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    On the storm-lashed edge of Europe, a listener leans forward and a world speaks. The Aran Islands chronicles a meeting between attentive witness and a fiercely particular place, where the sea’s austerity shapes work, language, ritual, and imagination. John Millington Synge’s pages record not conquest or conversion but the drama of attention itself: how looking becomes understanding, how conversation becomes memory, and how a small community, held fast by rock and tide, can enlarge the horizons of a modern reader. The book’s central tension—between observing and belonging—propels an inquiry into what endures when tradition meets change, and what is lost when it does not.

The author, John Millington Synge, was a leading figure of the Irish Literary Revival, better known for his plays but equally distinguished in prose. He visited the Aran Islands repeatedly between 1898 and 1902, keeping notebooks that later formed this nonfiction work, first published in 1907. The premise is simple and luminous: by living among islanders off Ireland’s western coast, learning their language and customs, and listening with patience, Synge seeks to portray daily life and the imaginative world that sustains it. Without announcing grand theories, he offers a sustained portrait of place, people, and the storyteller’s craft.

The Aran Islands holds classic status because it marries literary artistry with documentary clarity. Neither sentimental travel sketch nor detached anthropology, it pioneered a hybrid mode—part memoir, part ethnography, part prose poem—that shaped how subsequent writers approached local cultures. Its influence on Irish letters was immediate: it expanded the Revival’s imaginative geography and authorized a prose capable of carrying the cadences of the Gaeltacht into English while preserving dignity and difference. The book’s calm exactness, textured observation, and moral restraint set a standard for field-based writing that continues to inform studies of community, folklore, and language.

Synge’s achievement rests on enduring themes that push beyond their historical frame. He explores the ethics of representation: how to translate voices without flattening them, how to render hardship without spectacle, how to recognize resilience without romanticizing it. He examines thresholds—between island and mainland, Irish and English, myth and fact—where identity is constantly negotiated. He attends to subsistence labor, hospitality, ceremony, and tale-telling as forms of meaning. Through these themes the book asks what constitutes a good life under exacting conditions, and how narrative—shaped around kitchen fires and cliff paths—binds individuals to a shared inheritance.

The book’s composition grew from Synge’s deliberate immersion in a Gaeltacht community. Encouraged to seek the West for artistic renewal, he learned conversational Irish and cultivated friendships that allowed him to hear stories, prayers, and gossip in their lived contexts. The result is an inside-out perspective: he records what he sees and what he is told, but he also reflects on his position as an outsider. This self-awareness, never grandiose, is crucial to the work’s integrity. It frames the act of writing not as possession but as stewardship of voices that survive in the intertidal zone between languages.

As a narrative, The Aran Islands is structured around successive sojourns that open windows on fishing, farming, marketplace transactions, festivals, and weather that governs everything. Synge’s method is to watch closely, take part when invited, and listen more than he speaks. He notices not only heroic danger at sea but the small economies of comfort, neighborliness, and quick wit that make community sustainable. Folklore enters as lived inheritance rather than museum specimen; landscape serves as partner, not backdrop. The pace invites readers to inhabit time differently, to measure a day by tide and wind as much as by clocks.

Central to the book’s power is its language. Synge writes in English, yet he tunes his sentences to the idiom and tempo he hears in Irish and in Hiberno-English. The effect is a supple, lucid prose that carries the grain of speech without mimicry. Dialogue is rendered with respect for register and rhythm, allowing personality to emerge without caricature. Description proceeds by precise, concrete detail instead of ornament. This stylistic ethic—plain without being spare, musical without being ornate—creates an atmosphere in which place names, crafts, and weather systems can take on the resonance of character.

Within Synge’s oeuvre, The Aran Islands is both foundation and touchstone. Material he encountered on the islands—turns of phrase, narrative motifs, a worldview forged against Atlantic risk—nourished the language and settings of his later plays. Readers attuned to his drama will recognize the prose book as a workshop of images and cadences, yet it stands independently as a major work of nonfiction. Its discipline of listening and its grounded sense of place inform not only how Synge dramatized rural life but how he conceived artistic responsibility to community, speech, and story.

