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PRAISE FOR I COULD READ THE SKY


‘Pyke and O’Grady have produced a beauty. The combination is novel. The photographs sit amongst the text like chapters and the text frames the photographs. You never know you are within the two disciplines. You read both text and photographs as one. What O’Grady leaves out, Pyke puts in. What you’re laughing at in the prose is silenced by a face looking out at you with bitter vitality. You turn a page and the word you’ve left behind is suddenly magnified, or stopped short by an image that works like a full stop. But there is another dimension. The book is authentic. They’ve assembled a cast list of labouring men and women who are not only instantly recognizable, but tell their story with glee and individuality. We know they’ve picked beet and stood on Sundays in Kilburn sick from the drink. We believe all they saw and remember their exaggerations from our own lives. Humour is rampant in the telling. And all the time they speak of home. It becomes an exalted place that never was but is. Memory goes by like a man on stilts. We are close to sean-nós. Closer still to keening. What Pyke and O’Grady have done is read out imagination.’


Dermot Healy, Sunday Tribune


‘I Could Read the Sky is not meant to be a sociological treatise nor, though it has a documentary feel, a documentary. It is, almost, not a novel but a lyric poem, saved from that fate by the humility, simplicity and freshness of its prose, by its detail, by its exactitude. “Who can release them now? / Who can speak for the dumb?” wrote W. H. Auden. I Could Read the Sky speaks for many who were dumb, but it speaks in the manner of an important work of art, memorably and beautifully.’


Anthony Cronin, Sunday Independent


‘There is a rare, fragile species of novel that draws its beauty as much from what it leaves out as from what it puts in. This is one of those: a stark heartbreaking story of an Irish labourer’s life in England. “It has been made in the dark,” says John Berger in his preface, lit from within by a cloudy, uncertain glow. Steve Pyke’s arresting black-and-white photographs of Irish faces and scenes are scattered throughout, as haunting a record of lives lived under the yoke of time as the novel itself.’


Carrie O’Grady, Guardian


‘I Could Read the Sky is a quiet minor masterpiece. It was one of my ‘special books’ as a graduate student in Cambridge a quarter of a century ago, and I still keep my first copy close, in that grey-green Harvill paperback edition. I think of it as existing in a remarkable kinship triangle with W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn and John Berger’s A Fortunate Man.’


Robert Macfarlane


‘For me, as somebody who has personally lived the life of an immigrant, I Could Read the Sky is a beautiful and poignant description of this complex emotional experience. It’s the story of countless Irish people who vanished into the building sites and bedsits of England carrying with them little more than the stories, music and memories of their homeland. This sensitively told story is filled with humor, sadness and musical memory.’


Martin Hayes, fiddler


‘In this fine and deeply moving novel, Timothy O’Grady resists nostalgia. Just as his terse, uncluttered sentences allow the sadness of a futile life near its end to speak clearly, so they prove an open conduit for exhilaration and love … [It has] all the humour and intensity of a real life honestly recorded, and with the pathos mutability lends to the past.’


Lucy Hughes-Hallett, Sunday Times


‘I Could Read the Sky has a sister text in Dermot Healy’s great novel Sudden Times; it is cousinly to the lyrics of Shane Macgowan; it has a forebear in John Berger and Jean Mohr’s A Fortunate Man … It reminds us of a great and unforgivable truth – our cities are built on the loneliness of migrant workers, and their great sadness persists down the generations, it seeps into the brickwork and then emanates again; it creates a palpable ennui. And even now in the cities those old Irish labourers move as palely as the ghosts they are through the pre-dawn dim.’


Kevin Barry, Sight and Sound


‘I can think of no collaborative work that feels so organic. Through a single character, Timothy O’Grady does not just respond to Steve Pyke’s stark, beautiful photographs: he gives voice to thousands. A writer of exceptional talent, empathy and restraint.’


Louise Kennedy


‘I have reread I Could Read the Sky and was as and more bowled over than the first time twenty-five years ago. My father’s world is summoned back to me by the book. It is a work of genius, which will be read for generations to come. I was greatly moved.’


Patrick Joyce, author of Going to My Father’s House


‘Timothy O’Grady inspired me with I Could Read the Sky. Everyone should read this book, the experience of Irish emigration uniquely and powerfully illuminated.’


Mark Knopfler


‘From the very first line, dislodgement yanks at the roots and rocks the senses in Timothy O’Grady’s tender and poetic work, which draws the reader into an odyssey of loss … What heightens the gentle documentary nature of the tale are Steve Pyke’s atmospheric photographs of landscape and people which slice, uncaptioned, into the text like random black-and-white snapshots from recurring dreams. This blend of prose and pictures sharpens the very paradox of migration, that mutual dependency of two countries, their identities separate, often fractious but intertwined. Yet this isn’t just another Irish exploration of exile but a little masterpiece in which O’Grady has gathered true experiences, then meshed them into one delicate narration.’


