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Introduction
Tara MacLeod & Brian Ó Conchubhair
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‘Achainí ar na mná ... Brisigí bhur dtost!’1

(A Plea to the Women ... Forgo your silence)

 

‘Nuair a thiocfaidh an t-am chun stair an ghearrscéil sa tréimhse 1990-2040 a scríobh ba mhaith liom a cheapadh go mbeadh níos mó scríbhneoirí mná i measc na n-údar.’2

(When the time comes to write the history of the short story from 1990-2040, I would like to think that more women will feature among the authors.)





Many women served as editors, administrators, leaders, collectors, and translators in the Irish-language literary and cultural revival of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Nonetheless, men overwhelmingly dominated the Irish-language literary scene. Women were less represented in writing novels and short stories, with greater participation in drama, translations, and poetry. The relative absence of women from prose fiction, though not from poetry, marks a significant gap in 20th-century Irish-language literature. Written ‘in a state that gave little encouragement to women to do so,’3 Mairéad Ní Ghráda’s 1939 landmark volume An Bheirt Dearbhrathár agus Scéalta Eile (The Two Brothers and Other Stories) remains a much-neglected collection that captures an essential moment and mood in 1920s and 1930s Ireland. Síle Ní Chéileachair agus Donncha Ó Céileachair, the Cork siblings’ joint collection Bullaí Mhártain, followed sixteen years later in 1955. A gap of 16 years, however, exists between Ní Ghráda’s single-author collection and Eibhlín Ní Dhuibhir’s Póg Ó Strainséir (A Stranger’s Kiss) (1971), and yet another 24 years until the publication of Méadhbh Ní Ghallchobhair’s An Gúna agus Scéalta Eile (The Dress and Other Stories) (1995). Of seventy-three collections published from 1940 to 1990, only two came from women authors.4

Women were markedly absent from prose fiction in the first half of the 20th century and this absence continued in the post-1970 period. This pattern led Siobhán Ní Fhoghlú to issue a preemptive defense of a special bumper edition of Comhar dedicated to the short story form in 1991. ‘Is mór an díol suntais é nach bhfuil na mná ag saothrú an phróis sa Ghaeilge agus an oiread sin próis á scríobh. An mbraitheann siad doicheall rompu nach ann dó san fhilíocht ...’ (remarkably, women do not cultivate Irish-language prose when so much prose is being written. Do they feel a hesitancy that does not exist in poetry?)5

A palpable change occurred in the late 1990s. In tandem, perhaps, with the Celtic Tiger, stories by women noticeably increased. Éilís Ní Dhuibhne published two stories in Irish and Angela Bourke also published two remarkable stories–‘Iníon Rí na Cathrach Deirge’ (1989) and ‘Iníon Rí an Oileáin Dhorcha’ (1991), which, when included in the 1991 controversial Field Day Anthology, generated much interest. No collection, however, resulted. What was previously a mere trickle now became a more powerful current. By the late 1990s, Biddy Jenkinson was publishing several stories per year and, as evidenced in the journals, in the early years of the 21st-century, women writers began publishing more significantly in terms of quantity and quality. The past 20-odd years have seen not only a swell of stories by women in literary journals but, correspondingly, a rise in single-author published collections. Yet, these women comprise no more a school than the Innti poets comprised a coherent, unified poetic school; their writing forms neither a wave nor a movement. As Máirín Nic Eoin observes, what emerges is “less a distinctive ‘woman’s voice’ and more a whole chorus of voices, each distinctive, individual, and recognisable.”6 Twenty-first-century Irish-language short stories differ from their early counterparts. These multigenerational writers offer diverse forms: detective, postmodern, magic realist, and feminist styles addressing contemporary ethical dilemmas and timeless human relationships and settings as likely global as Gaeltacht. These stories, however, meet Patrick Pearse’s revivalist call for a modern Irish-language literature that offers both a ‘clearness of vision’ and a ‘clear sheer detection and statement of some naked truth.’7 The quantity and quality of the work offered here demonstrates the richness of voices and perspectives that contemporary women bring to Irish-language prose – voices that were absent from the earlier literary landscape. Anthologists no longer need to look in vain for stories by women writers. Through the alchemy of translation, readers are invited to find kinship and recognise a shared humanity that transcends boundaries, languages, and literatures.








