant war is over” grows and is finally sharpened
in Buchenwald, the Nazi concentration camp. His attitude changes completely into one
of absolute revolt and despair:

Cruelty I have known, and sadism, and the rascalities of red-hot anger. But
mass dehumanization as a matter of planned policy has not so far come my way.
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[...] I have done my best to keep sane, but there is no answer to this except
bloody murder” (1955, 445).

It is the motif of the journey, however, that really provides the structure of the
narrative, tying all the different layers of texts, references and reflections together. From
the opening pages of Homer’s Odyssey,? which he quotes, Johnston selects his prototype,
his motivation — the wanderer, the committed observer:

The man for wisdom’s various arts renowned

Long exercised in woes, O Muse, resound,

Who, when his arms had wrought the destined fall

Of sacred Troy, and razed her Heaven-built wall,
Wandering from clime to clime, observant strayed,

Their manners noted, and their States surveyed. (1955, 12)

Thus, we follow the reporter’s actual journey and quest in Africa and Europe.
His trajectory includes the crossing of nine rivers, which was supposedly predicted by a
dragoman who read Johnston’s palm soon after he arrived in Egypt:

Before long you will start on a journey — a journey over earth, over fire, over
air, and over water. I do not know where this journey will lead you, but I think
that it is from where it is white to where it will be white again. It is from a depth
to a summit. And here in your hand I see nine rivers that you must cross. [...]
When you have reached the last river, you will be at the end of your journey,
and there you will find what you have been looking for (1955, 34-35).

Johnston crosses the Jordan, the Nile, the Sangro, the Tiber, the Seine, the Liffey
(for he shortly returned to Ireland during the war), the Rhine, the Danube and the Inn. In
his account, the rivers are named after the nine Greek muses — Polymnia, the muse of
song; Terpshichore, the muse of dance; Euterpe, the muse of lyric poetry; Clio, the
muse of history; Erato, the muse of love poetry; Thalia, the muse of comedy; Melpomene,
the muse of tragedy; Calliope, the muse of epic poetry and Urania, the muse of astronomy.
This inevitably leads to Herodotus’ Histories,* which is divided in nine chapters named
after the nine Greek muses.’ One should also observe that Herodotus, apart from narrating
the Persian wars themselves, makes numerous digressions about mythology, geography,
politics and anecdotes more or less directly linked to the main account. Johnston, however,
never alludes to The Histories as a source book.

In his odyssey the author is engaged in different levels of quest: he obsessively
looks for a girl named Anneliese Wendler, to whom the book is dedicated, in order to
return to her a bundle of letters he encountered; he pursues a satisfactory answer for his
somehow permanent disillusion with the ways of Irish politics; he searches for the
comprehension of his own self and his role in life. He eventually searches for the
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understanding of life itself, the existence of Good and Evil, and, ultimately, for the
existence of God.

Critics have interpreted and explained several aspects of the book such as its
triadic structure, the nine crossings, the quest, its eventual double ending (existent in
the 1953 British edition, but excluded from the 1955 American edition), the many
symbologies imbued in the complex development of Nine Rivers from Jordan and its
relation to Johnston’s dramatic career. The aspects we selected for considerations here
are Johnston’s personal view of the conflict and the reverberations of the war experience
in his post-war dramatic work

Johnston struggles to see the good as well as the failures of all parties involved
in the conflict. Thus, he remarks, about the enemy: “I suppose we are all becoming
conscious of the surprising fact that these Germans whom we are fighting are actual
people, and not mere symbols represented by so many blue marks on a map, and we are
interested in our attitude towards them as individuals” (1955, 95). Even after the
concentration camp experience, which he faces and transcends, it is this extreme respect
for human life in the attitude of the committed observer which prevails. Towards the
end of the book, Johnston describes the following conversation with a German
schoolteacher whose house had been destroyed by the allied forces:

“I do not understand,” she said. “They were not fighting here. Yet they have
done this to my home and have taken away many of my things. Do our German
soldiers behave like this in the countries which they occupy?” [...]

I thought [...] of Buchenwald, and of everything that I had seen there. And I
looked at that schoolteacher whose home had been tossed about, but who was
still a human being like myself, and not a wretch squatting over a sewer or laid
out upon a shelf.

