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Introduction

The clichés that obscure Ireland’s richly layered complexity resurrect themselves regularly in Saint Patrick’s Day hype and Hollywood reruns. But you’re not on Irish soil for ten minutes before you see the fraud of the shamrock-and-leprechaun approach to one of Europe’s most ancient and mysterious cultures. To visit Ireland is to encounter the Irish imagination. And the best guide to that haunting and fertile landscape is the words of its writers. Many readers, including Celtophiles, unreconstructed English majors, and some of the forty million Americans of Irish descent, are familiar with the literary art of this little place which on a map of the world looks like an elbow of England. With the recent acclaim—the Bookers, the Tonys, the Pulitzers, the National Book Awards, the Nobel Prize for Literature—given to both Irish writers and American writers of the Irish diaspora, the word has spread to a growing general audience. In the twentieth century Ireland produced—and after the turn of that century continues to produce—as many major writers in the English-speaking world as the United States and Britain.

Reading, writing, and travel are creative acts. The poet Yeats believed the act of writing entails a lifelong creation of the self. Travel writer Paul Theroux compares writing a novel with traveling in a strange country since both rely on the discoveries of the imagination to amount to anything significant. No wonder, then, William Zinsser’s observation in They Went: The Art and Craft of Travel Writing: “Some of the best travel writing turns up in novels and short stories.” Reading Ulysses, you see, hear, and taste Dublin.

Because they enliven the imagination, good books and interesting travel are, for more and more people, a kind of food, basic requirements for the fullness of life. At the feast of life’s fullness, both the landscape of Ireland and Irish writing command attention. Between the two, there is an intimacy, a symbiotic presence. Traveling in Ireland, you feel the spirit of place as almost palpable, yielding a kind of revelation. Again and again Irish writers locate in the hills and valleys that are never far from the sea a mortal happiness. Many places come thick with legends and history, a layered past that inspires a writer like Seamus Heaney to break through to great depths of insight. In Ireland the material world is charged with a beauty that under certain lights the tragedies of her history—invasions, famine, emigration—only intensify.

To read and to follow these witnesses is to see their luminous sources: the mountains of Donegal that within such short distances give way to seascapes, the rocky cliffs of Clare suddenly giving over to green plains, the brooding mists of Kerry and Cork to sun and rainbows, the mix-up of faces and voices in towns and cities that are never just one thing coming through in one key. Joyce’s Dublin, for instance—hilarious, eccentric, pedantic, bawdy, cruel, kind—exemplifies Ireland as the never monotonous, despite the surface monotonies of rain and bog.

With the armchair and the on-the-road traveler in mind, For The Love of Ireland is both an anthology of engaging primary sources in which the writers evoke a particular place and a travel guide to the places and contexts that these writers bring to life. Having walked, climbed, driven, and lived in Ireland, I’ve found out for myself how closely the writers’ descriptions match the places travelers can still discover today. The short commentaries following each selection will help you find the specific world each writer creates and loves.

In a country so roiling with contradictions, the attempt to say anything definite about its cultural contexts is as challenging as, say, finding William Trevor’s Nire Valley under a hailstorm in June throughout which the sun still shines and the road signs get blown in the wrong direction. (“Now why would you say ‘wrong,’ missus?”) Up to a point, the writers in this book make things easy. Knowing Ireland’s multiple identities, the writers represent a full range of them. In a wide range of moods, swinging from delight to cool-eyed criticism to rejection, these visionaries and incomparable wits alert you to any foolish generalizations; they also communicate their often comic acceptance of Ireland’s instabilities. Their poems, short stories, and memoirs resound with multiple sensibilities, ancient and modern, fierce and gentle, a pagan and Christian mix—the ground, I think, of Ireland’s seductiveness.

On-the-road travelers will appreciate that the writings highlight Ireland’s most dramatic settings—the Dingle Peninsula, the Cliffs of Moher, the North Antrim Coast (or Giant’s Causeway), Connemara. But the plain places are here, too, thanks to the extraordinary writers who’ve found gold amidst the ordinariness—McCourt’s Limerick, Brian Moore’s Belfast. Where would Swift, O’Casey, and Joyce have been without their “dear dirty Dublin”? Some hidden places—the lush and tranquil Blackwater Valley, southwest Mayo—are personal favorites (the former loved as well by Elizabeth Bowen and Dervla Murphy, the latter by Grace O’Malley, the rebel Pirate Queen and Michael Longley). Red flags of warning are applied to some destinations, glutted with coaches and tourists in high season. For the most part, though, overcrowding (except in pubs) is not yet an Irish problem. Many areas are so sparsely populated (except for the sheep) the calendar might have been put back a century.

To attempt to name a unifying theme among the writers in this book is to risk exhaustion or absurdity or both. As critics have observed voluminously of Samuel Beckett, there is, in centuries of Irish poetry and prose, a counterbalancing of the comic and pathetic, the yes and the no, hope and despair. (“Almost always,” Yeats believed, “truth and lies are mixed together.”) Representing Ireland’s high tolerance for ambiguity, Irish writers, male and female, allow neither the comedy nor the tragedy of life, neither optimism nor pessimism to become an absolute. Until recently, the harsh fact of Irish poverty, with all its consequent suffering and failure, showed itself in every county, in all four provinces. Yet always the writers, taking a cue from their magical landscape (where rain and sun pour forth simultaneously) perform a kind of magic on their unpromising material: they transform the bitter facts by the power of their poetry. In the plays of Sean O’Casey, Brian Friel, and Sebastian Barry, this pattern of redemption by language might pass as a unifying theme. Clearly it passes the test of longevity. From the beginning, literature, above all other arts, has flourished here.

In contrast to movies and songs that reduce Ireland to a sentimental cartoon, the Ireland of the writers—especially the new Irish writers—reads at times like a lament or a curse. Since joining the European Union (EU) in 1972, the country has begun to overcome the insularity that made it ban the very books that have made it famous. The tone of the new Irish writing has been described as irreverent, anti-tradition, post-everything, and above all, free of the burden of the mythic and national past. But Irish iconoclasts are nothing new. While Ireland was still a colony of the British Empire, the savage indignation of Swift and the wild iconoclasm of Joyce figured boldly on her literary map. And long before Heisenberg’s principle of uncertainty, Irish writers (like the Russians with whom they’re often compared) saw that nothing in this life is certain.

