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         Sometime in the early 1540s, as Henry VIII was embarking on a fresh attempt to reform a restive Ireland, a member of Ireland’s professional poetic elite composed ten quatrains of rhymed syllabic verse deriding the Irish nobility for their unmanly submission to English authority. ‘Fúbún fúibh, a shluagh Gaoidheal’ (‘Shame on you, O Gaelic host’) bitterly castigates the Irish lords who participated in the English administration’s policy of surrender and regrant, under which the noblemen gave up their native legal claims to their land in formal recognition of English sovereignty, receiving English titles and tokens of the king’s esteem in return.1 The poem, though silent as to the uncompromising military action that preceded, accompanied, and ensured the imposition of the policy, is adamant in its opposition to the lords’ cowardly capitulation to colonial authority.

         The sustained use of the word ‘fúbún’ (‘shame’) through this poem, which will be examined more closely in the next chapter, signals the lords’ unconscionable violation of gender and class norms. The poet mocks the noblemen for their cowardice and weakness, charging, ‘ní mhaireann aoinneach agaibh’ (‘not one of you has life in him [lit. lives]’ [2]) and comparing them to a phantom host (4), a vaporous army incapable of effective resistance. Declaring, ‘’s is trua an aithis’ (‘pitiful is the disgrace’ [7]), he laments their failure to follow Gaelic ways (8). Asserting ‘’s is trua an toirbheart’ (‘pitiful is the surrender’ [11]), he laments their having turned ‘druim re hoighreacht a n-athar’ (‘their backs on their ancestral inheritance’ [12]), a major offence in a society predicated on hereditary obligation and cultural continuity. He is scathing about their acceptance of marks of royal favour, such as a gold chain (34), and their failure to uphold their faith (36) against English heretics. Lacking martial vigour to defend their patrimony, filial pride to defend their culture, and loyalty to defend their ancestral religion, these noblemen deserve only a ringing final dismissal. The poet calls them ‘míthreórach meata’ (‘a weak degenerate’ [39]) bunch and concludes with ‘ná habraidh feasta acht “faobún”’ (‘henceforth say nothing but “shame”’ [40; translation modified]), commanding the men to speak their own humiliation in perpetuity.

         In articulating the threat to Irish manhood that English colonisation entails, ‘Fúbún fúibh, a shluagh Gaoidheal’ deploys key themes that will recur 2in the chapters to come. The poem represents Irish manhood as endangered both by political and cultural accommodation or anglicisation and by the concomitant abandonment of patriarchal Irish norms and traditions.2 The poet employs satiric and elegiac elements to scapegoat certain figures while celebrating others, marshalling normative cultural sanctions against the dangerous novelty of colonial imposition. Anglicised lords are derided as less than men (mere shadows or spectres of what they should be) because of their cowardly surrender and shameful, even heretical, disloyalty. They are thus dishonoured while others are implicitly or explicitly warned against following their lead. Finally, the author’s patron is singled out as one worthy exception – here with less conviction, elsewhere with more – to what is otherwise figured as a generalised, catastrophic degeneracy that imperils the country as a whole and demands resistance.

         
             

         

         As Joan W. Scott remarks, ‘gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power’ and ‘a primary field within which or by means of which power is articulated’.3 Thus it is not surprising that powerfully gendered and sexualised imagery was central to early modern colonial rhetoric of election, obligation, and destiny. Lands targeted by colonial desire were feminised, as when Ireland (or America, or Guiana, for that matter) was imagined as a virgin in need of penetration, a delicate younger sister in need of protection, or an abandoned woman in need of superior masculine control, in each case thereby rendered (in the words of Ania Loomba) ‘available for plunder, possession, discovery and conquest’.4 The native inhabitants of those coveted lands were also sexually stigmatised, as when Irish men were deemed not just inferior but brutishly hyper-masculine, sexually predatory, or deviant, while Irish women were said to be licentious, abnormal, or victimised, all of which demanded intervention.5 Such formulations granted the colonial project legitimacy, familiarity, and a teleology founded in the supposedly self-evident verities of gender, however shifting, unstable, and internally riven colonial power dynamics turned out to be. Yet no matter how carefully sifted and compellingly analysed, colonial rhetoric tells only part of the story.

