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            It is death to mock a poet

                 to love a poet

                    to be a poet.

                                         – Irish Triad
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            a note on spellings

         

         In this reprint edition we have retained, for the most part, the author’s spellings of Irish place-names and words and passages from Gaelic. There are some exceptions – loch has been changed to lough, Glendaloch to Glendalough, Grainne to Gráinne, the goddess Eiré to Ériu, for instance – but otherwise we have not attempted to update or standardize the text and have left most of it as Ithell Colquhoun originally wrote.
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            Foreword

         

         Born in India in 1906 to a British colonial family, from an early age, Ithell Colquhoun saw fairies, believed in spirits and was enchanted by magic, myth and astrology and the magical properties of perfumes, plants and birds. Financially supported by a trust fund, in 1926, she became a student at Cheltenham School of Arts and Crafts (where she starred in her one-act play Bird of Hermes) and, in 1928, she joined the Quest Society, which was founded in 1909 by George Robert Stow Mead – scholar and theosophist – to study spiritual and esoteric traditions, ancient religions and philosophies. In the same year, she enrolled at the Slade School of Art in London. Its legendary professor, Henry Tonks, recognised Colquhoun’s brilliance, describing her as ‘an artist of rare ability with a very original and quick mind’.* In one of his many letters to her, he observed: ‘You go out to gather strawberries and come back with two strange beetles and a spider instead.’†

         Her first piece of published writing, ‘The Prose of Alchemy’, appeared in the Quest Society’s quarterly journal in 1930. As inventive with language as she was with paint, words were to become as central to Colquhoun’s thinking as making art. By the end of her life, she had penned so many poems, esoteric essays, novels, autobiographies, biographies and cosmic travelogues – all xivin a style that is consistently vivid, wildly original and scholarly – it might take a diligent reader a lifetime to absorb all that she had to offer. 

         After graduating from the Slade, Colquhoun lived in France, Italy and Greece; she regularly exhibited her paintings, many of which include biomorphic forms that merge with imaginary landscapes, self-portraits, sensual bodies and references to ancient myths and symbols. In 1936, she visited the International Surrealist Exhibition at the New Burlington Galleries in London, a show so popular it stopped the traffic on Piccadilly. Enthralled, she witnessed Salvador Dalí – in a diving suit, holding a billiard cue and two wolfhounds on a lead – attempt to give a lecture on ‘Some Authentic Paranoiac Phantoms’. Although his performance was incomplete – he began to suffocate and was saved by an artist with a wrench – Colquhoun was converted: Surrealism’s questioning of reality chimed with her own and, under its influence, she employed a variety of techniques, such as automatic writing and free association, in order to access her subconscious. She briefly joined the British Surrealists and, despite comparing horoscopes with the movement’s founder, André Breton, and being photographed by Man Ray with a sheaf of wheat as Demeter, the goddess of the harvest, in a matter of months she was expelled when she refused to give up her membership of occult societies.

         Over the following decades, alongside drawing and painting, she carved her own path as a mystical Christian, a practitioner of hermeticism and a student of Eastern and Western religions, Druidry, goddess worship, freemasonry, theosophy and the Kabbalah; she also designed an abstract tarot pack. Colquhoun reflected on sexuality and gender in the human, natural and celestial realms in her unpublished story Lesbian Shore; her 1943 essay The Water-stone of the Wise; and a series of erotic paintings, drawings and poems titled ‘Diagrams of Love’. While she believed in the existence of the ‘divine feminine’, she held xvthat at some time in the distant past masculine and feminine energies had been united.

         In 1946, Colquhoun bought Vow Cave, a studio without running water or electricity in the Cornish village of Lamorna. Indifferent to her new home’s lack of amenities, after the traumas she had faced in London during the war, her immersion in nature was deeply restorative: to her, the non-human inhabitants of a garden or a forest were as vivid, and as sentient, as her friends in London. In The Living Stones: Cornwall she declared: ‘For an animist is what I am; not even a pantheist, though so I pretend when I feel the need for some veneer of urbanity.’ In 1959, she moved to another cottage in the nearby village of Paul where she spent the rest of her life exploring the meaning of sacred sites, researching her esoteric and occult interests, making art and writing.