Kinship
Eithne Ní Ghallchobhair
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Every time the mother managed to fall asleep the infant woke her with his ravenous cries. He screeched, he screamed, he shrieked. He didn’t weigh as much as seven pounds, yet his voice could shake the roof off the house. When the humour hit him, he would open his mouth, stiffen his jaws and draw a breath as if it were his last gasp on earth. His mother was exhausted, she was ill. Her eyes stung from relentless crying and from lack of sleep. Five days and five nights without rest: the mother was palling, fading, waning. She imagined if she could get even one good night’s sleep that she might survive. She lay alone in her bed in the darkened room and rocked from side to side, turning left, turning right, swaying back and forth. Her body shrunken to skin and bone. She was ripped and split, slashed and gashed from labour and birth. The trauma. The mother was in agony, physical pain and mental anguish, yet nothing compared to the sadness.

The mother longed to escape the constraints of motherhood, but there was no getting away. The power of the birthing woman was gone. She couldn’t focus on a thing. She couldn’t arouse an interest in herself to watch a programme or read a book. She couldn’t retain a thought. She felt that she was a hostage, incarcerated in her body and in her mind. She no longer recognised either place. The mother would bequeath her life to the dead now if only she had the chance. Dawn was breaking. Another day lay ahead of her. Another day. The mother’s heart had but one plea: release me from my despair.

The mother couldn’t feed her child. Her breasts were swollen and heavy. Her nipples cracked and bruised, the skin around them streaked with blood. The baby would not suckle and that broke the mother’s heart. She had read every article she could find about the bond between a mother and her child. She had listened to the podcasts, she had watched the videos. Now her own child was rejecting her. The mother tried time and again to entice her child to latch onto her breast. He refused. In the supreme art of motherhood, she was a dismal failure. The mother’s tears flowed from her eyes, dropping onto the pillow below her head. She knew all the tears in world wouldn’t mend her, yet how she wept.

The toddler screeched in the cot at the foot of his mother’s bed. The force of the noise woke the mother. She had only just closed her eyes. She lifted her eyelids. She was empty. She was cold. The racket filled the room. A pitiful cry, a distressing cry; the haunting cry of a new-born infant. The mother had never felt such grief. She longed to be deaf, as deaf as a post. The mother’s mind was wavering, her heart frayed, her wits awry. Lack of sleep, lack of company, lack of sincere friendship. She had pushed her friends and family away from her while she was pregnant and made light of their attempts to support her. By and by, as they realised they weren’t wanted, each of them went their own way. Their desertion didn’t bother the mother one bit; she was happy and full of hope. Hope, the sanctuary of the heart. Hope, the quencher of sorrow. The mother longed for this child as much as any woman who had ever lived before or during her time. She hadn’t had the happiest of childhoods and she believed that if she had her own baby, it would heal all her wounds. She believed that having a baby would fill the gaping holes in her own wee life. Her body began whispering to her heart not her head and she listened to the murmurings intently. Her own flesh and blood. That was what she needed. She was full of excitement before he was born but, now she had him, she felt more alone than ever. No company, no help. The screaming intensified, the screeching amplified. The baby was incensed in his new and different world. The mother pushed the quilt away from her and flung her feet on the floor.

As soon as the mother stood, she hunched. She was wrought by the agonies of trying to feed, the weight of her breasts drawing down, the pain smarting with every moment. The mother’s body was now only a shell of a woman’s, famished with hunger and parched with thirst. The birth and its aftermath were taking their toll. The mother was engulfed by postnatal darkness, and she did not know which direction to turn. She stood, bowed at the side of her bed, her forehead cupped in her hands. Slowly, she lifted the pillow from the bed and laid her head in it. She heard her uneven breaths panting through her mouth. She was falling asleep while standing, standing on the threshold of sanity. She would do anything just to ease that ear-splitting screeching. She longed to suck the baby back up into her body and live the nine months and six days in reverse. She would bestow life and lineage on the first woman she’d meet. She would bestow her fertility on some straggler on the roadside and she herself would live in solitude, in silence. The screeching persisted. The mother felt that she was under attack, that she was living on the battle ground.