What is new in literary Ireland is the proliferation of first-rate women writers. For years underpublished and underrepresented in anthologies, in the last twenty years or so they’ve found an audience in Ireland and Britain and increasingly in the States. Memoirist/journalist/first-time novelist Nuala O’Faolain made the American best-seller lists with her Are You Somebody: The Accidental Memoir of a Dublin Woman. Dublin poet Eavan Boland directs the creative writing program at Stanford University. For The Love of Ireland includes many more women writers—and their points of view—than you’ll find in either out-of-print or current books about Ireland’s literary landscape. With stunning force, contemporary women writers are resisting the idealization of women so prevalent in romantic Ireland, a form of cultural silencing they once had few opportunities to challenge. Their writing also expresses an exuberant sensuality and an equally passionate love of their respective landscapes. Both the Irish earth and the bodies of lovers are sites of gratified desire. Some might say that fiction writer Edna O’Brien, with her sexy girl narrators and poetic feeling for rural Clare, led the way for these women. But O’Brien had little choice other than to exile herself to England, whereas in the new and still evolving Ireland, women writers are free to stay at home and write what they please. And long before any of these bold contemporary women, there was the passionate voice of Eileen O’Connell’s “The Lament for Art O’Leary,” the finest love poem in Irish literature.

This book is unique, for there is no other reader’s companion or traveler’s guide currently available that offers both a generous sampling of the best writing of Ireland’s men and women—the country’s most rare and celebrated artistic treasure—and helps you find the places that inspired it. The tour starts off in Dublin and then continues in a more or less clockwise direction, ending in Belfast.

A few things I’ve learned from many Irish journeys: when in Ireland, slow down, get lost, ask questions. That’s how I began—going slow (it poured torrentially, fog rolled in like waves from the sea); lost (well, detoured); and clueless. At the tail end of a honeymoon in Italy (recalled in the travel collection Desiring Italy), my husband Tom and I tried and failed to catch a flight to Dublin. (A Joyce fanatic and recent English major, I thought Dublin was Ireland.) Instead we landed in Cork and headed in the wrong direction. (Wrong, in a very Irish manner, turned out to be utterly right.) Corkscrewing over the peninsulas of the southwest, I remember being speechless most of the time. The landscape was so wild and beautiful that the word paradise didn’t feel an exaggeration. (Crossing the Beara’s Healy Pass and Dingle’s Conor Pass was more terrifying than my first drive on the Pacific Coast Highway, in a hurricane.) After three days of a robust wind and rain, we drove at twilight into the village of Quin where the sky opened a rainbow over Quin Abbey. We made friends in Quin, a friendship I still see in the light of that rainbow.

Prolonging the honeymoon, we came back to Ireland a few years later, our love of the place intact and a contract from Scribner’s to keep us focused (and eating well after daily walks through Dublin’s Moore Street markets). The book we wrote—A Literary Guide to Ireland—is out of print now and very different from this one. And though the memory of living in Ireland still shines and makes us laugh, comparing life on the road in the Ireland of 1970 with our more current Irish travels makes me feel idolatrous toward the phenomenon of change.

Wherever you go in Ireland these days—unlike before she joined the EU—you can find central heating, a shower, food in pubs and plenty of good restaurants, though one of our children—she’s not fussy—backpacked the island, choosing a tent and campfire grub over bed-and-breakfasts. Choosier travelers, however, now have the certainty that at the end of the day, with or without reservations (recommended in high season in busy places) creature comforts exist. Names and addresses are available in several helpful books which suit a range of budgets: Ireland’s Blue Book: Irish Country Houses and Restaurants (expensive); Be Our Guest: Hotels and Guesthouses Illustrated Guide (pricey, moderate, cheap), available from the Irish Tourist Board—345 Park Ave. New York, N.Y. 10154; tel (212) 418-0800; The Bridgestone 100 Best Restaurants in Ireland; The Rough Guide to Ireland and Let’s Go Ireland (both good on pubs, bed-and-breakfasts, and places to hear music). For walkers and hikers, Lonely Planet’s Walking in Ireland, Joss Lynam’s Best Irish Walks, and Walking Ireland: The Waymarket Ways are excellent. The Blue Guide to Ireland describes architecture and antiquities.

Last year I made part of this book’s circuit by myself, curious about how traveling alone as a woman would feel in Ireland. For whatever reason, I encountered more friendliness and spontaneous conversation than I remembered from previous trips. I met a man who claimed to know who killed Michael “Mick” Collins and took an hour and a half to tell me there are some things, missus, that can never never be revealed. Concealing the name of the assassin, he told me the story of his childhood during the civil war. At the site of Michael Collins’s birthplace, I picked up priceless oral histories of Mick’s Clonakilty, Bandon, and Sam’s Cross from Irish people who still debate whether Mick was a ruthless killer or a national hero. People everywhere offered me useful information and clear directions. Picking up a puncture on the Wicklow Way—it’s high, it’s remote, daylight was fading—I stood helplessly next to my car for less than ten minutes. A man with bright red hair and brighter cheeks pulled over, changed my tire, wouldn’t let me pay. “In the morning you’ll need to go for a real repair to Rathdrum.” Giving me the name of the nearest bed-and-breakfast in Laragh, he took off down the mountain, his sheepdog dancing and barking with doggy happiness in the back of his truck. Women were as friendly as men. No one seemed to think it was peculiar for a woman to be driving around on her own. Of if they did, they didn’t show it. The Irish know their manners.

The richness of the Ireland of the writers has a downside. There are hundreds of pages of first-rate writing I’ve had to leave out. These include Mary Beckett’s “A Belfast Woman,” Nell McCafferty’s “All Our Yesterdays,” the hypnotic Leitrim/Roscommon countryside of that fine novelist John McGahern and of David Thomson’s Woodbrook (a masterpiece of the literature of place), the Monaghan poems of Patrick Kavanagh and Mary O’Donnell, excerpts from Thomas Flanagan’s The Year of the French and from Tain Bo Cuailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley) and other favorites such as Paula Meehan, Maeve Brennan, Bernard MacLaverty and Jennifer Johnston. Some writers don’t appear because their writing doesn’t particularize a landscape that travelers can see for themselves. Or they do it brilliantly but either at such length or with such bleakness (certain stories by William Trevor, Neil Jordan, Joseph O’Connor)—well, the weather’s bad enough.

Despite these regrets, the point of the collection is clearly not to serve as a complete literary history or travel guide. It’s not a textbook, though students of Irish literature will find it useful. For The Love of Ireland is an invitation to a select feast of writing and landscape. And as with most of life’s pleasures, less is often more.

—Susan Cahill             
New York City, 2000


Overtures


An Irishman’s heart is nothing but his imagination.

—G. B. Shaw, John Bull’s Other Island




In any light, in any weather, any smallest piece of Ireland, hideous or ordinary or lovely, looks only like Ireland, and like nothing else at all. For the real beauty of Ireland is much more than skin-deep. And it can hide itself. And I truly think that Ireland at its best is still a secret for connoisseurs.

—Kate O’Brien, My Ireland




The Irish, like the Jews or the Armenians, are a people To Whom Things Were Done. They did not launch armies against other nations; their fleets did not land on foreign shores. They were a people warred against, a people invaded, a nation shredded by the iron will of others. And so today … the visitor listens to the blarney of the tour guide, the shamrocking of history, the weaving of gossamer inventions; some Irishmen hear the dark murmur of an antique past, when the Irish learned to lie in order to live, convincing the English tax collectors that a cow was a rabbit, disguising feeling, using charm and double-talk to live another hour. The men and women who deal with tourists are decent and skillful and take delight in the performance, but they have the skills of actors, and those skills were fashioned to protect a people against a crime.

