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Once, as they rested on a chase, a debate arose among the Fianna-Finn as to what was the finest music in the world.


‘Tell us that,’ said Fionn, turning to Oisin.


‘The cuckoo calling from the tree that is highest in the hedge,’ cried his merry son.


‘A good sound,’ said Fionn. ‘And you, Oscar,’ he asked, ‘what is to your mind the finest of music?’


‘The top of music is the ring of a spear on a shield,’ cried the stout lad.


‘It is a good sound,’ said Fionn.


And the other champions told their delight: the belling of a stag across water, the baying of a tuneful pack heard in the distance, the song of a lark, the laughter of a gleeful girl, or the whisper of a moved one.


‘They are good sounds all,’ said Fionn.


‘Tell us, chief,’ one ventured, ‘what do you think?’


‘The music of what happens,’ said great Fionn, ‘that is the finest music in the world.’
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Note on Titles





The Irish poems in manuscript do not have titles. Most translators use titles suggested either by the subject or by the context of the original. Where a translation is untitled, the first line of the poem in Irish is provided in square brackets.






















Introduction





Around 850 CE in a monastery in southern Austria, an Irish scribe – whose name we don’t know – scribbled some verses on the bottom margins of Priscian’s Latin Grammar:




Domfarcai fidbaide fál fomchain lóid luin nad cél


huas mo lebrán indlínech fomchain trírech innanén …


 


Fommchain cói menn medair mass himbrot glass de dindgnaib doss


debrath nomchoimmdiu cóima caínscríbaimm forroída r[oss]





He may be composing a poem there and then. If so, we can see from the manuscript (see Notes and Sources) that he’s made a revision by inserting fidbaide and thereby altered the metre. It’s an intriguing possibility that we are witnessing the composition of a poem in Irish nearly 1,200 years ago. But of course it’s equally likely he’s writing the poem, whether his own or someone else’s, from memory, and is correcting an omission. It’s also possible that it is just a fragment, a quotation, not a poem at all.


The ‘poem’ then, let’s say. It was first printed and commented on in 1853 by the German philologist Kaspar Zeuss, and it was turned into English by Whitley Stokes and John Strachan in 1903. Even from their functional (and slightly inaccurate) translation, one recognises its quality:




A hedge of trees surrounds me: a blackbird’s lay sings to me – praise which I will not hide –


above my booklet the lined one trilling of the birds sings to me.


In a gray mantle the cuckoo’s beautiful chant sings to me from the tops of bushes:


may the Lord protect me from Doom! I write well under the greenwood.





It presents an idyll of creativity and contentment in harmony with the natural world. The sentiment would translate to almost any period of English poetry, perhaps most readily to the mid-seventeenth century. It has been translated several times in our own time, and the version by Ciaran Carson (2 in this anthology) shows its lyrical stamina:




all around me greenwood trees


I hear blackbird verse on high


quavering lines on vellum leaves


birdsong pours down from the sky


 


over and above the wood


the blue cuckoo chants to me


dear Lord thank you for your word


I write well beneath the trees





Now it is a poem, surely. As such, it is in keeping with what we have of poetry in Old Irish.


From around the late seventh century a new type of poem was being written in Irish monasteries. It is distinct from what is known of the traditional poetry composed by the professional poets, the filid. They used accentual rhythm. These new ‘monastic’ poets counted syllables; they wrote in stanzas, usually four lines; and they used rhyme. Lyricism and a feeling for nature are characteristic of this ‘monastic’ poetry, economy and strictness of form typical of its style. Poetry as practised by the monks is a literary art, metrically sophisticated and consciously patterned with intricate alliteration and assonance. It was written by book men, and also bookwomen, who lived in religious communities. They were learned poets and knew they had a readership of like-minded people.


