Trojan Sofa Notes

Background

In the story ‘The Trojan Sofa', although there isn't a death, there's a theme which seems to underscore the collection, namely the idea of characters hiding from each other or themselves, whether it's the boy hiding in a sofa, or whether it's like Annie in ‘The Wedding Ring', hiding behind a system of beliefs and values which protect her from feeling hurt. Would you agree?

‘The Trojan Sofa' is about a boy who is abused. The father uses him to help rob places. I suppose the story came from Trieste in Italy. My wife and I were there for the James Joyce Summer School and we were given a flat for a couple of days. This woman was showing us around and she said it was hardly worth showing us the keys as they'd rob us anyway. She told us this story about someone who was put inside a piece of furniture which was then sold as an antique with someone hiding inside. I tucked it away in my mind and thought, that's a good story. And then, when some people robbed banks in Belfast of millions of pounds, I thought, well, that'll fit together nicely. 

‘The Trojan Sofa' is a comic story, but it's a threatening one as well. 

"The Trojan Sofa" is about a child who acts as a spy and infiltrator for his Catholic burglar dad. A complex and delicate mix of a child's vulnerability and a parent's glorification of petty crime as an act of political courage, it is classic MacLaverty, combining clear-sighted coolness and compassion.

Irish problem between Protestant/catholic
Story of a young Catholic boy stapled into a sofa by his dad to rob the home of a protestant, but when the young boy is caught he must find a way of escaping – symbolic of trying to find a way out of the problem, but only listens to dad’s advice.
Style - Narration
First person narration – told from Niall’s pov – MacLaverty creates an extremely acute portrayal of a child – and although Niall is unaware that father is encouraging him to hate Protestants etc, we know what he is doing is abusive, irresponsible and is teaching a child that it is acceptable to hate people solely based on their religion

Sentences start with conjunctions esp.and – typical childlike way of telling a story- natural speech of a child - stream of consciousness – constant relay of thoughts etc.
Lacks focus/easily distracted – goes off on a tangent - jumps from one topic to another – again typical child – ‘I got the highest marks of anybody in Northern Ireland.’  My Da sells anything  and everything’  

Short sentences- just states facts – not coloured with his own views.  Father tells him how to think; he doesn’t question this – dad head of family – to be obeyed.

Extensive use of parenthesis – children tell every minute detail in a story – doesn’t know what information is important/most relevant – similarly cannot filter through advice he receives from dad – just accepts it as fact - tells us he is a young boy who should be at home sleeping and not getting involved in hate crimes.  Boy will be worried about what may happen to him in the sofa and is also ingraining the Protestant/catholic divide in his head.

‘I’m on my left hand side- the side I slept on at night-because I know there won’t be much turning round in the foreseeable future’ - symbolises – no end to the problems- even as a child he realises this.

Inside the sofa – the boy thinks about his situation and reflects on the war – 

‘This must have been what it was like during the war.  All the old ones at the stalls talk about during the was; they never stop’

old ones should stop

will spread the hate , as they will turn young boy into a racist

he will become angry and annoyed with Protestants
when caught, the boy tells the protestant he needs to use his toilet

· ‘I turn on the tap and wash my hands.  It’s that soap with the wee label that never goes away.  Imperial Leather.  The last thing to go is the label.’

Problems in Ireland have no hope of ending
Symbolism – of label not going away

People are judged solely on religion

Again misguiding the son – forcing him to grow up too fast.
Juxtaposition

‘I Stanley knife my way out and open the door.  My Da and Uncle are sitting there smiling.’  - happy son is continuing their path – happy at his violence on Protestants’ possessions – propagating violence in a young impressionable child.

‘with servant s tugging the forelock and kowtowing to him.  Uncle Eamon spat’ – annoyed and believe the Protestants see themselves as superior/haughty etc – mere thought of them causes Uncles to spit in disgust – child’s recollection/re-telling of these events suggests how much of what his father/uncle say he absorbs/accepts.

Characterisation

Niall- 11 year old
‘I’m not scared – just have some what-if knots in my gut.  What if they have a dog.  Or a burglar alarm – with laser beams like they have in the movies.’

- use of dash – shows he is actually afraid of position he is putting himself in – entering Protestant house – breaching the void.  Use of list – suggests all his different fears.  Doesn’t want to admit them – makes them more threatening real and also trying to be a brave hard man to emulate his father and make him proud.  Obviously wants approval from father.

Acceptance of dad’s crimes – non judgemental  - just stating facts as he sees them  - And that’d be my Da clued in.’

We know he is a ‘smart boy’ and MacLaverty here suggests that even the intelligent can not break free from the vicious cycle of violence, hatred etc. – Niall cannot form his own views – he is controlled/manipulated to share his dad’s views.
‘And it’s one up for Ireland’ – sees it as a game – does not take cruelty/revenge against Protestants seriously – doesn’t understand morality of his actions – he is not thinking for himself but is doing his dad’s bidding.