—Pete Hamill, Ireland: Presences




We Irish are too poetical to be poets; we are a nation of brilliant failures, but we are the greatest talkers since the Greeks.

—Oscar Wilde, at a London table dinner, quoted by W. B. Yeats




If you asked me to name one factor that makes Ireland the quietly irresistible land it is, I would reply that time has failed to establish its customary tyranny over the lives of many of the people and so they are free to develop their personalities, indulge their natural inclination toward talk and animated story-telling.… Ireland is a place where character and personality are cherished far ahead of theory and abstraction. This generates a special warmth in the social atmosphere.… Everywhere you go in Ireland you meet beautiful children. I fondly cherish the thought that they too will grow to be people-lovers, nature-lovers and story-lovers like so many of those it has been my privilege to meet, travelling in this old land that has preserved a startling youthfulness through all its trials and tribulations.

—Brendan Kennelly, “Being Irish”




Out of Ireland have we come.
Great hatred, little room,
Maimed us at the start.
I carry from my mother’s womb
A fanatic heart.

—W. B. Yeats, “Remorse for Intemperate Speech”




Ireland may have cost me a few sleepless nights, but it has given me a lot as well. [Am I] Irish? In truth I would not want to be anything else.… At least it does not leave one pusillanimous.

—Edna O’Brien, Mother Ireland




One of my first political lessons was learned from my father when I was a child. He took me to a nationalist meeting, where they were waving the tricolor and whipping up emotions. My father put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Listen son, you see all that there.” I said, “Yes, Daddy.” He said, “Just you remember one thing. You can never eat a flag.”

—John Hume, “My Education”




I should like a great lake of finest ale
For the King of kings.
I should like a table of the choicest food
For the family of heaven.
Let the ale be made from the fruits of faith,
And the food be forgiving love.

I should welcome the poor to my feast.
For they are God’s children.
I should welcome the sick to my feast,
For they are God’s joy.
Let the poor sit with Jesus at the highest place,
And the sick dance with angels.
God bless the poor,
God bless the sick,
And bless our human race.

God bless our food,
God bless our drink,
All homes, O God, embrace.

—St. Brigid’s Feast (tenth century)




“In risu veritas.” In laughter, truth.

—James Joyce
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Jonathan Swift

1667–1745

The first great Irish writer to work in English, Jonathan Swift was born and died a Dubliner. He never knew his father, who died before he was born. Separated from his mother as a baby, he was supported by a stingy uncle who paid his fees at Trinity College, where he reacted against what he considered the pedantry of the curriculum and a foolishly authoritarian discipline. Known as a rebel, he earned his degree “by special grace.” For the next twenty-five years, he went back and forth between Ireland and England, playing a variety of roles: antiwar journalist, participant in Whig and Tory political intrigues, advocate for the Church of Ireland (the Irish branch of the Anglican Church, in which he’d been ordained in 1694), London wit and writer who hoped to rise into a bishopric in the Church of England. Instead, he was made the dean of Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in his native Dublin. The appointment horrified him. As he wrote to his friend Alexander Pope, he’d been sentenced to exile, “to die like a poisoned rat in a hole.” But as the following writings show, the Irish exile had a change of heart. Disappointment and despair were overcome by the dean’s passionate commitment to justice on behalf of the Irish people and the Dublin poor in particular. Later on he wrote again to Pope, inviting him to take up residence with him in his deanery where daily life offered contentment (as well as an outlet for his sense of humor). By this time, Swift himself (he failed to mention) had become a popular hero in Dublin city.

Dublin is a walker’s city and Swift on foot was a famous Dublin sight. “I walk the streets in peace … and am reputed the best walker in this Town and 5 miles around.… I seldom walk less than 4 miles, sometimes 6 or 8 or 10 or more, never beyond my own limits.” Hearty literary travelers, equipped with a few of his writings as well as a street map, will find Swift’s Dublin. (And Joyce and Beckett’s, too, who also walked the length and breadth of it, at all hours, in any weather.)


FROM THE LEGION CLUB*

As I stroll the city, oft I
Spy a building large and lofty,
Not a bow-shot from the College,
Half the globe from sense and knowledge.
By the prudent architect
Placed against the church direct;
Making good my grandam’s jest,
Near the church—you know the rest.

Tell us what this pile contains?
Many a head that holds no brains.
These demoniacs let me dub
With the name of ‘Legion Club.’
Such assemblies, you might swear,
Meet when butchers bait a bear;
Such a noise, and such haranguing,
When a brother thief is hanging.
Such a rout and such a rabble
Run to hear jack-pudding gabble;
Such a crowd their ordure throws
On a far less villain’s nose.…

Could I from the building’s top
Hear the rattling thunder drop,
While the Devil upon the roof,
If the Devil be thunder-proof,
Should with poker fiery red
Crack the stones, and melt the lead;
Drive them down on every skull,
While the den of thieves is full;
Quite destroy that harpies’ nest,
How might then our isle be blessed? …

Yet should Swift endow the schools
For his lunatics and fools,
With a rood or two of land,
I allow the pile may stand.
You perhaps will ask me, why so?
But it is with this proviso,
Since the House is like to last,
Let a royal grant be passed,
That the club have right to dwell
Each within his proper cell;
With a passage left to creep in,
And a hole above for peeping.

Let them, when they once get in,
Sell the nation for a pin;
While they sit a-picking straws,
Let them rave of making laws;
While they never hold their tongue,
Let them dabble in their dung;
Let them form a grand committee,
How to plague and starve the city;
Let them stare, and storm, and frown,
When they see a clergy-gown.
Let them, ’ere they crack a louse,
Call for the orders of the House;
Let them with their gosling quills,
Scribble senseless heads of bills;
We may, while they strain their throats,
Wipe our arses with their votes.…
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For the Literary Traveler

“The College” in “The Legion Club” refers to TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN, on the south side of the River Liffey and the east flank of College Green. This was the original hub of the city: the tenth-century Viking thingmote, or public assembly mound, and the burial mounds of the kings. Founded by Queen Elizabeth in 1591 “for the reformation of the barbarism of this rude people,” whose university education on the continent had contaminated them with popery, the college includes among its alumni the brightest stars of the Protestant Anglo-Irish cultural firmament: Swift (who cut classes and missed evening roll call, and whose bust by Roubiliac stands in the majestic LONG ROOM of the OLD LIBRARY), Edmund Burke and Oliver Goldsmith (whose statues stand on the lawn outside the entrance), George Farquhar, William Congreve, Bishop Berkeley, Bram Stoker, Thomas Moore, Wolfe Tone, Robert Emmet, Thomas Davis, Isaac Butt, Oscar Wilde, John Millington Synge, Elizabeth Bowen (Trinity admitted women in 1903, long before Oxford and Cambridge), Samuel Beckett, William Trevor, Derek Mahon, Michael Longley, Mary Robinson, and Eavan Boland.