The book’s influence extends beyond Synge’s lifetime. It helped consolidate a tradition of Irish place-writing that later authors would deepen in their own ways, showing how close description can illuminate history, ecology, and culture together. Writers mapping the western seaboard’s terrain and memory have worked in a space The Aran Islands helped to clear, where the granular facts of a locality invite large questions about belonging and change. Its example also shaped documentary sensibilities in literature and, more broadly, the common imagination of the Atlantic edge as a site of tenacious creativity.

As a classic, it endures because it neither freezes the islands in picturesque stasis nor dissolves them in abstract theory. Instead, it renders contingency—the next squall, the next haul, the next story—with a patience that honors experience. The book’s clear structure, steady gaze, and ethical tact make it teachable and re-readable: each return reveals another facet of craft or community. Its quiet insistence on accuracy does not preclude wonder; indeed, wonder arises from exactness. In this balance of fidelity and art, Synge shows how prose can hold both the seen and the felt.

For readers approaching the book today, it offers not a museum diorama but a conversation partner. It invites us to consider how learning a community’s language—even imperfectly—changes what we can perceive, and how forms of knowledge carried in story, song, and custom complement those of official record. It also cautions against easy consumption of “authenticity,” modeling instead patience, reciprocity, and humility. By staging encounters rather than theses, Synge demonstrates that respectful attention can be transformative, for writer and reader alike, without demanding mastery or closure.

The Aran Islands remains timely because its questions are ours: how to live with place rather than upon it; how to sustain minority languages; how to balance tradition with innovation; how to listen across difference without erasing it. In an era of rapid cultural standardization, Synge’s book affirms the value of local textures while resisting nostalgia. Its lasting appeal lies in the poise of its witness—curious, disciplined, and open—and in its faith that careful words can carry the weather of a world. To read it now is to be reminded that attention is a form of care, and care, a kind of kinship.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Aran Islands, by John Millington Synge, is a prose account first published in 1907, drawn from several visits he made between 1898 and 1901 to the small island group off the west coast of Ireland. The book unfolds as a sequence of dated or situational observations rather than a plotted story, following the author’s movement among the islands and his deepening familiarity with their people. Synge records speech, custom, labor, and landscape with a restrained, attentive eye, shaping a narrative that is part travel writing, part ethnographic notebook, and part linguistic study of a largely Irish-speaking community at the Atlantic’s edge.

Synge begins with his first crossing and initial lodgings, noting the stark limestone terrain, the maze of stone walls, and the ingenious methods by which residents make soil from sand and seaweed. He sets out to learn Irish and to listen, spending extended periods—especially on Inishmaan—living in kitchens where the day’s work and nightly storytelling converge. Early pages establish his method: he moves between participation and distance, recording remarks, gestures, and small incidents. The rhythm is episodic, guided by the calendar of work and weather, and by the availability of boats connecting the islands with one another and with the mainland.

Daily life forms the core. Synge watches men launch currachs and haul fish, and he notices women carrying heavy loads, tending animals, and keeping households that double as social spaces. The community’s economy combines subsistence agriculture with seasonal fishing, all under the constraint of poor soil and unpredictable seas. He describes how families share labor, how children acquire skills, and how necessity shapes habits of thrift and mutual aid. Work is presented not as spectacle but as routine, and the narrative dwells on recurring tasks—mending, managing fuel, gathering seaweed—punctuated by storms that can isolate the islands for days.

Evenings turn to stories. Synge listens to folktales, beliefs about the otherworld, local histories, and memories of storms and shipwrecks, all told in cadenced speech that he transcribes and occasionally glosses. He presents storytellers as custodians of communal knowledge, not as curiosities, and he attends closely to proverbs, turns of phrase, and the interplay between Irish and English. The material ranges from heroic cycles retold in colloquial form to practical lore about the sea and weather. Through these sessions, the book demonstrates how narrative binds people together and how an oral tradition preserves experience in the absence of written records.

