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Title The Secret Scripture 

Author Sebastian Barry 

 

About the book  

 

In brief  

 

The Secret Scripture is told by two parallel narrators writing in diary format. The first 

is Roseanne McNulty, a woman of almost 100 years old, who has been living in 

Roscommon, a mental hospital in Ireland, for over half her life. As she approaches 

death, she decides to commit the extraordinary story of her life – which spans a 

century in Ireland’s history - to paper. 

 

The second is Dr Grene, the psychiatrist who must evaluate where Roseanne’s next 

home will be, as Roscommon is closing. Dr Grene has known Roseanne for as long as 

he has been at the hospital, over thirty years, and is very fond of her. He becomes 

intrigued by her story, but given her age and mental fragility he decides to do some 

independent research into how she came to be committed and what her story might 

be. 

 

Roseanne reveals her memories and Dr Grene records his story in his diary. Each of 

them has endured great loneliness and pain but little do they know how similar their 

stories actually are until finally a decades-old secret is discovered.  

 

Background  

 

The Secret Scripture continues the tradition of the novel written in diary format, and 

that of the ‘unreliable narrator’. This technique has been used in novels from Ken 

Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest to Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon. 

The reader is absorbed in the worlds of Roseanne and Dr Grene but as their stories 

develop it becomes increasingly clear that their own emotions and memories may be 

clouding their recollections of the actual facts. This adds depth to both the narrative 

and the characters, but some readers might find it frustrating. On occasion the 

eloquent voice of the first person narrative can be viewed as seeming disingenuous, 

but lyrical prose has been greatly praised. 

 

Sebastian Barry has long been a writer concerned with chronicling the turbulent last 

century of Ireland’s history, and he continues his theme here. Roseanne’s story begins 

in 1930s rural Ireland. Infused as it is with prejudice, misogyny and 

misunderstandings, Roseanne’s narrative clearly parallels the depth and complexity of 

the political unrest that Ireland has endured, as well as the colossal influence of the 

church, particularly on the country’s women. However, Roseanne’s journey to 

reclaim her past becomes a redemptive one. Her lack of bitterness and the novel’s 

ultimately hopeful ending stop Barry’s Ireland from being seen as only flawed.  

 

Prior to being committed, the strength that Roseanne showed in the face of 

considerable adversity is admirable, but ultimately she is a woman unable to escape 

the patriarchal society that she is born into, and her fate is dictated by both the men 

she has romantic entanglements with and the church into which she is born. 

The Secret Scripture ‘dovetails’ with Sebastian Barry’s earlier novel, The 
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Whereabouts of Eneas McNulty, which effectively works as a ‘prequel’. Eneas 

McNulty appears in both novels, and is given from two differing perspectives. This 

overlaps underlines Barry’s stated aim to show how unreliable our recollections and 

memoirs can be, as well as creating an enriched reading experience for those who 

read both novels.  

 

On publication, Dr Grene’s story was less lauded by critics, but nevertheless provides 

a vital pivot for Roseanne’s memoir. The novel’s shocking ending was deemed 

somewhat controversial, with some believing that it cost Barry the Man Booker Prize 

for which the novel was nominated. When it went on to win the Costa Book of the 

Year award a few months later, head of the judging panel Matthew Parris admitted 

that ‘almost everybody disliked the ending’. 

 

 

About the author  

 

Sebastian Barry was born in Dublin in 1955. The current Laureate for Irish 

Fiction, his novels have twice won the Costa Book of the Year award, the 

Independent Booksellers Award and the Walter Scott Prize. He had two 

consecutive novels shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, A Long Long 

Way (2005) and the top ten bestseller The Secret Scripture (2008), and has also 

won the Kerry Group Irish Fiction Prize, the Irish Book Awards Novel of the 

Year and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. He lives in County Wicklow. 

 

For discussion  

• The Secret Scripture is told by two narrators, with each in the first person. 

How does this affect your relationship with Roseanne McNulty and Dr Grene? 

Do you think the novel would have worked as well if told in the third person? 

