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Once in May: A
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Classic Re-examined

Once in May, a novel by Louis Auchincloss, has
secured its place as a Virago Modern Classic, a
testament to its enduring appeal and relevance.
This article delves into the reasons behind its
enduring popularity, exploring its themes,
writing style, and lasting impact on
contemporary literature. We will examine its
nuanced portrayal of social class, its exploration
of American high society, its exploration of
family dynamics, its contribution to the
literature of manners, and its enduring social
commentary.
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Introduction: Unveiling the
Timeless Charm of *Once in
May*

Published in 1971, *Once in May* initially
captivated readers with its insightful portrayal of
the intricacies of American high society.
Auchincloss masterfully weaves a tapestry of
relationships, secrets, and societal expectations
within the exclusive confines of New York’s elite
circles. The novel transcends its period setting,
however, resonating with contemporary readers
through its exploration of timeless themes -
ambition, morality, and the enduring power of
social class. Its inclusion in the Virago Modern
Classics series underscores its continued
significance and its contribution to the broader
literary canon. The book's sharp wit and keen
observation of human nature cement its status
as a modern classic, deserving of revisiting and
re-evaluation.

Delving into the Narrative:
Family, Class, and Moral
Ambiguity

*Once in May* centers around the intertwined
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lives of several prominent families, each
grappling with their own set of challenges.
Auchincloss deftly exposes the hypocrisies and
hidden tensions beneath the veneer of
sophistication and privilege. The narrative is
driven by carefully crafted dialogue and subtle
shifts in character dynamics, illustrating the
subtle power plays and unspoken expectations
inherent within their social circles. We witness
the complex relationships between parents and
children, spouses, and friends, each relationship
revealing the complexities of human interaction
and the often-conflicting desires for both social
acceptance and personal fulfillment. The novel’s
exploration of family dynamics is particularly
compelling, showing how the pressures of
maintaining social standing impact individual
choices and relationships.

The Style and Significance of
Auchincloss's Prose

Auchincloss's writing style is characterized by its
precision, wit, and understated elegance. He
meticulously constructs his narrative, using
carefully chosen words to create a sense of
subtle drama and psychological depth. The
author's keen observations of human behavior
are evident in every interaction, lending a sense
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of realism and authenticity to his characters. His
mastery of the literature of manners, a genre
often associated with social satire, is particularly
evident in *Once in May*. He doesn’t simply
depict the surface level of high society but
delves into the moral complexities and hidden
conflicts that lie beneath. This attention to detail
and nuanced character development is what
elevates *Once in May* beyond a simple social
commentary and into the realm of enduring
literature.

The Enduring Relevance of
*Once in May*: A Social
Commentary for Our Times

Despite being set in the early 20th century,
*Once in May* remains strikingly relevant in
today's society. Its exploration of social class
and its implications on individual lives continues
to resonate, as does its examination of ambition,
morality, and the pursuit of social status. The
novel's exploration of American high society
offers a timeless critique of power, privilege, and
the consequences of unchecked ambition. The
themes of social mobility and the inherent
inequalities within social structures remain
highly pertinent in contemporary discussions
about wealth disparity and social justice. The
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book serves as a sharp reminder of how societal
structures can both empower and constrain
individuals, forcing them to make difficult
choices to maintain their position or to strive for
something better. The novel's enduring power
lies in its ability to transcend its historical
context and offer a compelling commentary on
the human condition, irrespective of time or
place.

Conclusion: A Lasting Legacy

*Once in May*, as a Virago Modern Classic, holds
a significant place in the literary landscape. Its
meticulous prose, insightful character
development, and enduring social commentary
continue to resonate with readers decades after
its publication. The novel's exploration of
American high society, family dynamics,
and the nuances of social commentary,
alongside its mastery of the literature of
manners, solidifies its status as a worthy
addition to any discerning reader's library. Its
relevance transcends time, inviting readers to
contemplate the enduring power of social
structures and the complexities of human
relationships.
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FAQ: Unpacking the
Mysteries of *Once in May*

Q1: What is the central conflict in *Once in
May*?

Al: The central conflict revolves around the
clash between tradition and modernity within
the context of American high society. The
characters grapple with changing social norms
and the pressures to conform versus the desires
for personal freedom and self-expression. This
conflict manifests in various relationships
throughout the novel, particularly within family
dynamics.

Q2: How does Auchincloss portray the
women in *Once in May*?

A2: Auchincloss portrays the women with a
blend of strength and vulnerability. While
constrained by societal expectations, they
navigate the complexities of their roles with
varying degrees of agency. Their struggles
highlight the limitations and expectations placed
on women within the confines of high society.

Q3: What is the significance of the title,
*Once in May*?
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A3: The title, "Once in May," likely refers to a
specific event or moment within the novel’s
narrative, representing a pivotal point in the
lives of the characters. It alludes to the transient
nature of moments and the lasting impact they
can have on individuals and relationships.

Q4: Is *Once in May* a difficult read?

