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‘History proper 1s the history of thought.
There are no mere events in history.

R. G. COLLINGWOOD
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EXPLANATION

Tai1s book is not a history of political events, although some
political events are described briefly in the course of the main
narrative. It is, in eftect, a creative history of the growth of a
racial mind; or one might call it a psychological history; or, if
the term were not far too large and grandiose, the story of the
development of a national civilization; although what has hap-
pened to the Irish mind is not an undisturbed local expansion
but a complex process of assimilation at the end of which Ire-
land enters, with her own distinctive qualifications, into the
great general stream of European culture.

[rish readers will have become so accustomed to another ap-
proach — the nationalist concept, almost wholly a political con-
cept, of Ireland always on the defensive against foreign enemies
— that they especially might, witheut this preliminary explana-
tion, be a little taken aback at a record which looks at National-
ity solely from the viewpoint of Civilization; which, for
example, is interested almost exclusively in the great gifts
brought to Ireland by the Norman invasion; which sees in the
impact of all foreign influences not a political or even a military
battleground but the battleground of a racial mind forced on
each new occasion to struggle afresh with itself. Indeed, if this
little book were not intended for the widest audience I might
have dispensed with politics and war entirely, or merely re-
ferred without details, and in passing, to such tiresome events
as invasions, reigns, parliaments, the rise and fall of dynasties,
all of which can have no interest for anybody apart from what
they contribute — generally without knowing it — to the sum of
human civilization. ..

A word of self-excuse. Books like Trevelyan’s English
Social History are unknown for Ireland. Most histories are
nationalist, patriotic, political, sentimental. I had not a single
book to turn to which is not either preoccupied with the national

-



10 EXPLANATION

ego and a delusion of its self-sufficiency, or else a cursive record
of political events, or a source-book of these events. I know
only two books on Irish history — apart, of course, from special-
ized scholarly works — that hack a clear perspective through the
tangled jungles of futile and pointless raids, counter-raids,
battles, sieges, ‘victories’ (over what is never otherwise made
clear), and so forth: those are Edmund Curtis’s one-volume
History of Ireland, and Bishop Mathew’s The Celtic Peoples
and Renaissance Europe. These are highly civilized books. I
have made acknowledgement, here and there in the text, to one
or two special studies that have also seen the local story in a
larger perspective. But, otherwise, this inadequate attempt at
the interpretation of the Irish mind in labour has had to be, in
its small and — nobody knows better than I — inadequate way,
a pioneering effort, a hit or miss affair of instinct rather than
knowledge. Some day somebody may write an ‘Irish Social
History’ and give a quite different value to events.

In one place I have used the image of the signpost when
speaking of an historical event, saying that it points forward to
a modern development. That will at once reveal the weakness
of all such essays as this. How do I know what the inscription
on each signpost is? Only by looking back at it from the modern
destination. But how do I know what this modern destination
is? It is all very well for me to say — ‘There you can see Irish-
men at a milestone in their journey to what they have become
today’. Who am I to say what the Irish mind is like today? I
can say, ‘Circumspice’. But one has only to be in Ireland for
two days to know that the most popular Irish entertainment is
to circumspect, and to disagree. The validity, then, of this book
is largely a matter of its persuasiveness and credibility. There
will always be a variety of historical explanations for modern
achievements and failures (in themselves interchangeable
words according to points of view). As the late R. G. Colling-
wood would have said, the truth of the answers will depend
always on the questions which one asks. I hope I am at least
clear as to my paramount question. Which is, to ask at every
stage, ‘What has this event or this contributed — with whatever
racial colouring is no matter — to the sum of world-civilization?’
Where I could see nothing of that nature emerge it seemed te



EXPLANATION II

me that the event was barren and I ignored it. Since, for these
reasons, this little sketch ignores most of the incidents which
are emphasized in our history books, and is, indeed, con-
cerned not with incidents but with intelligence, it will seem to
some far too simple a story. History, however, is often simpler
than the historians make it.