Synge also chronicles rites and observances that mark time and loss. He notes Sunday gatherings, the presence of the priest, and the way church festivals punctuate the year. He pays particular attention to funerary customs, including vigil practices and keening, describing how the community publicly shares grief. These passages are careful to situate ritual within everyday pressures: travel for sacraments may be limited by seas, and religious life coexists with older beliefs and practical demands. The tone remains descriptive rather than argumentative, allowing the reader to see how spiritual, social, and economic life are interwoven in a small, interdependent society.

Movement between islands and to the mainland provides contrast. Boat journeys for markets, mail, or medical needs introduce traders, officials, and visitors whose expectations do not always align with island ways. Synge observes differences in language use, dress, and manners, and he remarks on the effects of money and commerce on places where barter and shared labor remain strong. Episodes of travel also sharpen his sense of risk: delays, sudden squalls, and landings on rocky inlets show how access shapes opportunity. These interludes widen the book’s frame, placing Aran within broader regional circuits while keeping the focus on island perspectives.

Across successive seasons, Synge records the recurring cycles of scarcity and plenty, calm and crisis. He watches how households plan for winter, apportion food, and repair equipment, and how illness or an accident can strain resources. Weather is a protagonist, setting terms for work and contact with the outside world. Without dramatizing misfortune, the narrative conveys vulnerability—boats that must wait for a break in wind, crops that depend on thin soil—and the resilience such conditions cultivate. The result is a portrait of endurance that resists sentimentality, grounded in the precise noting of tasks, costs, and the practical imagination of survival.

With each return visit, the author’s relations with his hosts deepen. He learns more Irish, earns greater trust, and gathers material with finer nuance, including local disputes, the subtleties of hospitality, and the etiquette of borrowing, lending, and obligation. He reflects on his own position as an outsider, negotiating access while trying to avoid intrusion. The later chapters attend to incremental changes—new boats, shifts in communication, the presence of teachers or officials—as reminders that the islands, though remote, are not static. These observations lead to measured thoughts about continuity and change rather than to general theories or prescriptions.

By the end, The Aran Islands offers a sustained, closely observed account of a distinctive community, neither romanticized nor reduced to hardship. Its lasting significance lies in how it preserves voices, idioms, and practices that were already under pressure, and in how it models a method of fieldwork rooted in patient listening. The book also provided Synge with linguistic and cultural resources that shaped his later drama, making it a foundational text of the Irish literary revival. As a work of nonfiction, it leaves interpretation open, inviting readers to consider language, place, and tradition as living, evolving forces.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    John Millington Synge’s The Aran Islands is set in the final years of the nineteenth century and the opening of the twentieth, on three small islands off Galway Bay in western Ireland. At the time the islands were part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, governed from Dublin Castle under British administration. Daily life was shaped by the Catholic Church, local custom, and an economy built on small-scale farming and fishing. The vernacular was predominantly Irish, and travel relied on currachs and Galway hookers rather than regular steamship schedules. These institutions and conditions frame the book’s observations and scenes.

Synge first visited the Aran Islands in 1898, returning in subsequent summers until about 1902. He learned conversational Irish, kept notebooks on stories and speech, and lived among families primarily on Inishmaan. The book, published in 1907 with illustrations by Jack B. Yeats, collects and refines those field notes. Synge had been encouraged by literary colleagues to immerse himself in an Irish-speaking community, and his stays were integral to his development as a writer. The temporal gap between visits and publication situates the text at a moment when cultural nationalism and modernity were in visible tension.

The book belongs to the Irish Literary Revival, a broad movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that sought to renew Irish culture through literature, history, and folklore. It aligned with the Gaelic Revival, including the Gaelic League founded in 1893, which promoted the Irish language as a living medium, and with efforts to establish a national theatre. Synge’s prose participates by presenting island lore and speech as worthy subjects. It also tests the Revival’s ideals, balancing admiration for traditional life with unsentimental accounts of hardship, thereby offering a nuanced counterpart to romantic nationalist imagery.

Language politics shaped the cultural stakes of Synge’s project. Throughout the nineteenth century, the National School system, established in 1831, promoted English as the medium of instruction, accelerating the decline of Irish across much of the country. The Aran Islands were notable exceptions, retaining Irish as the community language into the 1890s and beyond. The Gaelic League sought to reverse language shift through classes and publications. Synge’s decision to record stories and everyday talk, and to render idiom in English inflected by Irish syntax, reflects both the vitality of island Irish and the difficulties of carrying an oral vernacular into print.