Anne Simpson, Glasgow Herald


‘Some novels are just born lucky. I Could Read the Sky is scattered with beautiful, starkly monochrome images and has a reverential preface by John Berger, who, the acknowledgements tell us, “fathered the book”. But I Could Read the Sky has far more than good looks or the praises of a proud father. It is a narrative in snapshots, the last performance of the narrator’s life’s home movie. The sketches are brief, vivid. In a single sentence Timothy O’Grady conveys an entire world. The accidents are neither unimaginably horrible nor merely poignant. Instead they build into a slow tragedy. If the words tell the story of the voiceless, the bleak lovely photographs show their faces. Fiction rarely gets as close to the messy, glorious truth as do memories and photographs. This rare novel dares to use both.’


Charlotte Mendelson, TLS


‘I Could Read the Sky is one of my favourites. A classic. A fine, evocative, engaging act of storytelling that captures the essence of a displaced life for Irish exiles, working and living in England in hard times. I read it when it first appeared and I still take it down from the shelf from time to time. It’s a wonder of a book that reads like poetry and forces you to speak some sentences aloud, tripping off the tongue as they and the photos grip your heart. It’s a work of literary genius.’


Gerry Adams


‘I Could Read the Sky is a heartfelt depiction of a tribe whose double lives are rarely recognised or celebrated. Masterful.’


Leo Moran of the Saw Doctors


‘A key work in that remarkable lineage of hybrid works (John Berger, W. G. Sebald) employing text and image to passionately engaged and lyrically profound ends: I Could Read the Sky offers these forms as inextricable, as we might glimpse a couple intimate between the covers, not merely sharing a bed. The dialogue is between them and with the past, made perennially present through each encounter. It is surely one of the great books of memory as a site of almost unbearably heartfelt be / longing. Literally, it is this longing.’


Gareth Evans


‘If you want to read the most searing testimony ever published to the quotidian horror, and sporadic, fleeting joy, of these emigrant men’s lives, then go out and buy Timothy O’Grady’s novel, I Could Read the Sky: it is a sublime book.’


David Hanly, writer and broadcaster


‘I Could Read the Sky might seem to examine the bleakest of subjects, yet in its honesty and immediacy it’s a triumph of the spirit. It is perhaps the first real monument to the unknown emigrant.’


Ciaran Carty


‘The writing’s as distilled as poetry and there’s never an instant’s self-pity or indulgence. It breaks your heart.’


Kerry Hardie, poet and novelist


‘It is a wonderful, inspiring book. The words travel by themselves and one rides on their back.’


Simon McBurney, theatre director


‘An enormous achievement. The images and phrases go straight to the heart. Timothy O’Grady takes what are, after all, the most clichéd of themes and situations and makes you feel as if you’re reading them for the very first time. Unlike so many present-day scribblers, he is a writer, not a typist. Of all the versions of the emigrant experience I’ve ever come across, this, alongside Ewan MacColl’s “The Tunnel Tigers”, is easily the best. A classic of the genre … At one stage the narrator recalls his father playing “Anach Cuain” and not since Ciaran Carson’s Last Night’s Fun has any piece of writing come closer to capturing the elusive soul of music.’


Books Ireland


‘No one likes to admit defeat. But I have to do so here. I wanted this book to appear on the shortlist of contenders for the award … There are not many books among this year’s entries for the Booker Prize that seem to me written with comparable force, depth of feeling, and sardonic pride.’


Dan Jacobson, 1997 Booker Prize judge, Sunday Telegraph


‘This book is drenched with the yearning of the spalpeen for home … [It has] the distilled intensity of poetry … Like Synge, O’Grady has listened to voices and has given them a slight twist to show their poetry. Scenes are evoked that are so well known in Irish culture they have become clichés, but in language that is never clichéd.’


Katie Donovan, Irish Times


‘This book is a prose poem, a meditation, a prayer, a curse, a fictional memoir … You will not find in the entire run of the text a single, wholehearted, bellyaching complaint. Even so, the entire piece can be called an caoine, a keen or lament. A lament for lives and people lost but held in memory, where a loved one, seen in a crowd, suddenly lifts her head in an odd way and is gone. A lament for the cruelty of diaspora strained through such pure understated language you’re surprised the words themselves are not weeping on the page … The result of the collaboration between writer and photographer is breathtaking in the kind of taking in and holding of breath that only blacks and whites of Ireland can cause … I think the Old Woman of Beare, who mourned the passing of her youth and her loves yet held them fast in memory, was whispering in O’Grady’s ear. And O’Grady was listening.’


Bloomsbury Review


‘I Could Read the Sky superbly evokes the mental state – anguish, fond memory, despair, disgust, and the sweaty terror of digs and pub life – of the Irish living off the building sites and decaying towards a lonely death.’


Peter Lennon, Guardian


FROM LETTERS TO THE AUTHOR


‘Everything was the stories my father told me about his life … It was as if he was in the room with me again. It made me cry so much … You have put down that feeling of terrible longing that I didn’t think anyone but me remembered.’


Eileen Gallagher


‘Our dad died suddenly. He was seventy-six years old and came from Castlebar, County Mayo. My sister and I have only to pick up this wonderful book and we can hear Dad tell a dry joke, see his little smile. We have something of him to hold on to. Thank you.’


