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Editor’s Preface





This new series called ETCH, Essays and Texts in Cultural History, fills the gap between short articles in obscure journals and lengthy books at inflated prices. The field is the cultural history of Ireland in the broadest sense, including both work in Gaelic and English, non-literary material, and foreign commentary on Irish culture. The series includes essays originally commissioned, reprints of valuable items from the past, translations … indeed any kind of material which can increase our awareness of cultural history within Ireland, cultural history as it affects Ireland. W. J. Mc Cormack’s The Battle of the Books: Two Decades of Irish Cultural Debate (Lilliput, 1986) can be regarded as the prototype of the series.


ETCH I – Louis Cullen’s analysis of eighteenth-century Gaelic poetry, first published in Studia Hibernica in 1969, is a sustained critique of Daniel Corkery’s notion of a ‘hidden Ireland’. For over sixty years Corkery, whose book The Hidden Ireland was issued in 1925, has been a powerful influence in the debates surrounding Irish nationalism, its relation to the Gaelic language and to literature generally, and – more recently – in the controversies raised by the Field Day pamphlets. Where Corkery generalized from his reading of certain Munster poets to suggest an unproblematic national identity preserved in times of repression and deprivation, Cullen applies a unique combination of skills – of the economic historian and the chronicler of differentiated cultural groups – to advance a dissenting interpretation of the poetry and of the highly diverse Irish eighteenth century. The relevance of this argument today can hardly be exaggerated, as younger scholars reassess ‘Georgian Ireland’ or debate rival definitions of ‘Protestant ascendancy’. Theatre audiences for Brian Friel’s Translations and supporters of the revival of the Gaelic language will equally benefit from this provocative, well-informed and timely argument.


For the convenience of readers who have no knowledge of Gaelic, this edition of Professor Cullen’s essay includes English prose translations of his copious quotations from the original literature. These have been prepared by Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha. 



















THE HIDDEN IRELAND


Reassessment of a Concept





I


The concept of a ‘hidden Ireland’ is now long established as an aspect of the interpretation of the eighteenth-century economic and social history of Ireland. The term is Daniel Corkery’s, and since its first publication in 1925 his book of this title has run through four impressions and is now in paperback as well. Concept and book have both been influential. For Corkery, the hidden Ireland was ‘that side of Irish life, the Gaelic side, which to him [Lecky] and his authorities was dark’1 So far the concept would seem to suggest simply a corrective to Lecky’s History of Ireland in the eighteenth century or a reminder that there were sources on which Lecky did not draw at all. But in Corkery’s view the consequences of using the sources which were inaccessible to Lecky were not only significant but sweeping; they would alter Lecky’s picture: ‘We shall make on for thresholds that they [the historians, Lecky especially] never crossed over, in hope that what we shall further discover will not only complete the picture they have given, but frankly alter it …’ (p. 5). Thus, while Corkery’s book was first and foremost a literary argument based on literary sources, it was also, and was so regarded by Corkery, an historical work based on what Corkery described as a ‘body of literature, almost all of which may be spoken of as explicitly or implicitly historical’ (p. x). The success of Corkery’s book has had a substantial impact on the understanding of the eighteenth century in Ireland. His concept of a hidden Ireland was in practice more than a merely cultural one: subsequent use of the term by literary men and historians alike has tended to be even less qualified.