In the first section I describe the raw material of the Irish
nature or ‘genius’; in the second, how intelligence begins to
burgeon under stress; in the third, the six representative types
which have branched from these origins — the peasantry, the
Anglo-Irish, the rebels, the priests, the writers, and the politi-
cians. There is another type which I have barely hinted at, the
new middle classes, or native bourgeoisie; they are the peasant
in process of development or final decay, it 1s too soon to say

which. l
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PART I: THE ROOTS



PREHISTORY AND EARLY HISTORY ¢. 700 B.C. TO C. A.D. 500

Prehistoric Ireland, about 7000 B.Cc. onward. The Stone Age
begins.

The Bronze Age: middle date, c. 1500 B.c. The Iron Age,
around 500 B.C.

The Celts invade Ireland. The period dealt with in the great
imaginative histories and romances.

Establishment of local states, and the bcgmmng of regionalism
or particularism.

The arrival of Christianity (fourth century) and beginnings of
monasticism.

The development of the social system described in the ‘Brehon
Laws’.



I

WHO WERE THE CELTS?

A CAMERA-CARRYING satellite orbiting westward from Europe
would now show, on the rim of the continent, a ragged-edged
piece of land broken off the continental mass, ready at any
moment to slide down the spherical waste of the Atlantic. It
is an island of medium size as islands go, about four times
larger than Sicily or Sardinia, somewhat smaller than Iceland
or Cuba. Geographers and archaeologists have established that
it was once attached to its neighbouring island ; that both were
once part of the continental landmass; and that it was not in-
habited before 6000 B.c., when at the close of the post-glacial
period the melting of the ice over northern Europe created a
climate bearable by, if not exactly benevolent to man, animals
and plants.

Its first nameless explorers, and ultimately- nameless inhabi-
tants, must have reached it by means of a land bridge at a time
before the present Irish Sea existed. They probably first came
as hunters and later established settlements — these could have
been no more than the rudest shelters — on the tops of little
hillocks in the north of the island, now known as drumlins, gla-
cial deposits to be found all across the country from modern
Antrim westward to modern Sligo. Further south similar de-
posits on ridges became known as eiscirs. One such, which
became historically known as the Eiscir Riada, wanders across
the middle of the island followed, in part, by the present road
from Dublin to Galway. Remains of some of these primeval
settlements may still be seen at Larne in County Antrim.

Once the ice finally melted and the level of the surrounding
sea rose, Ireland — to give it its present name — became com-
pletely detached from Britain, the climate improved, the set-
tlers were in some condition to master their environment and so
we get the first permanent inhabitants of this most westerly
island of Europe. We know almost nothing about them. We

-~



16 ‘ THE IRISH

can only draw inferences. As their stone-age tools improved they
would have planted corn and ground it in stone querns. They
presumably bred some domestic animals, learned how to make
some sort of pottery, and build some sort of houses. The re-
mains of some houses of this early period have been excavated,
in places like Lough Gur in County Limerick, and they indicate
foundations of dry stones, with walls of woven wickerwork be-
tween wooden posts supporting thatched roofs. One or more of
those huts would have been enclosed by an earthen rampart to
shelter men and animals from the elements and wild beasts. By
degrees these settlers must have learned how to make boats,
and so begun to trade with and learn from places tarther ad-
vanced in techniques, such as the Iberian peninsula to the south-
west.

There, if they did not discover it for themselves, they would,
for example, have learned about copper and its uses — there was,
in fact, copper in plenty in the southern part of the island — and
there, or elsewhere, or at home, they would have learned that
when copper is mixed with tin it becomes harder and retains its
cutting edge. The effect, in sum, was that the population in-
creased in the copper-bearing south — there is no copper in the
north — and found itself launched into what we would now
call a new cultural and economic expansion. When gold and
silver were also mined we get those famous Bronze Age gold
ornaments now preserved in the National Museum in Dublin -
gorgets, torcs or crescent-shaped lunulae decorated with deli-
cate designs in circles and chevrons.