A4: While the novel delves into complex social
and psychological themes, Auchincloss's writing
style is clear and accessible. The sophisticated
language and nuanced character portrayals may
require attentive reading, but the narrative itself
is engaging and rewards careful consideration.

Q5: How does *Once in May* compare to
other works by Auchincloss?

A5: *Once in May* is representative of
Auchincloss's overall body of work, which often
focuses on the lives of the wealthy and powerful
in American society. However, this particular
novel showcases a refined understanding of
human psychology and an increased focus on
the moral ambiguities of its characters.

Q6: What are the key themes explored in
*Once in May*?

A6: The key themes include social class, family
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dynamics, morality, ambition, social
expectations, and the tensions between tradition
and modernity.

Q7: Why is *Once in May* considered a
Virago Modern Classic?

A7: Its inclusion in the Virago Modern Classics
series signifies its enduring relevance and its
continued contribution to the literary canon.
Virago focuses on publishing works by women
and underrepresented authors, while also
showcasing important works of literature that
speak to modern themes and concerns. Although
Auchincloss was male, *Once in May* addresses
themes of class and social expectations, which
resonate with modern readers and align with
Virago's aims.

Q8: Would you recommend *Once in May*
to contemporary readers?

A8: Absolutely. While set in a specific historical
context, the novel's exploration of timeless
themes of social class, family dynamics, and
morality makes it highly relevant and engaging
for contemporary readers. Its sharp wit and
insightful commentary on the human condition
ensure its continued appreciation.

Once in May: A Virago Modern Classic
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Once in May, by Elizabeth Brown, stands as a
testament to the enduring power of prose in
capturing the complexities of the human spirit .
First published in 1977 and republished by
Virago Press, a publisher renowned for its
commitment to female voices, this novel has
secured its place as a modern classic. Its
continued significance lies not just in its
compelling narrative arc, but in its astute
portrayal of social changes and the
psychological landscapes of its characters. This
article will examine the reasons behind its
enduring appeal, analyzing its themes , its
writing style, and its lasting influence .

The novel's key theme revolves around the
intricate relationship between siblings . The
story focuses on the lives of two sisters, Mary
and Anne, living in a secluded English hamlet.
Their lives, outwardly mundane, are secretly rife
with conflict and unresolved emotions. This isn't
a over-the-top portrayal; instead, Clark
masterfully weaves a realistic depiction of
familial dynamics, illustrating how past events
shape present relationships . The subtleties of
their relationship - the love , the resentment,
the unspoken desires - are rendered with a
precision that echoes with readers.

The novel's strength also lies in its evocative
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style. Brown's writing is precise , yet deeply
perceptive. She utilizes uncomplicated diction to
effectively convey the intensity of her
characters' feelings . The milieu itself - the
English countryside - becomes a presence in the
narrative, reflecting the characters'
psychological states. The emptiness of the
landscape mirrors the characters' emotional
loneliness , while the occasional glimpses of
natural magnificence hint at the possibility of
renewal.

Beyond the familial relationships, the novel also
subtly explores larger social issues . The
changing roles of women in post-war Britain , the
constraints of social expectations , and the
struggle for self-expression are all subtly
incorporated into the narrative. This makes the
novel not just a story about two sisters, but a
commentary on the social context in which they
live . The subtlety with which these themes are
handled prevents the novel from becoming
didactic , while still provoking thought and
discussion.

One of the key assets of *Once in May* is its
open ending. While the novel provides
conclusion in terms of the story, it leaves many
questions about the characters' future
unaddressed . This vagueness mirrors the
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ambiguities of life itself, highlighting the idea
that human relationships are rarely
straightforward . This is a significant element in
its classification as a modern classic, as it invites
rereading and allows for multiple interpretations,
ensuring its enduring appeal.

In conclusion , *Once in May* is a compelling
novel that successfully combines complex
character development with a nuanced
exploration of personal themes. Its continuing
appeal lies in its believable portrayal of human
relationships, its evocative writing style, and its
insightful exploration of universal themes. Its
status as a Virago Modern Classic is well-
deserved, highlighting the publisher's
commitment to publishing literature that both
entertains and challenges . It serves as a
testament that the power of literature lies in its
ability to engage with readers on a significant
level.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What is the main theme of *Once in
May*?

Al: The central theme explores the complex and
evolving relationship between sisters, revealing
the unspoken tensions, unresolved conflicts, and
enduring bonds within a family unit.
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Q2: What is the writing style of the novel?

A2: The writing style is characterized by precise,
sensitive, and evocative prose. The language is
simple yet effective in conveying the depth of
emotion and the complexities of the characters'
internal lives.

Q3: Is *Once in May* a challenging read?

A3: While not overly complex in its language,
the novel's exploration of subtle emotional
dynamics and unresolved tensions might require
attentive reading and thoughtful consideration.
However, the reward is a deeply resonant and
rewarding experience.

Q4: Why is *Once in May* considered a
modern classic?

A4: Its enduring appeal stems from its realistic
portrayal of human relationships, its subtle
exploration of social issues, its evocative writing
style, and its thought-provoking open ending, all
contributing to its continued relevance and
resonance with contemporary readers.
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