         The poem with which I began this introduction demonstrates that native literati working in their own vernacular traditions – at once European and distinctively Irish – challenged colonial authority with gendered rhetoric no less potent, if far less familiar to anglocentric literary history.6 In response to collective disempowerment, the traditional native literary elite created a fraught, incendiary discourse that I am terming endangered masculinity with which they sought to witness, critique, and intervene in ongoing sociopolitical change. As the following chapters will show, Ireland’s bardic poets and their literary inheritors renovated longstanding poetic tropes to evoke gender norms going 3dangerously awry, casting political and cultural anglicisation as both devastating and shameful and creating a long-lived and powerful anticolonial trope. Colonial acculturation, they claimed, endangered elite male character, preroga tives, patrimony, and even bodies, thus threatening the very identity and cultural continuity of Ireland itself. Without heroic intervention, proper noble manhood, like proper Irish culture, would be relegated to the past. Endangered masculinity accordingly motivated satirical attacks on those deemed to have capitulated to pernicious colonial power and thus betrayed their manhood along with their culture and community.7 In its most lacerating form, the trope of gendered crisis demanded and demonstrably provoked collective defiance against a communal threat insistently metaphorised in potent terms of emasculation, penetration, and dissolution, simultaneously crafting a means of ideological resistance to ramifying colonial transformation.

         To make this case, my argument proceeds by means of a series of historicised close readings of the form, genre, and rhetoric of key Irish-language poems, parsed in their original language (with translations that address the semantic range of crucial terms), so as to disclose their multiple, complex political, theoretical, and ideological operations.8 In line with Brendan Bradshaw, Breandán Ó Buachalla, Mícheál Mac Craith, Marc Caball and Peter McQuillan, I recognise this literature as innovatory, political, and modern, rather than archaic, static, apolitical or in its death-throes. Its literary and artistic innovation registers both the violence and the ideological sleights of hand discerned in contemporaneous English colonial authority by Clare Carroll, Patricia Palmer, Vincent Carey, and David Edwards, and continues their recov ery of occluded native vantages on that authority. Within this matrix of the artistic and the ideological, I focus particularly on the central role of gender in early modern Irish poetry’s anticolonial critique. I thus pursue a feminist re-reading of the Irish poetic tradition and critique of the denigration of the feminine as initiated by Angela Bourke, Máirín Nic Eoin, Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha, Bríona Nic Dhiarmada, and Máire Ní Annracháin. By combining specialised philological and historical scholarship with feminist, queer, and postcolonial literary-critical approaches, this study offers a new way of thinking about early modern Irish poetry and politics.

         The following discussion begins with bardic poetry of the mid- to late-sixteenth century, which originated the modern deployment of endangered masculinity in Irish, first in the poem cited at the start of this chapter and then in poems from across the country that developed the grammar of this political poetics. Later, it demonstrates how endangered masculinity was reworked into a mode of grief-struck commemoration in the wake of Gaelic defeat and accommodation, and then deployed to project masculine shame on to other, female objects, first by bardic poets and then by their literary inheritors. In 4response to the changing socio-political context, endangered masculinity next was transformed into a sign of defiant abjection and recuperation of lost status and then finally parodied, persisting as a protean means of political engagement across texts, forms, and generations.

         To grasp these changes, however, it is necessary first to understand the special literary and cultural context out of which endangered masculinity arose: the tradition of the bardic poets. As members of a hereditary professional class, bardic poets had for many generations played a vital role in creating and maintaining the identity of the ruling clans they served. In a world characterised by sharp rivalries between and within septs, where political power depended on the support a chief could muster, poetry served a crucial ideological function. The poet’s primary role was to legitimate, publicise, and memorialise the power and status of his elite patrons before their peers and the wider community through elaborate, highly conventional poetic compositions of praise, genealogy, and eulogy, which were publicly performed aloud with dramatic aplomb and corresponding illocutionary effect by a professional reacaire (or reciter).