No doubt these poets were familiar with the traditional poetry. One of the earliest datable poets, Colmán Mac Léníni, who died around 600, was a file who also founded the monastery of Cloyne. It seems likely that many subsequent monastic poets also came from ‘bardic’ families and may have trained in the secular schools. We can assume the secular poetry was meant for performance and often had an encomiastic purpose. It may also have had a ritualistic function, as has been suggested by James Carney, in invoking the seasons; it probably served other similar druidic purposes; and it was certainly regarded, and feared, as a satirical weapon. But the monastic poetry was without a public function. Its concern is with the viewpoint of the individual. A few of the poems are religious but many aren’t, though they are typically written in a Christian context and are compatible with faith. Some explore the tension between religious and secular outlooks. The majority address a range of familiar themes: love, desire, aging, grief, exile.


Here we have something new in the post-classical world, a founding moment in western European poetry: poems for contemplative reading, written for the eye as well as the ear; poems, too, that look inward to the reflective consciousness, while also, remarkably, rejoicing in the enjoyment of the senses. They can express a flash of perception, or a moment of coarse humour; but they also have resort to argument, suggestion, irony, that is to say sophisticated literary devices, making their appearance in vernacular poetry for the first time.


The lyricism of a number of these poems, together with their feeling for nature, has led to speculation and counter-speculation. For Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson, ‘Manchan’s Wish’ (15) is sincere expression of feeling, the work of a hermit living in the wilderness who is following an ascetic lifestyle; whereas for Donnchadh Ó Corráin its author is a busy monastic prelate, being playful and ironic as he entertains the fantasy of a retreat from the world. The truth is we know almost nothing about these poets’ lives. And it is all too easy to fill the enigmatic silence occupying the margins of their poems with our imaginings. Frank O’Connor and David Greene, for instance, suggest that the author of ‘Myself and Pangur’ (3) was Sedulius Scottus, since he was on the Continent around the time of its composition. They further surmise that on his journey from Ireland he may have stopped off in Wales, where he acquired the white cat – Pangur, they explain, is Welsh for ‘fuller’. It is the immediacy of these poems, their vivid impression of ‘felt life’, that no doubt tempts one to give them such fictionalised scenarios.


I can’t resist adding two of my own speculations about Old Irish poetry. One is that the concentration and perfection of the lyrics depend on the value given to each word. This is due, at least in part, to the visual sense of a written word as a discrete entity. The Irish scribes were the first to put spaces between words (it made learning Latin easier); and this practice, this physical shift in awareness, transforms how one writes, and reads, a poem. Just think of the effect it would have if we were now to return to the lengthy chains of letters known in antiquity. The single word-unit is easily moved, or substituted; it becomes more practicable, with intent and skill, to make elaborate metrical patterns and to construct the tight-knit stanza. These poets loved metres, as is evident from the metrical tracts they produced; and they specialised in stanzaic form, especially the quatrain – which would become almost the exclusive stanza of Irish verse until the eighteenth century (and indeed it remains a favoured vehicle of lyric poetry).


My other conjecture has to do with the benign depiction of nature we find in early Irish poems. This isn’t invariably the case: bad weather is also a subject, as is the power of the sea, and the threat of a Norse raid. But the general picture is of a sunny paradisal island, where one can live in the woods on nuts, berries, and watercress. One reason for this was that the weather was good, relatively. The golden age of the monasteries coincided with the gradual warming that led to the Medieval Warm Period from around 950 to 1250, when much of the extant literature was produced. It was that same warming of the North Atlantic, of course, that facilitated the Vikings, whose raids brought intermittent terror throughout the ninth and tenth centuries. The monasteries were equally vulnerable to attack from native chieftains, whose rivalries and power struggles maintained a state of chronic low-level warfare. Ireland was hardly a peaceable kingdom. Even so, a sense of the island as a locus amoenus took hold and a space opened up for an exquisite lyrical flowering that was, and remains, a unique contribution to the European imagination. Here are poems with a primary delight in the raiment of the seasons, in light itself, the songs of birds, the company of one’s fellow creatures. No doubt there were complex sources for this Edenic awareness. But I’d tentatively suggest it helped that you could live outdoors without hunger or fear or dependency, and you could travel about on foot without hardship.