The mother shuffled to the bottom of the room. She stooped over the cot, the pillow sagging between her hands. Long bloodstained lines streaked her arms where she had drawn a blade on herself. The physical pain eased her mind, although the relief did not last long. The baby shrieked, bitter incessant screeches, endless squeals. The baby released his anger. The mother half-opened her eyelids and looked down at the child. She watched him. The child was agitated, the child was disturbed. He was frantic and he was fierce. Suddenly, the mother did not recognise the child in front of her. She shook her head back and forth. She looked at him again. She didn’t recognise him. She didn’t recognise his slender, withered limbs or his wizened bones. She didn’t recognise the pallid skin or the ravaged look upon his face: an evasive, weathered, wrinkled face, a face that had nothing to do with her. The mother looked at the child lying in the cot, and she despised him. The mother realised that the boy lying in the cradle was not a human child. There was bad blood there. She saw his two red, bulging eyes staring menacingly back at her. The child opened his mouth and laughed brashly. A brazen laugh, a malicious laugh. The mother saw his long, grey fangs as he twisted and turned like an eel in a cage. He lifted his eyes sneeringly and stared directly at the mother. He tilted his head.

‘Which would you prefer, mother dear?’ she heard, ‘true, thin, sharp nips or wee strokes of a sword?’

‘I’d prefer true, thin, sharp nips,’ replied the mother in a tearful whisper.

‘Then I too am happy,’ said the child. ‘For that is what I practiced in small towns, in big towns. That is what I practiced in my father’s court, in my mother’s court. That is now my custom.’

The mother was spellbound. She was at the end of her tether, overcome with anger and fear. Madness. The devil was inside this child’s limbs and bones and her child had been stolen. Her child was stolen. A changeling left in his place: a child of the well, a child of the forest, a child of heath and heather. The mother would have to break the shackles, release the hexes. She would lure her own child home.

The mother stared at the child lying in the cot. She would knock the head off his shoulders. She would scorch the devil out of him. She would batter the soul out of him. She would snuff the life out of him. She would rip the heart out of him. She would choke, she would poke, she would throttle him, and she herself would live. The mother stood over the cot clutching the pillow in her hands – a moment of life, a moment of death, a split second she would never have again. Tears flowed from the mother’s eyes like a stream in the middle of a rainstorm rushing down a mountain slope. The clothes over her chest were smeared with tears and drops of breast milk: the stains of motherhood.

The mother was caught in a whirl in the abyss: the dark, dusky tunnel of loneliness and the deep, murky well of fate. She could see no consolation, near or afar. She was whacked, worn out by life; this brand-new life goading her to the brink. Her arms fell feebly to her sides. The mother was devastated. She clenched her mouth open and wailed. The mother was distraught. She felt her legs give way under her and she fell like a stone onto the floor. The mother was drained. She screamed and screamed and screamed again. She released it all in a way she had never done before. The mother tossed the pillow in on top of the child and away with her with the four wild winds.

She launched herself into the west wind, and she launched herself into the east wind. She vaulted valleys, stumbled slopes until the shadows of evening approached and the morning stars appeared. Now, she had wings, she sailed over the highlands, over the moorlands, over muddy, murky ditches. Off she sailed on top of the winds, and she flew, and she sang on the open road until she reached a shoreline and a vast, open ocean. A future. Out with the mother to her knees, to her belly, to her chest. Out with her. Out with the mother to the pit of her oxters. The water reaching up to her neck, the waves crashing into her mouth. She drank. She laughed. The mother removed a golden ring from her finger. She fired it out into the ocean where it turned into a swift and nimble coracle. Escape. The mother skipped into the coracle and out with her on the ocean.