Most of these finds have been turned up accidentally by turf-
cutters, ploughmen or labourers casually digging with the
spade. The largest and most startling of these finds came to
light in 1854 when a gang of labourers were cutting away the
side of a small hill in Mooghane, in County Clare, to lay down
the West Clare Railway. One of these men, with a single stroke
of a pick, found a stream of gorgets, torcs and fibulae pouring
out at his feet. He and his companions immediately started to
fill their hats with the gleaming objects, and ran with them into
the nearest village, Newmarket-on-Fergus, hard by the present
Shannon Airport, where they exchanged immeasurable wealth
for tea, sugar and oatmeal. It completes the picture of the vasty
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past into which these men had sunk their ignorant picks to say
that on top of that little hill there is a large stone fort — close on
four thousand years old — whose inhabitants, possibly faced by
a sudden invasion, had buried all this wealth a few feet under-
ground. This fort has three great circular stone walls, of which
the outer wall, oval in shape, encloses some fifteen hundred
feet by a thousand feet. The walls, of loose stone, are about
fifteen feet thick. Other prehistoric forts are to be seen in
Staigue, in County Kerry; on the cliff-edge over the sea on the
largest of the Aran Islands; at Grianan Ailech in County Done-
gal.

Facing, as they do, centuries from which not a single docu-
ment of the smallest kind remains, the archaeologists and his-
torians have always had a special interest in the way prehistoric
men buried their dead. In Ireland they followed the fashion
then current along the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, from
Iberia to Brittany, Britain, Scotland and around to Norway.
They cremated their dead and either buried the remains, bones
and ashes, in urns under great stones, or dolmens; or they
placed them with a number of other cists, or funeral caskets, in
a Passage Grave, or a Gallery Grave, on top of which they
raised enormous tumuli of earth and stone. Today these tombs
are to be seen at their most impressive some twenty-five miles
north of Dublin, where a stone-age city of the dead extends for
about a mile and a half on a ridge north of the River Boyne,
about five miles inland from the little port of Drogheda. There
are several of these great mounds, of which the best known are
Knowth, Dowth and New Grange, perched high to command
the ancient plain of Bregia, a wide area some of which these
stone-age men may have painfully cleared with their stone-age
axes to reveal the makings of the best grassland in Europe.

Even today it is an impressively rich plain, but in those
early centuries when there was nothing at all to see on its far-
spreading greenery but slowly moving clouds of flocks and
herds it must have made a profound impression on the traveller
coming on it out of the wellnigh impassable forests and thickets
that covered so much of the rest of the island. But what some
such early traveller may have felt on seeing the great tumuli
rising against the sky we cannot even imagine; especially when,

-



18 THE IRISH

from a distance, he first saw the three main tumuli, about a
mile apart from one another, grouped like clouds against the
clouds — for they were not then as now, worn, green domes:
they were outlined by walls of gleaming cloud-white basalt, and
on each peak there stood a tall stone like a spike on a helmet.

The most rewarding of these remains of pre-Celtic Ireland is
the tumulus now called New Grange. It is about 280 feet in
diameter. Around its base there is a number of protective stones,
originally a kerb for the mound itself. At the low entrance
there is a highly-decorated slab, one of the best examples of its
kind in the whole necropolis, described by one archaeologist as
the most tamous stone in the whole repertory 6f European
megalithic art. Within the tumulus one finds more slabs carved
with designs of lozenges, chevrons, spirals and concentric cir-
cles. The stone basins on the earthen floor were possibly used
for cremation, but we find no urns now; New Grange was
raided by the Danes in the tenth century and the urns were
doubtless destroyed at that time. Since one of the roof stones has
revealed more carvings on its back — evidently intended to be
hidden from the eyes of men for all time — we can only feel
that all these carvings were not just decorations but part of
some religious or magical ritual whose significance we are now
likely never to understand. As we look we feel in the presence
of a lost world. We are out of touch. We have no bridge on
which to step across so many centuries. It is as if our minds had
lost a dimension in the darkness of an interrupted civilization.

[t is not until about 300 B.c. that the fog lifts. We then find
that the inhabitants of this island are, or include a people, who,
in common with other similar peoples then occupying large
areas of central Europe, speak a Celtic language, and in other
ways resemble those continentals in their manner of life and
social framework. Some historians and archaeologists put the
date for the coming of the Celts as far back as goo B.c. Some
even venture to propose that the nameless people before these
known Celts are also of Celtic origin, but this is pure specula-
tion and it is always pretaced by a cautious ‘It may be .. .’, or,
a ‘Some think ...’ All that is certain is that the Celts were
late invaders, that they brought their language and culture with

them from Europe, and imposed them so thoroughly on the
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people they found in possession that not a scrap of tradition
remains from those earlier inhabitants, nor even a word of their
language: all that we have, to record them, are the physical
remnants of their life-ways, forts, houses, rude tools, and ela-
borate burial rites. We know also that Ireland has ever since
been so fundamentally Celtic that the language still spoken in
those remote parts of the west, where it has never died, is the
modern form of the Gaelic, or Goidelic, of the last wave of
Celts, known as Goidels, who came here around the first cen-
tury B.C. _