         After the surprising success of The Crying of the Wind: Ireland and The Living Stones: Cornwall – books which married astute observations of human foibles with a reverent awareness of the otherworldly dimensions of landscape – her travelogues became journeys of the mind with Goose of Hermogenes and I Saw Water, a novel about a convent on an island of the dead that was prompted by her dreams. In 1973, her wonderfully titled collection of poems Grimoire of the Entangled Thicket was published; it was followed a few years later by her last book, Sword of Wisdom, a biography of Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers, a founder of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. It’s a dauntingly erudite tome, full of references to Christianity, Paganism, Eastern religions, Egyptian myths, alchemical and esoteric practices and magical traditions.

         
             

         

         When Ithell Colquhoun died at eighty-one in 1988, she was relatively unknown and – although she left behind thousands of drawings, paintings, articles, essays, stories and poems – she had sold very little. In many ways, the dizzying scope of what xvishe had spent decades considering worked against her: she demanded from her readers and viewers the same deep levels of engagement she was willing to offer them.

         In recent years, interest in Colquhoun has grown apace and new generations are discovering the many riches of her visual and literary output. Perhaps her investigations into ecology, spirituality and gender, and her general distrust of binary thinking, are more attuned to the current moment than they were to her own time. With her sensual curiosity and intellectual rigour, whatever she touched emanates a very particular kind of joy. She reiterated, in myriad ways, that the lives of modern humans, so mired in materialism, could only be deepened by a more complex relationship with themselves and the planet – one that honours nature, the mysteries of the unconscious, and the solace offered by philosophy, religion and magic. And yet, as enamoured as Colquhoun was with the past, she was not nostalgic: always gazing upwards and outwards, she rarely paused in her glad journey towards the vast possibilities of the future.

         jennifer higgie

         
            * http://www.ithellcolquhoun.co.uk/chronology.htm

            † Richard Shillitoe, Medea’s Charms: Selected Shorter Writing of Ithell Colquhoun, Peter Owen, London and Chicago, 2019, p.18
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            The Liffey Valley

         

         Abumpy avenue seemed to lead through parkland – a favourite Irish technique in road repair is to fill the pot-holes with pebbles and leave the traffic to level them. Then there was the stone-flagged hall of a Georgian house and a clamour of voices. Someone suggested a bath and sleep for me, and I gladly acquiesced.

         A long, narrow bedroom housed a bath and lavatory, and ancient family photographs by Eliot and Fry – the figures posed as conversation pieces – shared the walls with John Leach’s sporting prints. There must have been a vogue once for the latter as bathroom décor, for I remember them at my grandparents’ house. The water was surprisingly hot.

         My room was large and dim; it was uncarpeted and not very quiet, since it backed on to the plumbing of the bathroom. But I slept at first from sheer exhaustion.

         The household consisted of five ageing sisters – perhaps only Ireland could produce such a ménage. Four were unmarried; the remaining one, a widow, had her younger son with her. The father used to live in great style, keeping up a huge country place and entertaining lavishly; but he was ashamed to admit, if approached by a suitor, that he could provide each daughter with only a hundred pounds a year. He would accordingly dismiss with abuse any eligible swain, and so tyrannized over the girls that they trembled even to meet him on the staircase, meanwhile continuing to live far beyond his means. Only the youngest daughter married, and that was after his death when the place had to be sold. Still holding to a traditional way of 2 life which they had not the money to support, they pooled their resources and courageously maintained a semblance of it by running a guest-house.

         The sisters all talked loudly and at once, no one listening, each of them intent on expressing her own reactions. Except the eldest, who was a semi-invalid, all worked hard in house and garden but without any organization and so with some waste of effort. There was much bickering, but the animal unity of the clan remained unbroken beneath super-ficial scratches.

         Their setting was almost Spanish in its mingled nobility and shabbiness. The plasterwork of the ceilings, the ironwork of the fireplaces were fine, and the flowers grown in the garden were set in Crown Derby vases. The wallpaper in the drawing-room, an exquisite pale-gold pattern on white, was more than a hundred years old – they all mounted ladders when they first moved into the house and cleaned the whole of it with bread. But the huge rooms had little heating; windows and doors did not fit, letting in all too easily the damp and chill of the Irish climate. What matter if carpets were seldom swept, for the food was good, much of it produced in the garden and farmstead.

