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PREFACE







This is the original preface written by Frank O’Connor for the 1945 edition. It provides an interesting overview and introduction to the translation, and also engages in literary debate, taking issue with the opinions represented, according to O’Connor, by Daniel Corkery, author of The Hidden Ireland, then professor of English at University College Cork, and former teacher of O’Connor.





ARCHITECTURALLY, the little city of Limerick is one of the pleasantest spots in Ireland. The Georgian town stands at the other side of the river from the mediaeval town which has a castle with drum towers and a cathedral with a Transitional Cistercian core and a fifteenth century shell, all in curling papers of battlements. Across the bridge are the charming Custom House with its arcade cemented up by some genius from the Board of Works; Arthur’s Quay falling into a ruin of tenements, and a fine long street of the purest Georgian which ends in a double crescent. There is no tablet in Clare Street to mark where Bryan Merryman, the author of The Midnight Court died, nor is there ever likely to be, for Limerick has a reputation for piety.


Merryman was born about the middle of the eighteenth century in a part of Ireland which must then have been as barbarous as any in Europe – it isn’t exactly what one would call civilised today. He earned five or ten pounds a year by teaching school in a God-forsaken village called Feakle in the hills above the Shannon, eked it out with a little farming, and somehow or other managed to read and assimilate a great deal of contemporary literature, English and French. Even with compulsory education, the English language, and public libraries you would be hard set to find a young Clareman of Merryman’s class today who knew as much of Lawrence and Gide as he knew of Savage, Swift, Goldsmith and, most of all, Rousseau. How he managed it in an Irish-speaking community is a mystery. He was undoubtedly a man of powerful objective intelligence; his obituary describes him as ‘a teacher of mathematics’ which may explain something; and though his use of ‘Ego vos’ for the marriage service suggests a Catholic upbringing, the religious background of The Midnight Court is Protestant, which may explain more.


He certainly had intellectual independence. In The Midnight Court he imitated contemporary English verse, and it is clear that he had resolved to cut adrift entirely from traditional Gaelic forms. His language – that is its principal glory – is also a complete break with literary Irish. It is the spoken Irish of Clare. The handful of poems at the close of the book may suggest the best that literature before him had achieved – an occasional lyric of quality, but of drama, prose, criticism or narrative poetry there was nothing. Intellectually, Irish literature did not exist. What Merryman aimed at was something that had never even been guessed at in Gaelic Ireland; a perfectly proportioned work of art on a contemporary subject, with every detail subordinated to the central theme. The poem is as classical as the Limerick Custom House; and fortunately, the Board of Works has not been able to get at it.


The story of it is innocuous enough. The poet falls asleep, and in a dream is summoned to the fairy court, where the unmarried women of Munster are pleading their inability to get husbands. An old man replies by telling the story of his own marriage, and of how his young wife presented him with another man’s child on his wedding night. The young girl rebuts the charge and tells the story of the marriage from the wife’s point of view, and then the Fairy Queen sums up and gives judgment for the women, whose first victim is the poet himself.


His opening is as harmless as the story. The English Georgian poets had little feeling for Nature, and Merryman had none at all; he even forgets the season he is supposed to be writing of. Fairies also look a little gauche under a classical pediment; Merryman makes his fairy messenger twenty feet high which should satisfy the imaginative hunger of any true Celt. But the moment the young girl begins to speak, Merryman knows exactly where he is, and the whole picture instantly springs into focus. This girl goes to fortune tellers and experiments with white magic to get a man, and Merryman, the realist, has studied it all with the greatest care – most of the charms I have been quite unable to identify. As always when he deals with women’s human needs, he puts real tenderness and beauty into the writing. My English cannot give the delicacy and fragrance of a line like Ag súil trím chola le cogar ó’m chéile. There is nothing remarkable about it which a romantic critic like Professor Corkery can seize on; no extravagance of imagery or language which you can translate; it is a pure classical beauty of vowels and consonants which you either hear or do not hear.


At this point the girl announces that for the future she is going in for black magic, and on that master-stroke the first part ends. With old Snarlygob’s speech a new quality enters which is the characteristic quality of Merryman. He was supremely a realist, and this is his first opportunity of painting in the peasant background. He does it with a closeness of texture, a ruthless logic which will not allow him to dawdle over a line, and a mastery of language which extracts the maximum effect out of each. Snarlygob abuses the girl and describes the misery from which she came. Then after a terrific bit of rustic comedy in which the old man describes his marriage and his wedding night, comes a curious structural weakness – the first of several. Into the old man’s mouth Merryman puts his great paean in praise of bastards. Critics who point out the inappropriateness of this also draw attention to the derivation from Savage, but to stress the borrowing seems to me to miss the point. The real inspiration of this passage is the implicit inspiration of the whole poem; not Savage so much as Rousseau; and the bastard is used as a symbol of natural innocence. The real hero of Merryman’s poem is Nature as an eighteenth century Utopian saw her.


