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Introduction


In the long line of Irish writers given to translating poems written in Irish into poems written in English – a tradition stretching back at least as far as Jonathan Swift and including such notable figures as Charlotte Brooke, James Clarence Mangan, Samuel Ferguson, Douglas Hyde, Thomas Kinsella, Michael Hartnett, and Seamus Heaney – the one who stands out above them all is Frank O’Connor. Between the mid–1920s and the mid–1960s, O’Connor published 121 translations that give voice to the full range of the centuries-old tradition of poetry in Irish, and do so with an uncanny aptitude for carrying over into English verse many of the riches to be found there – the intricate poetic forms, the compelling voices and characters, the precisely expressed affinity for the natural world, the candid and unsentimental representation of love and sexuality, and a full exploration of what it means to be Irish.1 O’Connor’s translations spring from a nearly compulsive desire to breathe life into Ireland’s past, to ‘look back to look forward,’ as he once put it; 2 for O’Connor, the Irish-language tradition was, potentially anyway, not moribund, and not a matter for scholars and archives alone, but a living body of work that was of serious, even urgent, relevance to an Ireland that seemed increasingly and puzzlingly indifferent to it.


Although O’Connor is known primarily, and rightly, as one of the most accomplished short-story writers in English, translation from the Irish occupied a central place in his imaginative life throughout his career. He published his first translation in George Russell’s The Irish Statesman in 1925, when he was twenty-one, and his last collection of translations, The Little Monasteries, appeared in 1963, just three years before his death. In all, there are five translation collections as well as translations published in journals and newspapers and others included in the various books about Ireland that he wrote, edited, or contributed to. O’Connor’s versions of three major poems in the Irish-language tradition – ‘Caillech Bérri’ (‘The Hag of Beare’), written in the eighth or ninth century; Eibhlín Dubh Ní Chonaill’s eighteenth-century elegy ‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ (‘Lament for Art O’Leary’), and Brian Merriman’s earthy, irreverent satire Cúirt an Mheán Oíche (The Midnight Court), also written in the eighteenth century – would insure his place as a consummate figure in the history of poetic translation from the Irish even if he’d translated nothing else.


O’Connor was particularly partial to the poetry written in Old and Middle Irish between the eighth century and the twelfth. Of the 121 poetic translations he published, sixty come from this period, and his versions of monastic religious poems, as well as lyrics about landscape and weather, laments over the disappearance of Ireland’s pagan culture under pressure from Christianity and refreshingly uninhibited love poems echo with remarkable sensitivity the direct, spare, vigorous voices that characterize much of this early poetry, as well as the complex prosody that makes those voices sing.


O’Connor was equally at home in the classical Irish period, stretching from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century, and including much of the poetry associated with the bardic schools. Although O’Connor found some of this poetry overly concerned with formal matters, the age was rich in dramatic monologues, and these played to O’Connor’s gift, so evident in his short stories, for creating multi-faceted characters and absorbing dramatic situations through narrative voice and dialogue. Some of O’Connor’s most convincing translations, especially those having to do with love and sexual desire, are versions of poems written in this period.


O’Connor had little time for the most substantial poet writing in Irish in the seventeenth century, Dáibhí Ó Bruadair – he once said Ó Bruadair was ‘as cantankerous a specimen of the traditionalist as ever handled a pen’3 – but he was far more sympathetic to the work of Aodhagán Ó Rathaille, the other major poet who, writing in Ó Bruadair’s wake, bore witness to the destruction of Gaelic culture in the seventeenth century. O’Connor translated five of Ó Rathaille’s poems – more than of any other author – and those five translations were good enough, according to the contemporary poet Michael Hartnett, to make O’Connor ‘the voice of Ó Rathaille for my generation’.4


The same distrust of hierarchy, including a Gaelic one, that drove O’Connor away from Ó Bruadair led him to embrace Irish-language poetry rooted in the folk tradition. O’Connor once said a poem written by an ordinary soldier about the popular Jacobite leader Patrick Sarsfield marked the emergence of the modern Irish-language poem because it was written in ‘the voice of the plain people of Ireland, left without leaders or masters’.5 That voice, which can be heard in many of O’Connor’s short stories, sounds with conviction and authenticity in translations such as ‘Sarsfield’, ‘The Lament for Yellow-haired Donough’, ‘Donal Ogue’, and in O’Connor’s versions of several poems by Antoine Raiftearaí (Antony Raftery).


That Raiftearaí, writing in the early decades of the nineteenth century, is the most recent poet on the list of those O’Connor translated says much about O’Connor’s motives for translating poetry written in Irish. O’Connor had no interest in translating Irish-language poets who were his contemporaries, although figures like Máirtín Ó Direán and Seán Ó Ríordáin had established themselves as highly accomplished poets by the time O’Connor was working on his translations. For O’Connor, translating from the Irish was about recovering the past, not about building bridges between contemporary writing in Irish and contemporary writing in English.


He never tired of preaching to me and to others like me, [the Irish-language scholar Daniel Binchy remembers] that it was the duty of our generation, the last generation to have had the chance of learning the language from monoglot native speakers, to collect all the traditional material – poems, sagas, laws, homilies and the rest – and to transmit it to posterity, properly edited and translated’.6


And the more his contemporaries seemed indifferent to the language itself – in an essay published in 1934, O’Connor describes Irish as ‘a beautiful language eminently suited to the purposes of literature, but no one seems to have the least desire to use it except those with nothing to say’7 – the more he was determined that they should be given some notion of the glories to be found in it.8


There are more specific reasons for O’Connor’s faith in the principle‘look back to look forward’. O’Connor saw Ireland in the decades following the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922 as having betrayed the revolutionary vision of his generation. In his memoir An Only Child, he says the revolutionaries – and O’Connor fought on the anti-Treaty side during the Civil War – failed to see that ‘what we were bringing about was a new Establishment of Church and State in which imagination would play no part, and young men and women would emigrate to the ends of the earth, not because the country was poor, but because it was mediocre’.9 That mediocrity fed, he believed, on an ignorance of the true nature of Ireland’s cultural past. For O’Connor, attempts by political, cultural, and religious leaders – unin-formed at best, disgraceful at worst – to bring the Irish-language tradition into some kind of easy congruence with the oppressive, puritanical values of the modern Irish Catholic Church as a way of constructing a distinctive Irish identity, could best be exposed for the folly that it was through an under-standing of what the native tradition was actually like, an understanding that sensitive, informed translation could best provide.


O’Connor’s commitment to translation from the Irish was also inspired by aesthetic concerns. Despite his friendship with W.B. Yeats and George Russell, O’Connor was extremely sceptical about the ways in which the Irish literary revival, especially in its early years, tended to read the tradition of writing in Irish through the lens of romanticism, and English romanticism at that. O’Connor’s tireless campaign to make available in English the poetry written in Irish across more than ten centuries was intended, in part at least, to discredit any tendency to paint that generally unromantic body of work with the purple shades of the Celtic Twilight. At least one of O’Connor’s early readers got the point; in reviewing The Wild Bird’s Nest (1932), Sean O’Faolain said of his fellow-Corkman’s translations, ‘nothing could be more remote from the attraction of [Yeats’s] “The Wanderings of Oisin”,’ adding, ‘Here is no charm of mellifluous names or delicate mythology … This poet of the latest generation has been drawn mainly by the humanity of his forbears.’10 


If there are reasons enough to explain why O’Connor gave so much of his time to translation, the question as to how he did it, how he managed to make himself into Ireland’s premier poetic translator from the Irish, is far harder to answer. Growing up poor on the north side of Cork City with a mother who had no Irish and an often-absent father who was in the Munster Fusiliers and an enthusiast of all things British, Michael O’Donovan (Frank O’Connor was a nom de plume) was arguably as far removed from the life of a native speaker brought up in the Gaeltacht as it was possible to be. He acquired Irish in an irregular, not to say haphazard, way. On his first day at St Patrick’s Boys Primary School, when he was ten years old, his substi-tute teacher, Daniel Corkery, wrote on the blackboard some words in Irish, a language, O’Connor says,‘we had never even heard of ’.11 When he went home, he discovered that his mother knew nothing of it, but that his grandmother on his father’s side, who was living with the family at the time, was in fact a native speaker. From that point on, O’Connor set out to learn the language in any way he could, with Corkery encouraging and inspiring him.


O’Connor later came to see Corkery as too narrow in his literary opinions – Corkery recognized as genuinely Irish only that literature written in Irish– and a bit too unbending in his nationalist convictions. But through his formative years, O’Connor worshipped his mentor, imitating the way he spoke, even the way he walked. ‘I was not particularly attracted to women or girls,’ he says in An Only Child, ‘but in the absence of a father who answered my needs, I developed fierce passions for middle-aged men, and Corkery was my first and greatest love.’12 On Corkery’s advice, O’Connor enrolled in classes in Irish at the Gaelic League Hall in Cork, and later attended lectures there.


Although O’Connor left school at the age of thirteen, he didn’t give up on his efforts to learn Irish. Even as a young boy, he thought of himself more as a would-be translator than as a writer:


All I could believe in was words, and I clung to them frantically. I would read some word like ‘unsophisticated’ and at once I would want to know what the Irish equivalent was. In those days I didn’t even ask to be a writer; a much simpler form of transmutation would have satisfied me. All I wanted was to translate, to feel the unfamiliar become familiar, the familiar take on all the mystery of some dark foreign face I had just glimpsed on the quays.13


O’Connor’s ambitions and self-confidence knew no bounds in his adolescent years. He published in the Sunday Independent a translation into Irish of a sixteenth-century poem by the French poet Joacaim Du Bellay, a work O’Connor later described as ‘unique in literature, because it is a translation from one language the author didn’t know into another he didn’t know – or knew most imperfectly’.14 On the very day he was sacked from his job as a ‘junior tracer’ at the Great Southern and Western Railway at Glanmire Station (now Kent Station), where he was contemptuously referred to as‘The Native’, he read his first paper at the Gaelic League Hall – written in Irish – on the German poet Goethe.15


In the spring of 1920, when he was sixteen, O’Connor won a scholarship to a Gaelic League summer school in Dublin for training schoolteachers in Irish. O’Connor’s Irish was largely by ear, and when he arrived at the school, he realized the extent to which his lack of formal education put him at a disadvantage: ‘All the other students had had a good general education, some a university education. I talked Irish copiously, but nobody had explained to me the difference between a masculine and feminine noun, or a nominative or dative case.’16 He did manage to receive a certificate from the summer school qualifying him, in theory anyway, to teach Irish. But it wasn’t until his time in Gormanstown Internment Camp, where he was imprisoned for his part in the Civil War, that O’Connor taught himself to be more-or-less fluent in modern Irish, and to master its grammar in the process. By the time he was released from Gormanstown, at the end of 1923, he was teaching other prisoners Irish, and when he returned to Cork, he taught Irish to schoolteachers, now required to have it to work in the Free State.


O’Connor’s passion for the Irish language and its literature might have come to very little were it not for the circles he found himself in when, having decided that Cork was too provincial for a writer of his ambitions, he gave up his post as Cork City’s first librarian, and moved to Dublin in 1928 to take a job in the Pembroke District Library. If it was Corkery, back in Cork, who had set O’Connor off on the path to poetic translation, in Dublin it was George Russell who made the introductions, and who included the aspiring young Corkman in his wide circle of acquaintances.


The most important person for O’Connor in that circle was the Cork-born Irish-language scholar Osborn Bergin, a regular visitor to Russell’s Sunday-night ‘at-homes’. O’Connor once said that in the area of Celtic studies, Bergin ‘knew more than anybody in the world’.17 Be that as it may, it’s hard to see how, without Bergin’s help, O’Connor could have acquired the extensive knowledge of the Irish-language tradition upon which his work as a translator depends, not to mention access to many texts tucked away in specialist journals. Bergin was the most exacting of scholars, and although O’Connor preferred the relatively less literal translations of the German Kuno Meyer – ‘even in his choice of words Meyer tries to tell you “what it is all about”’18 – Bergin’s penchant for precision undoubtedly inspired O’Connor’s belief in the responsibility of a poetic translator to be as respectful as possible of his sources.