         A park and woodland at the back of the house sloped to the Liffey, and in the evening I went there with J. to collect firewood. There was no turf to burn in the neighbouring countryside, and other fuels were expensive. Under towering trees the white of garlic in flower gave the illusion of a snowfall, and its sickly smell made me feel faint. Beside a ramshackle fishing hut flowed the river; dark, suddenly rippled, ‘she ninnygoes, nannygoes, nancing by’. Upstream was a mill by a weir, salmon rising in the quieter reaches. Thunder was in the air but no rain. J. made a bundle of the fallen branches we had found and carried it home in an old tweed coat.

         I spent the next morning at work in the studio, a spacious room with three long windows, almost unfurnished 3 and completely unheated. In a household of this kind there are always dogs to be exercised, and later on I took them for a walk. (A breeder in the neighbourhood was said to have ‘nests of dogs’.) Clouds had been heavy all day, and now rain was beginning to fall, pitting the Liffey’s tranquil glide. Belated primroses lurked in the sopping grass, and above them thorn blossom burdened the hedges.

         There was white asphodel in the luxuriant herbaceous border of the south garden and red broom like raw flesh. How do subtropical plants survive in this climate, much colder than anything in the south of England? Beneath one of the enormous yews of the walled garden grew a plant of drooping form, like those of the lily-of-the-valley tribe, but its waxen flowers were composite. Untrimmed thorn hedges, also grown to immense size like the yews, supported a tangle of ivy and wild clematis that scrambled to their highest twigs and cascaded down again almost hiding the walls, which were castellated in places and topped with rank valerian. There I found the Davidia, a Chinese tree taller than the yews and covered with flowers like handkerchiefs or small flags attached to it by one corner. It reminded me of the fig tree of St Salomoné near Paphos, where devotees tear a strip from their clothing to hang upon the branches above the sacred well. I have heard that this custom, still usual in the Middle East, lingers also in Ireland, and the association of tree, well and votive tatters may be found here, too, though the fig or olive is replaced by an isolated thorn.

         There are skies in Ireland as nowhere else; clouds that seem full of ink, the clear spaces beyond them appallingly metallic; masses of vapour stretching themselves for miles, half detached from the cloud’s main body; or an impermeable weight, heavy as a castle with an edge of ‘terrible crystal’. There is always an alienating contrast, as the misty and the dazzling, the massive and the slight, the dense and the transparent. This character of the heavens is due, I suppose, to an intense 4 clearness, coming from the comparative absence of industrial pollution, and to the great humidity, so that the atmosphere, already free of the worst grimes, is yet continually washed in a medium that veils any strident glare. There is only one thing better than a fine day in England and that is a fine day in Ireland – and not only because of its rarity. Perhaps a fine day in Kerry is best of all, when the air is like a diamond yet the dews are never far away.

         A pair of hawks, in size between kestrel and buzzard, with the buzzard’s spiral flight – what were they? Enviable birds, lifted above the enclosing earth. The valley of the Liffey is somewhat oppressive here, rather like a vaster and greener Weybridge. Neither district is true country but land parcelled out as residential plots, one garden (or in this case, one park) bordering the next with no space between and, as far as the eye can see, no space beyond – an all-too-‘settled ground’. It even reminds one of Huis Clos:

         
            Garcin: Et au bout de ce couloir?

            Le Garçon: Il y a d’autres chambres et d’autres couloirs.

         

         But this, after all, is only the Ireland of the Pale; beyond it, somewhere, is wildness.

         Many families lead the traditional life of gentry in spite of straitened means. Levelling influences have taken longer to become apparent, the cost of living is somewhat lower, servants slightly easier to come by and (often the deciding factor) standards of comfort less exacting. Big houses are lived in here long after they have ceased to be, by English standards, in habitable repair and lacking, as they often do, the most elementary conveniences. ‘The county’ doesn’t mind shabbiness or even squalor so long as your politics, your religion and your accent are ‘right’.

         J. told us a story of how he was once trying to buy a 5 greyhound from a woman who bred them in one of these dilapidated country places. When he entered the vast central hall, where swarms of bats were flittering among the rafters and rain dripping in through numerous leaks, he found his hostess lying in a drunken stupor beside the embers of a turf fire. When at last he was able to rouse her, she led him unsteadily to the back premises where the hounds were kept. The litter from which he was to select the puppy had not yet been born, but if the promised greyhound was not evident, the greyhounds’ larder certainly was, for hunks of horseflesh and half-flayed bullocks’ heads hung from the surrounding trees. J. was not sorry to take leave of this macabre establishment, where, needless to say, his deal was never satisfactorily completed.