The mother raised the silken sails, she lowered them half-way down. She watched them blowing from the tall, stout mast. She pulled on her oars. She moved rhythmically in search of solace. Moons waning, moons waxing. She sailed steadily in search of happiness. Tides surging, tides ebbing. Sparks of fervour guided her. Never had the mother left a rope untangled or an oar destroyed. Whales, dolphins and seals appeared. A glint lit in her eyes. Small fishes of the sea splashing and dashing. Such beauty! The mother looked ahead. She could spy neither land nor nation. Small fishes of the sea dancing on the blades of her oars. Such a welcome! And all she could hear was the barking of seals and the whistling of whales. Such freedom. They were having joy and fun. Laughter. The mother was far, far away in the wide, wild ocean. Relief. Release. Reprieve. She sang. The mother sang all on her own. She hummed calmly, she screamed. She chanted, she chanted, she chanted softly. She crooned gently, she warbled raucously. A third of the night spinning tales; a third of the night singing songs; a third – one precious, sweet, treasured third – in deep, deep sleep. The healing balm of sleep.

Suddenly, the pain in the mother’s chest returned. She felt something tugging at her and she lifted her sails to their highest point. She was under attack. The mother gasped in fright and roared in terror. She cursed the life she had left behind; she cursed the life that lay before her. The mother grabbed a tight, firm hold of her oars and began to steer the coracle of freedom. A sandstorm beneath her, a snow shower above her. The mother raged war on the ocean. She tussled with the waves, spreading them northwards and southwards. She kicked her legs, she thrust her arms. She felt, she noticed women beside her. She heard voices drawing towards her through the storms. She screamed.

‘Clear away from me, green enchantresses of the ocean!

Clear away from me, grey sorceresses of the air!’

The mother curled up into the fetal position and she surrendered. Her energy dissolved. She folded. The mother willed the ocean to take her for itself.

‘Oh! Proud Ocean, I offer you my body.

Oh! Selfish Ocean, I offer you my heart.

Oh! Treacherous Ocean, I offer you my soul.

Ocean of the Moon, I offer you my mind.’

A calmness descended on the ocean.

‘Daughter of Ireland, what courage do you have?’

A calmness descended on the seas.

A thousand and seven hundred warriors stood on the shore imploring her not to land.

A calmness descended.

She herself controlled the tides. Lunar rhythms were hers.

‘Great courage.’

Time and weather transformed. Clouds and fog disappeared. The eye of the storm blinded. The sun appeared at the midnight hour. The waves remained at a standstill. Peace on land and sea. The mother let go her grip on her oars. She stepped out of the bow of her coracle, drew it onto a verdant island and turned it upside down on dry, fertile land.

The mother woke up in silence. Her memories were vague, but her body was at ease. She lay back and tried to piece her life together. She was a woman; she was a daughter. She lay tranquilly in a darkened room. She hadn’t felt so serene in a long, long time. A strange stillness, a chemical calm. The mother glanced down at her body stretched out on a bed. Her breasts were full of milk. She was a mother. She was a mother, but there was neither sight nor sound of a baby. The mother placed her hands on her swollen belly and thought of her baby. She didn’t know whether he was alive or not. Release. Emptiness. There was no one around to tell her what had happened. Ambivalence. Acceptance. The mother felt safe. Harboured from the constant crying, from the incessant screaming, from the endless attempts to feed in vain. The mother felt sheltered from the rejection. She glanced around her. She was all alone in the middle of a room – a polished, white, sterile room. She saw the tube emerging from her arms, the needle poking in through her skin. The mother lay motionless on her bed. She slowly drooped her eyelids and in no time was fast asleep. Sleep, deep sleep.