Through Bergin O’Connor came to know Daniel Binchy, who was Bergin’s pupil. O’Connor and Binchy became close friends, drawn together in part by their shared love for early Irish-language poetry. O’Connor often went to Binchy for help with linguistic problems, and Binchy taught O’Connor Old and Middle Irish.


He worked tirelessly at Old and Middle Irish [Binchy recalls] so much so in fact that professional scholars like myself were shamed by his wholly disinterested pursuit of the subject we were paid to study. His own copies of the texts were black with notes and cross-references; how on earth did he manage to cram so much research into the intervals between his own writing?’19


Russell introduced O’Connor to other scholars whose expertise he availed himself of – the Englishman Robin Flower; Thomas F. O’Rahilly, who published two influential collections of Irish-language verse O’Connor drew on frequently for his translations; and Richard Best, probably best-known now as one of the librarians in the ‘Scylla and Charybdis’ episode of Joyce’s Ulysses. As Tom Garvin has argued, most Old and Middle Irish scholarship in the decades following the establishment of the Free State had the effect, and often the intention, of countering attempts by nationalistic political and cultural leaders to rewrite the Irish past into an inspiring, heroic narrative, ‘a romantic fantasy vision of Celtic Ireland’,20 and O’Connor’s associations with some of the leading scholars of the day no doubt fed his scepticism about efforts to romanticize the Irish-language tradition.


The person O’Connor met through Russell who had nearly as much influence on his career as a translator as did his scholarly associates was Yeats. For one thing, Yeats made possible the publication, by Cuala Press, of O’Connor’s first two collections of translations, The Wild Bird’s Nest in 1932 and Lords and Commons in 1938, along with a special edition, including drawings by Yeats’s brother Jack, of O’Connor’s ‘A Lament for Art Leary’ in 1940. Yeats also included seven of O’Connor’s translations from the Irish in his influential anthology The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, published in 1939.21


The relationship went far beyond that, however. Yeats and O’Connor didn’t exactly collaborate on O’Connor’s translations – Yeats famously had no Irish – but Yeats rarely hesitated to make suggestions for improving them as poems in English. In a BBC radio program broadcast in 1947, O’Connor recalls one specific instance of how the two writers, so different in background and literary sensibility, worked together:


Yeats did not mind your making suggestions about his work, but he objected to your interfering in your own. He stuck on one line [in O’Connor’s translation of a poem by Aodhagán Ó Rathaille] for a long time – ‘Has made me travel to seek you, Valentine Brown’… I said,‘That’s a bad line. It’s redundant. You can say “Has made me travel to you” or “Has made me seek you” but you can’t say “Travel to seek you”. Why not “Has made me a beggar before you, Valentine Brown”?’ ‘No beggars! No beggars!’ he roared and went on composing as if I weren’t there.22


Yeats apparently won out that time; in O’Connor’s translation, published under the title ‘A Grey Eye Weeping’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest, the disputed line, which is a refrain, reads: ‘Has made me travel to seek you, Valentine Brown’. And although O’Connor once said he paid little attention to Yeats’s recommendations in the final drafts of his translations,23 a comparison done by Richard Ellmann shows that of sixty-two lines in O’Connor’s translations that Yeats wanted to revise, forty were published as Yeats wished them to be.24 


In any case, the unlikely partnership between the self-consciously Anglo-Irish poet and the unpolished former anti-Treatyite from the backstreets of Cork ran two ways. Yeats was not at all above taking a line from an O’Connor translation, revising it and slipping into a poem of his own. Perhaps the best-known of these ‘thefts’ is a line from ‘Last Lines’, O’Connor’s translation of a poem by Ó Rathaille: ‘My fathers followed theirs before Christ was crucified.’ One night when O’Connor was dining with Yeats and his wife George, the great man said, ‘O’Connor, I’ve stolen another poem from you.’ When O’Connor asked if he’d ‘made a good job of it’, Yeats replied, tilting back his head, ‘I made a beautiful job of it.’25 The line appears in Yeats’s ‘The Curse of Cromwell’ as ‘His fathers served their fathers before Christ was crucified’.


It’s possible that Yeats was so enthusiastic about O’Connor’s translations, especially those from the earliest periods of the Irish-language tradition, because they so effectively captured the spare, unsentimental style of the poems in Irish, a style Yeats was searching for in his own work at the time. Occasionally, Yeats’s interest in this poetry, which he came to know primarily through O’Connor’s translations, bordered on the hysterical. In a BBC radio talk entitled ‘Adventures in Translation’, O’Connor recalls another night at Yeats’s house when he quoted from an English-language version of a fourteenth-century Irish-language poem: ‘I am of Ireland and the holy land of Ireland’. Yeats, O’Connor said, ‘instantly turned into a gibbering maniac. “What’s that?” he cried. “Who wrote that?” “A fourteenth-century poet,” I replied, and he rushed madly for pencil and paper. “Write – write – write!” he gasped’.26 This is no doubt the moment that Yeats’s ‘I Am of Ireland’, with its refrain ‘I am of Ireland,/And the Holy Land of Ireland’, was conceived.


*


Daniel Binchy, O’Connor’s friend and collaborator, once said O’Connor’s approach to translating was‘primarily intuitive, and his intuition was at times so overwhelming as to leave a professional scholar gasping with amazement’.27 Binchy has left a revealing account of that intuition at work:


There was the fascination of watching him wrestle with a problem which had baffled the professionals, and after a number of wildly false starts, produce the right solution.‘No poet would ever have said a thing like that. It must be ––’ and he would propose something quite off the beam. ‘Impossible, Michael, the grammar is all wrong.’ ‘Well, what about this?’ And so on until, suddenly, the lightning struck and you said to yourself half-credulously, ‘He’s done it again.’28


There is, however, as Binchy well knew, far more than intuition at work in O’Connor’s poetic translations from the Irish. The lightning Binchy remembers could strike only because O’Connor knew so well, knew in his bones, the tradition he was translating from. Unlike most of the writers in the long line of poetic translators from the Irish, O’Connor was not a well-established poet in English deciding to try his hand at translation. O’Connor’s passion was for the Irish-language tradition itself, a tradition that he had, at great cost, come to master, if not in the scholarly ways of professionals like Binchy and Bergin.


It’s hardly surprising, then, that O’Connor’s translations are so intent on honouring their sources. In ‘Adventures in Translation’, O’Connor says ‘the problem for the translator is how to give the reader the feeling “he was there”.’29 Easier said than done, of course, as a translation is always, inevitably, ‘here’, embedded in the historical moment of the translator, and in his or her language, culture and values. Still, for O’Connor, making his reader experience the ‘there’ of the original is the whole point of translation, and one that requires the translator to avoid veering too far from the linguistic, prosodic and cultural orbit of the poem he’s translating. This does not at all mean O’Connor aspires to some kind of slavish fidelity to his sources. His translations often depart from the imagery and literal meaning of the texts in Irish, but they do so almost always to achieve dramatic effects intended to intensify, without betraying, the reader’s experience of being ‘there’.


The first translation in O’Connor’s first collection of translations from the Irish – ‘The Old Woman of Beare Regrets Lost Youth’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest – demonstrates that the qualities that distinguish O’Connor’s work as a poetic translator were present from the start. The original is the eighth-or ninth-century ‘Caillech Bérri’, spoken by the Hag of Beare, a mythological female divinity associated with the Beare peninsula in Counties. Cork and Kerry. Having outlived her friends and lovers, the old woman is spending her last days among nuns, and her voice – spare, direct, never sentimental – modulates between a lament for her present state and often sensuous memories of her lost youth. The poem opens by comparing the hag’s decline to a tide that ebbs but won’t return:


Athbe damsae cen bés mara, 


senta fomdera cróan:


tuirsi oca cé dogneó, 


sona dotaet a loán.


Is mí Caillech Bérre búoi, 


nomeilinn léne mbithnúi:


indiú tatham dom shéme, 


ní melim cith athléne.


(Ebb-tide for me as for the sea, 


old age makes me yellow:


although I grieve thereat 


joyfully it approaches its food.


I am Buí, the Hag of Beare,


I used to wear an ever-new smock: 


today I am so thin


I would not wear out even a cast-off smock.)


O’Connor’s translation reverses the order of the two stanzas, for dramatic effect, and relies heavily on one-syllable words as a way of representing in English the directness of the old woman’s voice. At the same time, the translation follows closely the rhythms of the original’s seven-syllable line, a staple of Irish-language poetry between the eighth and seventeenth centuries:


I, the old woman of Beare,


Once a shining shift would wear, 


Now and since my beauty’s fall


I have scarce a shift at all.


I am ebbing like the seas, 


Ebbtide is all my grief;


Plump no more I sigh for these, 


Bones bare beyond belief.


That final image is not in the original, but it certainly captures the old woman’s situation while remaining perfectly true to her voice and character. The last line also foregrounds the use of internal alliteration that is an integral part of the prosody of syllabic verse in Old Irish.


It’s likely that O’Connor was drawn to ‘Caillech Bérri’ in part because the hag’s candid sexual memories offer strong evidence that the Irish-language tradition, going all the way back to the eighth or ninth century, has nothing to do with the puritanical views advanced by the twentieth-century Irish Catholic Church. But early Irish poems like ‘Caillech Bérri’ also provided O’Connor a powerful antidote to what he saw as various misrepresentations of the Irish-language tradition, from James Macpherson’s immensely popular but wildly inaccurate eighteenth-century versions of the legends surrounding the figure of Oisín to the Irish literary revival’s inclination to infuse Ireland’s literary past with its own, often romantic, aesthetic convictions. In the preface to his collection of translations published in 1939, The Fountain of Magic, O’Connor argues that the earliest Irish poems are not ‘crippled by reflection’ but rather ‘eager for sensation rather than for thought’.30


O’Connor’s translations from this period almost always follow their originals in allowing sensation to stand on its own. A fine example is O’Connor’s version of a four-line poem written in the ninth century expressing gratitude for a night of foul weather, as it may keep the Vikings away, at least for the one night:


Is acher ingáith innocht 


fufuasna fairggae findfholt 


ni ágor réimm mora minn


dondláechraid lainn ua lothlind


(Fierce is the wind tonight


it agitates the sea’s white hair


I do not fear the coursing of a smooth sea 


by the fierce heroes from Norway.)


O’Connor’s translation respects the way in which the fear of the Vikings is presented objectively, in part through the description of the violent weather that may discourage the invaders, but only for the moment, and in part through the image of the Vikings’ ‘réimm mora minn’ (‘coursing of a smooth sea’) in better weather:


Since tonight the wind is high, 


The sea’s white mane a fury,


I need not fear the hordes of hell 


Coursing the Irish Channel.


‘Coursing the Irish Channel’ for ‘réimm mora minn’, while not literally accurate, heightens the objectified fear in the original by bringing the threat of invasion specifically near to the shores of Ireland. O’Connor at the same time is characteristically aware of the formal qualities of his source; the links between ‘high’/‘fury’ and ‘hell’/ ‘Channel’ echo the pattern of terminal assonance in the original (‘innocht’/’findfholt’ and‘minn’/‘lothlind’), while‘hordes of hell’ remembers the use of alliteration found in every line of the original.31


What O’Connor gains by such informed attention to his sources can be measured by comparing his translation of one of the best-known of the earliest poems in Irish,‘Messe ocus Pangur Bán’ (‘I myself and White Pangur’) with that of the contemporary poet Paul Muldoon. O’Connor has called this ninth-century poem ‘the last word in humanist elegance and urbanity’,32 and Muldoon’s version, like much of his own poetry, is sophisticated in tone and playful in form, as evidenced in its opening stanzas:


Myself and Pangur, my white cat, 


have much the same calling, in that 


much as Pangur goes after mice


I go hunting for the precise


word. He and I are much the same 


in that I’m gladly “lost to fame” 


when on the Georgics, say, I’m bent 


while he seems perfectly content


with his lot. Life in the cloister 


can’t possibly lose its luster


so long as there’s some crucial point


with which we might by leaps and bounds


yet grapple, into which yet sink


our teeth. The bold Pangur will think 


through mouse snagging much as I muse 


on something naggingly abstruse.33


O’Connor’s translation captures the urbane tone of the original while also following closely the prosody and stanzaic structure of the original:


Each of us pursues his trade, 


I and Pangur, my comrade;


His whole fancy on the hunt 


And mine for learning ardent.