         In another house I heard of, rats were treated as domestic pets. They were allowed to spring upon a dresser, breaking its store of priceless china, and to chew the hem of the eighteenth-century curtains, embroidered in scarlet and white beads, which hung in the many tall windows. These were examples of the big house in decline, approached, though seldom equalled by, many another domain in Ireland, which, once the centre of an almost self-supporting community and the focus of a variety of skills, has been left all but deserted. Heavy drinking, though, is less characteristic of the Anglo-Irish than of some of their neighbours, and indeed they often make their first economies on alcohol.

         Though politically almost unrepresented and economically all but insolvent, the Protestant Ascendency is still, strange to say, in the ascendant socially. The BBC is popular, and Radio Éireann is seldom switched on except for racing results; to speak with a brogue is to be frowned upon, and one goes to church on Ascension Day to offset the mass-going Catholics. All this, together with a rather shocking snobbery, is a defence mechanism to keep intact a dwindling community and to demonstrate it as a race apart. There is a feeling of ‘us folk’ (the 6 Protestant Anglo-Irish) as distinct from ‘they’ (the Catholic Celtic Irish); in describing it one can hardly help slipping into a Kiplingesque jargon. One would scarcely be surprised to hear the Catholic Irish referred to as natives! And this in 1954; yet, up to now, these tactics have had some success, though how long they can continue to stave off the inevitable dissolution it is difficult to say.

         Perhaps the most effective link between members of this group is the Church of Ireland, which draws its no mean vitality from social and political loyalties rather than religious fervour. Though English life is still the standard, it is the life of last century, and today it is easy enough to distinguish the English from the Anglo-Irish visitors at a country hotel on a Sunday morning. The English lounge about, but the Anglo-Irish go to the Church of Ireland (kept firmly locked at all other times) less, perhaps, for devotional purposes than to hear the news, see their friends and generally keep in touch. If the hotel proprietors are Protestants there is a little ceremony afterwards at midday with coffee served to the church-goers, presumably as a reward for their demonstration of solidarity. No doubt it is the power of these totems and taboos that gives some Anglo-Irish households, in spite of their slovenliness, an atmosphere of constriction. They are not really devil-may-care, happy-go-lucky or any of the things that Irish households are supposed (in England) to be.

         The family in the Lucan valley patronized the local church, except J. and his mother, who went to a special church in Dublin, the Irish equivalent of High Anglican. Most Protestant churches are as low as it is possible to be: incense is the reek of the ‘scarlet woman’, coloured vestments are despised and even the altar cross is sometimes banished as a Romish bauble. The reverse process may be observed elsewhere, for the Church of Scotland tends to be high to distinguish itself from the Presbyterians. What animal is the chameleon’s opposite, taking on, instead 7 of protective colouring, the hue complementary to that of its nearest neighbour?

         It is difficult in Ireland to be a cosy old agnostic, for if you are not a Catholic you get classed as a Protestant. However, I managed to escape into the woods where the Liffey, overhung by enormous trees, had been stirred up by recent rains and showed pale opaque brown instead of dark topaz and was spotted with foam. I paddled in the shallows, though the wind, blowing out of an almost cloudless sky, had an edge to it as always in Ireland.

         Slender-legged colts stepped down the opposite bank to drink; they pawed the water nervously, seeming to want it muddy before tasting it. Perhaps they were not thoroughbreds, but they had a wild grace now seldom seen in English fields. None the less, I was thankful that the wide expanse of the current divided me from them, for I regard any horse as a psychotic with homicidal tendencies and prefer to avoid close quarters. It is not so long since I cowered in a craggy cleft by the shore on one of the Scilly Islands while colts and fillies, gay with spring fever, chased one another up and down a miniature Camargue.