Inside, the campus is an oasis of cobblestones, quads, bright green lawns, a graceful campanile, huge beech trees, sculptures, and fine buildings. The OLD LIBRARY (1712), facing the south side of Library Square, is the home of the BOOK OF KELLS, a Latin gospel book made in an Irish monastery about the year 800. One of the most beautiful illuminated manuscripts in the world, it is, in the words of James Joyce, “the most purely Irish thing we have.” (Mon.-Sat. 9:30–5; Sun., noon–4:30).

Just across the traffic intersection at College Green, “not a bowshot” from Trinity, is the old PARLIAMENT HOUSE (now the Bank of Ireland), the “building large and lofty” whose governance Swift scorns. Begun in 1728 and completed in 1739, the old Parliament was known to Swift as the seat of the political power of the Anglo-Irish Ascen dancy, a group he considered as self-serving and useless to the Irish people as the English, whose Parliament he called “a den of thieves” infested with “harpies.” It was considered one of the most beautiful buildings of the early eighteenth century in Europe, “incomparably the most splendid Parliament House in the Empire, even eclipsing Westminster;” according to some. Visitors may visit the elegant interior during banking hours. The LORDS CHAMBER remains as it was in Swift’s time, complete with ornate ceilings, chandeliers, and two tapestries celebrating the Protestant victors of the Siege of Derry and the Battle of the Boyne (guided tours Tues. 10:30, 11:30, 1:45).

On foot and on horseback, Swift moved through the medieval streets of Dublin, talking to his parishioners, noting their accents. Continuing west from College Green along Dame Street, you turn right into the narrow cobbled streets that descend to the Liffey. You’ve entered the TEMPLE BAR (Dublin’s “Left Bank”), in Swift’s time a district of brothels, pubs, and the homes of the working poor. It was named for a seventeenth-century diplomat, Sir William Temple, for whom Swift worked as a secretary after graduating from Trinity. (He arranged the marriage of the Dutch Protestant William of Orange—King Billy of the Boyne—and Mary, the daughter of James II, the Catholic Stuart king defeated by Billy.) A man of literary taste, Temple was an important influence on the young Swift (some scholars say Swift was his bastard son) who was left free to read ten hours a day in his large library when he wasn’t tutoring young Esther Johnson (Stella), the daughter of Temple’s housekeeper, who grew up to be the woman he would always love.

Today Temple’s old real estate, after centuries of neglect, is frantic with commerce, tourism, and all-night partying. Through the maze of Temple Bar roams the progeny of the Celtic Tiger, the symbolic name for the strong Irish economy of the 1990s that Swift dared, during a time of Ireland’s deepest poverty, to imagine as a possibility. The most impressive destinations within these medieval streets are artistic. PROJECT (in East Essex Street), an artists’ cooperative of gallery spaces and a black-box theater, has brought progressive visual and performance art to Ireland. U2, Liam Neeson, and Gabriel Byrne trained here. THE IRISH FILM CENTER (6 Eustace Street) is an enterprise that would have appealed to Swift’s practical heart. The clergyman whose proposals were ignored by the “Legion Club” (the Irish Parliament)—he advocated the encouragement of Irish industries and the taxation of absentee landlords—would no doubt admire the center’s cluster of screening theaters, as well as a film bookshop, pub, and restaurant, plus film archives, and a thriving cooperative of internationally respected Irish filmmakers who include Neil Jordan, Jim Sheridan, Pat O’Connor, and Terry George.

THE DESCRIPTION OF AN IRISH FEAST


Translated almost literally out of the original Irish

O’Rourk’s noble fare
   Will ne’er be forgot,
By those who were there,
   Or those who were not.
His revels to keep,
   We sup and we dine,
On seven score sheep,
   Fat bullocks and swine.
Usquebagh* to our feast
   In pails was brought up,
An hundred at least,
   And a madder** our cup.
O there is the sport,
   We rise with the light,
In disorderly sort,
   From snoring all night.
O how was I tricked,
   My pipe it was broke,
My pocket was picked,
   I lost my new cloak.
I’m rifled, quoth Nell,
   Of mantle and kercher,
Why then fare them well,
   The de’il take the searcher.
Come, harper, strike up,
   But first by your favour,
Boy, give us a cup;
   Ay, this has some savour:
O’Rourk’s jolly boys
   Ne’er dreamt of the matter,
Till roused by the noise,
   And musical clatter,
They bounce from their nest,
   No longer will tarry,
They rise ready dressed,
   Without one Ave Mary.
They dance in a round,
   Cutting capers and ramping,
A mercy the ground
   Did not burst with their stamping,
The floor is all wet
   With leaps and with jumps,
While the water and sweat,
   Splish, splash in their pumps.
Bless you late and early,
   Laughlin O’ Enagin,
By my hand, you dance rarely,
   Margery Grinagin.
Bring straw for our bed,
   Shake it down to the feet,
Then over us spread,
   The winnowing sheet.
To show, I don’t flinch,
   Fill the bowl up again,
Then give us a pinch
   Of your sneezing, a Yean.
Good Lord, what a sight,
   After all their good cheer,
For people to fight
   In the midst of their beer:
They rise from their feast,
   And hot are their brains,
A cubit at least

   The length of their skenes*
What stabs and what cuts,
   What clattering of sticks,
What strokes on the guts,
   What bastings and kicks!
With cudgels of oak,
   Well hardened in flame,
An hundred heads broke,
   An hundred struck lame.
You churl, I’ll maintain
   My father built Lusk,
The castle of Slane,
   And Carrickdrumrusk:
The Earl of Kildare,
   And Moynalta, his brother,
As great as they are,
   I was nursed by their mother.
Ask that of old Madam,
   She’ll tell you who’s who,
As far up as Adam,
   She knows it is true,
Come down with that beam,
If cudgels are scarce,
A blow on the wame,**
   Or a kick on the arse.
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For the Literary Traveler

Swift served as the dean of ST. PATRICK’S CATHEDRAL in one of Dublin’s least elegant neighborhoods from 1713 to 1745 and his greatest writings are the fruit of these years. At Essex Quay in Temple Bar, turn left up the hill toward Fishamble Street. This is the area called the “shambles,” where the fishmongers of the Dublin ballad “Molly Malone” lived and hawked their cockles and mussels. It’s also the site of the first performance of Handel’s Messiah in l742. To the right is Wood Quay, the bland new municipal offices of the Dublin Corporation, built over the bulldozed ninth- and tenth-century Viking city and Swift’s medieval Dublin, despite massive protest marches in the 1980s. Continuing into Patrick’s Street, you’re at the Cathedral in about fifteen minutes unless you stop along the way for “Dublinia,” Christchurch Cathedral’s audiovisual introduction to the multilayered history of “Black Pool”—Duibhlinn in Irish, Dyfflin in Norse.