         To fulfil this purpose, bardic poets employed precise poetic formulae and exquisite ornamentation – including assonantal end-rhyme, internal rhyme, alliteration, and precise syllabic counts – that took years of formal schooling to master.9 They did not simply praise their patrons, however; they also gave counsel on questions of diplomacy, decorum, and protocol to reinforce the obligations and perquisites of lordship, while simultaneously striving to avoid offending present or potential future patrons whom they might also wish to praise. Poets were thus highly attuned to shifting balances of power as well as the ‘ideological priorities and aspirations’ of aristocratic Gaelic society.10 Given their important role in framing and sustaining the status quo, they also became central figures in articulating a critique of new forms of colonial authority.

         As a result of their key role in the maintenance of Irish culture, bardic poets had long enjoyed considerable status and a relatively stable position in what Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha has termed the ‘male homosocial world’ of elite Gaelic society.11 Certain prominent poetic families served particular elite ruling families for generations, their fate linked with that of their lord. An individual would seek appointment as chief poet (ollamh) to a lord, for whom he would produce his intricately polished verse. This position entitled him to substantial payment, prestige, and an honourable rank near the top of the Gaelic social order. Poets also travelled in search of patronage, typically serving multiple, often far-flung masters and thereby developing a more cosmopolitan worldview and a sense of shared cultural inheritance. They offered their noble patrons not only verse of considerable metrical complexity but, as they liked to emphasise, enduring fame. The codified, pan-insular literary dialect they employed, which was originally developed in the wake of the Anglo-Norman 5invasion, was valuable currency, and usually guaranteed safe passage and generous hospitality across all of Ireland and into Gaelic Scotland.

         As has often been noted, the bardic ethos was thoroughly aristocratic. Far less frequently remarked upon is its emphatically gendered character.12 Yet the bardic poets’ conceptualisation of noble identity centred on the performance of heroic manhood in relation to a specifically masculine notion of patrimony. That manly ideal was one that could not be permanently achieved but rather required regular reiteration to justify one’s continued status. Bardic poetry was the essential medium that voiced this manly ideal, ascribed it to a particular individual and his ancestors (regardless of their actual stature or lack thereof), and ensured that a patron’s masculine achievements were circulated and retained in collective memory. This ongoing process of poetic commemoration perpetuated or helped to augment a patron’s authority and that of his kin. Status and largesse were bestowed in exchange for legitimating poetry com bining praise, exhortation, counsel, and modes of public memorialisation in an enduring, reciprocally reinforcing mode of male homosociality (or bonding between men) that in turn preserved elite male privilege in Gaelic society as a whole.13

         The masculine ideal communicated by bardic poetry, similar to that of other contemporaneous European societies, stresses military skill, noble ancestry and comportment, honour, dominance, leadership, fame, and autonomy as signs of a man’s fitness for rule, while despising subordination of any kind.14 Ideal qualities writ large in the duanairí (poem-books, sg. duanaire) of the period include bravery, fierceness, honesty, piety, fairness, prudence, loyalty, mercy, appropriate pride, self-control, and, notably, abundant hospitality and generosity. Poets also emphasise such physical attributes as strength, martial skill, and, above all, physical appeal. (Occasional female subjects – typically the wives or relations of lords – are lauded for their modesty, character, reputation, as well as their beauty and generosity.) Male beauty may be confirmed by women’s admiring gazes or eagerly adulterous company but is always mediated by the poet’s own lavish appreciation.15

         By contrast, when a nobleman offended social norms, whether of justice, hospitality, etiquette, or poetic remuneration, it was the poet’s recognised duty and right to respond with satiric retribution.16 In a society where one’s name and honour meant a great deal, poets had a powerful means of ensuring that proper behaviour was observed.17 Satiric humiliation was so keenly felt that poets might be killed for it, which may have caused some restraint in its use.18 Yet even the mere threat or allusion to satiric critique – such as hypothetical or oblique references to unmet demands of honour, hospitality, or duty – seems to have been enough to produce amendment in many cases. If forced to go further, poets might disparage a lord’s liberality, cast doubt on his courage or martial ability, question his faithfulness to paternal or familial example, or 6even mock his appearance and capacity for leadership. By impugning a man’s embodiment of elite manhood, a satire attacked his very identity.