“Gnadiges Frdulein,” 1 said. “There is a train of goods wagons on a siding
outside Landsberg, and every wagon is packed to the doors with the corpses of
people who have been starved to death. That is what your people have done.”
[...]

“Maybe we are both guilty in a sense,” [ went on. “Neither spectacle is edifying.”
(1955, 475-476)

And it is this disposition towards an attempt to deal with the complexities and
contradictions of existence which brings us to Denis Johnston’s post-war plays.

A Fourth for Bridge, Johnston’s only one-act play echoes directly an episode
narrated to him during the war.® A group of soldiers of various nationalities, including
capturers and prisoners, initially looking for a fourth person for bridge, end up together,
leading to intriguing incidents. The play turns the anecdote into a comic representation
of a war situation which shows “half a dozen of friendly enemies trapped in an aeroplane”.
Johnston’s argument was that “war as a phenomenon can no longer be regarded,
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melodramatically, as a struggle between villains and heroes” (1979, 167). He wanted to
continue in the theatre a campaign for the de-mythologizing of manicheist or romanticized
history. Johnston’s attitude in the play, thus, reflects the prevailing tone in his judgement
of war in Nine Rivers from Jordan.

The echoes of the war experience in The Scythe and The Sunset, Johnston’s
Easter Rising play, which somehow speaks to O’Casey’s The Plough and The Stars, are
not so obvious. This makes the parallels between Nine Rivers and The Scythe interestingly
subtle and extremely significant. The first aspect to be noticed is that from the very
beginning of the war narrative, Johnston reveals a determination to relate the truth: “I
was not going to concern myself with propaganda. I was going to describe soberly and
sensibly exactly what I saw, and give the people at home the truth, the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth, whether happy or unfavourable” (1955, 12). However, despite his
commitment to truth and realism, the first sensations he experiences in Egypt are
comparable to the fantasies of childhood:

My breast was filled with the delightful apprehension that I used to experience
when, as a small boy of five or six, I was taken in a horse tram to see my earliest
pantomimes. There were monsters and demons ahead of us in the depths of this
stony, sandy waste, towards which an endless line of telegraph poles was leading
us (1955, 16).

Secondly, one should mention that the impression of the war as a “welter of
bored indifference, confusion and buck-passing”, while he observes the common soldier,
permeates the narrative:

He is not interested in the exhibitionist side of the game. It is not his business,
and very sensibly does not intend to get killed if he can avoid it. He did not ask
to come here, and he intends to go home unless he is unlucky. This attitude has
nothing to do with bravery or cowardice. It is just a feeling of indifference to
the whole issue” (1955, 47).

Finally, his overall attitude towards the ordinary soldier is not of glorification
but of sympathetic admiration: “Heroes are not on the whole as heroic as they are
popularly supposed to be.[...] The more I see of good soldiers the more I like them”
(1955, 127).

Similarly, Johnston presents his personal, therefore “true” recollections as his
main inspiration in the introduction to The Scythe and The Sunset. Besides, he shares
with his reader a satirical but sympathetic view of the combatants, with a perception of
confusion and indifference:
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I was a schoolboy at the time of the Rising, and for the greater part of the three
days my home was occupied and fortified by four male members of the De Valera’s
battalion, while we of the family were held, supposedly as prisoners, but actually
as hostages. [...] It all sounds more dramatic than it was. Our captors were soft-
spoken and apologetic young men who did the least damage they could, compatible
with their orders to turn the house into a fort and prevent us from leaving. [...] Of
the rebels, I principally remember their charm, their civility, their doubts, and
their fantastic misinformation about everything that was going on. Of the man in
khaki there remains an impression of many cups of tea, of conversations about
everything except the business in hand, and of a military incompetence of surprising
proportions, even to my schoolboy’s eye (1977, 87).

Both Nine Rivers from Jordan and The Scythe and the Sunset are, then, built
upon a combination of personal impressions and historical facts. Written more than ten
years after the end of the World War, Johnston’s last play is still imbued with the author’s
attempt at a re-examination of a historical moment, divested of romanticism and
propaganda and his dramatic characters are endowed with humanity. Besides, in 1958,
when The Scythe and The Sunset was written, a process towards what later became a
widespread debate — historical revisionism — was already in the making in Ireland.”
Johnston’s play meets, then, not only his personal view of war, but also the historical
and political debate in Ireland in the late fifties.

