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The three volumes of ‘R.M. stories’ which Somerville and Ross published between 1899 and 1915 have always had an ambivalent reception in Irish literary criticism. Quite apart from the controversy about the colonial stereotyping of their work, critics have often seemed uneasy in face of the huge popularity of these comic stories with generations of readers. Frank O’Connor famously voiced this uneasiness in the introduction to The Lonely Voice. Although he calls The Irish R.M.  “one of the most lovable books I know” he goes on to dismiss it as a work of art. He claims that the authors “forgot” all about the French naturalism they deployed in The Real Charlotte and wrote these tales “just to enjoy themselves”. As a result, he claims, the stories are “yarns, pure and simple”, without intellectual depth or artistic integrity. In fact, they prove empty or “nothing when studied alone by the cold light of day”. He concludes: “Irish literature has gone Moore’s way, not Somerville and Ross’s” (34-7). 
While recent critics have come to view the artistic achievement of Somerville and Ross in far more positive terms, O'Connor's final verdict on the traditional rather than modern quality of their short fiction still lingers. While recognising that the R.M. stories present an advance on the tale tradition terms of artistic control, Heinz Kosok nevertheless concludes that they belong “soziologisch wie literarisch” in the 19th century (1982: 131). Heather Ingman too discusses the authors in her chapter on the nineteenth century tale rather than in her chapter on fin-de-siècle short fiction. And although Julie Anne Stevens traces elements of a modernist aesthetic in the stories (e.g. stereotyping, performativity and visual techniques), she notes that their “popular and anecdotal short stories were quite different from the so-called literary story that Frank O’Connor would later identify as ‘modern’ in The Lonely Voice” (162). 

 While there is no doubt as to the difference between Moore’s stories in The Untilled Field and the R.M. stories of Somerville and Ross, I would like to test the accuracy of O’Connor’s dual claim, (a) that the authors ignored fin-de-siècle or (proto-)modernist developments in short fiction when writing their stories and (b) that their work is therefore of little consequence for the genre of the modern Irish short story. Since both the thematic and the overall aesthetic dimension of their work has received ample attention in Julie Anne Stevens' illuminating study, I will focus particularly on the formal and narrative structure of their short stories. I will examine such 'modern' features of their work as (a) its unity (both within individual stories and within their short story cycle as a whole), (b) its representation of 'ordinary' reality, and (c) its use of a potentially unreliable character-narrator. I will also compare their work on these points with that of contemporaries such as Kipling, Stevenson and Conrad who have been hailed as originators of the modern short story form. Finally I will consider the importance of the R.M. stories for the tradition of the Irish short story as a whole. 