Swift was a friend of Turlough O’ Carolan, the blind Irish poet, composer, and harpist, and Dublin lore has it that he entertained him at the cathedral’s DEANERY. O’ Carolan set this poem about the Irish Feast (it’s also called “O’Rourke’s Feast”) to music; Swift translated it from its original Irish into English, enjoying not only the intemperance of the tale but also, as a master of scatology, its excrementitious aftermath. “Man is never more contemplative than when he is at stool,” he once said. (There’s a monument commemorating O’ Carolan, also an earthy sort, in the north aisle of the cathedral.) The present deanery of 1781, diagonally across from the cathedral’s entrance, was rebuilt after Swift’s burned down, but the gardens he nurtured—his “Naboth’s Vineyard”—remain. “I am as busy in my little spot of town garden, as ever I was in the grand monde,” he wrote to a friend.

Just down from the deanery in St. Patrick’s Close is MARSH’S LIBRARY (1701), named for its sober founder Archbishop Narcissus Marsh, the Provost at Trinity College during Swift’s student days, who said the dean had been “remarkable for nothing else but making a good fire.” His fine brick building at the curve in the road is Dublin’s first public library, its reading cages originally open to “All Graduates and Gentlemen,” including Swift. Joyce read there in October 1902. The wired cages (alcoves) in which readers were locked with their rare books under the eye of a librarian (many of the books were once chained to the shelves) turn up in Ulysses as the “stagnant bay in Marsh’s Library”. (Mon., Weds., Thurs., Fri. 10–12:45, 2–5; Sat. 10:30–12:45; closed Tues. and Sun.)

FROM “THE DRAPIER’S FOURTH LETTER”

TO THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF IRELAND.

MY Dear Countrymen, Having already written Three Letters upon so disagreeable a Subject as Mr. Wood and his Half-pence; I conceived my Task was at an End.…

I thought I had sufficiently shewn to all who could want Instruction, by what Methods they might safely proceed, whenever this Coyn should be offered to them: And I believe there hath not been for many Ages an Example of any Kingdom so firmly united in a Point of great Importance, as this of Ours is at present, against that detestable Fraud.…

But the Love and Torrent of Power prevailed. Indeed the Arguments on both sides were invincible; For in Reason, all Government without the Consent of the Governed is the very Definition of Slavery: But in Fact, Eleven Men well Armed will certainly subdue one Single Man in his Shirt. But I have done.…

The Remedy is wholly in your own Hands, and therefore I have digressed a little in order to refresh and continue that Spirit so seasonably raised amongst you, and to let you see that by the Laws of GOD, of NATURE, of NATIONS, and of your own Country, you ARE and OUGHT to be as FREE a People as your Brethren in England.
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For the Literary Traveler

As dean of St. Patrick’s, in the capital city of a desperately poor colony of the British Empire, Swift made his pulpit an organ of conscience. His greatest writings, The Drapier’s Letters (1724–25), Gulliver’s Travels (1726), and A Modest Proposal (1729) show that, for him, religion, politics, and morality cannot be separated. In sermons, pamphlets, and the brilliant satires he insisted on their common purpose: the promotion of justice and liberty for all. Many of his parishioners were Huguenot refugees, the Dublin weavers, tailors, and craftsmen of the COOMBE, a nearby neighborhood at the southern end of the area called THE LIBERTIES. Walk west from the cathedral, along DEAN STREET, into a maze of working-class streets crowded with markets, small shops, new luxury apartments, and trendy bars and music halls. Walk north—back toward Christchurch—turning left into Back Lane, forking off High Street, to see another site known to Swift and his parishioners, Dublin’s only surviving guild hall, the TAILORS’ GUILD HALL (1706). It’s been nicely restored and bears a plaque with the names of the masters of the tailors’ guild from 1419 to 1841. THE BRAZEN HEAD, the city’s oldest pub (which Joyce liked), is back across High Street, past the medieval STAUDOEN’S ARCH, and down to the left off lower Bridge Street. In Swift’s day, the workers of the Coombe were victims of British mercantilist policies that banned the export of Irish textiles to England or abroad. In their defense came Swift’s pamphlet “A Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish Manufacture,” in which he advocated a boycott of everything British, including her coal.

When England was on the verge of flooding the Irish market with a cheap new currency—the coins were to be made of copper—Swift, adopting the persona of a shopkeeper named M. B. Drapier, wrote seven subversive pamphlets. They were known as The Drapier’s Letters and protested the implementation of this new monetary policy that threatened economic disaster for Ireland. His protest worked. England abandoned the copper currency, and Swift was hailed by his parishioners and all Dublin workers as the “Hibernian Patriot.” Whenever he returned to the city after an absence, bells were rung and bonfires lit. It was the psychological effect of his protest that was the most dangerous for the Empire: for a time The Drapiers Letters united native Catholic and Anglo-Irish Ireland by defining their common interests and their enemy. England’s American colonies also heard the Drapier’s challenge: “by the laws of God, of nature, of nations, and of your own country, you are and ought to be as free a people as your own bretheren in England.” Thirty years after his death, Swift’s declaration that “in reason all government without the consent of the governed is the very definition of slavery” resonated in America’s Declaration of Independence in 1776.

Throughout his life Swift was afflicted by dizziness, nausea, and ringing in his middle ear. In his last three years, these symptoms (defined as Menière’s disease only in 1861) combined with a loss of memory and the effects of a stroke to produce the label of madness mistakenly applied to him by critics. In fact, he acted as a compassionate and generous pastor until his death, willing his modest income to found a residence for destitute elderly women and the still-in-operation ST. PATRICK’S HOSPITAL (or Swift’s Hospital) for the mentally ill. As he himself explained:


He gave the little wealth he had
To build a House for Fools and Mad;
And show’d by one satiric touch,
No Nation wanted it so much.



Located near the junction of Bow Lane and James’s Street—near the Guinness brewery—along bus routes 21A, 78, 79, and 90, the hospital’s handsome main building (1749) contains a small museum of Swift’s possessions.

ST. PATRICK’S CATHEDRAL, however (modeled on Salisbury Cathedral), is his best-known memorial. Along its aisles are informative exhibits about the many themes of the prophetic dean’s sermons. The dignity of the main altar and the sanctuary, graceful beneath three lancet stained-glass windows, evokes the power of the great dean’s prose and conviction: “We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another.” His body is buried at the rear of the church next to the mysterious woman he called Stella. She was his most intimate friend, the recipient of his poems and letters under the title Journal to Stella, and possibly his wife. His Latin epitaph, on a tablet above a bust of his likeness, reads in English:


Here lies the body of Jonathan Swift, Doctor of Divinity,
Dean of this Cathedral Church,
Where savage indignation can no longer rend the heart
Go, traveller, and imitate, if you can,
This dedicated champion of human liberty.