The west of Ireland still bore the demographic and economic aftermath of the Great Famine of the 1840s. Emigration continued at high rates from the 1850s through the early twentieth century, thinning rural populations and reshaping family strategies. Landholdings were often tiny and fragmented, and marginal soils made subsistence precarious. In 1891 the Congested Districts Board was created to alleviate poverty in the western seaboard through land purchase, resettlement, and small infrastructure projects. These realities are implicit in Synge’s portraits of labor and risk: his book conveys both endurance and constraint in communities negotiating scarcity.

Land and tenancy struggles formed part of the wider context. The Land War from the late 1870s into the 1890s challenged landlord power through boycotts, rent strikes, and political agitation, leading to a series of land acts that expanded tenant rights and peasant proprietorship. The islands did not fit all mainland patterns, but small plots, intricate stone-wall fields, and communal practices persisted. Synge’s attention to the labor of building soil with sand and seaweed, and the collective rhythms of work, evokes a rural economy where land was intensely worked and socially embedded, even as legal frameworks elsewhere were transforming ownership and tenure.

Fishing and agriculture together sustained island households. Men set longlines and nets for mackerel and other species, while families cultivated potatoes, oats, and kept small numbers of livestock. Markets were distant and weather-dependent, and storms could destroy gear or delay landings, disrupting cash income. Nineteenth-century improvements in regional transport opened occasional access to urban buyers, yet volatility remained. Synge’s depictions of preparing bait, launching currachs through surf, and negotiating swells present fisheries as both livelihood and hazard, revealing how economic calculations were inseparable from seamanship and communal cooperation.

Maritime infrastructure had improved but did not eliminate danger. A high lighthouse on Inishmore from the early nineteenth century proved poorly sited and was replaced by lower lights on Inisheer and Eeragh in the 1850s, with an additional auxiliary light established at Straw Island later in the century. Such measures, along with incremental pier works, reduced but did not end shipwrecks and drownings. Synge’s vignettes of funerals and wakes, and of the ever-present risk at sea, mirror a coast where technological safeguards remained fragile against Atlantic weather and limited local resources for rescue or recovery.

Transport and communications kept the islands at the edge of modern networks. The railway reached Galway by the mid-nineteenth century, and steamers connected the city to regional ports, but sail and oar still dominated travel to and between the islands. Mail and newspapers arrived irregularly, and departures could be postponed by wind and tide for days. Telegraphy and later telephony were transforming mainland communications, yet islanders operated on a seasonal and meteorological clock. Synge’s narratives of waiting for a fair wind or a break in the swell register that temporal lag between imperial infrastructure and local realities.

Synge’s work intersects with contemporary folklore collection and emerging social sciences. Irish scholars and writers, including Douglas Hyde and Lady Gregory, had been recording oral literature from the 1880s onward, while European ethnography was codifying methods for observing small communities. Synge’s approach was less classificatory and more literary, yet it relied on extended residence, participation, and an ear for idiom. The book thus sits at a crossroads between documentation and art, portraying tellers and tales while acknowledging performance, context, and the pressures that could hasten the erosion of an oral repertoire.

Religious life was central to social organization. The Catholic parish structure shaped calendars of worship, feast days, and fasts, and priests held considerable authority in moral and communal matters. Nineteenth-century temperance movements had left traces in local attitudes to drink and festivity, though practices varied by place. Customs around wakes, storytelling, and hospitality persisted, with boundaries negotiated between clerical guidance and inherited habit. Synge’s pages note devotions and rituals without doctrinal analysis, registering how faith and folklore coexisted, and how religious rhythms provided meaning and consolation in an environment marked by labor, danger, and loss.

Education and literacy reflected conflicting currents. National schools extended basic instruction, typically through English, producing generations who could read newspapers and official documents yet often spoke Irish at home. Adult literacy grew unevenly, and printed matter reached the islands through shopkeepers, teachers, or returning migrants. The Gaelic League offered Irish classes and literature in Irish, though resources were limited. Synge’s representation of storytellers and schoolchildren hints at a society where oral and written cultures overlapped, with schooling creating new aspirations while the hearth and the fishing grounds sustained older forms of knowledge and expression.