The mother awoke from her sleep and gently opened her eyes. Sore, still tired. Her senses were numbed by drugs, but she felt someone in the room along with her. She turned her head on her pillow. The mother recognised her own mother sitting by her side. She had been crying. Her mother reached out and with soft, familiar, cool fingers she stroked her daughter’s forehead. She caressed her face as she used to when she was allowed. She was allowed now. The woman lying in the bed hung her head and drew a heavy breath. Failure. Her mother looked at her and shook her head over and back. Neither mother spoke a word, but they both were fluent in the ancient language of eyes. Together, they stayed, in silence.

After a while, the older woman stood up and walked out of the room. When she returned, she was holding a baby in her arms. She looked at her daughter inquiringly; she looked at her daughter knowingly. The tilt of a head: question. The blink of an eye: reply. The woman looked at her daughter with empathy. She recognised peace of mind. The wisdom of silence. The girl pulled her body up in the bed. It took all the energy she had in her body to do that, but she managed it. She wanted to do this. The child sat up in bed and stretched out her arms towards her mother. Carefully, the mother, placed the baby on her daughter’s breast. He was sleeping, not a peep out of him, and he was no weight at all. Forgiveness. Healing. Connecting hearts. The mother looked at her baby in wonder. She wrapped her arms around him protectively, touched his face with her fingers. She saw the eyebrows above his eyes and the shut eyelids. She saw the strands of hair, the chin, the wee rosy cheeks. The mother counted the child’s fingers for the first time since he was born. Another hand. A foot. Another foot. The new mother patted the top of her child’s head, cradled him in her arms and smelled him, she scented him. The child moved his hand. Astonishment. The mother tumbled into the space of love, eternal love. She laughed. Love, everlasting love. They would both love each other; they would both love life. Trust. Hope. Future. The baby opened his eyes and stared back up at his mother. The mother would not change her place with any other woman in the world. There was nothing she would not do for the sake of the infant in her arms.

The grandmother sat beside her daughter on the bed. Her daughter’s head lay resting on her chest, her grandson grasping her thumb. All three in complete silence. The mother stretched her head back and looked at her own mother and, for the first time since she gave birth, the mother believed that she would survive because the three of them were wholly connected: flesh, blood, and bone. They would take to the open road together. They would sail the seven seas as a team.

Torment and torture are so often followed by love.

Translated by the author






The Stag
Eithne Ní Ghallchobhair
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The stag stood on the summit of Sliabh Sneachta, hooves set firmly on the dry, arid ground. His antlers stretched out majestically on both sides of his head. They were akin to a crown, declaring him king of all the surrounding mountains. He raised his head and quietly surveyed his kingdom: the highlands and the moorlands, the lakes, the rocks and the odd square-patch coniferous wood spread out below him. He turned his head in all directions: Sliabh na Cloigne Theas, Sliabh na Cloigne Thuaidh, Sliabh an tSrutháin Ghairbh, Cnoc an Stualaire. It wasn’t long since the stag believed that he himself was as courageous, as spirited as the golden eagle of Gleann Bheatha. Not today. Today, his body trembled with the intensity of his desolation. Bravery had abandoned him; daring failed him. The stag’s heart was full of fear, of dread. He bowed his head.

Fires raged across the land: fires of destruction, fires of devastation, fires of wreck and ruin. There was no end in sight. The stag was defenceless. The flames were extending and spreading with every passing moment. Smoke and soot spewed high up into the air. The midday skies left in darkness, in gloom. Those clear skies at the dawn of summer. The sun shone relentlessly as the wind gently blew through the hills and mountains for ten full days. Sun and wind throughout the days; wind throughout the nights. Some animals survived in the incessant and cruel destruction, but most did not. They were annihilated in the inferno. Sun and moon: the sources and regulators of nature, now the officials of death. It was daunting for the stag to look upon any planet as an enemy. The wind had the most to answer for. The south-west wind. ‘Oh, torrents of rain of my heart, where are you now?’ A sustained, wild war was being waged on land.