You could also take to the sea in the summer months. The Irish invented a specific genre of sea-narrative, the immram. These are a type of wonder tale involving contact with the otherworld, with its gods and its timeless dimension. One of the earliest is the eighth-century Immram Brain (The Voyage of Bran), whose verse is represented here (49). It may be that some folk memory of the Odyssey informs these narratives. But they are sui generis, compositions of unprecedented fantastical invention, as exemplified  in the enchanted fortress of ‘The Island of the Glass Bridge’ (50) and the eerie islands in Tennyson’s versification of ‘The Voyage of Maeldune’ (51).


The most famous of the immrama is in Latin, the Navagatio sancti Brendani abbatis, written around 900, which reputedly inspired Columbus – as it certainly inspired Tim Severin to build a medieval-style boat in 1976 and follow St Brendan’s route around the North Atlantic to sail, successfully, to America.


Travellers the Irish monks undoubtedly were, if not to America, then to Iona and the north-east of England, to the Carolingian court, deep into the Continent to join or found monastic communities: St Colm Cille, St Columbanus, Sedulius Scottus, John Scottus Eriugena. It is worth clarifying in passing that epithet ‘Scottus’. North-eastern Ireland and western Scotland once formed the kingdom of Dál Riata. It was founded in the fifth century, and flourished in the sixth and into the seventh. Throughout medieval times, Ireland, Gaelic-speaking Scotland, and the Isle of Man had a common culture (a shared heritage reflected in this anthology by several Scottish translators). From around 900 the entire region had a common language. Our present-day sense of separate nationality is a late-medieval development. The vigorous Christian culture of this north-western region was exported to Europe as a revitalising and civilising influence for centuries, and with it came the new poetry, with its metrical invention and lyrical appeal.


Only a handful of Old Irish poems are known (here 1, 2, 3, 7, 39, and 42) from these contemporaneous continental sources. But they offer one area of solid ground in an otherwise fluctuating world of textual uncertainty. Were the anonymous monks who penned them skiving from the real work at hand, the drudgery of copying and glossing? Kuno Meyer quotes a colleague, W. M. Lindsay, on the subject of the Irish ‘marginalia’:







[T]hese entries are written in the top margins of the pages as clearly and carefully as the text itself. And that is a curious thing. How came the head of the scriptorium to allow his monks to spoil a manuscript by so prominent insertions of trivialities? It almost makes one guess that he must have been ignorant of Irish, i.e. that the MS. was written in a continental monastery where the authorities were continental, and that the Irish strangers felt they could play pranks with impunity. When asked what he had written the scribe would point to the Latin pious sentences on the preceding top margins and say ‘merely the Irish equivalents of sentences like these’.





What scamps they were! But perhaps they were engaged in an intriguing form of transmission, a sort of early Dropbox system, whereby poems were placed where they could be accessed by the next passing Scottus, and so had a tiny discerning readership? We don’t know. Even so, it must have been thrilling for a young man from Iona or Bangor arriving at Laon or Carinthia, after months of hazardous travel, to come upon verses in his own language, a poem he might know from school, or perhaps one he’d never seen.


And then no one came. No more ‘Irishmen’, no more Scotti. ‘Domfarcai fidbaide fál’ and its like were there unread, not understood, not recognised as verse, for about 900 years until German philologists in the nineteenth century took an interest in their language.




*





Of the remaining poems in the anthology over half come from Old Irish, the period 600 to 900, and are ‘contemporary’ with those iconic poems of continental provenance. The rest are Middle Irish (900–1200) and later. All of these poems survive in insular manuscripts. They present a complicated story of transmission, since none of the manuscripts are from before 1100. The three oldest sources date from the early twelfth century: Lebor na hUidre (The Book of the Dun Cow); The Book of Leinster; and Rawlinson B 502. By then the monasteries were in decline and their libraries and treasures were about to be dispersed or destroyed. Lebor na hUidre was compiled at Clonmacnoise around 1100. Its head scribe is recorded as killed there in 1106.