To understand the subsequent development of the Irish mind
it is essential to grasp at the start that the Celts were never a
political nation. In Europe they had always lived in loosely-
joined communities, without any political sense of cohesion be-
tween one community and the next, fatally lacking in that
power to unite firmly, and stick together persistently, which
distinguished the Romans, whose farthest-flung outposts in
Britain or Iberia always looked to and were governed from their
imperial capital. This individualism of the Celts was to continue
in Ireland for many centuries, in parts as late as the sixteenth
century, and it is a key to many of Ireland’s later political weak-
nesses. Even when the Celts did settle down regionally their
ancestral memory was essentially that of nomads, much given
to moving, changing, and raiding, a pastoral rather than an
agricultural people, so that it is no wonder that the central
Irish saga, which stems from a queen’s ambition to possess the
finest and biggest bull in the country, is called the Tain Bo
Cuailgne, or T he Cattle Raid of Cuailgne.

The European Celts were, however, far from being a bar-
barian people; they had a culture of their own strong enough to
exercise at least some influence on the early Germanic peoples.
When Rome finally conquered Gaul and introduced Latin
learning there it was the old Celtic schools of the druids who
took over the teaching of classical culture, so successfully that
within a few generations Latin language and Latin learning
were widely disseminated in that part of the Empire. They
were reckless fighters — they often fought stark naked. They
sacked Rome in 387 B.c. Others, spreading across the Balkans,
were powerful enough to make a treaty with Alexander the

-
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Great. When St Paul wrote his Epistle to the Galatians he was
addressing people of Celtic origin. They were skilled metal
workers. That their leaders were often rich, race-proud and
aristocratic-minded we may infer from the manner in which in
Europe they buried their noble dead, with their choicest arms
and weapons, or their highly carved and decorated chariots.
They had probably reached the highest point of their culture
around 500 B.c. — the round date for their famous decorative
art now called La Téne, after the site on Lake Neuchitel where
it 1s supposed to have originated.

Driven to the ultimate west by the pressures of other groups
it was these men who ultimately found living room in Ireland,
if not exactly a quieta patria. They had to fight to establish
themselves; and they went on fighting among themselves for
group power in a pattern of internecine war that was to end
only with the final English conquest of Ireland. For in Ireland
they lived, much as the Celts of the continent must have lived, in
groups or small ‘states’ called tuatha, each with its own chief
or ‘king’; each of which could, from time to time, fall under
the domination of a more powertul neighbour. At any time a
group could, by accretion, become dynastically powerful and
even establish a shaky form of control over the whole country.
But there never was at any time a centralized political system,
or High Kingship, in Ireland. Indeed, not until the fifth cen-
tury A.p. do we get any even moderately reliable information
about such a High King, one Loegaire (anglicé Leary), whose
rise to power is dated 428 A.p. and who died in 463 a.p.

Partly because of, and partly in spite of these dynastic
struggles for power a fairly tight-looking social system gradually
began to emerge. There were free and unfree, or independent
and vassal statelets or tuatha. A stratified class-system seems.to
have become established, ranging downward from king to
noble, poet, man of learning, druid, genealogist, tenant, crafts-
man, horseman, landless men, outlaws, strangers, on down to
the helot or virtual slave who had no rights or protection inside
the laws, all duly mapped out (clearly but theoretically) and
(also theoretically) leaving no room for dispute. But all such
laws were, in practice, inevitably subject to the relativism and
determinism of that constant struggle of the more powertul to
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get still more power, and of the less powerful to evade subjec-
tion or exploitation.