Bare, burnt trees lay before the stag deep down in the valley. Ash, birch, oak; native trees of the country that gave shelter and sanctuary to animals of the land, to birds of the skies, trees that gave life to people. These trees that had lasted hundreds of years: the bleak, black years of the Famine; the grim years of evictions; the bloody years of persecution; the awful years of the tyrannical lord, Adare. These trees had been a protective shield for animals, birds and people in need. They all left when their time came, but the trees lived on and on. If only the world knew the language of trees, their stories would never end. It did the stag good to take a turn in listening to them. They gave him hope. A butterfly flew from bush to bush, from branch to branch, from twig to twig beside him. All that was needed was one spark and one gust of wind, neither of which was wanting in the heart of the mountains today. Bushes and hedges were in full bloom across the mountain ridge. They wouldn’t have long to wait. The fire was like a stream of water flowing downhill; flames rising, flames falling, according to the direction of the wind. Hell.

The stag dashed as quickly as he could down the shoulder of the mountain. The pathway steep and sheer. He heard the snarling of badgers and the growling of foxes as they were hounded out of their dens. The loud, wild hum of insects and bees filled the heavy air. The stag heard the distressed bleating of young lambs and ewes. They were imprisoned on the mountains: blinded by smoke, trapped in bog-holes, caught in the taut barbed wire that marked marching lands. There were no boundaries this day. Every living being was on the same side in the battle against the flames. Every heartbeat is of equal value in the eye of the storm.

The stag’s heart was broken. He knew that there were animals of his own kith and kin down amongst the trees that now lit the skies. He knew his own kind were there and he knew that they would die. He heard the constant moaning and groaning. It was hopeless, torture. The stag worried about the does who were looking forward to greeting the new life that filled their bellies; life that did not yet see the light of day or a moonlit night; life that did not yet taste mother’s milk or the fresh leaves of trees; life that did not yet feel the sensation of a gust of wind whooshing through the hills between Gleann Bheatha and Gleann Domhain. The stag worried about the newborn fawns whose mothers had left them lying hidden in heath and heather while they went to graze. Those fawns wouldn’t stand a chance of survival, unable to run at speed. They wouldn’t stand a chance for they would be trapped in the flames that were spreading below. The stag suddenly noticed four fawns running alongside their mother. They scurried through the bushes and scrub, startled and scared; dashing frantically, not knowing where they were going. The stag knew what lay ahead of them. His head lowered in defeat. He blamed himself for not being able to save them in this, their time of need. He was no longer king of the mountains.

The stag scented death in the unbearable, suffocating air. He raised his head as high as he could, endeavouring to inhale fresh air into his lungs. He stared up into the sky. He saw larks and swallows circling above him. Aren’t they the lucky ones, he thought, not to be stranded on the ground. Aren’t they the lucky ones, he thought, to be on wing and not afoot. The stag wondered why the birds remained hovering above, why they didn’t escape while they had the chance of freedom. He stared. Their continual squawks filled the skies as they sailed in and out of the thick, black, smoky clouds. Then it dawned on him: their young were in the trees. The mothers were torn between two basic instincts: the desire to save themselves from all danger and the basic yearning of motherhood. Which was stronger, he wondered? It was clear to the stag that they would die if they stayed around much longer. He himself would escape, but, then again, he wasn’t a mother.

The stag recalled the first time he pursued a doe. It was the tail-end of October and a great herd of deer had settled in Gleann Domhain, where the heather was still in flower. He had been grazing on the mountains for over a week when the stirring grabbed him by the balls. Every muscle in his body was aroused. He felt the tension rising in his body from the pads of his cloven hooves to the horned tips of his head. The stag was enlivened, enchanted and enthused by the sheer energy ignited within him. He stood amongst his herd, staring directly ahead for he had seen a ruddy doe not far away from him. And, oh, but she was the stately one. Regally, she stood on the brow of the mountain, her neck and striking head aloft, her brown eyes gazing intently at the herd surrounding her. She was slender. The russet fur on her back gleamed in the sunlight. The stag noticed her strong, athletic, lithe limbs. They would be nimble, they would be agile, ready to get up and go should the need ever arise. The doe stood out amongst the other does on the mountain. She was noble. She was magnificent. She was unique.
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