An essential aspect of Corkery’s theme was that Gaelic literature mirrored the outlook of the people. Indeed, he even goes so far as to intimate that the outlook of the people depended on their literature, ‘the national life … being bound together by a national literature, depending indeed for its existence on that literature’ (p. 95). Literature held the key to their outlook: his own ‘immediate task is to show that Lecky presents us, for all his industry and learning, with only a body that is dead and ripe for burial … To that Hidden Ireland of the Gaels, then, we turn our faces’ (pp. 3-4). What the literature—the poetry—expressed was the fact that ‘for two whole centuries our people were, we may say, down in the trenches, suffering so deeply that they sometimes cried out that God had forsaken them: their souls were therefore quick with such sensations as must find utterance in poetry or none’ (p. 95). Continuity of outlook was marked: while Corkery recognised the aristocratic basis of the earlier poetry, ‘tutoring years’ in time made the ordinary people ‘the residuary legatees of all the culture of the Gaelic ages’ (p. 168). The poetry of the eighteenth century testifies to growing oppression: ‘indeed, it may be that the vast distress in striking it quickened that soul into a new urgency of declaring itself, of uttering its cry’ (p .95). Corkery’s conclusion was that the cultural situation which he postulated had wide implications for Lecky and the historians: ‘from his own pages one would never feel that the soul of the Gael is one of the more enduring features of our national life. Yet this very fact becomes daily more evident, and all future historians will more and more have to wrestle with it’ (p. vii). Quoting Stopford Brooke’s view that three elements could be found in poetry by Irishmen in the English tongue—nationality, religion, rebellion—Corkery wrote: ‘now, one goes only a little way into the Irish poetry of the eighteenth century when one comes on the same three notes, the same, yet how vastly different! How much deeper, louder, stronger, fiercer!’ (p. ix).


Had Corkery confined himself to making a purely intellectual or cultural case, his argument might have been stronger. But in his book the thesis that continuity can be traced from the cultural background to the political arena appears to be explicit: ‘many years had to go by before they learned, out of a thousand experiences, that, outlawed and all as they were, they could still by combination resist oppression and exert influence, that they were indeed the historic Irish nation, that they would grow and be heard’ (p. 168). This assumed continuity emerges strongly when he asserts: ‘if instead of backwards we go forward twenty years from 1740 we are entering the period of Whiteboyism—evidence enough that the sufferings had come to a head and broken out’ (p. 18). Here the Whiteboy Movement is regarded as a fulfilment of the outlook which he attributed to the poetry. At several points in Corkery’s book the years around 1760 seem to be regarded as marking a transition from aristocratic to democratic, from bad to worse in terms of the degree of oppression, from poetic expression to organized resistance.


A distinctive intellectual outlook with its own growing political overtones is therefore the first aspect of Corkery’s thesis. This feature, however, would not make sense except within the context of his second general assumption—that the eighteenth-century Gaelic environment was one of oppression, economic, political, religious. Corkery wrote: ‘such, then, was in general the face of Ireland, such, more particularly, the face of Irish Ireland—that hidden land whose story has never been told. Poverty was its only wear—poverty in the town, the cabin, the person, the gear, the landscape. Civic life was not only broken, but wiped away. Institutions, and the public edifices, ceremonies, arts into which the institutional blossoms in home-centred countries, had ceased to exist. Life did no more than just crawl along, without enough to eat, unclothed, fever-stricken, slow …’ (pp. 22-3). Conditions were continuously dark, similar throughout the century to the famine years of 1740–41: ‘If we move either backward or forward from this midmost period of 1740, things are found to be no better’ (p. 17). In fact, according to Corkery, things got much worse as the century progressed. After 1760 ‘Ireland began to be envisaged as England’s feeding ground of the future … Then followed huge clearances … the result of all was that herds of dispossessed human beings, as well as the herds of beasts, began to darken the roads’ (p. 25). The picture painted is one of unrelieved misery. ‘Famine overtakes famine, or the people are cleared from the land to make room for bullocks’ (p. 159), Corkery asserted. The land-system itself is presented as oppressive without qualification: ‘there was no trick of squeezing money or value out of their tenants at will that these creatures [landlords] did not know and make use of’ (p. 24). In Corkery’s account of Irish history, there is a close connection between the outlook of the people and the economic and social conditions as he sees them. Not only that, but the accelerating deterioration of social conditions around 1760, which he claims to have occurred, is closely associated with the popular realization that ‘they were indeed the historic Irish nation’. As already pointed out, Corkery saw in the Whiteboyism of the 1760s and later the background to what he regarded as the quickening of ‘that soul into a new urgency of declaring itself, of uttering its cry’. The conjuncture at this time assumed by Corkery of the two themes—an outlook coloured by oppression and a dark economic and social environment—explains the significance which he saw in Eoghan Ruadh Ó Súilleabháin, the account of whom constitutes the longest chapter in the book. Ó Súilleabháin sprang from the same school of poetry as Ó Rathaile had sprung from at an earlier date—that of Sliabh Luachra (p. 193), and at the same time he was ‘as democratic in feeling as Ó Rathaile was aristocratic’ (p. 168). For Corkery, Ó Súilleabháin drew on the continuity of Irish culture and at the same time represented a democratic outlook, reflecting what Corkery saw as the environment and attitudes of 1760.