More than fame I love to be 


Among my books, and study; 


Pangur does not grudge me it, 


Content with his own merit.


When – a heavenly time! – we are 


In our small room together,


Each of us has his own sport 


And asks no greater comfort.


While he sets his round sharp eye 


On the wall of my study,


I turn mine, though lost its edge, 


On the great wall of knowledge.


In a note to his translation, O’Connor says he has ‘hinted at the rhyme-scheme of the Irish’,34 in which mono-syllabic words at the end of the first and third lines in each quatrain echo the unstressed syllables of di-syllabic words at the end of the second and fourth lines. The original begins:


Messe ocus Pangur Bán 


cechtar nathar fria saindan 


bith a menmasam fri seilgg


mu menma céin im sainchairdd.


The links between ‘Bán’/’saindan’ and ‘seilgg’/saincheirdd’ find acoustic equivalents in O’Connor’s ‘trade’/‘comrade’ and ‘hunt’/‘ardent’, an imitative pattern that O’Connor maintains throughout his translation. O’Connor’s version also replicates the seven-syllable line of the original, something Muldoon ignores, and is aware as well of the way in which the original balances, in nearly every stanza, the experience of the scholar and that of the cat, an equilibrium Muldoon upsets by his use of run-overs.


In the end, Muldoon’s version, as remarkable as it is, calls attention to itself as a translation done by Muldoon at the end of the twentieth century, whereas O’Connor’s version manages to negotiate, seemingly effortlessly, between the ‘there’ of the original and the ‘here’ of the translation, between Old Irish and twentieth-century English, between Irish-language prosody and the forms of modern poetry, between the monk’s voice and world and the voice and world of O’Connor.


In 1925, when O’Connor was beginning to publish translations in The Irish Statesman, the scholar Thomas F. O’Rahilly, whom O’Connor would later come to know in Dublin, brought out a collection of love poems written in Irish between 1350 and 1750. Entitled Dánta Grádha (Love Poems), O’Rahilly’s anthology appealed to O’Connor both because many of the poems in it took the form of dramatic monologues, and because many of them dealt with sexuality in uninhibited ways.


 O’Connor translated fifteen poems from O’Rahilly’s collection, a number of which are among his most accomplished, including the nicely nuanced ‘To Tomas Costello at the Wars’. This translation is based on a late-seventeenth-century poem spoken by a woman who finds herself being pursued by a well-known figure in the folklore of the west of Ireland, one Tomas Costello, while her husband is away at war.35 The dramatic situation of the poem’s speaker clearly inspired O’Connor; in A Short History of Irish Literature, he says it ‘analyses the mind of a married woman in love as delicately as Stendhal might have done it’.36


The playwright Lord Longford also translated this poem, and although his version is more than adequate, comparing it with O’Connor’s is all to O’Connor’s advantage. At one point, O’Rourke’s wife describes various guises in which Costello woos her, including this one:


Mar mhnaoi tháidhe i dtuighin fir 


minic tig sé dár soighin


le briocht druadh, le diamhair ndán, 


dom iarraidh uam ar éaládh.


(Like a woman of fornication in the cloak of a man 
often he comes to attack us


with spell of druid, with darkness of verse, 
beseeching me to elope.)


O’Connor takes some liberties with this, but only to foreground the wife’s smouldering sexuality:


Or as if I were a whore he comes,


A young blood curious of my flame, 


With sensual magic and dark rhymes


To woo and mock me in my shame.


Longford, on the other hand, leaves out altogether the‘mnaoi tháidhe’, keeping the sexual temperature well below what it should be. Moreover, his diction runs to the conventionally poetic, and his rhythms are all too iambic to do justice to those of the original, written in syllabic rather than accentual metre:


Or privately in man’s attire


He cometh often to conspire


With secret spell and rhyme obscure 


My flight and ruin to assure.37


In translating the eighteenth-century poetry of Aodhagán Ó Rathaille, O’Connor took on, early in his career, the considerable challenge of finding ways to carry over into English verse the amhrán (song) metres that in the seventeenth century began to replace the older syllabic forms in Irish-language poetry. O’Connor’s sensitivity to the music of the amhrán, an accentual verse-form built upon complex patterns of internal as well as terminal assonance, is certainly evident in his five translations from Ó Rathaille, but it’s at its most impressive in his versions of two poems by the eighteenth-century Munster poet Eoghan Ruadh Ó Súilleabháin: ‘Song of Repentence’ and ‘To the Blacksmith with a Spade’. Ó Súilleabháin was something of a folk hero in his day, revered in some quarters as much for his philandering and wildness as for his mastery of the amhrán, and his attraction for O’Connor undoubtedly had something to do with the spirit of rebellion, including a vigorous disregard for restrictive sexual attitudes that shaped Ó Súilleabháin’s life as well as his art.


 Ó Súilleabháin’s technical wizardry is often nothing short of astonishing. His poem‘Sin Agaibh Mo Theastas’ (‘For You My Testimony’), the source for O’Connor’s ‘Song of Repentance’, is written in six eight-line stanzas in each of which lines constructed around an internal assonantal pattern of a/a/a/é in odd-numbered lines alternate with lines constructed around a pattern of a/é/a/ó. At the same time, the lines are bound together by terminal assonance falling on di-syllabic words in the odd-numbered lines and on mono-syllabic words in the even-numbered lines:


Sin agaibh mo theastas ar beathaidh gach réice, 


Ciodh fada mé ag géilleadh le seachmall dá nós,


Go bastalach, bealuighthe, ag bladar le béithibh


Na gcarn-fholt réidh, is dá mealladh lem phóg.


(For you my testimony on the life of every rake,


Although I am a long time yielding to such waywardness, 


Gaily, greasily flattering the women


Of the masses of smooth hair, and enticing them with my kiss.)


O’Connor is well up to the task of bringing over into English verse at least some of Ó Súilleabháin’s ultimately inimitable music:


What can I say of a play-boy’s behaviour 


Have I not courted all over the place


Bragging and boasting and coaxing the maidens


And strengthening their love by the strength of my kiss.


O’Connor imitates Ó Súilleabháin by linking the odd-numbered lines with terminal assonance occurring on multi-syllabic words – ‘behaviour’ and ‘maidens’– while joining the even-numbered lines with a terminal half-rhyme on words of one syllable – ‘place’ and ‘kiss’. There’s also plenty of internal assonance in O’Connor’s stanza, although he wisely avoids trying to follow precisely the pattern of the original. Finally, he uses the irregular four-stress line upon which the flowing rhythms of Ó Súilleabháin’s poem is constructed. All this amounts to far more than ‘mere’ prosodic technicalities; O’Connor’s fine ear for Ó Súilleabháin’s music produces in this translation one of those extraordinary moments in which a translation seems almost to live simultaneously in two different poetic, linguistic and metrical traditions.


‘Song of Repentance’ also cheerfully engages the spirit of liberation, of the flesh as well as of the imagination, that drives Ó Súilleabháin’s work. On the surface, ‘Sin Agaibh Mo Theastas’ professes regret for a life squandered on drinking and sex, but the lift and music of the poetry frequently work to release the poem from the weight of its own argument:


Níor b’annamh mé tamall ’san tabhairne traochta, 


Idir scatadh geal-bhéithe is carbhais óil,


Teagasc na n-aithreach n-aitheantach naomhtha,


Ní thagadh im bhréithribh acht magadh ’gus móid.


(Not seldom was I a while in the exhausting tavern,


Between a company of bright women and a drunken carouse, 


The teaching of the learned, saintly penitents


Would not come in my words, but instead mockery and oaths.)


O’Connor’s translation works in precisely the same way, allowing the poetry – its rhythms, its imagery, its sound patterns – to overwhelm the professed rejection of the speaker’s rakish past:


My time of a time has been time sadly wasted 


On thimblemen, tipplers and gay girls a score


I have sat by a candle and rhymed myself naked 


With jeers that I made and great oaths that I swore.


That third line has no point of reference anywhere in the original, but who could say that its striking, not to say bizarre, imagery is not true to the provocative, unconventional spirit of Ó Súilleabháin the poet and Ó Súilleabháin the man?


Seven years after ‘Song of Repentance’ appeared in Lords and Commons, O’Connor published his translation of a poem that takes Ó Súilleabháin’s paeans to inhibition to a more sustained and – from the point of view of many religious and political authorities – more dangerous level, Brian Merriman’s Cúirt an Mheán Oíche (The Midnight Court). This no-holds-barred celebration  of sexual and imaginative freedom offered O’Connor, among other things, a platform for his critique of the influence the Catholic Church had over modern Irish life. O’Connor once said of Merriman, in unreservedly admiring terms: ‘here he was in the eighteenth century writing, in an Irish village in the back of beyond, things that very few men would dream of writing in Dublin of the twentieth… To say the man was 150 years ahead of his time would be mere optimism.’38 Official Irish society repaid O’Connor for his act of rebellion in translating Merriman – thereby making his argument against the undue influence of the Church for him – by banning his translation under the terms of the Censorship Act of 1929, although Arland Ussher’s version, published in 1926, and the original itself, were left untouched; indeed, the original was for sale in the government’s own bookshop.


Merriman’s lengthy narrative poem, written late in the eighteenth century, takes the form of a dream-vision in which a court is convened to entertain complaints of sexual frustration from the young women of Ireland. The court structure, with its emphasis on dialogue, came readily to hand for O’Connor, who by 1945 had distinguished himself as a widely admired writer of short stories. In contrast to the attention O’Connor gives the formal qualities of much of the Irish-language poetry he translated, his version of Cúirt an Mheán Oíche takes only occasional notice of Merriman’s often breath-taking handling of the standard caoineadh metre.39 Rather, it’s the voices of the speakers at court, chiefly those of a young woman detailing her unsatisfied longing for a husband, and of an old man who speaks virulently and chauvinistically against her, that drive O’Connor’s translation. In a review of Ussher’s translation of Merriman’s poem, O’Connor identified as one of the salient qualities of the original its ability to give voice to the ‘speech of the people’,40 and his translation comes most alive as poetry when the characters speak. Moreover, for O’Connor, giving voice to the ‘speech of the people’ had strong political and cultural implications in an Ireland in which freedom of expression was, in his view, seriously compromised by Church and State, most notably in the Censorship Act, the force of which he himself had felt more than once.


One of the most compelling voices in the Irish-language tradition is that of Eibhlín Dubh Ní Chonaill (Eileen O’Connell), the author of ‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ (‘Lament for Art O’Leary’),41 and O’Connor’s version of Ní Chonaill’s eighteenth-century elegy is one of the most compelling of his translations. O’Connell’s husband, Art O’Leary, was a captain in the Hungarian Hussars who’d returned to Ireland at the age of twenty or twenty-one, and was killed in 1773 at Carriganimmy, Co. Cork, by a soldier guarding the high sheriff of the county. There’s more than a whiff of rebellion about the poem, directed against the English presence in Ireland, but for O’Connor its appeal lay less in its politics than in its dramatic situation, and especially in Ní Chonaill’s voice. In the preface to The Fountain of Magic, O’Connor says the poem is ‘first and foremost a ritual over the dead, with its dramatised characters, its story-telling, its chorus of cloaked weepers’.42


The emotional force of ‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ depends in part on its dirge-like rhythms, built on short lines linked by terminal assonance and ending on unstressed syllables – a cadence O’Connor’s translation imitates quite closely. But O’Connor is equally if not more sensitive to the way in which the poem tends to generate its feelings of loss and grief by means of a tension between deeply distressing scenes and the objective, un-hysterical voice that recounts them. When her husband’s horse returns home without its rider, its saddle covered in blood, Ní Chonaill describes the scene as follows:


A’s níor chreideas riamh dod’ mharbh, 


Gur tháinig chugham do chapall,


’S a srianta léi go talamh,


A’s fuil do chroidhe ar a leacain 


Siar go t’iallaid ghreanta


I n-a mbítheá id’ shuidhe ’s id’ sheasamh.


