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      1. The River Liffey, illuminated.


    




    
Preface




    Ireland is the only place in the world where the Three Great Falsehoods remain ever alive, ever convincing:




    This really is my last beer for today.




    The check is in the mail.




    OK, we’ll meet at half past eight.




    With typical irony, the Irish use these statements to indicate to others that they are quite fond of the occasional alcoholic beverage, they can tell tall stories with the best, and they have little need for punctuality.




    If you know this, you are well on your way to getting around Dublin problem-free.




    Only recently has Dublin grown from a fairly small city of less than a million inhabitants into one of Europe’s most beautiful metropolises. The innumerable museums, churchs, cathedrals, galleries and theaters prove that Dublin is indeed worthy of the title it held for one year not long ago: “Europe’s capital of culture.” In this coastal city, history is visible at every turn. Historical buildings rub shoulders with vibrant shopping and pedestrian zones – a result of the rapid economic development of the 1990s.




    Come with us on a walk through the Irish capital city. It’s a city that is actually best explored and experienced on foot. If you get tired along the way, I’m sure we’ll be able to drop in at one of the more than a thousand pubs, all of which reckon to provide cheer for the weary and good company for new friends. Indeed, long chats and earnest discussions on the wonders of God and the world are what Dublin’s bars are famed for. And that in spite of – or perhaps because of – the Three Great Falsehoods of Ireland.
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      2. Colourful buildings at sunset.
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      3. O’Connell Bridge.
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      4. The Parliament Building at twilight.
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      5. Mural.
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      6. Coffee-break at the Powerscourt Centre.


    


  




  

    
I. Dublin’s Intellectual Power-House




    There is one place in Dublin where, whoever you are, you will feel small. That will be partly because you are standing in an enormously long chamber with a high wooden ceiling. But only partly. The main reason will be the incredible amount of esoteric knowledge all around you in this chamber. For some 200,000 books, documents and manuscripts are stored here on shelves that stretch for 210 feet (64 meters) in length, a number of them more than 3 feet (a meter) high.




    Not for nothing is the Library called The Long Room.




    We are in Trinity College, Dublin’s famous old university, founded on the site of a former Augustinian monastery in 1592 during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I of England. For more than two centuries thereafter the College permitted only Protestant students within its hallowed walls to absorb its teachings. Today there are no barriers of religion in this now world-famous university – something taken for granted by the approximately 10,000 students who have to share the vast area of the campus with the hundreds of tourists who visit every day.




    Trinity College is genuinely spectacular. The rich green of the meticulously trimmed lawn first draws the visitor’s attention – it stays immaculate because no one is permitted to set foot upon it. Through the archway at the Main Entrance, Parliament Square may just be glimpsed, with, to the right of it, the old library and its Long Room. And to the right of that is the Dining Hall which, dating from 1761, has thus been the scene for more than 250 years of refectorial history.
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      7. The Long Room, Trinity College.
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      8. In the Old Library.
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      9. St Stephen’s Green.
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      10. Parliament Square, in Trinity College.
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      11. Fountain in front of the Parliament Building.
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      12. Arnaldo Pomodoro, Sphere Within a Sphere, 1982: Trinity College.
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      13. Trinity College.


    




    What a contrast there is between these ancient buildings and the milling throng of young people who tread between them apparently heedless of the history all around them. How many of these young people will settle down in Dublin anyway? Yet the time when Ireland’s population tended en masse to think only of emigrating is actually long past, and today the nation’s capital exhibits no sign at all of the decade after decade when Irish citizens in their hundreds of thousands left the country for pastures new.




    After all, the European Union in the late 20th century donated millions of dollars to modernize and upgrade the city. Traditional ways of life, even among families, have changed accordingly. In many families now, for example, both parents work, and the proportion of women in the total workforce is currently on a par with that in other European countries. Moreover, many of the women have studied at Trinity College – in the footsteps of authors Oscar Wilde and Samuel Becket. All of the students are of course familiar with the Book of Kells. This medieval illuminated manuscript is among the most beautiful in the world, created by monks who fled in fear of Viking marauders from the Scottish island of Iona in AD 806 and came to live at Kells, some 36 miles (58 kilometers) north-west of Dublin. The Book has been kept at Trinity College since the 17th century, and today remains the object of considerable reverence. Stored in a glass cabinet, it comprises the four Gospels in Latin.




    Its compilers embellished many of the capital letters in the chapter headings, incorporating colorful ornamentation as well as scenes depicting people and animals. Some of the inks they used had to be specially imported from the Middle East because certain colors were unavailable in Europe at that time. Every day there is a long line of visitors who wait to get a glimpse of this literary treasure. And every day sees the next page turned – with the utmost care. To take photos of it is not allowed.




    It is certainly something apart from the ordinary everyday world. Mind you, the history and knowledge that surrounds it in the university grounds is hardly ordinary or everyday either. But most universities exude that sort of atmosphere – the sense of being cut off from the world and its harsh realities.




    Once you leave Trinity College and enter Dame Street, you will probably find yourself caught up once more among the young and ambitious members of the Dublin population, complete with their cell-phones and suits.




    It is not far from there to Christ Church Cathedral, which was commissioned in 1171 by Richard de Clare, the Anglo-Norman conqueror of Dublin, and Archbishop Laurence O’Toole. It replaced a wooden church originally built by Viking invaders in 1038. The property was ceded to the new Protestant clerical authorities at the Reformation.




    Most impressive in the Cathedral is the nave, with its beautiful gothic arches and its immensely high ceiling. Some of the tiling in the chapel dates back to medieval times. The Romanesque porch is considered one of the finest examples of 12th-century Irish stonemasonry.




    By 1870, however, the fabric of the Cathedral buuilding was in sad disrepair. The task of restoration was handed to George Street who insisted on going back to the original plans. Only the crypt of the former Norman church was preserved in its entirety – and its comparatively cumbersome crudeness stands in direct contrast to the clean-cut lines of the rest of the church that has been restored. Yet there are still vestiges of the original Romanesque construction of the south transept, and the tiled floor – in which no fewer than 63 different patterns are visible – is particularly impressive.




    As befits a venerable House of God, traditions continue on – and today, as almost a thousand years ago, choral church services are held every evening. Christ Church Cathedral remains a place of peace and calm, especially in early summer when the flowers come out in full color, and its gardens just invite the visitor to linger.




    More prosaically, a mere stone’s throw away is the fish-and-chips place held to be the best in the whole of Dublin. But this simply emphasizes the astonishing contrasts in this city: tranquility and furious activity, historicity and modernity, all packed in together. Similarly, some tourist sights may make you feel small and insignificant – but others will make you feel right at home.
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