The concept of a hidden Ireland was primarily a literary one. The only substantial criticism of Corkery has been literary. Yet the concept has been used as an historical interpretation not only by Corkery and other literary men, but by many historians. Apart from the validity or otherwise of Corkery’s concept, the approach itself—the use of literary material as historical evidence—has considerable relevance to the historian’s task of describing men and conditions as they were in their own times. Historians have often relied on Corkery’s concept and his book, but, apart from incidental quotation they have rarely approached the contemporary literary evidence afresh. Yet it seems worth doing so, partly to see whether the hidden Ireland, as Corkery saw it, is an acceptable historical interpretation, partly as a tentative exploration of a more general issue debated among historians at present—whether and how should literary evidence be used in the course of historical enquiry. Several questions come to mind. Is Corkery’s thesis acceptable? If it creates difficulties of acceptance, in what lie the difficulties, and how should the sources be interpreted? And if there are pitfalls in interpreting the literary sources, what light if any does poetry throw on attitudes and living conditions? In the Irish context this is perhaps an appropriate time to raise these questions. For a later century and for different literary materials, Professor Connell has raised them in an essay on Catholicism and marriage in nineteenth-century Ireland.2 The emotional and emotive issues that surround this subject have however tended to deflect critical attention from an assessment of the approach which Professor Connell put forward in his essay.


An immediately obvious limitation in Corkery’s concept is that the location of the hidden Ireland appears to be curiously elusive. Much of the book would suggest that it was limited to regions where big houses with an Irish culture survived. It is frequently suggested in the book that it was to be found in bogs, hills or mountains (pp. 4, 8, 185). Corkery even wrote that ‘if that period was hard on the poor who tilled … the golden soils of central Ireland, we may conceive how it must have been with the Gaels, whose only portion was rock and bog and windswept seashore’ (p. 9). Corkery states elsewhere in the book that ‘the hidden Ireland was in a sense coterminous with Ireland itself, bounded only by the same four seas’ (p. 5). He speaks of ‘the state of Catholic Ireland in the eighteenth century’ (p. 27), and of ‘the facts here gathered being the commonplaces of the social history of eighteenth century Ireland’ (p. 23). At other points, Corkery seems to be writing of ‘Catholic Munster’ (p. 12)—the subtitle of the book is of course ‘a study of Gaelic Munster in the eighteenth century’—but even this definition is a good deal wider than the more precise locations hinted at in references to mountain, bog and sea. This defect in Corkery’s concept however he inherited from other sources which inspired his approach. In a work of some length describing pre-Famine life in county Kerry which had a discernible influence on Corkery’s account of social conditions in Munster, Father Dinneen wrote: ‘ag trácht ar mhuinntir Chiarraidhe dhom tráchtaim ar mhuinntir na Mumhan ar fad’.3 While Corkery may not have read any of James Anthony Froude’s writings, he was certainly influenced by authors who had come under the direct or indirect impact of his writing. Froude’s history of Ireland gave disproportionate attention to counties Cork and Kerry, and generalisations about social or economic conditions are often based on limited evidence relating to these regions.4 His romantic involvement with the region is also displayed in his essay ‘A fortnight in Kerry’, and in his historical novel The two chiefs of Dunboy.5