(And I never believed in your death, 


Until your horse came to me,


And her reins to the ground,


And the blood of your heart on her cheek 


[Going] back as far as your beautiful saddle 


In which you used to sit and stand.)


As does the original, O’Connor’s version allows the details of the scene to speak for themselves:


My love and my darling 


That I never thought dead 


Till your horse came to me 


With bridle trailing,


All blood from forehead 


To polished saddle 


Where you should be, 


Sitting or standing.


‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ has been translated into English verse a number of times, but a recent version, published by Vona Groarke in 2008, offers a particularly instructive contrast to O’Connor’s translation. In her introduction, Groarke says most earlier versions ‘fail to capture completely the extremes of Eileen’s rage and desire’, whereas in her translation, she’s willing, she says, to sacrifice ‘accuracy for passion’.43 But in working to give Ní Chonaill’s ‘rage and desire’ a marked, and markedly subjective, presence, Groarke risks losing sight of the way in which the original relies on a self-possessed narrative voice, overtly more objective than passionate, to engender Ní Chonaill’s feelings. Groarke’s version of the passage about Art’s horse returning home without its rider is rendered in a relatively subjective diction not to be found in the original, or in O’Connor’s translation:


My Art,


I wouldn’t give the time of day 


to rumour of your death


until that selfsame mare of yours 


came to me with her bridle awry, 


her withers smattered


with your heart’s damson, 


and the polished saddle,


where I last saw you bolt upright, 


lopsided and bereft.44


 Moreover, just as Paul Muldoon’s translation of ‘Messe ocus Pangur Bán’ is self-consciously a postmodern poem by Muldoon, so Groarke’s version of ‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ calls attention to itself as a poem informed by contemporary attitudes toward, among other things, the expression of female sexual desire. When Ní Chonaill says no woman who knew Art would voluntarily miss his wake and funeral, there are, to be sure, sexual implications:


Ní’l éin-bhean i n-Éirinn 


Do shínfeadh a taobh leis, 


Do bhéarfadh trí laogh dhó, 


Ná raghadh le craobhchaibh 


I ndiaidh Airt uí Laoghaire.


(There isn’t a single woman in Ireland 


Who would stretch her side by him, 


Who would bear him three calves, 


Who would not go mad


After Art O’Leary.)


Groarke translates these lines into a highly erotic passage largely of her own invention:


As if any woman who had kissed your thighs, 


or run her thumb between your ribs,


whose womb was honeyed 


three times by your seed,


Could hold back on a night like this.45


O’Connor translates, as always, out of an informed faith in the relevance of the Irish-language tradition as it stands:


There is no woman in Ireland 


That had slept beside him 


And borne him three children 


But would go wild


After Art O’Leary.


*


O’Connor’s career as a writer, like his life, was anything but steady and well-ordered. He was, by all accounts, including his own, extremely impulsive, and vacillated between bouts of severe melancholy and idleness – for days on end he wouldn’t write a word, but would lie in bed smoking and staring at the ceiling – and working at a furious, white-hot pace. Having no advantages from birth, and no formal education worth mentioning, he taught himself how to do everything, and that everything amounted to a great deal: he made himself into one of the masters of the short story in English, he wrote two novels and two volumes of memoirs, he wrote numerous essays and reviews on all manner of topics, he wrote poetry, he wrote plays, he directed plays, he ran the Abbey Theatre for two years, he gave scores of radio broad-casts on a wide range of issues, he wrote a biography of Michael Collins, he wrote what were essentially Irish guidebooks based on his considerable knowledge of Ireland’s ancient buildings and monuments acquired by long bicycle trips around the countryside, he compiled anthologies, he wrote a critical study of the short story and one of the novel, he wrote a book on Shakespeare, he taught at Harvard, Northwestern and Stanford, he wrote a history of Irish literature from its earliest days to the present.


Meanwhile, his personal life was, God knows, anything but conducive to writing; at one point, just after the second world war, he was living in a house on Strand Road in Dublin with his wife and their two children, his mistress and the child he had by her, and his widowed mother.46 And he was, on good days anyway, working.


Through all this, one thing was constant: O’Connor’s passion for translating Irish-language poetry. Those voices sounding across the barrier between Irish and English – the ancient voice of the Hag of Beare lamenting her decline into old age; the voices of the early monks describing the Irish landscape, Irish weather, their religious faith, and, in at least one instance, their cat; the voices of the ninth-century lovers Liadain and Cuirithir (O’Connor named a daughter after Liadain); the voice of Hugh O’Rourke’s wife torn between loyalty to her husband and a rising desire for her seducer; the voice of Brian Merriman’s sexually frustrated young woman testifying at the midnight court; and the heart-breakingly controlled voice of Eibhlín Dubh Ní Chonaill eulogizing her murdered soldier-husband – all these voices haunted O’Connor throughout his career, whatever else he was doing.


It started that first day at St Patrick’s Boys Primary School in Cork when Daniel Corkery wrote words in Irish on the blackboard, and it was still going on at the end; in his last months O’Connor was working with David Greene on an anthology of Irish-language poetry published posthumously as The Golden Treasury of Irish Poetry. It is in large part because of O’Connor’s profound, unmitigated love of the Irish language and its rich, centuries-old tradition of literature – ‘a literature of which no Irishman need feel ashamed’, he once said47 – that these voices, and so many others, can still be heard.
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Note on texts of O’Connor’s translations


O’Connor was an inveterate reviser of all his work, including his translations. For this edition, the text of each translation is that published for the first time in a book, whether it be a collection of translations or one of the various books about Ireland that O’Connor wrote, edited, or contributed to. Where relevant, translations include a note giving the history of their publication.


In only two instances has a translation been included both in the form in which it was first published and in a revised form: ‘The Old Woman of Beare Regrets Lost Youth’, first published in The Wild Bird’s Nest (1932), and later as ‘The Nun of Beare’ in The Little Monasteries (1963); and ‘Autumn’ and ‘Winter’, first published in The Fountain of Magic (1939), and revised as two stanzas in ‘The Seasons’ in The Little Monasteries. The revisions of these translations were so extensive as to result in virtually new translations.


All but four of the twenty-nine translations that O’Connor published first in journals were later published in books. The four that were not are included, along with their sources and literal translations of them, in the appendix.
























The Wild Bird’s Nest: Poems from the Irish (1932)




THE OLD WOMAN OF BEARE REGRETS LOST YOUTH


(The Hag of Beare [Cailleach Bérri], a mythological female divinity often associated with the Beare peninsula in Counties Cork and Kerry, is represented in this eighth-or ninth-century poem as an old woman who, having outlived her friends and lovers, takes the veil [caille], and spends her remaining years among nuns. The poem conflates the pagan conception of this figure, expressing lament for a lost way of life, with a more Christian sense of ‘cailleach’, which can mean a nun as well as an old woman or hag. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 200-4.)


I, the old woman of Beare,


Once a shining shift would wear, 


Now and since my beauty’s fall


I have scarce a shift at all.


I am ebbing like the seas, 


Ebbtide is all my grief;


Plump no more I sigh for these, 


Bones bare beyond belief.


It is pay


And not men ye love today,


But when we were young, ah then 


We gave all our hearts to men.


Men most dear,


Horseman, huntsman, charioteer. 


We gave them love with all our will 


But the measure did not fill;


When today men ask you fair, 


And get little for their care, 


And the mite they get from you 


Leaves their bodies bent in two.


And long since the foaming steed, 


And the chariot with its speed, 


And the charioteer went by – 


God be with them all, say I.


Luck has left me, I go late


To the dark house where they wait, 


When the Son of God thinks fit 


Let him call me home to it.


For my hands when they are seen 


Are but bony wasted things,


Hands that once would grasp the hand 


Clasp the royal neck of kings.


Oh, my hands when they are seen 


Are so bony and so thin


That a boy might start in dread 


Feeling them about his head.


Girls are gay


When the year draws on to May, 


But for me, so poor am I,


Sun will never light the day.


And for me no tongue is sweet, 


For me no marriage feast is set,


No raiment bought, rags must bind 


My white locks up from the wind –


Though I care


Nothing now to bind my hair; 


I had headgear bright enough


When the kings for love went bare.


’Tis not age that makes my pain 


But the eye that sees so plain 


That when all I love decays 


Femon’s1 ways are gold again.


Femon, Bregon,2 sacring stone, 


Sacring stone and Ronan’s throne 


Storms have sacked so long that now 


Tomb and sacring stone are one.


And the oceans wasteful seas 


Fret the princes’ promontories, 


So I may not hope today 


Faramuid3 will come my way.


Where are they? Ah! well I know


Old and toiling bones that row 


Alma’s flood, or by its deep


Sleep in cold that slept not so.


Welladay


Every child outlives its play, 


Year on year has worn my flesh


Since my fresh sweet strength went grey.


And, my God,


Once again for ill or good 


Spring will come and I shall see, 


Everything but me renewed.


Summer sun and autumn sun, 


These I knew and these are gone, 


And the winter time of men 


Comes and these come not again.


And ‘Amen’! I cry and ‘Woe’ 


That the boughs are shaken bare, 


And that candle-light and feast 


Leave me to the dark and prayer.


I that had my day with kings,


And drank deep of mead and wine 


Drink whey-water with old hags, 


Sitting in their rags, and pine.


‘That my cups be cups of whey!’ 


‘That Thy will be done,’ I pray,


But the prayer Oh Living God, 


Stirs up madness in my blood.


And I shout ‘Thy locks are grey!’ 


At the mantle that I stroke, 


Then I grieve and murmur ‘Nay 


I am grey and not my cloak.’


And of eyes that loved the sun 


Age my grief has taken one, 


And the other too will take 


Soon for good proportion’s sake.


Floodtide!


Flood or ebb upon the strand? 


What to thee the flood had brought 


Ebbtide sweeps from out thy hand.


Floodtide!


And the swifter tides that fall,


All have reached me ebb and flow, 


Ay, and now I know them all.


Floodtide!


Not a man my cell shall reach, 


Nor in darkness seek my side, 


Cold the hand that lies on each.


Happy island of the sea,


Tide on tide shall come to thee, 


But to me no waters fare


Though the beach is stark and bare.


Passing I can scarcely say 


‘Here is such a place’. Today


What was water far and wide 


Changes with the ebbing tide.


Ebbtide.4







LULLABY OF ADVENTUROUS LOVE


(The original belongs to the Fionn cycle of heroic tales and songs. The two lovers, Gráine and Diarmuid, are fleeing from the wrath of the leader of the Fianna, Fionn mac Cumhaill, to whom Gránia had been pledged as his wife. Gerard Murphy has suggested that the first ten stanzas are spoken by Gránia, urging sleep on her lover, and the last five by Diarmuid, arguing that this is no night for sleep. The original was probably composed in the first half of the twelfth century. In a note to the version published in Kings, Lords, and Commons, O’Connor says that Gráine is ‘the original Iseult of the Tristan legend’, and that she ‘sings Diarmuid to sleep with memories of the great lovers of Irish history’. He also says that W.B. Yeats wrote his poem ‘A Faery Song’ after reading this translation. For a translation by O’Connor of another poem based on the story of Diarmuid and Gráinne, see ‘There is one’, under A Short History of Irish Literature. For other translations by O’Connor based on material from the Fionn cycle, see ‘The Starkness of Earth’ and ‘Poet and Priest’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest,‘The Praise of Fuinn’ in Three Old Brothers, and ‘Oisin’ and ‘May’ in Lords and Commons. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 204-6.)


Sleep a little little yet,


Little one, who needs may fret. 


You I give my heart to keep 


Now as ever, therefore sleep.


Sleep! Until this night be past


I shall watch and you shall rest, 


You shall rest as I have done – 


Sleep and bid all fear begone.