At this point he lashes out in an attack on marriage which all respectable critics insist on regarding as humorous merely because it is good-humoured, but again to miss the note of sincerity in Merryman is to miss his quality as a poet and treat him as Professor Corkery treats him, as a coarse jester. The sort of people ‘who, lacking sensibility themselves, raise laughter by shocking it in others,’ among whom Corkery classes Merryman, do not usually do so in poems of a thousand lines; and in general it is safer to assume that when a man expresses himself in this way he is more likely to do so because he is shocked himself rather than because he is anxious to shock others; and that it is the man of no sensibility who is most likely to be shocked by it.


With the girl’s reply Merryman reverts to his natural realistic manner, though with deepening passion. There is something very like great poetry in this third canto. The girl’s description of the old man’s marriage begins in a mood of great tenderness; the tenderness Merryman always shows in dealing with women. In the Irish the lines are slow and halting, as the punctuation shows: Bhí sí lag, gan ba, gan púnta; Bhí sí abhfad gan teas, gan clúda.




This girl was poor, she hadn’t a home;


Hadn’t a thing to call her own…





From this it mounts into a perfect crescendo of frustrated sexual passion which I have had to suggest rather than to translate, though, like everything else in the poem, even this is held on a very tight rein, and is never allowed to become disproportionate to the total effect. To realise the true greatness of the eighteenth century and the way it imposed a common habit of thought on all the nations from Limerick to Leningrad, one has only to see how this village poet adopts the grand manner, and speaks as if he knew no boundaries to the human mind.




The talk about women comes well from him


Without hope in body or help in limb!


If the creature that found him such a sell


Has a lover today she deserves him well.





Then as the argument in favour of free love is developed, the girl bursts into a furious attack on clerical celibacy. This is where Merryman’s audacity reaches its height, for, after all, he was writing in an Irish-speaking village in the eighteenth century things which even Yeats himself might have thought twice of writing in English-speaking Dublin of the twentieth, and yet he never once loses his bland and humane humour and is as full of pity for his well-fed canons and curates who have to conceal their indiscretions as he is for his young women. It is superb comedy, kept well in character; but then, once morewe get the shifting of planes and the sudden intensity; the character of the woman drops away, and we are face to face with Bryan Merryman, the intellectual Protestant and disciple of Rousseau, with his appeal to Scripture.


After that, from the moment when the Queen gets up to deliver judgment, the poem falls away. Clearly this was intended to be the point at which Merryman would speak through her, and express his own convictions about life, but something went wrong. I have a suspicion that he found himself tied up in the mock-heroic machinery, and after the intensity of the previous cantos, felt it a rather ignominious expedient of comedy. Only once does he speak again in the grand manner; when he turns suddenly with a fine outburst of the old utopian passion and rends the men who desecrate human love; a curious passage from one of those unfortunate jesters, ‘who, lacking sensibility themselves, raise laughter by shocking it in others.’


After that Merryman never wrote again. He went to live in Limerick with his daughter and her husband, a tailor, and died suddenly there in 1805. Why did he go there? Most probably because what Professor Corkery sneers at as ‘his much-enlightened soul’ longed for some sort of intellectual society, which in twentieth century Clare it might still long for. To say the man was 150 years before his time would be mere optimism – think of Professor Corkery! Did he expect to find among Limerick Protestants a cultured group who would understand him? If they ever heard of him they forgot to mention the fact. Perhaps it was their neglect which compelled him to realise the futility of trying to make Irish the language of contemporary thought. He had that sort of clear, objective intelligence which rarely attaches itself to lost causes, and he may well have turned with a wry smile from the dream of a modernised Gaelic Ireland to the teaching of trigonometry.


He has had no influence whatever on Irish life or Irish thought. Yeats, with one of those flashes of instinct by which poets recognise one another even through a veil, saw that he was a European poet, but even Yeats and Synge, for all their English blood, were wild Celts compared with this village schoolmaster with ‘his much-enlightened soul.’ The jeer may serve for an epitaph. It is the sort of soul that grows on one when the uproarious spirituality of Gaelic Ireland begins to pall. I have lived with it off and on for some years, and it isn’t the sort one tires of easily. It is perhaps best suited to people of over thirty who have had some experience of life without being embittered by it. The verse it produces will never replace Romeo and Juliet by the bedside of an adolescent, but it may amuse a young woman whose children are growing up about her.


Merryman was ignored by Georgian society in Limerick, but in death he has taken a terrible revenge. The great, wine-coloured Georgian cliffs are being steadily eaten away by Rathmines Romanesque and Ruabon Renaissance. Nowhere else in Ireland has Irish Puritanism such power. Leaning over the bridge in the twilight, looking up the river at the wild hills of Clare from which old Merryman came down so long ago, you can hear a Gregorian choir chanting Et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum, and go back through the street where he walked, reflecting that in Limerick there isn’t much else to expect.




 





Frank O’Connor 1945






OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
THE O’'BRIEN PRESS

DUBLIN





OEBPS/a002_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781847176639_cover_epub.jpg
BRIAN MERRIMAN
TRANSLATED BY

FRANK O'CONNOR
ILLUSTRATED BY BRIAN BOURKE