The real weakness of the hidden-Ireland concept lies, however, not in its lack of geographical definition but in its origins. Corkery’s achievement was to give a clear-cut title to a concept which already existed in fact. Far from the concept springing from a careful assessment of the historical or even literary evidence of the period, we must seek its origins in the complex character and outlook of James Anthony Froude. Froude was eager to prove that the obvious failure of the Union between Britain and Ireland was not in the nature of things, that difficulties before and after the Union lay in institutions rather than in national character. If institutions and law were right, harmony between Saxon and Celt could be achieved.6 To emphasize the institutional character of the problem, he painted a dramatically dark picture of British policy, law and institutions relating to Ireland, his object consciously or unconsciously not being historical but one of showing how the English interest in Ireland could be preserved. His pursuit of this purpose produced an unqualified picture of havoc, oppression and poverty in Ireland. As far as the native Irish were concerned, ‘the law had been their enemy, and therefore they were lawless. They could gain nothing by being industrious and therefore they were idle’.7 This situation also made smuggling rife: ‘the restrictions inflicted by English selfishness on Irish trade in the last century erected smuggling into patriotism’.8 As for the land-system, ‘the landlords were for the most part aliens in blood and aliens in religion. They represented conquest and confiscation, and they had gone on from generation to generation with an indifference to the welfare of the people which would not have been tolerated in England and Scotland’.9 At the same time, his picture of English influence on Irish society was made still more condemnatory by his view of bright prospects which had been frustrated. First of all, the Irish character was not naturally flawed; it was only vitiated by a defective policy and laws. His view of the Irish, odd though it was, was in fact suffused with a sympathy and with a belief in a potential which could be made fruitful in the right circumstances under a Union: ‘when all is said, Ireland is still the most beautiful island in the world, and the Irish themselves, though their temperament is ill-matched to ours, are still among the most interesting of peoples’.10 Secondly, he professed to see a real economic potential gone to waste, its extent adding to the gravity of the charges laid at the door of institutions. A traveller in 1802, according to Froude, ‘would have seen three-quarters of a country, richer naturally than Scotland, as rich as the best parts of England, lying a wilderness, dotted with potato gardens’.11  Of the valleys of Kerry, Froude thought that they ‘would support, if properly tilled, at least twice their present population with ease’.12  Thirdly, his remarks, though written from a vastly different point of view, accorded in many ways with political prejudices and nationalist beliefs. Froude’s assertion that ‘the heart of the matter lies in the land … under English agent and Irish middleman, the peasantry have been robbed; and it has been this systematic plunder which has deprived them of the natural motive to exertion …’13 was bound to have an appeal during the period of the land war. Statements such as ‘England deserves what has come upon her’14 and ‘I confess that had I been myself expelled from my holding by a landlord’s crowbar, I should not have felt particularly loving towards the Government that allowed it’,15 are not only sweeping, but help to account for the fact recently pointed out by Mr Donal MacCartney16 that Froude had a greater appeal for extreme nationalists than for more moderate opinion.


Froude’s influence on Irish historiography was enormous. He was the real originator of the hidden-Ireland concept. Lecky’s History of Ireland in the eighteenth century was a response to issues raised by Froude. As such it necessarily covered the same ground, and when he did not conflict with Froude, Lecky’s account simply confirmed Froude’s and with the weight of more obviously detached scholarship. The works of Froude and more particularly Lecky powerfully coloured the first economic histories of Ireland.17 Apart from detail, none of them appears to advance beyond the framework which emerged in the writings of Lecky and Froude. The rise of the Gaelic League and later of Sinn Féin led to a heightened national conciousness. Identifying certain elements in the poetry of the eighteenth century, it quickly read into those elements its own preoccupations. Hyde, for instance, writing of Raftery, stated: ‘ach nuair tá fhios againn go raibh an dall so ’na chumhacht in san tír, ag gríosughadh na ndaoine a n-aghaidh na ndeachmhuidhe agus gá mbrostughadh a n-aghaidh a namhad, má’s olc maith a chuid abhrán is fiú a gcruinniughadh ar a shon sin féin’.18 Here the political preoccupation seems obvious. Dinneen, too, tended to read into the poetry of the eighteenh century the interests created by the cultural and political situation in modern Ireland: ‘The sense of national life crushed under the yoke of oppression, the hankering after national freedom and religious equality … are reflected in the writings of the chief bards of that period.’19 He speaks of Eoghan Ruadh Ó Súilleabhán’s ‘mission, which was an eternal protest against the tyranny of the English and a kindling of the minds of the people into courage and hope’.20 The impact of the cultural and linguistic renaissance on Dinneen’s outlook seems strong: ‘the events of recent years have done something to dissipate that foul atmosphere which young and old, learned and unlearned have so long been breathing, and we are gradually getting a clearer vision of the great figures that adorned the past and whose spirit of song nerved every fibre of the nation in its hour of supreme struggle. Viewed through a clearer air the eighteenth century is a glorious epoch in Irish history’.21