         Medieval colonists had encountered this robust poetic culture and been largely assimilated into it, despite its supposed barbarity as delineated in Gerald of Wales’s foundational twelfth-century Topographia Hibernica. The Anglo-Norman will to conquer, while lamentable from the point of view of the conquered lords, was familiar and even laudable in poetic terms, since, far from destroying the culture they found, many of the English-Irish (later known as Old English) became Gaelicised, while the Gaelic literati in turn rapidly adapted to the new situation.19 As the power of the crown receded and as the English-Irish intermarried with the Gaelic elite, they adopted many of the norms of aristocratic manhood (which were not, after all, so different from more general European norms) and of Gaelic elite society, observing codes of honour, proffering artistic patronage, and even becoming poets themselves. So pervasive was the indigenous culture, so flexible and absorptive, that the crown sought to mitigate its assimilative power in the Statutes of Kilkenny of 1366, but going back at least as far as 1297. This attempt was largely unsuccessful. According to Steven Ellis, ‘some areas which had been only lightly colonized by the Normans, notably northeast Ulster and north Connaught, were almost totally assimilated into the Gaelic polity’, with settlers adopting Gaelic personal law, customary exactions, and social patterns such as fosterage.20 Many of the English-Irish intermarried or cohabited with Gaelic Irish, so that their descen dants became part of both communities. Under these circumstances, bardic poets willingly accepted patronage from such families, whose support conformed to elite social norms and demonstrated their respect for Gaelic values.21

         Indeed, up to the sixteenth century, alarm at cultural imperilment is not especially visible in the literary record, since prior to that time there had been little concerted effort to anglicise the country as a whole. The situation changed, however, with the renewed English claims to the island under Henry VIII and the subsequent surge in colonialist and religious discourses of cultural superiority fanned by Reformation zeal. Now, according to William Smyth, Irish culture was both catalogued and derided, its elites displaced and ‘the ideological and literate defenders of Irish ways of living’ were ill-treated and undermined.22 English authorities, as Ciaran Brady points out, also made a ‘quite deliberate decision to minimise the distinctiveness of Gaelic culture as an entity in itself’ so as to legitimate English colonial claims and delegitimate Gaelic opposition, even authorising outright physical attacks on the literati.23 As hereditary cultural custodians, bardic poets took note. They could accommodate to power, but not to the destruction of their culture, position, and values. It gradually became clear to certain bardic intellectuals that theirs was, in Frantz Fanon’s terms, a contested culture.247

         Though the bulk of their extant work consists of the praise poems they were trained and obligated to produce (and whose careful manuscript record was ensured by their value to patrons), a chain of surviving poems shows bardic poets turning their considerable skills to sounding the alarm against destructive colonial change.25 As the following chapters will show, these poems not only warned of English falsity and ill intent but attacked individuals’ accommodation to colonial authority as a dangerous offence against the masculine ideal that illustrated bad judgement, betrayal of communal norms, and disloyalty to faith and ancestry. Having stigmatised individuals’ behaviour, bardic poets also attacked new colonial relationships, casting them as shameful, emasculating forms of subordination that implicitly (and later, explicitly) threatened the very fabric of Irish society. The poets thereby stigmatised emergent bonds between Irishmen and foreigners to preserve native structures of male homosociality in and to which they were so central. Endangered masculinity may thus be read as a multivalent counter-discourse of attack and celebration that exerts normative pressure on individual and collective behaviour in order to intervene in colonial relations, neatly exemplifying Leela Gandhi’s remark that the colonial contest may be reread ‘as a struggle between competing masculinities’, hence the plural of my title.26