*The title of this savage attack on the Irish Parliament as a pack of politicians from hell comes from the Bible: “And Jesus asked him, What is thy name? And he said, Legion, because many devils were entered into him” (Luke 8:30).

*Whiskey

**A wooden vessel

*Daggers

**Belly
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Sean O’Casey

1880–1964

George Bernard Shaw called him “Titan,” and Harold Macmillan said he was the kindest man he’d ever met. For others, he’s the Irish writer closest in spirit to the “savage indignation” of Jonathan Swift. O’Casey grew up on Dublin’s seedy north side (like Joyce), the thirteenth child (only five survived) of a widowed mother whose indomitable spirit became the heroic ground of his great dramatic trilogy, The Shadow of the Gunman (1923), Juno and the Paycock (1925), and The Plough and the Stars (1926). At the age of fourteen, O’Casey went to work as a manual laborer—docker and pick-and-shovel navvy—later joining the Gaelic League (he became fluent in Irish) and serving as secretary of the Irish Transport and General Workers Union under union organizer Jim Larkin and the socialist rebel leader James Connolly. A socialist in politics (he became a communist after he moved to England), in his plays he repudiates the violence of the fanatical Irish nationalists and the British army. His compassionate eye always on the tenement poor—the victims of the gunslinging, high-theory patriotism he hated—he made their voices the heart of his tragicomedies.

FROM THE SHADOW OF THE GUNMAN, ACT II


Davoren, an ineffectual dreamer, and Seumas, a disillusioned former gun-toting patriot, argue about the self-deceptions of Ireland’s warriors/saviors.




SEUMAS. Everything is very quiet now; I wonder what time is it?

DAVOREN. The village cock hath thrice done salutation to the morn.

SEUMAS. Shakespeare, Richard the III, Act Five, Scene III. It was Ratcliffe said that to Richard just before the battle of Bosworth.… How peaceful the heavens look now with the moon in the middle; you’d never think there were men prowlin’ about tryin’ to shoot each other. I don’t know how a man who has shot any one can sleep in peace at night.

DAVOREN. There’s plenty of men can’t sleep in peace at night now

unless they know that they have shot somebody.

SEUMAS. I wish to God it was all over. The country is gone mad. Instead of counting their beads now they’re countin’ bullets; their Hail Marys and paternosters are burstin’ bombs—burstin’ bombs an’ the rattle of machine-guns; petrol is their holy water; their Mass is a burnin’ buildin’; their De Profundis is ‘The Soldiers’ Song,’* an’ their creed is, I believe in the gun almighty, maker of heaven an’ earth—an’ it’s all for ‘the glory o’ God an’ the honour o’ Ireland.’

DAVOREN. I remember the time when you yourself believed in nothing but the gun.

SEUMAS. Ay, when there wasn’t a gun in the country; I’ve a different opinion now when there’s nothin’ but guns in the country.… An’ you daren’t open your mouth, for Kathleen ni Houlihan is very different now to the woman who used to play the harp an’ sing ‘Weep on, weep on, your hour is past’, for she’s a ragin’ divil now, an’ if you only look crooked at her you’re sure of a punch in th’ eye. But this is the way I look at it—I look at it this way: You’re not goin’—you’re not goin’ to beat the British Empire—the British Empire, by shootin’ an occasional Tommy at the corner of an occasional street. Besides, when the Tommies have the wind up—when the Tommies have the wind up they let bang at everything they see—they don’t give a God’s curse who they plug.

DAVOREN. Maybe they ought to get down off the lorry and run to the Records Office to find out a man’s pedigree before they plug him.

SEUMAS. It’s the civilians that suffer; when there’s an ambush they don’t know where to run. Shot in the back to save the British Empire, an’ shot in the breast to save the soul of Ireland. I’m a Nationalist meself, right enough—a Nationalist right enough, but all the same—I’m a Nationalist right enough; I believe in the freedom of Ireland, an’ that England has no right to be here, but I draw the line when I hear the gunmen blowin’ about dyin’ for the people, when it’s the people that are dyin’ for the gunmen! With all due respect to the gunmen, I don’t want them to die for me.
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For the Literary Traveler

In O’CASEY’S DUBLIN, the “iffy” neighborhood (as one cabdriver put it) north of the Liffey, the talk flows on.

Close by his birthplace (now a bank) at 85 UPPER DORSET STREET, you turn south along North Frederick Street, home of Walton’s Music Store, the womb of rock-happy Dublin since the 1960s. (Peter Sheridan describes Dublin’s rock-and-roll love affair—as well as his debt to O’Casey—in his 1999 memoir 44: Dublin Made Me. He and his filmmaker brother, Jim Sheridan, who made In the Name of the Father and My Left Foot, grew up on Sheriff Street, in O’Casey’s dockside territory near the Liffey.) At the Parnell Monument, you turn right and then left into the MOORE STREET MARKETS. This is the best place to hear the accent of O’Casey’s characters, which tourists often miss. In late afternoon, when the likelihood of unsold produce increases, the women behind the stalls—the heroines of Brendan O’Carroll’s comic novel The Mammy and its movie version, Anjelica Huston’s Agnes Browne—raise the volume. “Meushereu-ums! Berreussel sperreou-uts!” Behind the women, butchers shout the prices of their “lovely lamb chops.” Long before Joyce began imitating the Moore Street chants at parties and O’Casey gave their accents to the Bessie Burgesses and the Junos of his plays, Swift had loved these hawkers and written for them “Verses made for Women who cry Apples, &c.”: “Ripe ’sparagrass / Fit for a lad or lass, / To make their water pass.” At night the people of the surrounding multiethnic streets—Henrietta Street, Dominick Street, Bolton Street, Mary Street, and Jervis Street, the streets of O’Casey’s boyhood—queue up at the nine-screen Virgin Cinema (01-872-8400) and the Ambassador cinema (01-872-7000) on Parnell Street. Almost no one on the lines for tickets, popcorn, or the toilet keeps their mouth shut for long.

Tacky by day and boisterous at night, O’CONNELL STREET (Sackville Street before independence)—the widest thoroughfare in Europe, according to the Irish—cuts south from Parnell Square to O’Connell Bridge at the Liffey. The statue of PARNELL at its head and of JIM LARKIN on the paved stretch in the middle—near the GPO, or GENERAL POST OFFICE—are O’Casey icons. Eleven when Parnell was betrayed, young Johnnie, as Sean was called then, revered Ireland’s “Uncrowned King.” Jim Larkin, however, the Irish labor leader and the organizer of Dublin workers, was the hero of O’Casey’s adulthood. Poverty and high mortality rates from typhoid and tuberculosis were extreme in turn-of-the-century Dublin tenements, which were the settings of all of O’Casey’s plays. In these abandoned Georgian mansions owned by English absentee landlords, a single room was often inhabited by one large family, and rats the size of large kittens had the run of large basements polluted with human excrement. One-third of the population of 305,000 suffered such conditions, always afraid of being evicted for not being able to make the rent.