National politics formed a backdrop rather than a foreground in The Aran Islands, but the era was marked by agitation for Irish self-government. Home Rule bills in 1886 and 1893 failed, while organizational work continued into the new century. The 1898 Local Government Act democratized county and district councils, reducing the administrative reach of landlords and strengthening local representation. Islanders were part of these structures as ratepayers and, where eligible, voters, though distance and livelihood constrained participation. Synge’s restraint regarding political programs highlights the gap between constitutional debates and the day-to-day negotiations of subsistence and community.

The west was also becoming a symbolic landscape for national culture. Painters, photographers, and travel writers represented Connemara and the islands as sites of authenticity, sometimes idealizing poverty as picturesque. Governmental and voluntary bodies promoted crafts and local industries to supplement incomes. Synge’s book enters that field yet contests its flattening tendencies. Jack B. Yeats’s illustrations, drawn from direct observation, complement this stance by foregrounding work, weather, and gesture rather than mere scenic spectacle. Together, text and image present a culture neither frozen in time nor reducible to tourist tableau.

Synge’s Aran experience significantly shaped his drama, which became central to the Abbey Theatre after its opening in 1904. Plays such as Riders to the Sea drew on island speech and maritime tragedy, and the controversies surrounding The Playboy of the Western World in 1907 revealed sharp public disputes over representation, morality, and national image. The Aran Islands predates or coincides with these theatrical milestones and supplies their linguistic and ethnographic bedrock. By showing how stories circulate and how people speak, the book set a standard for stage language that aimed to be truthful to living communities.

Migration and modernization pressures threaded through island life. Young people left for seasonal or permanent work in Britain and North America, remittances helping families survive. Shop goods, imported flour, and manufactured fishing gear increasingly complemented home-produced food and hand-made tools. The Congested Districts Board promoted improved boats and piers and sometimes reorganized holdings on the mainland, although the islands remained constrained by geography. Synge’s attention to small changes in clothing, tools, and habits registers a community balancing continuity and adaptation, wary of overdependence on cash markets but unable to ignore new opportunities and needs.

Technological and cultural change also altered time horizons. Better links with Galway could bring doctors, officials, or buyers, but storms might cancel arrivals for weeks. Newspapers transmitted distant events, from parliamentary debates to international news, yet local concerns retained primacy. Synge’s episodic narrative, stitched from seasons of work, spells of waiting, and bursts of storytelling, mirrors that tempo. His emphasis on voices, proverbs, and the social function of narrative indicates how oral tradition supplied commentary on change, sanction for behavior, and a framework for interpreting risk and fate under conditions of limited material margin for error. The book is a historical document without asserting itself as such by design. Its descriptive patience, grounded in years of return visits and shaped by the Irish Literary Revival, records a society at the cusp of linguistic and economic transition. By situating island life within imperial governance, religious authority, and regional poverty, it mirrors the era’s constraints; by preserving the dignity and complexity of speakers and scenes, it challenges sentimental or programmatic narratives. In doing so, The Aran Islands remains both witness and critique of its time.
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    John Millington Synge (1871–1909) was an Irish playwright, prose writer, and key figure of the Irish Literary Revival. Best known for The Playboy of the Western World and Riders to the Sea, he co-founded the Abbey Theatre and helped shape its early repertoire and the modern Irish stage. His drama fused folkloric materials, richly idiomatic speech, and a stark sense of tragedy and comedy, challenging romanticized images of rural life. Though his career was brief, he produced a concentrated body of plays and prose that influenced generations of dramatists. Synge’s work remains central to studies of theatrical language, national identity, and cultural modernism in Ireland.

Synge studied at Trinity College Dublin, where he focused on languages and showed strong musical interests. After graduating, he continued studies and travels in continental Europe, spending extended periods in Paris and attending lectures there. In 1896 he met W. B. Yeats, whose advice to immerse himself in the life and language of the west of Ireland proved decisive. Synge engaged with the Irish language and with European literary movements he encountered abroad, especially French currents of the period. These influences—Yeats’s mentorship, Irish oral tradition, and continental aesthetics—shaped his stylistic approach and his belief that authentic dramatic speech could be poetically heightened.