The most common sources for Old Irish poems date from the fifteenth, sixteenth, and early seventeenth centuries. So, with respect to the earliest poems, we are dealing with manuscript transmission extending some six or seven hundred years, in uncertain circumstances, through political upheavals and steady linguistic change. Even so, Gerard Murphy has pointed out that a sixteenth-century scribe can be as reliable a source for a ninth-century text as a twelfth-century one.


Undoubtedly, the transmission of the ancient texts was bolstered by veneration for books and a conservative attitude to the past. Among the oldest manuscripts from Ireland is a psalter from the sixth century, traditionally said to have been written by Colm Cille – an unlikely though not impossible ascription, as he died in 597. It is known as An Cathach, The Battler, a name it acquired because it was carried into battle by the O’Donnells of Donegal, a talismanic practice that continued for perhaps 1,000 years. Although the psalter contains no poems in Irish, it does testify to the value placed on old books, as well as the precarious circumstances in which they were damaged or, often, destroyed.


Irish manuscripts would have led risky, nomadic lives after the disappearance of the monasteries in an island without universities, cities, or indeed fortresses to protect them. They were copied and re-copied, with perhaps a tendency to update, clarify, reinvent, competing with the underlying preservative instinct. Inevitably, those texts that made it did so in a degraded condition, encrusted with later verbal and grammatical forms, and with many so-called cruces desperationis marking those loci deperditi, places where a true reading is irretrievable.


When we turn to the Middle Irish poems, the picture is somewhat less frustrating. Not surprisingly, more poems survive than from the earlier centuries. In some cases, we find near-contemporaneous texts, such as ‘Loeg’s Description of Mag Mell’ (48), a late-eleventh-century poem whose text Gerard Murphy prints from Lebor na hUidre more or less ‘as it stands in the manuscript’. But such instances are rare. More typical are the texts of the Acallam na Senórach (The Conversation of the Elders), the most extensive extant work in Middle Irish, which exists in variant manuscripts from the fifteenth century and later.


The Middle Irish period of these poems is one that has acquired its own literary characteristics, as well as having features in common with the past. The lyrical spirit of the monastic poetry continues in typically vivid observation of nature, expressions of religious feeling, as well as recollections of pagan lore. There was a widespread cult of Colm Cille in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and numerous lyrics, of variable merit, are attributed to him. The later poetry, generally, is inconsistent in quality, with a tendency to prolixity and elaboration superseding the exemplary economy and restraint of poems in Old Irish. It is of course one of the effects of translation to erase not only the linguistic differences between the earlier and later poems but also to disguise the stylistic differences. In translation there is little to separate the eighth-century verses of the Voyage of Bran from those of the Voyage of Maeldune 200 years later; or to distinguish the lovely ‘blackbird’ poems of different centuries.


One twelfth-century work, however, stands out as something quite novel: Buile Suibne (The Madness of Sweeney). This is also an example of conservative tradition. Sweeney was a king of the seventh century, who reputedly went mad at the Battle of Mag Rath in 639. He had quarrelled with St Ronan, who cursed him, and as a result he changed to a bird and lived in the wilderness. A stock of legends and poems grew up around him. One such poem indeed is ‘The Oratory’ (1), from the ninth century, preserved in the same Austrian source as ‘Myself and Pangur’. Buile Suibne itself is a prose-and-verse tale from around 1175 and it has many of the features of a medieval romance. Neither the prose nor the verse is of consistent quality. But the underlying mythic appeal of the story is robust: Sweeney’s fate of being cursed by a cleric has resonated with many modern Irish poets, and his life of extremity in the wilderness, alone but close to nature, is remarkable for its combination of hardship and exhilaration. It has attracted several notable translators, among them Robert Graves and Seamus Heaney; and the exploits and verses of the feathered madman are woven into the comic invention of Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds.