Pat Connor


‘You have accessed the dignity, stoicism, fear and loneliness of the emigrant without voyeurism. I can almost connect with my Irish grandmother and the harshness of her exile. The book helps me understand her and all the others.’


Richard Grenville Clark









TIMOTHY O’GRADY is the author of four works of non-fiction, including Children of Las Vegas, and four novels, including Light and Motherland. He lives in Poland.


STEVE PYKE is the author of nine books, including Philosophers and Poguetry. He has received many awards for his photography, including an MBE in 2003. His work has appeared in the National Portrait Galleries in London and Washington, D.C., among other museums. He lives in New Orleans.
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Preface


I dare not go deeply into this book, for if I did, I would stay with it forever and I wouldn’t return. And then I wouldn’t be on this page, as I am now, on this page before the book begins.


Is this a book? A stupid question if ever there was one. What else am I writing a preface to? It’s a bastard. It has been made in the dark, as photos are made in a darkroom. It is to be looked at with the eyes shut, not the first time of course, but at all other times when you turn its pages.


Sure, every book, like every blackbird, is different. And sure, when you read here, you hear a chorus behind the talking voice, O’Sullivan and Behan, O’Casey and Synge, Joyce and Jack Yeats (with the hooves of the horses drumming), Beckett and O’Flaherty, they are all here in the dark, protecting with their art the new voice, saving it from oblivion, just as they kept it company when it was alone and wandering.


So what kind of bastard is it?


Every joker knows that making them laugh depends upon timing. It’s much easier to make them cry, for sadness accumulates, whereas laughter comes with surprise. Always with surprise. Maybe in the next world it’s happily the other way round.


Timing is the skill of playing with silence, of distributing it cunningly, of hiding it so that the listener comes upon it with surprise and delight – like the Russians hide painted eggs at Easter for the children to find. And in a story what is it that silence means? The unsaid, no?


You find the unsaid all the while here. At the top of the page before the lines begin. At the bottom when they’re over. And between the lines, between the sentences. Often too it’s marvellously there inside a sentence. ‘When I lie in bed in the evening I think ever and ever of money and of Kate Creevy.’ It’s the unsaid that makes this sentence go on twisting in the mind. Only the unsaid can dance with a sentence, and here in the dark they dance all the while.


The silence of the unsaid is always working surreptitiously with another silence, which is that of the unsayable.


What’s unsaid one time can be said on another occasion. But the unsayable can never be said – unless maybe in a prayer, and God would know that, not me.


Before the unsayable we are alone. And this, I believe, is why stories are told. All stories are roads which end at a cliff-face. Sometimes the cliff towers above us, sometimes it falls away, sheer at our feet. But when a story leads you to the unsayable, you’re in company. That and that alone is the comfort.


The unsaid and the unsayable.


Now let’s read the pictures. Black-and-white photos. Why do photographers – among them some of the best – still persist in taking pictures in black and white, when colour film is so subtle and easy and cheap? Is it a penchant for nostalgia? For asceticism? For morality? Black and white, after all, is mightily moral.


I think it happens for another reason. What does painting do – irrespective of its styles? It invites what isn’t there to become present. It starts with what can’t be seen. Ask any good painter. Painters study appearances in order to get closer to what lies behind them. Visual art is a chase after the invisible.


The advantage of black-and-white photos is that they remind you of this search for what can’t be seen, for what’s missing; never for one moment do they pretend to be complete, whereas colour photos do. There are even colour pictures which are more ‘finished’ than life itself!


By contrast, the black-and-white portrait of a man in Kerry [page 18] confesses that it can never be finished and against the face of the man from Inishmaan (it’s on the preceding page) pound all the high seas of the invisible.


And so they work together, the written lines and the pictures, and they never say the same thing. They don’t know the same things, and this is the secret of living together.


The photos are a reminder of everything which is beyond the power of words. Beginning with the first picture of the planks of wood with their grain and their nail and their padlock.


And the words recall what can never be made visible in any photograph. Listen:




He tells me then he’s heard about the music I make with the accordion and I want so badly to play for him to keep him there. He fades in and out like a radio losing its signal.


He leaves the chocolates down beside the bed, and he stands up. He places his large warm hand on my brow and makes a cross like a priest giving the ashes before Lent. ‘Those people from home, any that remember me tell them I was asking. We’re the same you and me. Tell them we forgive them and they should forgive us.’


He goes then, the bitter laugh he means for me breaking and falling behind him like a ring of smoke.





Here in the dark you come upon a fusion of the unsayable and the invisible. It sounds tricky that, tricky and vague. But it isn’t. Because it’s all tattooed on the imagination, point by point, with a needle of longing.


And if you don’t think about a book, and you think about a tune? The unsayable, the invisible, the longing in music, they all become clear. They are what music is about. Here is a book of tunes without musical notes. That’s why it’s a bastard and wrings the heart.


Tunes played in the sad room of a glorious life. Glorious is neither irony nor hyperbole here. The word, having travelled the world, goes back to its simple origin: that which has glory.


I’ll stay on this page. You go into the room …


John Berger
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