The influence of Dinneen on Corkery is decisive. Dinneen’s indefatigable industry, with no less than seven volumes of edited poetry to its credit,22 had made Munster poetry better known and more accessible than that of the other provinces. Dinneen’s work explains why Corkery attempted his study, and why it was confined to Munster. Although Froude must be regarded as the effective creator of the hidden-Ireland concept, there is no evidence in Corkery’s book that he had read Froude. If he had read Froude at all and if he had followed Lecky’s commentary on Froude’s case, it would seem unlikely that Mícheál Coimín’s abduction of a young lady could be attributed to the poet’s Protestantism, and that Corkery could have asserted that ‘hearing of these incidents, we would be perplexed if we did not know of his different station in life: though a Gael, he could afford to have his fling, even to the breaking of the law’ (pp. 291-2). This adds support to the case for the preponderant influence of Dinneen on the shaping of the Hidden Ireland.


There are several points which give more detailed substance to this assertion. First, Dinneen’s picture of Irish life before the Famine, as I have already mentioned, had a discernible role in shaping Corkery’s picture of the economic and social environment. Secondly, Dinneen had already described the essence of the hidden-Ireland theme. Writing of the Maigue poets, he had said:




The poems in question, though barren as regards formal fact, tell us the history of the inner life of the people as no other documents can. State papers, photographs, paintings, wills, deeds, private letters of public personages, such records as these have their value in interpreting for us the character of a people at a given period of their historical development, but they have not the power of introducing us to the inner sanctum of the people’s life where their emotions well forth in all their native vigour.23





Corkery has not said it better or more succinctly. Thirdly, Corkery’s high regard for the poetic merit of Eoghan Ruadh Ó Súilleabháin and for his place in the hidden Ireland of Munster seems to have been taken from Dinneen. ‘He is, nevertheless, the literary glory of his country,’24 Dinneen had claimed. Fourthly, the idea that the Gaelic poets were peasants had been enounced by Dinneen: ‘the poets themselves, in spite of the light of genius that shone in their souls, had often to lead a life of drudgery, such as is the lot of the labourer or the tradesman’.25 Formalised by Corkery’s pen, the concept becomes a confining one. To the historian it seems to stereotype people, motivations, situations. It has even much of the remoteness that is sometimes associated with Anglo-Irish writers like Somerville and Ross. Corkery was imposing a pattern on the eighteenth century rather than describing it.


II


Much of the poetry of the eighteenth century has as its theme the downfall and oppression of the Gael. However, aristocratic lamentations about the dispossession of landed families do not themselves imply genuine oppression, even before we allow for poetic convention, still less when we allow for poetic convention of expression. While the aristocratic basis of early Munster poets hardly needs stressing, it can be detected in later poetry as well. Ó Tuama lamented ‘uaisle Gaedheal fá chruadh smacht ghéar’;26 Mac Gearailt wrote: ‘mo chás! mo nuar! na h-uaisle ar fán go faon’.27 Although Corkery had claimed Ó Súilleabháin to be ‘as democratic in feeling as Ó Rathaile was aristocratic’ Ó Súilleabháin appears to be very much in the tradition of the earlier poets. In Ag taisteal na sléibhthe dhom, for instance, he bewailed
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