Preaching “the divine mission of discontent,” in 1909 Jim Larkin organized Dublin’s unskilled workers into the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, sending a militant message of hope into the slums. Imprinted on his fine statue are the words of Larkin himself: “The great appear great because we are on our knees. Let us rise.” A huge man and a charismatic orator, he called the General Strike of 1913 as a last resort, after the employers and owners, supported by the Irish clergy who opposed the trade union movement, refused to negotiate. Like his second in command, James Connolly, and his assistant, O’Casey, he was less interested in the issue of Irish nationalism than in organizing political resistance for the cause of just wages and fair housing for workers. After the strike failed, he left to raise money in America but became trapped by World War I: England and Ireland conspired to refuse the dangerous agitator reentry, and in Red-scared America his radical politics landed him in Sing Sing. It was only the pardon of Governor Al Smith that finally brought him back to Dublin in 1923. By then the nationalists—the ex-gunmen—were in control of the new Free State; the rights of workers were not their issue. O’Casey’s disillusion with the new state—one of the reasons for his self-exile to England—drives the antiheroic animus of his great trilogy. (James Plunkett’s novel Strumpet City tells Jim Larkin’s story.)

In O’Casey’s plays, the politics behind the Easter Rising of April 24, 1916, when the GPO was taken over by the rebels and bombarded by the British (though restored, the façade still shows bullet holes from the siege, which is re-created in Neil Jordan’s movie Michael Collins) turn into matters of life and death for fools, frauds, and holy innocents. A good place to contemplate O’Casey’s point of view on violent nationalism is out at KILMAINHAM GAOL (take bus 21A, 78, 78B, 79, or 90), where sixteen of the Easter Rising leaders were executed in the prison yard. It was only after the executions, as the tour guide explains, that the Irish people came to support the rebel cause. Roddy Doyle’s first historical novel, A Star Called Henry (1999), builds on O’Casey’s iconoclastic point of view toward the ideologues and martyrs.

Leaving O’Connell Street at the GPO, O’Casey Country turns east down Lower Abbey Street to Marlborough Street, where he triumphed as an artist in the ABBEY THEATRE (this is not the original building or location), the cultural monument established by Yeats and Lady Gregory to prove that Ireland was not “the home of buffoonery and of easy sentiment” but of “an ancient idealism.” It was Lady Gregory who encouraged the forty-three-year-old cement mixer to keep on revising his first play, The Shadow of a Gunman, until it became a successful Abbey production. O’Casey’s critical take on romantic Ireland’s Easter Monday bloodbath in The Plough and the Stars (1926) had chauvinist audiences throwing veggies and fists at the Abbey’s stage. As a student at Trinity, Beckett saw his plays, liking Juno and the Paycock the best, and later praised O’Casey as “a master of knockabout in this very serious and honourable sense—that he discerns the principle of disintegration in even the most complacent solidities, and activates it to their explosion. This is the energy of his theatre, the triumph of the principle of knockabout.” These days it’s easy to get tickets to the Abbey’s productions (tel. 01-878-7222); there’s experimental theater downstairs in the Peacock Theatre. Other theaters offering a variety of Irish classics, musicals, and progressive performance art include Andrew’s Lane Theatre, Focus Theatre, the Gaiety, the Gate, and the Project Arts Center in Temple Bar, where contemporary playwrights Marina Carr and Tom MacIntyre are produced in the Project’s black-box theater. For schedules, see The Irish Times.

While O’Casey was writing The Shadow of a Gunman, he was living in a tenement at 35 MOUNTJOY SQUARE—renamed Hilljoy Square in the play—that was raided one night by the Black and Tans. What happened next is all in the play. Once the home of the most elegant mansions on Dublin’s earliest Georgian square, Mountjoy is a short walk from the Abbey (across and north of Parnell Street). Designed for Luke Gardiner, Lord Mountjoy, banker, landlord, and English military leader, the square’s once-crumbling tenements (also part of Joyce’s Dublin) are now being restored. Facing a park and playground in which people of all ages enjoy themselves, Mountjoy Square raises the hopes of all city lovers, a good ending for O’Casey Country. “The kingdom of heaven in the nature of everyman” was the playwright’s lifelong belief.


*Now the national anthem of the Republic of Ireland; written by Peadar Kearney
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James Joyce

1882–1941

Joyce told a friend, “There was an English Queen who said that when she died the word ‘Calais’ would be written on her heart. ‘Dublin’ will be found on mine.” And he used to boast that if Dublin somehow disappeared, it could be rebuilt from his books. He abandoned his hometown with Nora Barnacle in 1904, when he was twenty-two, and except for three short visits, he never saw it again. But on the evidence of Dubliners (1914), A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Ulysses (1922), and Finnegans Wake (1939), he never left the city where he grew up and came of age as an artist. Though exile from Ireland was a necessary condition of his vocation (as it was for Shaw, Wilde, O’Casey, Beckett, and Edna O’Brien), it is “dear dirty Dublin,” the literal, sensual, and mythological city of his youth, that is the pulsing heart of each masterpiece. As a young man, he told his brother: “I am trying … to give people some kind of intellectual pleasure or spiritual enjoyment by converting the bread of everyday life into something that has a permanent artistic life of its own.… It is my idea of the significance of trivial things that I want to give the two or three unfortunate wretches who may eventually read me.” More than a century after his birth, droves of “wretches,” his passionate readers, roam Dublin in search of him. The current of literary pilgrims coursing through streets and pubs, over strands and quays and Liffey bridges, amounts to a rite of celebration of Joyce the Dubliner as the twentieth century’s first genius of fiction and Ulysses as its greatest novel.

FROM A PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST AS A YOUNG MAN

Joyce’s autobiographical novel re-creates the passage of his alter ego Stephen Dedalus from infancy to adolescent independence. At the end he claims “silence, exile, and cunning” as his means of escape from the labyrinth of family, church, and country. The emotional high point occurs at the end of Book IV, which follows here. Stephen sees a girl wading in Dublin Bay on a day of “dappled seaborne clouds,” a vision of idealized beauty he interprets as an epiphany—a revelation of his artistic destiny.

He turned seaward from the road at Dollymount and as he passed on to the thin wooden bridge he felt the planks shaking with the tramp of heavily shod feet. A squad of christian brothers was on its way back from the Bull and had begun to pass, two by two, across the bridge. Soon the whole bridge was trembling and resounding. The uncouth faces passed him two by two, stained yellow or red or livid by the sea, and as he strove to look at them with ease and indifference, a faint stain of personal shame and commiseration rose to his own face.…

He passed from the trembling bridge on to firm land again. At that instant, as it seemed to him, the air was chilled and looking askance towards the water he saw a flying squall darkening and crisping suddenly the tide. A faint click at his heart, a faint throb in his throat told him once more of how his flesh dreaded the cold infrahuman odour of the sea: yet he did not strike across the downs on his left but held straight on along the spine of rocks that pointed against the river’s mouth.