         These poets adamantly claim or vilify subject positions by means of a central organising trope seen again and again in anticolonial rhetoric in Ireland and elsewhere: the binary opposition between coloniser and colonised. This structure underwrites both their celebration of resistance and demonisation of assimilation and collaboration, which their poetry constantly and strategically conflates. In turn, the absolute demarcation they draw between resistance and collusion is augmented by being superimposed on to an implicit gender polarity.27 As I shall argue, this gendering of colonial identities does important work. It produces a contrast between normative masculinity and emasculation – between the manhood of heroic, unfeminine, autonomous resistance and a failed, subservient manhood that has strayed away from its opposition to the female and into a netherworld of indeterminacy that parallels the cultural confusion and loss of identity it attempts to counter. In later texts that temporarily adopt a more dejected stance or thematise their author’s lost status, the poet’s rhetorical virtuosity itself becomes a means of individual and collective projection, a way of recuperating in the literary realm manhood that has been lost elsewhere. Yet despite the many transformations across the long period I survey, this binary opposition continues to recur. Separatist resistance remains the epitome of manly heroism, while forms of cultural intermixing are framed as shocking, emasculating betrayals leading to individual and ultimately communal oblivion. When traced back historically, this gendered binary, far from being merely a derivative or static response to 8colonial assertions of hierarchical power and value, emerges as a primary weapon of anticolonial rhetoric.

         In the manner of binaries, such hard and fast distinctions proved hard to sustain in the face of what became longstanding settler colonialism, which inevitably complicated any clear-cut oppositions. Binaries, of course, not only reveal the dependence of terms on their opposites, they also tend to break down in practice, given the messiness of pragmatic daily life. ‘Fúbún fúibh, a shluagh Gaoidheal’, for instance, offers a list of lords who have accommodated, and hence assimilated, to the new dispensation. Even its reference to the foreign goods that were being adopted bears witness to the appeal of the newly dominant power and its cultural products, notwithstanding the poetic attacks on them. The very intensity of the vilification in this and later poems suggests that it was hard to persuade people away from English goods, which later poets describe as luring or tricking the foolish Gaels to overlook English falsity and to betray their own interests. The gendered poetic attacks I analyse thereby insist upon an imperative of absolute difference that the fraught circumstances of colonialism rendered increasingly untenable.

         Bardic poets’ own complicated situation must also be considered in evaluating their claims. As patronage, social norms, and legal ground shifted and became uncertain, they, like others of their elite status, necessarily sought royal pardons and land grants (and later acclaimed the new king in 1603 after the Irish defeat) in hopes of assuring their own security and protecting the culture they bore. Indeed, as professional wordsmiths, advisers, and intellectuals, bardic poets were among the Irish most likely to learn English and to serve as cultural mediators of one kind or another by collecting, translating, and interpreting Irish legal and historical material for the English, thereby assisting with the process of colonial legal and administrative imposition – which is not to say that they foresaw or approved of the uses to which their knowledge would be put.28 Many poets accommodated to and worked with political authority even while manifesting antagonistic, agnostic, or oblivious stances in their work.

         In fact, in the political poetry discussed in this study, poets often place themselves heroically apart from their critique and the behaviour they condemn, making themselves judges, but never judged. Either implicitly or explicitly, such poets exhibit not only the well-known tension between satirist and satiric object, founded on an assumption of clear externality of the despised object targeted by the satirist, but also, as Fredric Bogel notes, satire’s function ‘as a literary mechanism for the production of differences in the face of anxiety about … identity, sameness, and undifferentiation’.29 In the Irish colonial context of rapid sociopolitical change, these poets’ blistering satiric acts functioned to redraw boundaries that had become unstable. As we shall see, by 9projecting class obloquy and gendered shame on to acceptable scapegoats, bardic poets at the same time deflected attention from the ways in which they themselves, like others, necessarily accommodated to the new colonial status quo. Those very same acts thus served to enable and negotiate ongoing transformation and accommodation despite their authors’ dramatic avowals to the contrary. Thus their rhetorical self-location and representation of others should neither be taken at face value nor necessarily condemned as false or hypocritical, given the varied, shifting, and pragmatic stances of the actors and the unpredictable landscape they surveyed.