Another twelfth-century romance of exceptional originality is Aisling Meic Conglinne (The Vision of Mac Conglinne), which is also a prose-and-verse narrative. This is a somewhat crude work whose inconsistencies are offset by the appeal of its core idea. It draws on motifs from immram and the ‘wonder tale’, but does so for parodic and humorous purposes. As such, it has connections with contemporary Goliardic poems, sharing their spirit of entertainment, hearty excess and gleeful irreverence. It may itself have been a seminal work of medieval literature. Its mock-voyage to a ‘land of plenty’ (52) surely influenced the fourteenth-century Norman-Irish poem The Land of Cockayne, and thereby much subsequent literature.




*





A legend concerning the Táin Bó Cúailnge, the great Old (and Middle) Irish prose-and-verse saga, relates how it was lost and only recovered through the miraculous agency of St Colm Cille and St Ciaran of Clonmacnoise. Senchán Torpéist, Chief Poet of Ireland (in 598 as it happens), was obliged under the terms of a curse to recite the Táin but could find no one who knew it in its entirety. He called on the saints for help. Colm Cille summoned one of the protagonists, Fergus Mac Róich, from his grave. Fergus duly recited the Táin. Meanwhile Ciaran slaughtered and skinned his pet cow, and he wrote the tale down on the hide. And so we have The Book of the Dun Cow. Thus was the lost masterpiece reclaimed as a unitary and incontestably authoritative text.


A legend, alas. The Book of the Dun Cow does indeed contain a version of the Táin, but it is incomplete and not the work of a single author. The legend encapsulates the Sisyphean job of recovering the ancient literature. Something great and wonderful has been lost. There is an obligation that it be recovered. But its restoration demands, in the end, something beyond the ordinary – a miraculous intervention.


The task of recovering early Irish poems in the form in which they were written has been ongoing since those first German philologists, whose heroic endeavour of scholarship culminated in the supreme achievements of Kuno Meyer (1858–1919). Gerard Murphy’s Early Irish Lyrics (1956) and James Carney’s Medieval Irish Lyrics (1967), supplemented by his other publications, are more recent landmarks in providing authoritative texts, and in a form accessible to the non-specialist. David Greene and Frank O’Connor’s A Treasury of Irish Verse (1967) takes a somewhat maverick approach, but it has also been influential in establishing the canon as it currently stands.


‘Canon’, however, is a misleading term in this context. In many instances, the editors are interventionist and speculative, even ‘creative’ when arriving at a coherent reading of a poem. Gerard Murphy was at times openly intrusive in producing conjectural results, as in his editing of ‘The Nun of Beare’ (‘Song of the Woman of Beare’, 25). His stated principle was to arrive at a date for a poem’s composition, and then to ‘construct a text which at least would not shock the original author’. It is an approach that has not gone uncontested. As James Carney puts it, ‘a licence to emend … may in practice become a licence to create’.


One notable example of Murphy’s practice is his edition of ‘May-Day’, translated here by T. W. Rolleston as ‘The Song of Finn in Praise of May’ (58), which he ‘reconstructed in accordance with ninth century standards’ from its fifteenth-century manuscript. Carney’s subsequent edition of this poem undoes the process and in fact accords very closely with the manuscript. But he also interprets it as an accentual poem, and dates it as ‘hardly later than the early seventh century’ and ‘possibly belong[ing] to the sixth’, making it a very early poem indeed. Ironically, Rolleston’s resourceful translation attempts ‘to render the riming and metrical effect of the original’, but the original it renders is that of Meyer’s edition of 1904, and what it approximates, accordingly, is the syllabic metre debide common in later poems. In effect, this poem proves an elusive target for the translator: it has moved back and forth, been ‘translated’ in the root sense, within Irish.


Carney himself, despite his rebuke to Murphy, is lured readily enough into creative editing. This can produce a brilliant result, as in his reading of ‘The Priest Rediscovers His Psalm-Book’ (19), a poem ostensibly addressed to a lover, which he interprets, persuasively, as an elegant literary conceit. In other instances, his practice is more questionable. For example, the brief text of ‘India’ (46) has been extracted arbitrarily from a lengthy topographical poem. Greene and O’Connor are the most intrepid in their ambitious remaking of texts. With respect to ‘The Nun of Beare’, they formed the view that the poem had been mutilated by ‘adotty eleventh century editor’ and ‘attempted a complete textual rearrangement’, an undertaking which, perhaps fortunately, they abandoned.