A veiled sunlight lit up faintly the grey sheet of water where the river was embayed. In the distance along the course of the slowflowing Liffey slender masts flecked the sky and, more distant still, the dim fabric of the city lay prone in haze. Like a scene on some vague arras, old as man’s weariness, the image of the seventh city of christendom was visible to him across the timeless air, no older nor more weary nor less patient of subjection than in the days of the thingmote.…

He looked northward towards Howth. The sea had fallen below the line of seawrack on the shallow side of the breakwater and already the tide was running out fast along the foreshore. Already one long oval bank of sand lay warm and dry amid the wavelets. Here and there warm isles of sand gleamed above the shallow tide, and about the isles and around the long bank and amid the shallow currents of the beach were lightclad gayclad figures, wading and delving.

In a few moments he was barefoot, his stockings folded in his pockets and his canvas shoes dangling by their knotted laces over his shoulders: and, picking a pointed salteaten stick out of the jetsam among the rocks, he clambered down the slope of the breakwater.

There was a long rivulet in the strand: and, as he waded slowly up its course, he wondered at the endless drift of seaweed. Emerald and black and russet and olive, it moved beneath the current, swaying and turning. The water of the rivulet was dark with endless drift and mirrored the highdrifting clouds. The clouds were drifting above him silently and silently the seatangle was drifting below him; and the grey warm air was still: and a new wild life was singing in his veins.

Where was his boyhood now? Where was the soul that had hung back from her destiny, to brood alone upon the shame of her wounds and in her house of squalor and subterfuge to queen it in faded cerements and in wreaths that withered at the touch? Or where was he?

He was alone. He was unheeded, happy and near to the wild heart of life. He was alone and young and wilful and wildhearted, alone amid a waste of wild air and brackish waters and the sea-harvest of shells and tangle and veiled grey sunlight and gayclad lightclad figures, of children and girls and voices childish and girlish in the air.

A girl stood before him in midstream, alone and still, gazing out to sea. She seemed like one whom magic had changed into the likeness of a strange and beautiful seabird. Her long slender bare legs were delicate as a crane’s and pure save where an emerald trail of seaweed had fashioned itself as a sign upon the flesh. Her thighs, fuller and softhued as ivory, were bared almost to the hips where the white fringes of her drawers were like featherings of soft white down. Her slateblue skirts were kilted boldly about her waist and dovetailed behind her. Her bosom was as a bird’s soft and slight, slight and soft as the breast of some darkplumaged dove. But her long fair hair was girlish: and girlish, and touched with the wonder of mortal beauty, her face.

She was alone and still, gazing out to sea; and when she felt his presence and the worship of his eyes her eyes turned to him in quiet sufference of his gaze, without shame or wantonness. Long, long she suffered his gaze and then quietly withdrew her eyes from his and bent them towards the stream, gently stirring the water with her foot hither and thither. The first faint noise of gently moving water broke the silence, low and faint and whispering, faint as the bells of sleep; hither and thither, hither and thither: and a faint flame trembled on her cheek.

—Heavenly God! cried Stephen’s soul, in an outburst of profane joy.

He turned away from her suddenly and set off across the strand. His cheeks were aflame; his body was aglow; his limbs were trembling. On and on and on and on he strode, far out over the sands, singing wildly to the sea, crying to greet the advent of the life that had cried to him.

Her image had passed into his soul for ever and no word had broken the holy silence of his ecstasy. Her eyes had called him and his soul had leaped at the call. To live, to err, to fall, to triumph, to recreate life out of life! A wild angel had appeared to him, the angel of mortal youth and beauty, an envoy from the fair courts of life, to throw open before him in an instant of ecstasy the gates of all the ways of error and glory. On and on and on and on!

He halted suddenly and heard his heart in the silence. How far had he walked? What hour was it?

There was no human figure near him nor any sound borne to him over the air. But the tide was near the turn and already the day was on the wane. He turned landward and ran towards the shore and, running up the sloping beach, reckless of the sharp shingle, found a sandy nook amid a ring of tufted sandknolls and lay down there that the peace and silence of the evening might still the riot of his blood.

He felt above him the vast indifferent dome and the calm processes of the heavenly bodies; and the earth beneath him, the earth that had borne him, had taken him to her breast.

He closed his eyes in the languor of sleep. His eyelids trembled as if they felt the vast cyclic movement of the earth and her watches, trembled as if they felt the strange light of some new world. His soul was swooning into some new world, fantastic, dim, uncertain as under sea, traversed by cloudy shapes and beings. A world, a glimmer, or a flower? Glimmering and trembling, trembling and unfolding, a breaking light, an opening flower, it spread in endless succession to itself, breaking in full crimson and unfolding and fading to palest rose, leaf by leaf and wave of light by wave of light, flooding all the heavens with its soft flushes, every flush deeper than other.

Evening had fallen when he woke and the sand and arid grasses of his bed glowed no longer. He rose slowly and, recalling the rapture of his sleep, sighed at its joy.

He climbed to the crest of the sandhill and gazed about him. Evening had fallen. A rim of the young moon cleft the pale waste of sky like the rim of a silver hoop embedded in grey sand; and the tide was flowing in fast to the land with a low whisper of her waves, islanding a few last figures in distant pools.
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For the Literary Traveler

In Book II of Portrait, Stephen Dedalus explores his neighborhood north of the Liffey, discovering as he walks the “paralysis” of Dublin in the 1890s (the theme of the short stories of Dubliners). Joyce knew every inch of the seedy northside. In the years of his youth, his feckless father, John Joyce, had rented fourteen different houses here for his large family. Stephen’s main route, between MOUNTJOY SQUARE and the CUSTOM HOUSE, had been Joyce’s own. The square, once the most fashionable address in Dublin, with a downhill view of the Custom House, had become derelict after 1800, a symbol of Ireland’s economic and political impotence. After the Irish Parliament (which Swift excoriates in “The Legion Club”) was dissolved by the Act of Union in 1800, the disestablished lords turned from politics to real estate, selling their northside mansions for quick cash or converting them to multiple dwellings and then retiring to London as absentee slum lords. The brothels of the notorious “Monto” district down around the docks and the noble eighteenth-century Custom House (“Nighttown” in Ulysses) did a brisk business. Stephen, Catholic schoolboy and Prefect of the Sodality of the Blessed Virgin Mary, is a guilt-ridden customer. Closer to home (and just west of Mountjoy Square) was BELVEDERE COLLEGE at 6 Great Denmark Street, the Jesuit high school where he hears the hellfire Retreat sermons (in Book III) and rejects (in Book IV) a Jesuit’s seductive invitation to become a priest. Built in 1775, this Georgian mansion with its fine interiors is still a school and open to visitors when it’s convenient.

The ecstatic climax of Portrait—at the end
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