Blessings on you, sleep-beguiled 


Be tonight but as a child


In this land above the lake


Where the darkened torrents wake.


Sleep thou then the southern sleep


Of that great voice whose songs we keep, 


Who from Lord Conall for his prey 


Took Morann’s lovely child away.5


As in the northern land sleep sound 


The sleep that starry Fioncha found 


Who from the house of Falvey won 


The bright-eyed Slaney for his own.6


Or that fair western sleep he slept 


Who from the narrow causeway stept 


In Dernish, guiding in the night


His lady by the torches’ light.7


Or Daga’s sleep who in the east


Lay with head on Coinchenn’s breast, 


All-forgetting as the dead


In that sleep what arm he fled.8


Light beyond the light of Greece, 


I am watching, sleep in peace.


Were we parted, for your sake


What should the heart do but break?


Were we parted, all should part, 


Children of one home and heart, 


And the soul and body too, 


Were we parted, I and you.


Now that the hounds are up and out, 


And the watchful spears about,


Thee no deathly love come near, 


Nor in the long sleep hold thee dear.


The stag lays not his side to sleep


For bellowing from his mountain keep; 


He walks the woods and yet no glade 


Lures him to sleep within its shade.


Sleep comes not unto the deer


That calls and calls her young to her; 


From crag to crag she may go leap, 


And climb her hills, she will not sleep.


Nor sleep will they within their house 


Who flutter through the twining boughs, 


And start from branch to branch and peep; 


Among the leaves they will not sleep.


The duck that bears her brood tonight 


May furrow the wide waters bright 


Or e’er to any nest she creep;


Among the reeds she will not sleep.


The curlew cannot rest at all


Within his wide, wind-haunted hall; 


His cry is shrill; upon the steep, 


Among the streams he will not sleep –


Sleep a little.9







THE STARKNESS OF EARTH


(The original is part of Acallamh na Senórach [Colloquy of the Ancients], a medieval compilation of materials from the Fionn cycle in which Oisín and the warrior Caoilte mac Rónáin, having survived into the fifth century, tell St Patrick of the exploits of the third-century Fianna. The Acallamh has been dated to the twelfth century. In a prefatory note to this translation in Kings, Lords, and Commons, O’Connor describes Caoilte as ‘another of the revenant figures who return to Ireland where, because of St Patrick, everything seems to have become cheapened and diminished’. For other translations by O’Connor based on material from the Fionn cycle, see ‘Lullaby of Adventurous Love’ and‘Poet and Priest’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest,‘The Praise of Fuinn’ in Three Old Brothers, and ‘Oisin’ and ‘May’ in Lords and Commons. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 206-7.)


Cold is wintertime, the wind


Drives the stag from height to height, 


Belling for the mountain’s cold


Untameable he strays tonight.


The old stag of Carn10 scarce


Dare trust his side to earth, 


And the stag of Aughty11 hears


Wolves in every glen make mirth.


Long ago Oscar12 and I


With Dermod13 heard that cry, 


And we listened to the wolves


As a night of frost went by.


In the mountain’s shade the stag 


Laid his lordly side to rest


As if earth had drawn him down 


To the winter’s icy breast.


In an ice-cold winter’s dawn


I that now am least of all


Rose and hammered sword on sword, 


Flung the spear and saw it fall –


Praise, Oh mighty God to thee 


And thy Lady-mother be


For the men my sword struck deep 


In the perished earth asleep.14







POET AND PRIEST


(The original is one of the lyrics, probably composed in the twelfth century, attributed to Oisín, the son of the legendary warrior Fionn mac Cumhaill. After spending three hundred years in Tír na nÓg (Land of Youth), Oisín returns to Ireland to find Christianity having largely replaced the pagan Culture that he knew. He meets St Patrick, and tells him of the glories of pagan Ireland. For other translations by O’Connor based on material from the Fionn cycle, see ‘Lullaby of Adventurous Love’ and ‘The Starkness of Earth’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest,‘The Praise of Fuinn’ in Three Old Brothers, and ‘Oisin’ and ‘May’ in Lords and Commons. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see p. 207.)


Oh, blackbird of Derrycarn,


 The song that you sing is best 


Of all the songs in the world


As you sing it under your nest –


The sweetest thing upon earth – 


Listen with me to his strain,


Patrick, ringer of bells,


Then turn to Vespers again!


Could you but know as I do


What is hid in a song so fine, 


You would turn from it and weep,


Forgetting your God for a time.15







AUTUMN


(The original of this translation is often attributed to Seathrún Céitinn [Geoffrey Keating] [c.1570–c.1644], best known for his compilation of fact and fantasy, Foras Feasa ar Éirinn [A Survey of Irish History], but its authorship is not certain. In A Short History of Irish Literature, O’Connor, in arguing that Irish civilization is far older than English civilization, says of the original: ‘The Elizabethans adopt courtly love with all the enthusiasm that young people in the twenties showed over free love, but it seems to me that the Irish adopt it with the feeling of having been there before. It may be significant that one of the finest poems of the period is about a man so old and physically exhausted that he can no longer have sexual relations with the woman he loves.’ For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 207-08.)


Woman full of wile,


Take your hand away, 


Nothing tempts me now,


Sick for love you pray?


See this hair how grey,


See this flesh how weak, 


See this blood gone cold –


Tell me what you seek.


Think me not perverse, 


Never bow your head;


Let love last as now,


Slender witch, instead.


Take your mouth from mine, 


Kissing’s bitterer still;


Flesh from flesh must part


Lest of warmth come will.


Your twined branching hair, 


Your grey eye dew-bright,


Your rich rounded breast 


Turn to lust the sight.


All but fill your bed


Now that grey hairs fall, 


Woman full of wile


I would give you all!16







A LEARNED MISTRESS


(This translation is based on an anonymous poem probably written in the sixteenth or seventeenth century. In Kings, Lords, and Commons, O’Connor argues that the Renaissance did not miss Ireland entirely: ‘in their dank and smoky castles, the Irish and Anglo-Irish aristocracy lived a life that fundamentally differed little from the life that went on in the castles of the Loire’. Of the original of this translation, he says, ‘who will dare to say that it does not breathe the whole spirit of the Renaissance?’ For Irish-language source and literal translation, see p. 208.)


Tell him the tale is a lie!


I love him as much as my life, 


So why be jealous of me?


I love him and loathe his wife.


If he kill me through jealousy now 


His wife will perish of spite,


He will die of grief for his wife, 


So three shall die in a night.


All blessings from heaven and earth


On the head of the woman I hate, 


And the man I love as my life,


Sudden death be his fate!17







LOVE AND HATE


(The original was probably written in the sixteenth or seventeenth century. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see p. 209.)


Hate alone I love 


Love I set aside,


A man of sense again 
Love I deride.


My scorn upon the thing 


That such griefs began; 


Many a man it made 


Into a sick man.


Even when it runs wild 


Hate, I swear, is best, 


One can bid it pack, 


Love is not dismissed.


Hate’s a wholesome thing 


That leaves the body sound; 


Nor herb nor medicine cures 


Love’s bitter wound.


Once I saw a girl 


Take a man in play, 


Love he never knew 


Till his dying day.


I, whate’er befall, 


Know a better fate; 


This is all my song, 


I love only hate.18







PRAYER FOR THE SPEEDY END OF THREE GREAT MISFORTUNES


(This translation is based on a poem dated to the seventeenth century, and often attributed to Proinsias Ó Maolmhuaidh [c.1605–1677], the author of the first printed Irish-language grammar, Grammatica Latino-Hibernica [1677]. It was probably inspired by a passage from Ecclesiastes, x, 13: ‘For when a man shall die, he shall inherit serpents, and beasts, and worms.’ For Irish-language source and literal translation, see p. 210.)


There be three things seeking my death, 


All at my heels run wild –


Hang them, oh God, all three! – 


Devil, maggot and child.


So much does each of them crave


The morsel that falls to his share 


He cares not a thraneen19 what


Falls to the other pair.


If the devil that crafty man


Can capture my sprightly soul, 


My money may go to my children,


My flesh to the worm in the hole.


My children think more of the money 


That falls to them when I die,


Than a soul that they could not spend, 


A body that none would buy.


And how would the maggots fare 


On a soul too thin to eat


And money too tough to chew?


They must have my body for meat.


Christ, speared by a fool that was blind, 


Christ, nailed to a naked tree,


Since these three are waiting my end, 


Hang them, oh Christ, all three!20







IN PRAISE OF AN INDEFATIGABLE LIAR


(The original probably dates to the sixteenth or seventeenth century. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see p. 211.)


Man of lies, pray tell me this 


How can anyone repay


Or settle an account with you 


That have lies to give away?


Many and many a poor man turns


Empty from your neighbours’ doors, 


Thank your God for this at least,


All men get their fill at yours.


Yet you suffer no decrease,


Such is liar’s luck they say, 


And you never had a lie


But you gave that lie away –


And since what you give you have, 


Being no poorer when ’tis gone,


Woe to him who after you


Puts a bridle on his tongue.


Curse on any stingy wretch


That will keep a falsehood in, 


Since the yarn you spun last night


Once again tonight you spin.


Now I know the poet meant


That the swine of Mananaun21 


Are the lies killed overnight


Rising from the dead with dawn.22







THE STUDENT


(The original dates to the sixteenth or seventeenth century. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see p. 212.)


The student’s life is pleasant, 


And pleasant is his labour,


Search all Ireland over


You’ll find no better neighbour.


Nor lords nor petty princes


Dispute the student’s pleasure, 


Nor chapter stints his purse


Nor stewardship his leisure.


None orders early rising,


Calf-rearing or cow-tending, 


Nor nights of toilsome vigil,


His time is his for spending.


He takes a hand at draughts,


And plucks a harp-string bravely, 


And fills his nights with courting


Some golden-haired light lady.


And when spring-time is come,


The ploughshaft’s there to follow, 


A fistful of goosequills,


And a straight deep furrow!23







THE CHURLS


(The original is by the seventeenth-century poet Dáibhí Ó Bruadair [c. 1625– 98]. It was probably written after the Cromwellian war and plantations, by which time Ó Bruadair, once widely admired for his poetry and genealogical learning, had fallen into poverty and neglect as Gaelic culture, including the patrons that supported him, were swept away. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 212-13.)


My grief that I am not a boor 


Without good-sense or feeling!


As such I might be even


with all this boorish people.


Or would that I were deaf and dumb, 


You graceless dolts, amongst you


That I might suffer silently


Your coarseness and presumption.


Or yet that I could meet with one 


Who’d pay for wit and breeding,


I’d barter for a penny bun


A gentleman’s demeanour.


For since good clothes win more respect 


Than learning and attainments


Oh, would that all I spent on art


Were round me now in raiment!24







REVERIE AT DAWN


(The original is one of the aisling [vision] poems of Aodhagán Ó Rathaille [c. 1670–1729]. Often promoting Jacobite ambitions, the form flourished particularly after the Williamite wars, and in Ó Rathaille’s native Munster. For O’Connor’s translation of another of Ó Rathaille’s aisling poems, see ‘Brightness of Brightness’ in Kings, Lords, and Commons. O’Connor’s translations of other poems by Ó Rathaille – ‘A Sleepless Night’, ‘Last Lines’ and ‘A Grey Eye Weeping’ – were all included in The Wild Bird’s Nest. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 213-14.)


One morning before Titan thought of stirring his feet 


I climbed alone to a hill where the air was kind


And saw a throng of magical girls go by


That had lived to the north in Cruachan25 time out of mind.


And a bright, enchanted mist fell over the land


From Cork of harbours to Galway of pearls and thrones 


From root to crown there was fruit upon every tree, 


Acorns on oaks and clear cold honey on stones.


They lit three candles that blazed in the mist like stars 


On the high hill top in Conello26 and hurried on,


But I followed through Thomond27 the track of the hooded queens 


And asked them the cause of the zeal of their office at dawn.


The tall queen, Eevul,28 so bright of countenance, said 


‘The reason we light three candles on every strand


Is because of the king that will come to us over the sea, 


And make us happy and reign in a fortunate land.’