         By following the potent and long-lived trope of endangered masculinity, in the following chapters I simultaneously follow changes in these poets’ status and the gradual working out of colonialism in the Irish literary tradition over a historical span of nearly 250 years. This book moves from the earliest known response to modern colonialism around 1540 through major texts and genres of this poetry until 1780, when modes of social, political, and cultural-linguistic accommodation had become dominant, if hardly uncontested.

         Chapter 1, ‘The Emergence of Endangered Masculinity in Bardic Poetry, c.1540–c.1590’, charts the native intelligentsia’s increasingly powerful critique of England’s ongoing attempts to consolidate its proximate empire. As it will show, just as the traditional Irish construction of elite manhood employed to sustain and explain social hierarchy came under intense pressure from colonial imperatives, so, too, did the literary modes that undergirded it. I first trace the anticolonial rhetoric of endangered masculinity back to the early, anonymous attack on Irish noblemen’s surrender to Henry VIII in ‘Fúbún fúibh, a shluagh Gaoidheal’, then explore a sequence of cautionary poems by Doighri Ó Dálaigh, Tadhg Dall Ó hUiginn, and Uilliam Óg Mac an Bhaird written during the increasingly violent and polarised 1570s and 1580s to sound the alarm against subordination to English power. The analysis of this initial response to colonial authority culminates in an extended reading of Laoiseach Mac an Bhaird’s scathing satire of the 1590s, ‘A fhir ghlacas a ghalldacht’ (‘O man who follows English ways’), showing how this anticolonial rhetoric was turned most savagely against those who betrayed their own community by embracing anglicisation.

         Chapter 2 moves forward to the first half of the seventeenth century to examine the reworking of prior poetic frameworks by Fear Flatha Ó Gnímh, Eoghan Ruadh Mac an Bhaird, Lochlainn Ó Dálaigh, Eochaidh Ó hEodhasa, Seathrún Céitinn (Geoffrey Keating), and Brian Mac Giolla Phádraig in the wake of the collective male humiliation of defeat, exile, and subordination. A series of despairing early seventeenth-century poems present disenfranchisement and oppression in terms of social death, ‘unspeakable’ national shame, and the lost, lamented figure of the idealised manly patron, while later works 10renovate the older genre of the aisling (‘vision’ or ‘dream’ poem, pl. aislingí) centring on the grieving and victimised figure of the nation. Poets thus project male shame onto a gender-normative female figure and in so doing summon forth a gendered mode of nationalist protest and collective self-fashioning, calling to mind Cynthia Enloe’s insight that ‘nationalism typically has sprung from masculinised memory, masculinised humiliation and masculinised hope’.30 By this means, the failures of native male resistance are at least partially elided and Irish men (especially those in exile abroad) are reconstituted as nationalist heroes-in-waiting.

         Chapter 3 moves forward to the early and mid-eighteenth century to examine how endangered masculinity is recalibrated to respond to colonial transculturation (or mutual transformation of sociocultural forms) by two distinct generations of poets, represented by early eighteenth-century master-poet Aogán Ó Rathaille and by the comic, macaronic mid-century work of Aindrias Mac Craith and Uilliam Inglis. Both generations of poets display recalcitrance, communal solidarity, and the policing of deviation from communal and Jacobite political norms. Yet their work also demonstrates the ongoing changes at work in Irish society and literary expression. Having developed poetic modes of extraordinary pathos and male abjection centring on the aisling, as exemplified by ‘Gile na gile’ (‘Brightness of brightness’), Ó Rathaille crafts an obscene mock elegy, ‘A bháis, do rug Muircheartach uainn’ (‘O death, who have taken Murtogh from us’), expressing gendered vulnerability and rage at the community’s victimisation by an anglophilic turncoat whose rapaciousness is emblematised by his enormous, marauding penis. Several decades later, a number of macaronic poems by Mac Craith and Inglis depict anglicised female transgressors (who wear ‘foreign’ clothing and speak English) being authoritatively brought back under the linguistic and sexual control of triumphant, Irish-speaking men. The poets’ successful recapture of these wayward women, though tempered by witty self-deprecation, recuperates the subordinated, economically debased indigenous manhood the women themselves earlier reviled. By this act of sexualised representational violence, the hybrid (and bilingual) poets may define themselves and their community as culturally pure and loyal, even as they desire and demonstrate their ongoing transculturation.