Colloquial language – ‘sorta’ ‘a lotta laughing’ ’wee’
Naïve/innocence – ‘stop the exercising’ – ‘the penny drops’ – suggests dad is corrupting him/sacrificing his childhood in the process.  Becoming hardened/tough at only 11 – ‘Boo-hoo.  Lend me a hanky.’ – no empathy/pity for others.  ‘he’ll be one of ours.’ – divisive casualties on both sides – only ones that are relevant are those with same views
‘The news is the usual boring stuff.’ – disinterested 

‘and I think of myself as a mouse’ – metaphorically suggests his insignificance
‘It was funny being in a house with Union Jacks and pictures of the Queen on the walls.  Really spooky.’ – suggest unease/fear he might be caught/killed – fear etc. is hidden by hard front.

Misses mother – ‘I lie thinking about her for a while’ –

‘The smell of the dust inside the sofa for some reason makes me feel sad.’ – the past
Isolated/lonely – ‘I don’t have many friends.’  ‘They’re so stupid playing’ – lost childhood, forced into adulthood prematurely – father uses him while will still fit in to sofas.

boy has a childish imagination – lasers – shows there is still some hope he will get to be a child, but has grown up too quickly.

‘they got killed.  Boo hoo lend me a hanky.’- sarcastic tone.  Dad doesn’t care so son will not care in future.

Dad

Manipulates people – including his son to get what he wants e.g. information, a sense of dominance over protestants etc.  likes to control people – superiority complex, like s to believe he is better than others.
‘The wrong done to this country was so great that we can do anything in retaliation.’

Use of italics – suggests that by emphasising the italics he really does believe the Protestants deserve anything they get – there is no limitation to the pain/suffering he feels should be inflicted upon them.  Furthermore, the use of inverted commas suggest he is recalling his dad’s words verbatim and these views are becoming an integral part of his being. Shift from indirect speech to direct speech.  Niall at an age where he trusts everything his dad says – doesn’t challenge views – just accepts them – ‘He has very strong views has my Da.’

‘A war is two sides, one against the other, he says.  It’s as simple as that.’  - Dad not prepared to understand complexities of war – he very much focuses on divisive element of war – no in between – Protestant are seen as the enemy always – suggests why the fighting has perpetuated.  ‘A war is like two sides, one against the other.  It’s as simple as that.’  Shows lack of concern/interest – these are the lessons he is teaching son.  War is not simple – is very complex.
Father – has strong views, and he is not afraid of showing these/influencing these on his son.

‘the wrong done to this country was so great that we can do anything in retaliation’

· God-like view of himself/religion

· Saying this in front of son is misguiding and confusing him.

· Should stop or will guide his son into wrong type of life.

· Father is destroying his future – not letting him form his own views

‘If it’s done against the Brits it’s OK by him.’ – for Niall to have Dad’s acceptance he must share views.  Family so important to RC – it would bring shame on family to disagree with the father – head of household.

Father/son relationship

Manipulation of son – needs to control him  

‘I’d never force anybody to anybody to do something like this – never mind one of my own.  But I must say it is for Ireland.’

Use of dash – to convince son he is doing it for his own good and would never make him do something he didn’t want to do.  Highlights they are related – so he can’t go against dad’s wishes – he has no real choice.

‘appeals to son’s patriotism – use of italics – he is doing this for his country – we know this sis untrue – he wants to steal and make money, more so he wants to make the Protestants look like fools etc.
‘You’re a bit young for this game.  Who put you up to this?’ – not mature enough to make own decisions .  it is obvious someone has mkade him do it.  

‘The only advice I ever heard was my Da’s’ – only person he looks to for advice/direction – writer suggests misdirection here

Admiration for dad

Hero –worship – admiration for a figure we know is manipulating his son, encouraging violence/hatred against British, propagating the divide etc:

‘I’ve never been caught before.  I have no idea what to do.  The only advice I ever heard was my Da’s.  Whatever you say.  Say nothing.  But he was talking about guys getting integrated in Castkereagh.  Guys getting tortured.’

Themes

Destructive nature of conflict
Father/son unhealthy r.ship and consequences of

Symbolism

‘I know there’ll not be much turning round in the foreseeable future.’ – as the reader we understand the symbolism of this – that this child is trapped in the conflict which shows no sign of ending – heightens our sympathy for this boy as he being taught/actively encouraged to hate the Irish/become hardened.

‘I see myself dreaming in the darkness and then I wake up in the darkness.’ – symbolic of the political situation – no hope that it will come to an end soon
‘It’s that soap with the wee label that never goes away.  The last thing to go is the wee label.’- symbolic of conflict – use of ‘wee’ suggests the Catholic/Protestant religions should not be considered so significant leading to the division/conflict between them.

Onomatopoeia – connotations with violence
Fixated on sounds – nervous he will be caught – suggests he fixated on the violence etc.

‘tickety sound’ – bomb

‘clicks’
‘roaring’

symbolise the violence/aggression going on around him in the city – the conflict – there is no chance of his escaping – impacts on every day life cf. ‘F&S’
‘and went on and on and on.’ – Repetition –bored of monotony of situation – larger situation – political situation suggests no signs of ceasing.

