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“As her disturbing novel clearly reveals, 
Edna O’Brien possesses what Henry James 
called an imagination for disaster...[Time 
and Tide] is an anthology of heightened 
moments... never less than brilliantly 
expressed.” 

—Joel Conarroe, The New York Times Book Review

ABOUT THE BOOK

A newly reissued novel from the author of Girl, “one of the most celebrated writers in the 
English language” (NPR’s Weekend Edition)

Time and Tide is a fragmented novel detailing the loves and catastrophes—and 
catastrophic loves—of Nell, an Irish woman trying to make a life for herself in the literary 
world of London. "A whimsical beauty who has swapped the suffocating narrowness of 
her native land for the loveless brutality of England" (The Independent), Nell is in flight 
from bitter, controlling, and small-minded parents, yet risks becoming just such a 
mother to her own sons. She seeks comfort and acceptance, yet finds death, drugs, and 
"an orgy of humiliation" (The New York Times Book Review). She seeks companionship, 
yet finds one after another predatory man: sadists, alcoholics, unscrupulous doctors, and 
even child molesters. Can Nell extract from the "the vast inhospitality of a creaking 
world" some measure of beauty and grace? The answer, of course, is yes—but at the price 
of many illusions.

by Edna O'Brien
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QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

• We learn most of Nell’s story from an omniscient narrator, however there are moments 
throughout the novel when the author switches to second and collective first-person points of 
view. Why do you think the author does this? How do the novel’s POVs shape its exploration 
of key themes, such as motherhood, loneliness, and fate?

• Paddy and Tristan’s friend Derwent suggest that the Steadmans have a real family because they 
love each other. How does the novel challenge and uphold his assertion?

• After the prologue, which bookends Time and Tide with Tristan’s departure, the novel 
proceeds more or less chronologically, however the narrative is somewhat fragmented and 
there are occasional gaps in the story. What did you make them, and why might the author 
have chosen to structure the book this way?

• When her sons leave for boarding school, we meet a Nell who believes that, “[l]ife is all or 
nothing, either you are a grey shrew of a thing, a reject, or a human beacon that people stop to 
warm themselves by.” Does her attitude towards herself change at all over the course of the 
novel? What about her attitudes towards life?

• After Nell watches her mother burst part of a chicken she’s cleaning during an argument, Nell 
associates spleens -- and, to a degree, motherhood -- with anything poisonous. Think about 
this imagery and its implications. What makes the idea of a spleen being poisonous stick with 
her, and what does this metaphor suggest?

• Nell compares not putting her children first while they’re at boarding school to putting an 
ornament “high up on a shelf, knowing it is there but out of sight;” later on, she’s confronted 
by that very sight when she goes to visit Paddy and Penny, who’ve stored ornaments she’d 
given them on a high shelf. Did you find Nell’s behavior to her sons to be neglectful? What 
about their behavior towards her?Discuss why you felt this way, and why the author might  
have used the same analogy in each instance.

• Before Nell and Duncan go their separate ways, he calls her a “cave woman,” to which she 
replies, “All women are cave women. They have to be.” Did you agree with Nell’s retort? What 
do you think she meant by it?

• When Nell loses the house, she expects her children to sympathize with her, wondering, “Was 
she not entitled to make mistakes, to have longings and hungers that in her own way she 
sought to appease?No one was just a mother, a vassal.” Consider Nell’s relationship with her 
own mother. How does Nell see her -- and how does she see herself?
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• The novel ends with Nell experiencing “a baptism” of words as she reads Tristan’s postscript. 
Discuss the moments throughout the novel in which words are linked, sometimes literally, to 
life and death. What is the extent of their power and limitations (particularly for Nell, who also 
happens to be an editor)?    

• Nell has a self-destructive streak and is aware of it, yet she rarely alters course. What’s driving 
this impulse, and to what extent is it related to her desire for companionship and love? 

• Time and Tide has been described as “a novel of Ireland,” even though very little of it is set 
there. How does Ireland figure into the novel, and to what extent does Nell’s Irishness define 
her?

• Nell has an opportunity to forgive Mitch at the wine shop, but she isn’t able to. What changes 
for her in their subsequent conversation? 

• When Tristan tells Nell that he is moving in with Penny -- who is pregnant, possibly with 
Paddy’s child -- Nell doesn’t reveal that she already knew this. Why do you think she kept this 
information from Tristan? Do you think he would have left the note if she hadn’t? 

• Many of Edna O’Brien’s novels were banned when they were initially published, and while 
Time and Tide was not, its candid portrayal of Nell’s life nevertheless affronted some critics (it 
was originally released in 1992). If the novel was being released for the first time today, do you 
think Nell would be viewed as a groundbreaking heroine? Why or why not?  

Since her debut novel, The Country Girls, EDNA O'BRIEN has written more than twenty works of 
fiction. She is the recipient of many awards, including the Irish PEN Lifetime Achievement Award, 
the American National Arts Gold Medal, and the Frank O'Connor Prize. Born and raised in the 
west of Ireland, she has lived in London for many years.
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