         Chapter 4 considers another side of the performance of endangered masculinity within Irish society during the long, unsettled dominance-without-hegemony of the eighteenth century by examining the standard text, alternative versions, and antecedents of ‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ (‘The Lament for Art O’Leary’) (c.1773), attributed to Eibhlín Ní Chonaill, which impugns the masculinity of those who collude with colonial power and celebrates the heroic manhood of the man it laments. Women’s oral lament for the dead was a 11traditional ritual practice voiced in the lively intersection of oral and written poetic forms and performed within the crucible of politicised communal life. While Ní Chonaill’s lament takes up the threatened manhood of the disenfranchised hereditary native elite, celebrating rebellion unto death while derogating accommodation as cowardly and emasculating, it also reveals the social and psychic cost for women of colonial subjugation and anticolonial rhetoric alike by encoding traces of ‘heroic’, hyper-masculinised aggression erupting into domestic violence that mimes the colonial violence it ostensibly opposes.

         The book concludes with a short coda considering the single most popular, most translated, and most anthologised eighteenth-century poem in Irish, Brian Merriman’s ‘Cúirt an Mheán-Oíche’ (‘The Midnight Court’) (c.1780). I read Merriman’s long poem as a parody of the generic and ideological inheritance traced in prior chapters, in which his court of women arraigns Irish manhood itself along with the gendered political rhetoric from which it had become inseparable. Unlike prior anticolonialist texts, ‘The Midnight Court’ portrays native culture as irrevocably adulterated, at the level of diction and syntax, in the poem’s hybrid amalgamation of registers and in its imagery and tenor, which replace conventional elegiac and devotional modes with the carnivalesque. Most tellingly, Merriman replaces the figures of the noble hero in exile and the culturally pure native with that of the illegitimate child as Ireland’s best hope. In place of the relentlessly compensatory and even violently dominating Irish manhood seen in chapters 3 and 4, Merriman ventriloquises a woman from a typical song of the malmariée about an unhappily married, usually sexually frustrated young wife. Such women’s complaints portray an Irish manhood that is systematically compromised and comically uncertain. By celebrating bastardy and questioning the sexual basis of men’s domination of women, the text at once celebrates and mocks a defiantly unmasterful and culturally hybrid Irish manhood. At the same time, the text’s verbal virtuosity imaginatively restores that comically compromised virility through a masterful performance of parody.

         In parallel fashion, this study hopes both to celebrate and to critique the masculinity on display in early modern Irish poetic texts in the course of tracking the function and purchase of endangered masculinity within them. By demonstrating a richly meaningful and dynamic response to colonialism in the native language of the vast majority of the Irish during the period of this study, this book contributes to the ongoing retheorisation of Ireland’s literary and oral tradition by bringing crucial yet understudied Irish-language texts into the discussion. My ultimate hope is that it will stimulate further close reading of early modern texts, promote their inclusion in the classroom, begin to make these texts more accessible, and initiate new conversations about a provocative and fascinating poetic inheritance.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            The Emergence of Endangered Masculinity in Bardic Poetry