Following Yeats’s suggestion, Synge made repeated visits to the Aran Islands off Ireland’s west coast around the turn of the century. There he listened to storytelling, recorded turns of phrase, and observed daily life with ethnographic attentiveness. The experience informed both his dramatic language and his prose volume The Aran Islands, published in 1907, a work that blends travel narrative, folklore, and acute social observation. Synge sought to register the cadences of speech rather than offer documentary transcription, crafting an English that carries the rhythm of Irish. The Aran years supplied themes, images, and tonal contrasts—humor beside hardship—that recur throughout his dramatic writing.

Synge’s first staged play, In the Shadow of the Glen (1903), announced his method: a concise one-act drama probing marriage, solitude, and social codes in a rural setting. Riders to the Sea (1904), often praised for its classical restraint, distilled the ocean’s fatal power into a stark family tragedy. The Well of the Saints (1905) deepened his interest in perception, illusion, and communal authority. Critics admired his musicality and dramatic economy, while others resisted his unvarnished portrayal of peasant life. Across these works, Synge refined a stylized vernacular that could carry lyric intensity without losing the bite of everyday speech.

The Playboy of the Western World premiered at the Abbey Theatre in 1907 and provoked one of the era’s most notorious theatrical disturbances. Some audiences attacked its language and scenes as irreverent, while defenders championed the play’s imaginative daring and critique of hero-making. The protests, remembered as the Playboy riots, turned Synge into a lightning rod for debates about national image, morality, and artistic freedom. Beyond the controversy, the play’s buoyant language, comic energy, and ambiguous treatment of violence marked a daring advance in modern drama. Over time it came to be recognized as a landmark of the Irish and international stage.

Synge continued to write amid declining health. The Tinker’s Wedding, completed during this period, met resistance and was rarely staged in Ireland at the time. He also produced essays and poems and kept revising his plays for performance. His final project, Deirdre of the Sorrows, reimagined a legendary subject in spare, lyrical scenes; left unfinished at his death, it was produced posthumously. Synge’s illness, commonly identified as Hodgkin’s disease, curtailed his output but not his formal experimentation. Even in shorter pieces, he pursued tensions between communal norms and individual desire, testing how elevated idiom could spring from colloquial roots.

Synge died in 1909, aged thirty-seven, after years of illness. His career, though brief, transformed theatrical possibilities for the Abbey Theatre and for Irish drama more broadly. Subsequent generations of playwrights have drawn on his example of precise structure, audacious humor, and rhythmically charged speech. The Aran Islands remains a touchstone for writers and scholars interested in ethnography, language, and representation. Debates sparked by The Playboy of the Western World continue to frame discussions of censorship, reception, and national self-image onstage. Today Synge’s plays are regularly taught and performed, their artistry and argumentative power still sharp in contemporary theatre.
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The geography of the Aran Islands is very simple, yet it may need a word to itself. There are three islands: Aranmor, the north island, about nine miles long; Inishmaan, the middle island, about three miles and a half across, and nearly round in form; and the south island, Inishere—in Irish, east island,—like the middle island but slightly smaller. They lie about thirty miles from Galway, up the centre of the bay, but they are not far from the cliffs of County Clare, on the south, or the corner of Connemara on the north.

Kilronan, the principal village on Aranmor, has been so much changed by the fishing industry, developed there by the Congested Districts Board, that it has now very little to distinguish it from any fishing village on the west coast of Ireland. The other islands are more primitive, but even on them many changes are being made, that it was not worth while to deal with in the text.

In the pages that follow I have given a direct account of my life on the islands, and of what I met with among them, inventing nothing, and changing nothing that is essential. As far as possible, however, I have disguised the identity of the people I speak of, by making changes in their names, and in the letters I quote, and by altering some local and family relationships. I have had nothing to say about them that was not wholly in their favour, but I have made this disguise to keep them from ever feeling that a too direct use had been made of their kindness, and friendship, for which I am more grateful than it is easy to say.
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I am in Aranmor[1], sitting over a turf fire, listening to a murmur of Gaelic that is rising from a little public-house under my room.

