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Toibin’s biography is entirely predictable, except maybe for his age and his sexual preferences. Obviously, he was born in Enniscorthy, County Wexford in Ireland. Maybe his age was not clear from his novels: is he old or young? But he was born in May 1955, which makes him now 56. He was 54 years young when Brooklyn was published by Viking in 2009.His father died when he was 12 years old. He was a local schoolteacher, and his grandfather was a member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and was twice imprisoned by British authorities for civil disobedience. Again and again in his many novels, the unemotional mother figure is the anchor of the main character’s life,.
He studied at University College, Dublin, and read History and English. After he left Dublin, he lived and worked as a teacher in Barcelona, which later resulted in a fascinating book that uses the Spanish Civil war as a backdrop. It ushered in the fascist era of Francisco Franco. But like Brooklyn it is a story of alienation and separation, and a lovely visualization of the place, which is not terribly hard to do – the lovely squares, the food, the unhappy people. 
After he returned to Ireland in 1978, he worked as a journalist for several Dublin papers, becoming features editor for In Dublin in 1981 and a year later the editor of Magill, Ireland’s current affairs magazine. In 1985, he left Magill and traveled to South America, spending some time in Argentina, which also became the venue, in books of fiction and nonfiction, about the horrors of the generals, who dropped opponents into the sea from helicopters, and the romance and haunting life of ex-pats in Buenos Aires. His third novel, The Story of the Night, published in 1996 deals in part with the period of Argentine military dictatorship and the Falkland War. In this book, which was widely read, the story deals with Richard Garay, the son of an “irreconcilable” British mother, who veers into poverty after the death of his father. They seek and get support of their Argentine relatives after the death of Garay’s father.
Garay later attends the university and falls in love with Jorge Canetto, who asks him to tutor him in English. This leads to an affair in Spain, a connection with CIA operatives and profiteering as a consultant when the oil industry is denationalized. Again, it is ex-pat status, alienation, forbidden love, all centered in a Catholic environment they both grew up in. In this novel, the homosexual affair involves AIDs and was a subject that he returned to another novel, Blackwater Lightship. This book, which was short listed for the Booker Prize, deals with attitudes to homosexuality. Again the protagonist is reticent about revealing his secret to his mother, or to many others in Ireland, who would not accept him. But he discusses her in loving detail. His character obviously yearns for openness but has to hide his real feelings. 
He has written an acclaimed book on the fictional Henry James, The Masters, with a dramatic scene where he lies in bed with Oliver Wendel Holmes. We never learn whether their affair is consummated, but it probes his ex-pat life in a foreign land and the relationship again with his family.
Toibin lives in Ireland most of the time, but spends a good deal of time in America and at American colleges. For what it is worth, he is professor of Creative Writing at University of Manchester, and currently Leonard Milberg Lecturer in Irish Letters at Princeton University. In past years he has taught at Stanford and University of Texas. 
In his free time, he is a prolific reviewer and critic for the London Review of Books and the New York Review of Books. It appears that he will write for a anyone who asks, including our book club. 

So who is this man? I can give some personal insight having studied for a semester with the head of the Irish Federal Bureau of Statistics. After a full hour of showing the mathematics of correlation, he would wax into Irish poetry for 10 to 15 minutes and then invite everyone for a beer at the local pub. When you listen to Toibin interviewed on YouTube, from the New York Public Library Series or from a number of other venues, you get the Irish showman, who could scare the hell out of you with real life stories or charm you out of your breeches with song and humor. 

He is an Irishman who can write. He is not a writer who is Irish. There is something in the Irish soil that make men, and mostly men, tell tales that somehow relate to their lives or their land more intimately than any other birth place. So is Brooklyn an autobiography, but using a young girl to tell his own tale?  I think when you look at his life, including the death of his mother six years ago and the death of his brother more recently, that many of his stories start with his own experiences.  
He is a wonder at probing and getting in the head of his protagonists, many settling in a new land, with a connection to Ireland. I think he said it best when asked about his writing habits. He said that he writes a few hours a day wherever he is. After all, what do you do when you are in a strange place and hotel, say in Austin Texas, on Monday night. The pubs are not open. There is no one to call. So you write. 

Brooklyn has that feel about it. But the literary maven of the family will give you a critical analysis of the book.    
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