         In the decaying shanty or disused fishing-hut structure – which I had read about in The Mysteries of Udolpho but had never before seen – was hidden the nest of a wren. I watched the little creature flying in and out of the globe it had constructed by matting together dead leaves. 8
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9
            Dublin

         

         As often here, rain overtook a fine morning at midday; in Fitzwilliam Square the air, almost warm, was burdened with the scent of laburnum, red may, pink may, lilac. This is a city with little feeling of claustrophobia, for the Dublin Mountains are always visible beyond; and from this square they seem, in some lights, tantalizingly near. Low clouds part, and the clearness of the air suddenly reveals them, strong purple, then a shadow, a veil of rain sweeps across, and nothing is left of them but mist. A few minutes later the veil thins and they appear beyond it, obscurely blue; or a sudden shaft of sunlight tears it open, and the lower slopes come forward in their native green, their bracken-grown sides seeming, at this distance, like banks of moss. They change colour and texture with all the weather’s freaks.

         These hills have no great height nor, like the Sugar Loaf Mountains to the south in Wicklow, spectacular outline. But they have a luring look, and it was to them that ‘Æ’ as a poor boy, only just able to afford the tram fare to the outskirts of town, would escape from the ‘boredom of the desk’. It was while wandering over their flanks and folds that he saw his first visions of the Earth Spirit and discovered his ‘fountains out of Hecate’.

         Though the racket of mechanical transport has long invaded the Dublin streets, its noise is less devastating than in London. Crowding in, closing in, stupefication from deafening – all are mitigated here.

         In St Stephen’s Green, which since Ulysses has seemed 10 to be named for Stephen Dedalus, I saw one of Anna Livia Plurabelle’s many daughters skurrying along beside the Shelbourne Hotel. Or was it Anna Livia herself? Joyce describes her light-heartedly, seeing in her the comic aspect of the Cailleách, that ageless ambiguous multiparous figure that haunts the hinterland of folklore in all Celtic countries:

         
            as soon as they saw her meander by that maritime way in her grasswinter’s weeds and twigged whom she was under her deaconess bonnet … Everyone that saw her said that the dowce little delia looked a bit queer … Kickhams a frumpier ever you saw.

         

         But to me she appeared in tragic guise, teeny, ageing and twisted, with burning eyes in parchment skin, a rusty-black kerchief tied over her head, coat ragged, stockings in shreds. She was so fragile that ‘a fourpenny bit in each pocketside weighed her safe from the blowaway windrush’. Seeing her, one sees the result of the Church’s indifference to well-being, knowledge, power as compared to that thin flame, often unrecognized by the human candle which it consumes, which is the one thing necessary.

         The contrast between this pathetic whisp – burned away, blown along, who knows whither? – and the sleek, full-fed types lounging with their feet up along the Shelbourne’s terrace was striking and now almost forgotten in England, where one hardly remembers the sight of really poor people. But here tattered clothes, collar held together by a bent safety-pin, teeth untended in the absence of a health service – one need not look far to find them. Sometimes in the slummier quarters, in the Dublin of the exquisite doorway and broken fanlight, one finds, as in Italian streets, a golden-brown child with the skin, the eyes and the curls of a quattrocento angelin, a type unbred by the welfare state. 11

         Nor is the beauty of Irish skins a legend only; one sees many that owe nothing of their smoothness to cosmetics or of their clear colour to exterior aids. Some are of that frail type which freckles easily; others, more durable, keep their white and carmine in any weather. And it is not only complexions that compare well with England; good looks in general, both in women and men, are more frequent here. Thick hair, clear eyes fringed with those famous lashes that mascara can never imitate, fine features, well-proportioned bodies and a good carriage – what is the cause? Race, climate, food, absence of industrialization? Who knows! Sometimes it is no more than good health and the well-being this gives, but sometimes there is also an unusual delicacy of feature and sweetness of expression. In the women there is perhaps a lingering knowledge that beauty is different from smartness, that it cannot be taken from dressing-table and wardrobe and applied to oneself – however much outward grooming may help to ‘present’ it, give it stage presence.

         Tall houses along Aston’s Quay are painted scarlet and other bright colours, one more reminder that a channel divides one from England. But the last of the bookstalls along the quays, that used to remind one of Paris, disappeared before the war; cinema and radio make for illiteracy, and in a country of small population their results are obvious. I could find only one second-hand bookshop in this quarter where once were several; I wanted to look inside it but tried in vain to enter, for it seemed to have been locked for months. There were some interesting works in the window, all coated with undisturbed dust.

         In the bus returning along the Lucan Road I recognized the ‘Fiendish Park’ by the immense phallic column of the Wellington Obelisk and glimpsed ‘the dove of the dunas’ in Chapelizod with its garage dedicated to Isolda. 12  
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