            c.1540–c.1590
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         Towards the end of the sixteenth century, in the unsettled northern border county of Monaghan, the hereditary professional poet Laoiseach Mac an Bhaird composed an unusually short and caustic bardic poem, ‘A fhir ghlacas a ghalldacht’ (‘O man who follows English ways’).1 Setting aside the elaborate praise and genealogy of a particular elite patron that were his professional stock in trade, Mac an Bhaird instead crafted a fierce satire in which a fellow Irishman named only as a ‘son of Donnchadh’ is castigated for having adopted an English hairstyle, clothing, and manners, which the poet ultimately describes as profoundly unmanly. In an escalating series of charges against his satiric object that culminates in a metaphorical allegation of sodomy, Mac an Bhaird presents anglicisation as not simply a fashionable choice but as a humiliating subordination to colonial power laying bare the political stakes of colonial acculturation. In contrast, this man’s dashing rival, known only as ‘Eóghan Bán’ (‘Fair Owen’), is depicted as demonstrating his nobility through his disdain for English ways. By rejecting their sumptuous goods and retreating to the wilderness, preferring to fight rather than ape the foreigners, Eóghan Bán earns the poet’s adulation as an ideal representative of elite Gaelic manhood.

         As this chapter will show, Mac an Bhaird was not the only poet casting the consolidating colonial threat of the sixteenth century in powerfully gendered terms. In response to their growing sense of sociocultural, religious, and professional peril, a number of bardic poets began to frame their encounter with Tudor expansion in terms of wrongs that threatened the fundamentals of their society. Whereas English writers of the period figured Ireland as a feminised land awaiting masculine penetration, in the sequence of poems I chart, the Gaelic intelligentsia critiqued the colonial incursion through what I am terming a rhetoric of endangered masculinity, in which they presented the 13manhood of their patrons as profoundly threatened by submission to English colonial power. As we shall see, notwithstanding their own and their patrons’ strategic accommodation to English power, in their work bardic poets attacked Irish noblemen for willingly subordinating themselves to colonial power, for turning their backs on the traditional obligations of honour and nobility (including poetic patronage), for being disloyal to their patrimony and faith, and for allowing themselves to be foolishly lured by English material goods and promises, thus shamefully violating the heroic masculine ideals of their class. As Tudor intentions to destroy Irish culture loomed more ominously, poets warned their noble patrons of a still more chilling result: the loss of their noble position and the destruction of the social structure that undergirded it if they did not resist as their masculine honour demanded. The following pages will explore the development of an anti-colonial rhetoric of endangered masculinity between 1540 and 1590 that culminates in Mac an Bhaird’s inflammatory eloquence, examining the verbal and political nuances of a sequence of bardic texts to recover a founding moment of Irish cultural politics.

         THE EARLY BARDIC RESPONSE TO ANGLICISATION UNDER HENRY VIII

         In 1537, Henry VIII’s Act for the English Order, Habit, and Language demanded the anglicisation of all residents of Ireland, not just the English who had settled there, which marked a decisive shift in policy. The Act called for the ‘rude and ignorant’ Irish people to be brought to God and obedience ‘to their princes and superiors’ by adopting ‘a conformity, concordance, and familiarity in language, tongue, in manners, order and apparel, with them that be civil people’.2 The Crown sought to eliminate Irish cultural difference so as to create dutiful subjects with no competing allegiances. Irish hairstyles, mous taches, mantles, coats, and hoods, as well as saffron-dyed material and inappropriately luxurious clothing were all forbidden.3 In response, Gaelic lords often wore London fashions when dealing with Crown representatives or entertaining elite guests but chose more traditional garb around their own keen-eyed supporters.

         Henry VIII’s reign also saw aggressive new political as well as cultural reform. He articulated this at least as early as 1520, vividly demonstrated it in 1537 with the violent suppression of the insurgency of ‘Silken’ Thomas Fitzgerald, and symbolised it by having himself declared king of Ireland by the colonial Irish parliament in June 1541. One key policy, surrender and regrant, required all Irish lords to formally give up their rights to their lands in a court ceremony, in return being granted English titles and charters to those lands. 14In so doing, they promised to adopt the English language, law, and socioeconomic and cultural habits. By this formal subordination to crown sovereignty Gaelic lords hoped to secure their own position within their clans at the expense of potential competitors, most of whom were now excluded from power by the adoption of primogeniture in place of partible ownership.4 Henceforth, power and recognition were to flow from the Crown – not through traditional Gaelic titles or the praise poetry that validated them.
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