And then so suddenly did I start from my sleep


They seemed to me true, her words that had been so sweet, 


It was just that my soul was sick and spent with grief


One morning before Titan thought of stirring his feet.29







A GREY EYE WEEPING


(The original is by Aodhagán Ó Rathaille [c. 1670–1729]. It seems to have been inspired by the replacement of Ó Rathaille’s Catholic and Jacobite patron Sir Nicholas Browne, who died in 1720, with his English-educated son Sir Valentine [1695–1736], the third Viscount Kenmare. Some scholars have speculated that Sir Valentine refused to restore Ó Rathaille’s ancestral lands in the Sliabh Luachra district of Co. Kerry, east of Killarney, which were lost after the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. In Kings, Lords, and Commons, O’Connor says:‘In this fine poem he [Ó Rathaille] approaches not the masters he would have approached fifty years before … but Lord Kenmare, one of the new Anglo-Irish gentry. Hence the bitter repetition of the fellow’s name. O’Rahilly himself would have considered “Valentine” a ridiculous name for anyone calling himself a gentleman… O’Rahilly is a snob, but one of the great snobs of literature.’ For O’Connor’s translations of other poems by Ó Rathaille, see ‘Reverie at Dawn’, ‘A Sleepless Night’ and ‘Last Lines’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest, and ‘Brightness of Brightness’ in Kings, Lords, and Commons. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 214-15.)


That my old mournful heart was pierced in this black doom, 


That foreign devils have made our land a tomb,


That the sun that was Munster’s glory has gone down 


Has made me travel to seek you, Valentine Brown.30


That royal Cashel is bare of house and guest, 


That Brian’s turreted home31 is the otter’s nest,


That the kings of the land have neither land nor crown, 


Has made me travel to seek you, Valentine Brown.


That the wild deer wanders afar, that it perishes now, 


That alien ravens croak on the topmost bough,


That fish are no more in stream or streamlet lit by the sun 


Has made me travel to seek you, Valentine Brown.


Dernish away in the west – and her master banned; 


Hamburg the refuge of him that has lost his land;32


Two old grey eyes that weep; great verse that lacks renown 


Have made me travel to seek you, Valentine Brown.33







A SLEEPLESS NIGHT


(The original is by Aodhagán Ó Rathaille [c. 1670–1729]. It was written after Ó Rathaille and his family, following the Battle of the Boyne, were forced to abandon the lands they held on lease from the MacCarthy family in the Sliabh Luachra district of Co. Kerry, east of Killarney, and move to a place near Tountoma [Tonn Tóime], at the mouth of Castlemaine Harbour, about 20 kilometres west of Killarney, in Corkaguiney [Corc Dhuibne], west Kerry. For O’Connor’s translations of other poems by Ó Rathaille, see ‘Last Lines’, ‘Reverie at Dawn’, and ‘A Grey Eye Weeping’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest, and ‘Brightness of Brightness’ in Kings, Lords, and Commons. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 215-16.)


I have thought long this wild wet night that brought no rest, 


I who have naught of gold or horned kine or sheep –


A storm that made the wave cry out has stirred my breast. 


Neither dogfish nor periwinkle was once my meat!


Oh! if that great protecting prince34 were here tonight 


With his proud company that held me then secure 


And captained all this lovely land serene and bright 


Not long would Corkaguiney see my children poor!


McCarthy35 stern and fearless that most upright man, 


McCarthy of the Lee36 whose hearth is dark and cold, 


McCarthy of Kanturk37 and all his kindred gone!


The heart within me breaks to think their tale is told.


The heart within my breast this night is wild with grief 


Because of all the haughty men that ruled this place 


From Cashel all through Thomond38 to the wave beneath 


None lives, and where they lived lives now an alien race.


O famous wave that called the livelong night below, 


My senses all are maddened by your bellowing –


I swear if help could ever come to Ireland now


I’d strangle in your raucous throat that song you sing!39







LAST LINES


(The original is by Aodhagán Ó Rathaille [c.1670–1729]. By the time of his death, Ó Rathaille, once a prosperous and renowned poet, had been reduced to extreme poverty and neglect, and his world, that of the Gaelic aristocracy, had fallen into ruin. In Kings, Lords, and Commons, O’Connor says: ‘Because, like himself, O’Rahilly seemed the last voice of feudalism, Yeats used the final line of this poem for one of his own.’ The corresponding line, in Yeats’s ‘The Curse of Cromwell’, reads: ‘His fathers served their fathers before Christ was crucified.’ For O’Connor’s translations of other poems by Ó Rathaille, see ‘A Sleepless Night’, ‘Reverie at Dawn’, and ‘A Grey Eye Weeping’ in The Wild Bird’s Nest, and ‘Brightness of Brightness’ in Kings, Lords, and Commons. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 217-18.)


I shall not cry for help, not till death strike me dumb. 


And what if I should cry? Help is no longer here


Since that great prince40 who would have heard me call and come 


Can come no more, since all is lost that once was dear.


Mind shudders like a wave, the dearest hope is dead, 


Bowels and heart alike are pierced and filled with pain – 


Our lands, our hills, our fields, our gentle neighbourhood, 


A plot where any English upstart stakes his claim!


The Shannon and the Liffey and the tuneful Lee, 


The Boyne and the Blackwater a sad music sing, 


The waters of the west run red into the sea,


No matter what be trumps, your knave will beat our king.


I shout my loss and still I weep, eternal tears, 


I am a man oppressed, afflicted and undone


Who where he wanders weeping no companion hears 


But some grave waterfall that has no cause to mourn.


For all the rout that came upon the blood of kings 


Tears in a voiceful torrent plough my wintry face


And add their mournful tribute to the stream that springs 


Into the sea at Youghal and passes by this place.


Henceforth I cease. Death comes and will have no delay 


By Laune and Lane and Lee41 diminished of their pride. 


I shall go after the heroes, ay, into the clay!


My fathers followed theirs before Christ was crucified.42







KILCASH


(The eighteenth-century original describes the ruin of a Big House belonging to a branch of the Butler family at Kilcash, Co. Tipperary, at the foot of Slievenamon, near Clonmel. Noting that Yeats, who worked with O’Connor on a number of his translations, had Butler blood in him, O’Connor says in Kings, Lords, and Commons that this was one of Yeats’s favourite poems from the Irish. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 218-19.)


What shall we do for timber? 


The last of the woods is down, 


Kilcash and the house of its glory


And the bell of the house are gone; 


The spot where her lady43 waited 


That shamed all women for grace 


When earls came sailing to greet her 


And Mass was said in that place.


My cross and my affliction 


Your gates are taken away, 


Your avenue needs attention, 


Goats in the garden stray;


Your courtyard’s filled with water 


And the great earls where are they? 


The earls, the lady, the people 


Beaten into the clay.44


Nor sound of duck or of geese there 


Hawk’s cry or eagle’s call,


Nor humming of the bees there 


That brought honey and wax for all,


Nor the sweet gentle song of the birds there 


When the sun has gone down to the West 


Nor a cuckoo atop of the boughs there 


Singing the world to rest.


There’s a mist there tumbling from branches 


Unstirred by night and by day,


And a darkness falling from heaven, 


And our fortunes have ebbed away; 


There’s no holly nor hazel nor ash there 


But pastures of rock and stone,


The crown of the forest is withered 


And the last of its game is gone.


I beseech of Mary and Jesus 


That the great come home again


With long dances danced in the garden 


Fiddle music and mirth among men, 


That Kilcash the home of our fathers 


Be lifted on high again


And from that to the deluge of waters 


In bounty and peace remain.45







THE LAMENT FOR ART O’LEARY


(The original, ‘Caoine Airt Uí Laoghaire’, is generally attributed to Eileen O’Connell [Eibhlín Dubh Ní Chonaill] (c.1748–c.1800), of Derrynane House, near Caherdaniel, on the Iveragh peninsula in Co. Kerry.46 O’Connell was an aunt of the nineteenth-century political leader Daniel O’Connell. Her husband, Art O’Leary, was a captain in the Hungarian Hussars who had returned to Ireland at the age of twenty or twenty-one. He was killed in 1773 in Carriganimmy, Co. Cork, by a soldier guarding Abraham Morris, the high sheriff of Cork. According to some accounts, the quarrel between Morris and O’Leary had to do with O’Leary’s refusal to sell Morris a brown mare that had beaten Morris’s horse in races at Macroom, although there was a history of bitter feuding between the two men. Despite the Penal Laws, the O’Learys, like the O’Connells, were a relatively prosperous Catholic family, holding considerable land between Macroom and Gougane Barra in Co. Cork.


In his preface to the 1940 edition of this translation, O’Connor says that the traditional keen or lament in Irish ‘was an extemporized form, differing from the formal elegy in that it had no regular construction and only such simple rhythm and rhyming as the rush of emotion might call up; consequently it is generally more intense, more personal’. And in the preface to his translation of ‘Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ in The Fountain of Magic, O’Connor says that O’Connell’s lament is ‘first and foremost a ritual over the dead, with its dramatised characters, its story-telling, its chorus of cloaked weepers’. For Irish-language source and literal translation, see pp. 219-29.)


My love and my darling 


The first day I saw you


By the market-house gable, 


My eye was watching you, 


My heart adoring you,


I fled from my father with you, 


Far from my home with you.


No grievous choice was mine, 


For me you made all fine,


Parlours were whitened for me, 10


Bedrooms painted for me, 


Ovens reddened for me, 


Loaves baked for me, 


Roast spitted for me, 


Beeves slaughtered for me, 


Beds made for me,


There was sleep on down for me 


Till milking time came round 


And later if I pleased.


My mind remembers 20


That bright spring day,


How a hat with a band of gold became you, 


A sword silver-hilted,


A manly right hand, 


A menacing prancing, 


A shudder of fear


On the foes about you;


For when you passed riding 


On your white-nosed mare


The English bowed 30


To the ground before you, 


Out of no love for you, 


Out of their fear,


Though sweetheart of my soul, 


The English killed you.


Rider of the white palm, 


How a brooch became you 


In a shirt of cambric!


And your hat with laces –


When you rode there, 40


And their streets were bare,


’Twas no love that stayed them 


But hatred and fear.


My love and my calf


Of the race of the earls of Antrim47 


And the Barrys of Eemokilly,48


A sword became you. 


A hat with a band,


A slender foreign shoe


And a suit of yarn 50


Woven over the water.


My love and my secret


’Tis well you were suited 


In a five-ribbed stocking 


Your legs top-booted, 


Your cornered Caroline 


Your cracking whip.


Your sprightly gelding – 


Oh, many’s the girl


That would stop to behold you! 60


My love and my sweetheart, 


When I come back


Little pet Conor 


And Fiach the baby 


Will ask me surely


Where I left their father;


I will say with anguish


’Twas in Kilnamartyr49 – 


They will call the father


That will never answer. 60


My love and my darling 


That I never thought dead 


Till your horse came to me 


With bridle trailing,


All blood from forehead 


To polished saddle 


Where you should be, 


Sitting or standing;


I gave one leap to the threshold,


A second to the gate, 70


A third upon her back.


I clapped my hands 


And galloped wildly 


Fast as I could ride her 


Till I found you dead 


By a little furze-bush, 


Without pope or bishop 


Or priest or cleric


One prayer to whisper,


But an old, old woman 80


And her cloak about you, 


And your blood in torrents, 


Art O’Leary,


I did not wipe it up,


I cupped it in my hands.50


My love and my delight, 


Rise up now beside me, 


And let me lead you home! 


Till we kill beeves for you,


And roast your meat for you, 90


Till we call company 


And many a harper in;


And I shall make your bed 


Of soft and snowy sheets, 


And blankets dark and rough 


To warm the lovely limbs


An autumn blast has chilled.


(His sister speaks)


My little love, my calf! 


