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Who is Molly Fox? 

 

Mellow, gentle and meditative. Molly Fox’s Birthday works its magic in a subtle and 

beguiling way. There is little action, no real plot and it is set on just one day - Molly Fox’s 

Birthday. Molly does not celebrate her birthday and she is not even present. She is on holiday 

in New York and we never actually meet her. Why then is her birthday so significant?   

 

Our impressions are gained from the point of view of one woman, a successful playwright. 

We don’t even learn her name – she remains an anonymous narrator. She is staying in her 

friend Molly’s charming house in Dublin while she is away. The narrator’s last play had bad 

reviews and she is suffering from writer’s block, fearful of failure. Putting off starting to 

write her new play, she recalls her relationship with Molly, an actor regarded as "one of the 

finest of her generation". She reminisces over how they met, worked together and became 

firm friends - Madden effortlessly switches from the present to the past and back again, often 

within a matter of pages, in tune with the narrator's memories. 

 

We all related to the kind of day the narrator describes. We shared our experiences of similar 

days - when we take time out to mull over the past, looking at old photos and letters, trying 

to make sense of who we are now and who we might have been. The narrator is 

procrastinating, and we have all been guilty of delaying and pottering instead of getting on 

with things. Yet the novel isn’t depressing, it’s comforting. There is still a sense of purpose 

in reminiscing, in working things out, in understanding how we have reached a certain point 

in our lives. 

 

The novel opens with the narrator’s dream of her grandmother.( Rather unoriginal as a 

beginning, we thought. We often wrote stories at school based on dreams.) The grandmother 

is no longer alive but she seems to be watching over the narrator - like a guardian angel. She 

feels loved and looked after by her and there is a sense of warmth and love throughout the 

novel, even though the main characters are quite lonely. 

 

For a novel lacking in plot, it is rich in themes.We consider the nature of friendship, family 

relationships, especially with siblings , the power of theatre, the question of identity, how 

well we know ourselves and our friends and families, how we create our homes and lives. As 

in most Irish novels there is a melancholic atmosphere but the mood stays productive and 

thoughtful. The main characters have a sense of their own worth and have coped with 

disappointments, mainly in their love lives.  

 

At the core of the novel is the triangular friendship between the narrator, Molly Fox and 

Andrew, the narrator’s old friend from university. Gradually we realise that the narrator has 

been in love for a long time with Andrew. But he is not in love with her. Andrew is in love 

with Molly and Molly is in love with David - another actor. A sad state of affairs but not 



uncommon in life. At least the narrator, Molly and Andrew have had successful, fulfilling 

and creative professional lives. And  perhaps to achieve this kind of success it is necessary to 

make work a priority over love. People we fall in love with often don’t fall in love with us. 

But if a friendship lasts a lifetime, it can be more rewarding than a brief love affair. It is rare 

that this can be achieved which makes it all the more precious. Andrew values the narrator’s 

loyalty – that she was his friend before he was a glamorous television personality. He is 

unaware that she harbours a secret passion for him. Their time together in Molly Fox’s 

garden, drinking the champagne meant for Molly’s birthday, is tinged with “what might have 

been.” We all sympathised with the narrator when she hoped that Andrew had returned later 

that evening, only to be confronted with yet another fan of Molly’s at the doorstep.   

 

Brothers also play an important part in the story. Siblings are likely to be with us for a 

lifetime and influence us even more than our parents. We can choose our friends but not our 

siblings. We have to find ways to live alongside them or to maintain contact from afar. It’s 

not automatic that we have much in common. Often we have to search for ways to 

communicate. And if the sibling is in need of help or support we feel pressure to be there for 

them. 

 

Molly has a complex relationship with her brother Fergus, who shares Molly’s beautiful 

voice and charisma, but he has drifted in and out of  deep depressions and drinks heavily. Yet 

he is appealingly honest and we all warmed to him. He has forgiven their mother for leaving 

them which Molly  has failed to do. We sympathised with her that her mother had left on her 

seventh birthday but surely Molly  later could have found it in her heart to understand and 

forgive her mother? Molly is a mature woman and has had much freedom - if she had wanted 

to empathise with her mother’s difficult situation – she could have. She uses empathy as an 

actor. But she is not prepared to put herself in her mother’s shoes. She seems self obsessed 

and single minded. Molly  has a shrine to her theatrical triumphs in her hall - awards are on 

display for everyone to see. We didn’t feel we would like her as a close friend. She would be 

an exciting friend but not one to be trusted. We weren’t even sure that the narrator actually 

likes or trusts Molly.  