Some of the keys to understand Johnston’s view of humanity and history in his
literary work can be found in his war experience, as narrated in Nine Rivers from Jordan,
his somehow permanent disillusion with the ways of Irish politics, his commitment to
Irish history and his constant revisionist attitude. And however bitter or destructive he
may sound in the course of his texts, his final tone is most usually one of redemption,
rebirth and hope.

The closing speech in The Old Lady Says “No!”, suggestive of Robert Emmet’s
actual discourse, is significant in the context of this article, for it beautifully brings forth
a note of hope for agreement and peace:

Strumpet City in the Sunset

Suckling the bastard brats of the Scots, of Englishry, of Huguenot.

Brave sons breaking from the womb, wild sons fleeing from their Mother.
Wilful city of savage dreamers,

So old, so sick with memories!

Some they say are damned,

But you, I know, will walk the streets of Paradise

Head high, and unashamed.

There now. Let my epitaph be written. (1977, 74)
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The often cited last line of The Scythe and The Sunset — “Winter gives back the
roses to the frost-filled earth” — reveals once more Johnston’s disposition to believe in
the transcendence of historical moments of conflict and tragedy towards regeneration
and redemption.

Finally, the double ending in the British edition of Nine Rivers from Jordan
brings a similar transcendental shift from confusion and bitterness to the possibility of
rebirth and joy in man’s responsible construction of history. In both the British and the
American editions, Johnston is killed and adds a post mortem chapter. The conclusion
of the chapter presents an image of bitterness and revolt in his personal reading and
adaptation of Homer’s epopee. Odysseus, his prototype, now transformed by the
experience of the horrors of war, in Johnston’s view, would have said:

How Vain Your Hope

For all your bitter tongue,

For fools who slay the Oxen of the Sun

To feed their anger or to ease their dread

Shall eat Damnation as their daily bread. (1955, 493)

And with the words Ife missa est the narrative finishes. But there comes an
unexpected question in the original text: “Or would you prefer a different ending?”.
Johnston offers and provides his readers with a second ending and once more concludes
with a possibility of choice and an alternative of transcendental hope.

I borrow from one of the most renowned critics of Denis Johnston, Harold
Ferrar, the conclusive words in this paper:

Like Blake, Johnston finds God in the tiger as well as in the lamb; and he emerges
from his quest a great yea-sayer, singing the song of God. On a level far beyond the
logic he adores, he repudiates the wasteland vision, the nada of the modern
perspective. This beautifully affirmative spiritual dimension of Johnston’s work is
inspiring and, unfortunately, still utterly necessary. To encounter this stirring vision
is to move a step closer to living it (201-202).

Notes

*  Afirst version of this paper was presented at the IASIL 2001 conference — “Odysseys”, at DCU,
Dublin, as part of a larger research project which later resulted in my Doctoral Thesis: “O Teatro
Revisionista de Denis Johnston” (“Denis Johnston’s Revisionist Theatre™), University of Sdo
Paulo, December 2003.

1 Some of the articles in the collection organized and edited by Joseph Ronsley, Denis Johnston —
A Retrospective, for instance, address the search theme.
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2 Christopher Murray, among other critics, in Twentieth-Century Irish Drama — Mirror up to a
Nation, deals with the fact that Johnston’s plays alternated between the Gate and the Abbey
throughout his career, reflecting his search for a place where to belong (122-3).

3 T used the translation of the Odyssey from Greek into Portuguese by Jaime Bruna.

4 T used the translation from Greek into Portuguese by Mario da Gama Kury.

5 Both Francois Hartog, in O Espelho de Herodoto (translated into Portuguese by Jacyntho Lins
Brandio), as well as Paul Harvey, in Diciondrio Oxford de Literatura Cldssica (translated into
Portuguese by Mario da Gama Kury), explain that the division of Herodotus’s History in chapters
with the names of the muses were not included by Herodotus himself, but added by later editors
(32-3).

6 See Nine Rivers from Jordan (134-5).

7 Several critics point out to the development of the process of a revisionist approach to the
interpretation of Irish history, among which: Terence Brown in Ireland — A Social and cultural
History — 1922-1985 and Luke Gibbons in his chapter dealing with the subject included in The
Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing (ed. Seamus Deane). In my doctoral thesis I devoted one
chapter to the development of historical revisionism in Ireland.
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