Here is a vision


That last night brought me, 100


In Cork all lonely 


On my bed sleeping;


That the snowy court fell


And the enchanted castle 


That we two played in 


As children together; 


Ballingeary51 withered,


And your hounds were silent, 


Your birds were songless,


The while they found you 110


On the open mountain 


Without priest or cleric 


But an old, old woman, 


And her coat about you,


When the earth caught you, 


Art O’Leary,


And your life-blood stiffened 


The white shirt on you.


My love and my treasure!


What fine lovely lady 120


From Cork of the white sails 


To the Bridge of Toime52 


With her dowry gathered 


And her cows at pasture 


Would sleep alone


The night they waked you?


(Eileen O’Connell replies)


My love forever! 


Never believe her 


Her evil rumours;


’Tis a liar’s story 130


That I slept while others 


Sat round and waked you – 


’Twas no sleep that took me 


But the children crying:


They would not close their eyes 


Without me beside them.


Oh, people, do not believe 


Any lying story!


There is no woman in Ireland


That had slept beside him 140


And borne him three children 


But would go wild


After Art O’Leary


That lies dead before me 


Since yesterday morning.


Grief on you, Morris!


Heart’s blood and bowel’s blood! 


May your eyes go blind


And your knees be broken!


You killed my darling 150


And no man in Ireland 


Will fire the shot at you!


Blight and loss on you, 


Morris the traitor!


That took my man from me, 


My three children’s father; 


There are two on the hearth 


And one in the womb


I shall not bring forth.


My love and my sweetness, 160


Art, rise up to me,


And leap upon your mare, 


And ride into Macroom 


And Inchigeela beyond, 


Clasping your flask of wine,


One going, one coming back, 


As in your father’s time.


My grief, my destruction 


That I was not by you


When the shot was fired 170


That my dress might hinder 


My heart might hold it, 


While you fled to the hills, 


Rider of the ready hands.


My love and my fortune, 


’Tis an evil portion


To lay for a giant,


A shroud and a coffin; 


For a big-hearted hero


That fished in the hill-streams, 180


And drank in bright halls 


With white-breasted women.


My love and my delight, 


As you went out the gate,


You turned and hurried back, 


And kissed your handsome sons, 


And came and kissed my hand. 


You said ‘Eileen, rise up,


And set your business straight,


For I am leaving home, 190


I never may return.’


I laughed at what you said, 


You had said as much before.


But my friend and my treasure, 


My white-sworded rider,


Rise you from this slumber! 


Put your best clothes on, 


Of cloth new and noble.


Your hat of fine beaver,


On with your gauntlets! 200


Yonder hangs your whip! 


Your horse is at the door, 


Follow the small road east 


Where every bush will bend 


And every stream dry up, 


And man and woman bow 


If things have manners yet 


That have them not I fear.


My love and my sweetheart,


’Tis not my people’s death, 210


’Tis not my children’s death 


Nor Donal Mor O’Connell,53 


Conal that died by drowning54 


Nor the girl of six and twenty 


That went across the water


To be a queen’s companion,55


’Tis not all these I speak of 


And call on with voice broken 


But noble Art O’Leary,


Art of hair so golden, 220


Art of wit and courage,


Art the brown mare’s master, 


Swept last night to nothing 


Here in Carraig an Ime56 – 


Perish its name and people!


My love and my treasure,


My bright dove, my sweetheart, 


Though I bring with me


No throng of mourners


’Tis no shame for me, 230


For my kinsmen are wrapped in 


A sleep beyond waking,


In narrow coffins 


Walled up in stone.


Though but for the smallpox 


And the black death


And the spotted fever, 


That host of riders 


With bridles shaking


Would rouse the echoes, 240


Coming to your waking, 


Art of the white breast!


Ay, could calls but reach and waken 


Derrynane across the mountains, 


Capling57 of the yellow apples, 


Many a proud and stately rider, 


Many a girl with spotless kerchief 


Would be here before tomorrow, 


Shedding tears about your body,


Art O’Leary once so merry! 250


My love and my secret, 


Your corn is well stacked, 


Your cows are at milking; 


On me is the grief


There’s no cure for in Munster. 


Till Art O’Leary rise


This grief will never yield 


That’s bruising all my heart, 


Yet shut up fast in it,


As ‘twere in a locked trunk 260


With the key gone astray 


And rust grown on the wards.


My love and my calf! 


Noble Art O’Leary,


Son of Conor,58 son of Cady,59 


Son of Lewis O’Leary,60


West of the Valley, 


And east of Greenan61


(Where berries grow thickly


And nuts crowd on branches, 270


And apples in heaps fall 


In their own season) 
What wonder to any


If Iveleary62 lighted 


And Ballingeary,


And Gugan of the saints63 


For the smooth-palmed rider 


The huntsman unwearied 


That I would see spurring


From Grenagh64 without halting 280


When quick hounds had faltered? 


Oh, rider of the bright eyes


What happened you yesterday? 


I thought you in my heart


When I bought you your fine clothes 


One the world could not slay.


My love and my delight, 


Kin of the hardy horsemen


That would hunt all the glens


Till you had turned them home 290


And led them to the hall 


Where tables would be spread, 


Sharpness being put on knives,


Roasted beef being cut, 


Bacon fit to eat,


Many a rib of mutton, 


Oats in plenty hanging


To set the horses neighing – 


Hairy slender horses


Flanked with sturdy horseboys, 300


Never charged their lodging, 


Nor their horses’ feeding 


Had they stopped a fortnight


’Tis known to Jesus Christ 


Nor cap upon my head 


Nor shift against my side 


Nor shoe upon my foot 


Nor gear in all my house 


Nor bridle for the mare


But I will spend at law; 310


And I’ll go oversea


And plead it with the king, 


And if the king be deaf


No fear but I’ll come back 


To the black-blooded thief 


That slew my man on me.65


Oh, rider of the white palms, 


Go you to Baldwin,66


And face the schemer,


The bandy-legged monster 320


And take satisfaction


For your mare that he claimed. 


May his six children rot! 


(Wishing no harm to Maire 


Yet of no love for her,


But that my mother’s body


Was a bed to her for three seasons 


And to me beside her.)


My heart’s love go to you,


Dark women of the Mill67 330


For the sharp rhymes ye shed


On the rider of the brown mare –


But cease your weeping now, 


Women of the soft, wet eyes, 


Till Art O’Leary drink,


Ere he go to the dark school, 


No student of music or song,


A prop for the earth and the stone.68






1. Femon (or Femen) is a plain in Co. Tipperary, in the vicinity of Cashel.


2. Also a plain in Co. Tipperary.


3. Unidentified. In some versions of the original, the first half of the relevant line reads ‘fer maith, macc moga’, meaning ‘nobleman, slave’s son’. In O’Connor’s version of this translation in Kings, Lords, and Commons, the final line in this stanza reads: ‘Prince or slave will come my way’ (p. 36).


4. WBN, pp. 1–6. The translation was included with some changes under the title ‘The Old Woman of Beare’ in FM, IL, KLC and BI. A substantially revised version – what O’Connor called ‘a complete reconstruction’ – appeared in LM under the title ‘The Nun of Beare’; see LM section for text of that version.


5. The poet Fidach, who is said to have eloped with Morann’s daughter despite the efforts of Conall (Cerenach), from Ulster.


6. Finnchad of Assaroe, in Co. Donegal, who eloped with Sláine against the wishes of her father, Fáilbhe.


7. Dubthach from Dairinis, who eloped with Áine, the daughter of Gáilían. The reference here is probably to Dernish Island, Co Sligo, separated from the mainland by a narrow causeway.


8. The warrior Dedaid, who eloped with Coinchenn, the daughter of Benn.


9. WBN, pp. 6–9. The translation was first published, in somewhat different form, in the Irish Tribune, 3 December 1926, pp. 20–1. O’Connor included the translation, with substantial revisions and under the title ‘Grania’, in FM and KLC.


10. Possibly Slievecarren, in the Burren, Co. Clare.


11. The Slieve Aughty mountains on the border of Counties Galway and Clare, east of Gort.


12. Son of Oisín and grandson of the leader of the legendary Fianna, Finn mac Cumhaill.


13. Diarmuid is the lover of Gráine in the Fionn cycle of heroic tales and songs. When they run off together, they are pursued by Finn mac Cumhaill, to whom Gráine had been pledged for his wife. See O’Connor’s translation ‘Lullaby of Adventurous Love’ in WBN for another translation based on these two legendary lovers.


14. WBN, pp. 9–10. The translation was included with some changes under the title ‘Caoilte’ in FM and with a few more changes in KLC.


15. WBN, p. 11.


16. WB, pp. 11–12. The translation was first published, in a somewhat different form, under the title ‘Celibacy’ in The Irish Statesman, 6 February 1926, p. 681. It was also included with a few more revisions in FM and, under the title ‘Growing Old’, in KLC, and it was reprinted in SHIL.


17. WBN, pp. 12–13. The translation was included with a few relatively minor revisions in FM, KLC, BI and SHIL.


18. WBN, pp. 13–14. The translation was included with a few changes in FM and with a few more changes in KLC.


19. A trifle, derived from the Irish ‘tráithnín’, literally a dry grass-stalk.


20. WBN, pp. 14–15. The translation was included, with a few changes, under the title ‘Echoes: 3’ in TOB and under the title ‘Devil, Maggot and Son’ in FM; it was also included, with a few more changes, under the title ‘Inheritance’ in KLC.


21. Manannán Mac Lir, a god of the sea in Irish mythology whose possessions included magical swine that could not be killed. Also, anyone who ate of the swine could never die. As O’Connor puts it in Kings, Lords, and Commons, ‘Mananaun’s swine could be endlessly killed and came endlessly to life again’.


22. WBN, pp. 15–16. The translation was included with minimal changes under the title ‘The Liar’ in FM and KLC.


23. WBN, p. 17. This translation was also included in FM, IL, KLC and BI.


24. WBN, p.18. The translation was first published in The Irish Statesman, 3 October 1925, p. 11.


25. A common place-name in Ireland.


26. Probably Knockfeerina (Cnoc Fírinne), a hill in Co. Limerick ten kilometres south of Adare. The original text in Dánta Aogháin Uí Rathaille: The Poems of Egan O’Rahilly, eds. Patrick S. Dineen and Tadhg O’Donoghue, 2d ed. (London: Irish Texts Society, 1911), gives the place-name as Cnoc Fírinne Conallach Ruadh, which is glossed as ‘a classic ground of fairies’ in Co. Limerick (p. 22).


27. North Munster.


28. Aoibheall, the legendary queen of the sídhe at Craig Liath, near Killaloe, Co. Clare.


29. WBN, pp. 19–20. The translation was first published in The Irish Statesman, 30 March 1929, p. 68. O’Connor also included it in FM, IL and KLC.


30. See Introduction for a discussion of the collaboration between O’Connor and W. B. Yeats on this line.


31. Brian Boru (941–1014), said to be the first high-king of Ireland, led his supporters to victory over the Vikings at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014. He was born near Killaloe, Co. Clare.


32. ‘Dernis’ refers to Valencia Island (Dairinis) off the Iveragh Peninsula in Co. Kerry. The fourth earl of Clancarty and Baron of Valencia died in exile in Hamburg in 1734.


33. WBN, pp. 20–1. The translation was included with some changes in FM, IL and KLC.


34. Eoghan MacCarthy, who built a castle on the River Laune, near Killarney, in Co. Kerry.


35. MacCarthy Mor.


36. The Earl of Clancarty, whose chief residence was in Blarney, Co. Cork, near the River Lee, until 1688.


37. MacDonagh MacCarthy, Lord of Dunhallow, built Kanturk Castle, in north Cork, during the reign of Queen Elizabeth.


38. Munster.


39. WBN, pp. 21–2. The translation was first published in The Irish Statesman, 13 October 1928, p. 108. It was included with a few changes in FM and IL, and with a few additional changes in KLC.


40. Eoghan MacCarthy, the last effective leader of the MacCarthy clan, which Ó Rathaille regarded as his true ancestral patrons. MacCarthy died c. 1729.