What we see, then, is that poems can be in flux within Irish. It seems the search for a single authoritative text is often chimerical. It is also, arguably, misguided in that the concept of an ‘original’ is not useful in the context of much early Irish literature. The transmission of texts over centuries occurred within a culture that revered the past, certainly, but without any means, or need, for those linear markers we now employ to maintain a sense of ‘objective’ history. It was a culture where the distinction between a historical figure and his legendary afterlife was happily blurred. For instance, as we have seen, it was common for twelfth-century transcribers, or authors, to put ‘Colm Cille cecinit’ above a poem; or to ascribe it to Suibne, or indeed Finn. No doubt the practice was meant to give the text pseudo-authority. But it also befits a mentality that permits a lively interaction between present and past, one where a historical person might pop up centuries after his death, or indeed centuries before it. The fabric of reality is porous. Wondrous feats of travel and time-travel are the norm. It’s a world-view more congenial to sci-fi than it is to classical scholarship.


An editor’s pursuit of the ‘original’ resists a natural fluidity within the tradition, when it might make more sense to let a text roam freely in time. To cite one example of editorial herdsmanship, ‘Grainne’s Lullaby’ survives in a single seventeenth-century source, the beautiful Duanaire Finn (Songbook of Finn), compiled at Leuven in 1627. It is in modern Irish. This is the poem that was printed and translated by Eoin MacNeill in 1908. His text and translation are the basis for Eleanor Hull’s ‘The Sleep-Song of Grainne Over Dermuid’ (64), a rather florid if still eloquent version (though the reader would be advised to overlook the sentimental ending).


Frank O’Connor tells us Yeats’s ‘Lullaby’ is an adaptation of the same poem. Yeats uses the opening line to launch into his own personal and classicising mythology. It is a very free ‘take’ on the poem indeed; too free, it seemed, for inclusion. Even so, if we want the truest approximation to the bewitching music of the Irish, we find it here:




Sleep, beloved, such a sleep


As did that wild Tristram know


When, the potion’s work being done,


Roe could run or doe could leap


Under oak and beechen bough,


Roe could leap or doe could run […]





Gerard Murphy restored the text of the poem in Duanaire Finn to its twelfth-century ‘original’. That there is a Middle Irish text underlying the modern one is something we can take on trust from Murphy. But that ‘original’ may itself have a source in the tenth century, when we know a version of a saga devoted to the love triangle involving Finn, Grainne and Diarmuid existed. So what we have is a chain of ‘originals’, one of which is the text in modern Irish, and the chain might be said to extend to Hull’s version and Yeats’s poem.




*





‘Grainne’s Lullaby’ belongs to the Fenian cycle, to fiannaigheacht, the vast stock of poetry and lore associated with the exploits of Finn mac Cumhaill and his retinue. This is an aspect of Irish tradition that is best characterised by its fluidity. Stories relating to Finn and his followers were known in the Old Irish period, though only tantalising fragments survive. It may be that there existed then, or earlier, a unitary body of written material that was lost.


But Fenian lore survived by other means. The tradition continued to be reinvented in written form over the centuries, notably in the Acallam na Senórach (The Conversation of the Elders), which brings the Fenian cast into contact with St Patrick and Christianity. It dates from around 1200. One of the richest later sources of fiannaigheacht is Duanaire Finn mentioned above. This was compiled at an interesting – and fateful – moment in the history of Irish culture. It was commissioned by Somhairle Mac Domhnaill and compiled by Aodh Ó Dochartaigh. These men were ‘wild geese’, expatriates soldiering in Europe’s wars after the collapse of the Irish kingdoms at the start of the seventeenth century. It can be seen as an act of cultural retrieval at a moment of political defeat.
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