The steamer which comes to Aran sails according to the tide, and it was six o'clock this morning when we left the quay of Galway in a dense shroud of mist.

A low line of shore was visible at first on the right between the movement of the waves and fog, but when we came further it was lost sight of, and nothing could be seen but the mist curling in the rigging, and a small circle of foam.

There were few passengers; a couple of men going out with young pigs tied loosely in sacking, three or four young girls who sat in the cabin with their heads completely twisted in their shawls, and a builder, on his way to repair the pier at Kilronan[3], who walked up and down and talked with me.

In about three hours Aran came in sight. A dreary rock appeared at first sloping up from the sea into the fog; then, as we drew nearer, a coast-guard station and the village.

A little later I was wandering out along the one good roadway of the island, looking over low walls on either side into small flat fields of naked rock. I have seen nothing so desolate[1q]. Grey floods of water were sweeping everywhere upon the limestone, making at times a wild torrent of the road, which twined continually over low hills and cavities in the rock or passed between a few small fields of potatoes or grass hidden away in corners that had shelter. Whenever the cloud lifted I could see the edge of the sea below me on the right, and the naked ridge of the island above me on the other side. Occasionally I passed a lonely chapel or schoolhouse, or a line of stone pillars with crosses above them and inscriptions asking a prayer for the soul of the person they commemorated.

I met few people; but here and there a band of tall girls passed me on their way to Kilronan, and called out to me with humorous wonder, speaking English with a slight foreign intonation that differed a good deal from the brogue of Galway. The rain and cold seemed to have no influence on their vitality and as they hurried past me with eager laughter and great talking in Gaelic, they left the wet masses of rock more desolate than before.

A little after midday when I was coming back one old half-blind man spoke to me in Gaelic, but, in general, I was surprised at the abundance and fluency of the foreign tongue[2q].

In the afternoon the rain continued, so I sat here in the inn looking out through the mist at a few men who were unlading hooker[2]s that had come in with turf from Connemara, and at the long-legged pigs that were playing in the surf. As the fishermen came in and out of the public-house underneath my room, I could hear through the broken panes that a number of them still used the Gaelic, though it seems to be falling out of use among the younger people of this village.

The old woman of the house had promised to get me a teacher of the language, and after a while I heard a shuffling on the stairs, and the old dark man I had spoken to in the morning groped his way into the room.

I brought him over to the fire, and we talked for many hours. He told me that he had known Petrie and Sir William Wilde, and many living antiquarians, and had taught Irish to Dr. Finck and Dr. Pedersen, and given stories to Mr. Curtin of America. A little after middle age he had fallen over a cliff, and since then he had had little eyesight, and a trembling of his hands and head.

As we talked he sat huddled together over the fire, shaking and blind, yet his face was indescribably pliant, lighting up with an ecstasy of humour when he told me anything that had a point of wit or malice, and growing sombre and desolate again when he spoke of religion or the fairies.

He had great confidence in his own powers and talent, and in the superiority of his stories over all other stories in the world. When we were speaking of Mr. Curtin, he told me that this gentleman had brought out a volume of his Aran stories in America, and made five hundred pounds by the sale of them.

'And what do you think he did then?' he continued; 'he wrote a book of his own stories after making that lot of money with mine. And he brought them out, and the divil a half-penny did he get for them. Would you believe that?'

Afterwards he told me how one of his children had been taken by the fairies.

One day a neighbour was passing, and she said, when she saw it on the road, 'That's a fine child.'

Its mother tried to say 'God bless it,' but something choked the words in her throat.

A while later they found a wound on its neck, and for three nights the house was filled with noises.

'I never wear a shirt at night,' he said, 'but I got up out of my bed, all naked as I was, when I heard the noises in the house, and lighted a light, but there was nothing in it.'

Then a dummy came and made signs of hammering nails in a coffin. The next day the seed potatoes were full of blood, and the child told his mother that he was going to America.

That night it died, and 'Believe me,' said the old man, 'the fairies were in it[3q].'

When he went away, a little bare-footed girl was
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