41. The River Laune in Co. Kerry, Lough Leane (one of the lakes of Killarney), and the River Lee, all associated with places where various leaders of the MacCarthy clan had houses before their lands were confiscated following the Battle of the Boyne. Ó Rathaille and his family at one time had held lands on lease from the MacCarthy family in the Sliabh Luachra district of Co. Kerry, east of Killarney.


42. WBN, pp. 22–3. The translation was first published, in somewhat different form, in The Irish Statesman, 13 October 1928, p. 108. It was included with additional changes in FM and KLC.


43. Margaret Bourke, the eldest daughter of William, Earl of Clanricarde. She was married first to Brian Magennis, Viscount Iveagh, and then to Thomas Butler of Kilcash. She died at Kilcash in 1744.


44. Yeats’s lines from‘Under Ben Bulben’ echo the final two lines of this stanza:‘Sing the lords and ladies gay/That were beaten into the clay/Through seven heroic centuries.’


45. WBN, pp. 23–5. The translation was included with a few minor changes in FM, KLC and BI.


46. Arguments against attributing the poem to O’Connell have been made in recent years. See Donna Wong, ‘Literature in the Oral Tradition’, in The Cambridge History of Irish Literature, Vol. I, editors Margaret Kelleher and Philip O’Leary (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2006, 2023), pp. 657–62.


47. The relationship between O’Leary and the earls of Antrim is not clear. One possible connection, advanced by Seán Ó Tuama (Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire (Baile Átha Cliath: An Clóchomhar, 1961, p. 91), is that a daughter of the earl of Antrim married a man named Domhnaill Mac Cárthaigh, and that some of the descendants of that marriage were living in Inchigeelagh, Co. Cork, at the time that O’Leary was killed.


48. The Barrys lived in the area around Inchigeelagh, but the reference to Eemokilly is not clear. In Shán Ó Cuív’s text, Caoine Airt Uí Laoghaire (Baile Átha Cliath: Brún agus Ó Nóláin, 1923), the version upon which O’Connor’s translation is based, the Irish place-name is given as ‘Amchoill.’ In Ó Tuama’s edition it’s ‘Allchoill’, and Ó Tuama says that it probably refers to Coill an Alltaigh in the parish of Kilmichael, on the road between Inchigeelagh and Dunmanway.


49. Killnamartery (Cill na Martra), a village just west of Macroom, Co. Cork. Morris apparently refused permission to bury O’Leary in the graveyard there, and he was buried in a field outside it. Six months later, he was reburied at Kilcrea Abbey, about ten kilometres west of Cork City, where other members of his family had been buried (Ó Tuama, p. 19).


50. Not until the version published in Kings, Lords, and Commons did O’Connor render the striking detail of Eileen’s drinking her dead husband’s blood – translating the last two lines of the stanza as ‘I did not wipe it off,/I drank it from my palms’ – although the image is present in Shán Ó Cuív’s version of the original, which O’Connor was using for the translation that appeared in WBN: ‘As níor fhanas le h-í ghlanadh,/Ach í ól suas lem’ basaibh’ (‘And I did not stop to clean it,/But drank it up with my palms’).


51. Ballingeary (Béal Átha an Ghaorthaidh), part of the west Cork Gaeltacht, about twenty-five kilometres west of Macroom.


52. Ó Cuív glosses this as ‘Toomes Bridge, near Macroom’. Ó Tuama says that this bridge seems to have been on what was once the primary road between Cork and Inchigeelagh. Tooms is a few kilometres south of Macroom.


53. Eileen O’Connell’s father.


54. Eileen O’Connell’s young brother, who went to France and took up a seafaring life. When returning home in 1765, his ship was wrecked off Cape Clear, Co. Cork, and he was drowned.


55. Eileen’s sister Gobnait, who was married to one of the officers of Maria Theresa (1717–80), the last head of the House of Hapsburg. Gobnait was said to be a companion to Maria Theresa, who was godmother to her first child. Gobnait and the child apparently died of smallpox some time before the death of Art O’Leary. (Ó Tuama, p. 91). In later versions of his translation, O’Connor changed this line to read ‘To be a queen’s companion’.


56. Carriganimmy, twelve kilometres north of Macroom.


57. Ó Cúiv speculates that this might refer to Carhan (Cárthann), Co. Kerry, a town-land near Cahersiveen, on the Iveragh peninsula.


58. Conchubar Ó Laoghaire, Art O’Leary’s father.


59. Céadach Ó Laoghaire, Art O’Leary’s grandfather.


60. Laoiseach Ó Laoghaire, Art O’Leary’s great-grandfather.


61. Probably an area between Macroom and Inchigeelagh. The original gives two place-names in two lines: ‘Aniar ó’n nGaortha/’S anoir ó’n gCaol-chnoc’ (‘West from Gaortha,/And east from Caol-chnoc’). Ó Tuama glosses ‘Gaortha’ as the low-lying territory beside the River Lee between Macroom and Inchigeelagh. Ó Cuív says that Caol-chnoc ‘is supposed to be Grianán, a stretch of barren crags running from Toor Bridge westward parallel to the Inchigeela road from Macroom’.


62. The barony of Iveleary, in which Inchigeelagh, Ballingeary, and Guagane Barra are situated.


63. Guagane Barra, just west Ballingeary, is said to be the site of a monastery founded in the sixth century by Saint Finbar. The lake at Guagane Barra is the source of the River Lee.


64. Ó Tuama glosses this as a town-land near Blarney, Co. Cork. The village of Grenagh is just west of the main Cork-Limerick road, about ten kilometres north of Blarney.


65. It’s not known whether Eileen O’Connell ever made an appeal to the Crown, but her desire for revenge seems to have been fulfilled to some extent; three shots were fired at Morris, reportedly by a brother of Art O’Leary’s, two months after Art was killed. It was widely reported that Morris was injured in this attack, and he died two years later. Although a coroner’s inquest had found him guilty of Art’s murder, he was tried and found innocent by a court in Cork City (Ó Tuama, p. 20).


66. James Baldwin, a landlord in Cloheen (Cloch Aidhne) a few kilometres west of Macroom, was married to Eileen’s twin-sister Máire. In KLC, O’Connor says Baldwin‘appears to have surrendered the mare to Morris to avoid legal complications.’


67. In Kings, Lords, and Commons, O’Connor says this is Millstreet, Co. Cork, twenty kilometres north of Macroom.


68. WBN, pp. 25–39. The translation was included, with substantial revisions, in FM. Cuala Press published it in 1940 as a separate edition with a preface by O’Connor and six illustrations by Jack B. Yeats; this version included some additional revisions, but also restored some passages and phrases from the version in WBN. The translation was also included with additional changes and the omission of five stanzas from the WBN version in IL and KLC.










OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Half Title



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		Abbreviations



		Acknowledgments



		TEXTS OF O’CONNOR’S TRANSLATIONS



		Note on texts of O’Connor’s translations



		The Wild Bird’s Nest: Poems from the Irish (1932)



		The Old Woman of Beare Regrets Lost Youth



		Lullaby of Adventurous Love



		The Starkness of Earth



		Poet and Priest



		Autumn (Seathrún Céitinn)



		A Learned Mistress



		Love and Hate



		Prayer for the Speedy End of Three Great Misfortunes



		In Praise of an Indefatigable Liar



		The Student



		The Churls (Dáibhí Ó Bruadair)



		Reverie at Dawn (Aodhagán Ó Rathaille)



		A Grey Eye Weeping (Aodhagán Ó Rathaille)



		A Sleepless Night (Aodhagán Ó Rathaille)



		Last Lines (Aodhagán Ó Rathaille)



		Kilcash



		The Lament for Art O’Leary (Eibhlín Dubh Ní Chonaill)







		Three Old Brothers and Other Poems (1936)



		The Praise of Fiunn



		Prayer at Dawn (Diarmuid Ó Séaghdha)







		Lords and Commons: Translations from the Irish (1938)



		The Song of the Heads



		Oisin



		Carroll’s Sword



		Storm at Sea



		May



		The Hermit’s Song



		Three Cows



		John Johnston (Tadhg Ruadh Ó Conchobhair)



		Hugh Maguire (Eochaidh Ó hEódhusa)



		Death



		I Shall Not Die



		Clancarty (Domhnaill Mac Carthaigh)



		To a Boy



		Childless (Giollabrighde Albanach Mac Conmidhe)



		Mistresses



		Christmas Night (Aodh Mac Aingil)



		Lament for the Woodlands



		Sarsfield



		How Well for the Birds



		The Orphan



		County Mayo (Antoine Raiftearaí)



		The Journeyman



		Song of Repentance (Eoghan Ruadh Ó Súilleabháin)



		Stray Verses: Love like heat and cold



		Stray Verses: A young man at his father’s fire



		Stray Verses: ’Tis unknown



		Stray Verses: Conor the king



		Stray Verses: ’Tis my bitter grief the day doesn’t last a year



		Stray Verses: The bird that shouts from the willow



		Stray Verses: A little bird







		The Fountain of Magic (1939)



		The Downfall of Heathendom



		Winter



		Autumn



		A Jealous Man



		She Is My Dear



		Fathers and Children



		The Lament for Yellow-Haired Donogh







		The Midnight Court: A Rhythmical Bacchanalia from the Irish of Bryan Merryman (1945)



		Leinster, Munster and Connaught (1950)



		The Scholar and the Cat



		The Viking Terror



		To the Blacksmith with a Spade (Eoghan Ruadh Ó Súilleabháin)



		I am Raftery the poet (Antoine Raiftearaí)







		An Anthology of Irish Literature (1954)



		The Drowning of Conaing







		Kings, Lords, and Commons: Irish Poems from the Seventh Century to the Nineteenth Century (1959)



		The Hermitage



		A Prayer for Recollection



		The Priest Rediscovers His Psalm-Book (Máel-Ísu ua Brolchain) 



		The Open Door



		A Word of Warning



		Scholars



		The Sweetness of Nature



		Winter



		The Sea



		Generosity



		The King of Connacht



		The End of Clonmacnoise



		Murrough[pviii] Defeats the Danes, 994



		Liadain



		Kiss



		The Goldsmith’s Wife



		No Names



		All Gold



		Exile



		Retirement



		A Man of Experience (Laoiseach Mac an Bhaird)



		The Vanished Night (Niall Mór Mac Muireadhaigh)



		To the Lady with a Book



		To Thomas Costello at the Wars



		Brightness of Brightness (Aodhagán Ó Rathaille)



		Hope



		Slievenamon



		Donal Ogue



		Lad of the Curly Locks



		Mary Hynes (Antoine Raiftearaí)



		Endpiece







		The Little Monasteries: Translations from Irish Poetry Mainly of the Seventh to the Twelfth Centuries (1963)



		The Seasons



		In the Country



		The Old Poet



		The Thirsty Poet



		The Ex-Poet



		The Angry Poet



		Ordeal by Cohabitation



		Advice to Lovers (Scandlán Mór)



		The Dead Lover



		On the Death of His Wife (Muireadhach Albanach Ó Dálaigh)



		Women (Riocard de Búrc)



		A History of Love



		I Am Stretched on Your Grave



		The Nun of Beare



		Colum Cille



		Tears



		Eve



		Praise



		The Last Victory







		A Short History of Irish Literature: A Backward Look (1967)



		Let me, while in Colum’s care



		When he was only five years old



		There is one



		The Last Raid (1381) (Gerald Fitzgerald)



		Who’s out there in the night







		Note on Irish-language sources and literal translations



		Irish-language sources and literal translations



		Appendix: Translations in journals not republished



		The Madman



		The Stars Are Astand



		The Last Call Up



		The Widower’s Bed (a.d. 1392) (Gerald Fitzgerald)







		Bibliography



		Index of O’Connor’s translations by first line



		Index of O’Connor’s translations by title



		Index of Irish-language sources by first line



		Index of Irish-language sources by title



		Index of Irish-language sources by author











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
‘LOOK BACK TO
LOOK FORWARD’

FRANK
O’CONNOR’S
COMPLETE
TRANSLATIONS
FROM
CHE IRISH

EEEEEEEE

GREGORY A. SCHIRMER





OEBPS/Images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/Images/page_ii.jpg