 

We discussed how friendships can change over time and we sometimes find ourselves locked 

into friendships that no longer work for us. Some useful tips were exchanged on how to 

extricate ourselves from these kinds of friendships – the most popular method is to stop 

sending Xmas and birthday cards - the friend would soon get the message!  

 

The narrator is from a large Catholic northern Irish family and has a close link with most of 

her siblings. But her life as a playwright is so different from that of her family that she 

focuses on pragmatic conversations with them to keep up contact. Her older brother Tom is a 

Catholic priest and the one she feels most able to be herself with. It was Tom who introduced 

her to the theatre and gave her a glimpse of a more creative life. She is quite jealous when 

Molly pursues a friendship with him. Molly has a tendency to “steal “ people - she has also 



developed a close friendship with Andrew which she mainly hides from the narrator. Yet 

Molly deliberately discourages the narrator from getting to know her brother Fergus. 

 

Andrew’s relationship with his brother Billy is more poignant. Billy has been murdered. He 

was a Loyalist paramilitary in Belfast and was probably responsible for violent deaths of 

others. Surprisingly Andrew’s parents always favoured Billy over Andrew. Maybe his 

parents were threatened by Andrew’s fierce intellect. Andrew has had to forge his own way 

in the world, changing his accent and studying very hard in order to succeed.   It takes 

Andrew some time to be able to grieve for his brother and when he finally does, he is 

inspired to make a moving art documentary on the nature of remembrance. This is a novel 

about how tough it can be to accept  our friends and families’ flaws and foibles; how our 

relationships can be plagued by petty jealousies and secrets. 

 

Molly Fox's Birthday is also a book about professional acting and how we can all be actors. 

We play certain roles at certain times, and show different facets of our personality to 

different people. Molly Fox is a very talented professional actor. She has great skill at 

bringing to life imagined characters. While waiting to go on stage, she exists between two 

psychic states, transforming herself into each part she plays.. She doesn’t do intimacy in her 

private life, but on stage she connects intimately with her audience.  

 

There is an element of cheating in the making of a film, the film actor has many 

opportunities to perfect a scene. In the theatre, the performance is immediate and there is no 

room for mistakes. The audience feels, sees, senses and shares the live transformation. 

Energy flows backwards and forwards from the stage. The magic of theatre is beautifully 

drawn. 

 

I could see all the people by the light of the stage, their rapt faces, the quality of attention 

they were giving to what they were watching. Each of them was making their own private 

connection with the work, each bringing their own experiences and emotions to bear upon 

the play, to interpret it and integrate it into their own imaginative life. That this was 

happening in the presence of so many other people was crucial. In the apprehension of art 

there can be a loneliness, as there so often is in its creation. This breaching of loneliness 

may be the secret of what an audience is, or at least one of its secrets. 

 

I ‘m sure there is a parallel with the collective experience of a reading group. We bring our 

own experiences and emotions to bear upon the book we have read and then we can share our 

views and thoughts with others. The rather lonely activity of reading becomes an even more 

pleasurable, shared activity and we gain insights about the book from others. Energy flows 

between us too. 

 

The classic Irish novel Ulysses by James Joyce - is also set in Dublin on one day – featuring  

a main character also called Molly. As  most of us would find Ulysses difficult to read in its 

entirety - we weren’t in a position to compare the two novels.  Deirdre Madden’s novel has 



many literary references – Oscar Wilde clearly being a favourite writer. She is very erudite 

and may well have intended a modern reworking of Joyce’s classic. Maybe we will be 

inspired to read Joyce and find out. One thing is for sure, Molly Fox’s Birthday is more 

accessible to a wider readership than Ulysses..  

 

We particularly liked another aspect of Molly Fox’s Birthday - about learning to accept the 

past in order to move into the future. The narrator, Molly and Andrew have all come to terms 

with their past , in varying degrees, and have created productive lives for themselves. We 

were left with a sense of optimism. We may not get everything we want, but we can make 

the best of what we have. 

 

Does it matter that we don’t really know Molly Fox by the end of the novel? We have learnt 

more about ourselves and that must be more important. 

 

Recommended:  

 

It's a wonderfully atmospheric book.. A slow burner, a reflective and meditative work but 

may not suit everyone’s taste.  

 

As one of us said,  

 

I didn’t get bored at all even though two thirds of the way through, I asked myself – what is 

the  aim?  

 

Though we weren’t at the theatre, “our collective experience” was a fruitful and perceptive 

discussion. We very much enjoyed sharing our impressions and were reminded of the value 

of a reading group..  

 

 

 

 
. 