• At least one of The Secret Scripture’s narrators has the potential to be an 

‘unreliable narrator’.  In interview, Sebastian Barry has said that 'The true 

unreliability of everything written down utterly fascinates me’. How does this 

affect your reading of the novel?  

• We never have Roseanne or Dr Grene described to us, as we are reading from 

their point of view. How does Sebastian Barry create a sense of them without 

being able to tell the reader about them directly? 

• Which of the characters do you think is better drawn? Do you feel closer to 

Roseanne or Dr Grene? And do you think that this is because of their story or 

because of how they tell their story? 

• The use of the diary or memoir is a traditional format for storytellers. Can you 

think of other novels where this has been used? How has Sebastian Barry kept 

this technique fresh for modern day readers? Does the story feel vibrant to 

you, particularly the historical sections? 

• Roseanne could be seen as a personification of Ireland, given the way that her 

history has spanned Ireland in the 20th century. Do you think that this is 

deliberate on Sebastian Barry’s part? If so, what do you think he is saying 

about modern-day Ireland? 
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• The Secret Scripture dovetails with Barry’s previous novel The Whereabouts 

of Eneas McNulty (1998). Have you read this book? If so, did it affect your 

perspective of the story compared to others in the group who may not have 

done? If you have not read the book, do you think you are likely to go back to 

it now? 

• The novel explores the idea of writing your experiences down being able to 

help you to make sense of the past. Have you ever kept a diary? If so, did you 

find it therapeutic? If you have not kept one, would this novel motivate you to 

record your experiences? 

• The dramatic plot twist at the end of the novel has divided both critics and 

prize judges. What did you think of it? Did you find it too melodramatic, or 

did you think it tied up the loose ends of the story in a satisfactory way? 

• Sebastian Barry’s writing style is extremely poetic, and he makes great use of 

colourful metaphors and similes. Did you find this realistic coming from a 

voice such as Roseanne’s? Were there any descriptions in particular that you 

found particularly effective, or moving? 

• There is frequent use of religious imagery in the novel, for example 

‘slaughtered lambs’ and ‘immaculate tears’. How does this affect the impact 

that these scenes have? 

• Roseanne is a woman almost destroyed by the politics and misogyny of 

Ireland during her lifetime. Do you think that Sebastian Barry is passing 

comment on that era, or merely trying to create vivid characters and a 

compelling story? 

• Sebastian Barry is known as a chronicler of Ireland’s history. He has said that 

he is ‘trying to rescue my characters from the cold hand of history and from 

the silences that surround certain turbulent periods in our own history.' Do you 

think he has done this successfully with The Secret Scripture?  

• The Steward of Christendom and The Whereabouts of Eneas McNulty are both 

about the dislocations (physical and otherwise) of loyalist Irish people during 

the political upheavals of the early 20th century. How do you think that The 

Secret Scripture continues this theme? 

 

Resources 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/apr/27/fiction.culture 

Interview with Sebastian Barry to mark publication of The Secret Scripture. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/arts_and_culture/7855072.stm 

BBC profile of Sebastian Barry to mark his Costa Book of the Year award 

http://www.themanbookerprize.com/prize/books/360 

Sebastian Barry’s page on the Man Booker Prize 2008 site. 

 

Suggested further reading 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/apr/27/fiction.culture
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/arts_and_culture/7855072.stm
http://www.themanbookerprize.com/prize/books/360
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Fiction 

The Vanishing of Esme Lennox by Maggie O’Farrell 

At Swim, Two Boys by Jamie O'Neill  

The Sea by John Banville 

Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt 

The Broken Word by Adam Foulds (Costa judges said that this title nearly won over 

The Secret Scripture) 

The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga (This was the title that won the 2008 Man Booker 

Prize over The Secret Scripture) 

 

Other books by Sebastian Barry 

 

Fiction 

Elsewhere: the Adventures of Belemus (1985) - a novel for children 

Time Out of Mind 

Strappado Square (1983) 

The Whereabouts of Eneas McNulty (1998) 

Annie Dunne (2002) 

A Long Long Way (2005) 

 

Poetry 

The Water-Colourist (1983) 

Fanny Hawke Goes to the Mainland Forever (1989) 

 

 

 

 