It is in the light of all this that we read the early epic litera-
ture of these people. Read superficially much of it is, indeed, all
about the desire of Queen Maeve of Connaught (in the West)
to gain possession of the superlatively splendid Brown Bull of
Cuailgne (in the North). Read less superficially it seems to be
a symbolic reflection of a dynastic struggle between western and
northern power. But as the west had been settled from the
south-east, symbolized by Tara, we have to change the centres
of this dynastic struggle accordingly. It is all, furthermore, so
shot through by the imaginative transformation of military fact
into epic fancy that we may well doubt if Queen Maeve ever
even existed, and may think of her, rather, as an early goddess
turned, for epic purposes, into a human being. The whole of
this central epic, indeed, is so blown out by Celtic wonder and
imagination, so filled with attendant supernatural powers, gods
and goddesses who replace, as they glorify, what had once been
actual fighting men, that none of it can possibly be taken liter-
ally. Irish literature may, like the Greek epics, reflect remote
historical facts. Like them, it supplies none. -Its value and its
delight is the light it throws on the Irish mind, on the early
constituents of the Irish dye.
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THE GREAT GODS DiE

Ir we turn to this early Irish literature, as we naturally may, to
see what sort of people the Irish were in the infancy of the race,
we find ourselves instead wandering in delighted bewilderment
through a darkness shot with lightning and purple flame. One
expects the beginnings of any people to be dark; the darkness
at the beginning of the story of the Irish mind is an unnatural
darkness. There is somewhat too much of the supernatural
about it. Alternatively we may feel that here a racial imagina-
tion has, from the start, got out of control; or we may simply
say that early Irish literature is wildly romantic; or that the
popular idea of the Celt as a romantic is correct; or that the
nineteenth century, in exploiting this romantic quality, com-
mitted only the fault of piling on top of something already suf-
ficiently embroidered by nature a lot of superfluous William
Morris trappings. But the impression of a supernatural infusion
1s, I think, far and away the most important one.

The Celt’s sense of the Otherworld dominated his imagina-
tion and affected his literature from the beginning. So I see
him, at any rate, struggling, through century after century, with
this imaginative domination, secking for a synthesis between
dream and reality, aspiration and experience, a shrewd know-
ledge of the world and a strange reluctance to cope with it, and
tending always to find the balance not in an intellectual synthe-
sis but in the rhythm of a perpetual emotional oscillation.

This is to anticipate, and in this book I shall oscillate a great
deal myselt between the past and the present, ringing one
against the other, which is the disadvantage as well as the only
way of writing the psychological history of a people. For the
moment [ must presume that my reader will have some know-
ledge of early Celtic literature. The great tales must be well
known, Deirdre and Conchubar, Cuchulainn and Emer and
Fand and Etain, Diarmuid and Grainne, Oisin and Fionn. The
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modern romantic poets who have made them popular have
sinned only in softening their starkness and decorating their
decoration. But the gods do whistle in the air, appear and van-
ish, hover, shimmer through a veil, the Otherworld is always
at one’s shoulder and the sense of poetry is everywhere, though
not always tamed to its purpose and never, outside the lyrics to
which we must return later, winnowed of its chaff.

I will mention, very briefly, one run from one example to
remind the reader of the highly imaginative quality of Celtic
invention — the end of the piece called “The Second Battle of
Mag Tured’ from the history book called The Book of Inva-
sions. It depicts the end of the war between the (imaginary)
peoples known as the Tuatha De Danaan and the Fomorians,
who held them in bondage. It begins with the entry into the
subject Nuada’s palace at Tara, of a warrior called Lug Lam-
fada, or Lugh of the Long Arm, whose prowess is so great that
Nuada considers how to use him against the Fomorians. The
- passage which follows lifts us at once out of the world of his-
tor y:

Thereafter the wizards of Ireland were summoned to them and
their medical men and charioteers and smiths and farmers and
lawyers. They held speech with them in secret. Then Nuada in-
quired of the sorcerer whose name was Mathgen what power he
could wield. He answered that through his contrivance he could
cast the mountains of Ireland on the Fomorians, and roll their sum-
mits against the ground. And he declared to them that the twelve
chief mountains of the land of Erin would support the Tuatha De
Danaan, to wit, Slieve League and Denna Ulad and the Mourne
Mountains, and Bri Ruri and Slieve Bladma and Shieve Snechta and
Slieve Mish and Nefin and Slieve Maccu Belgadan and Segais and
Cruachain Aigle . ..

And the lochs of Ireland would dry before them and all the great
rivers, but the Tuatha should drink as they needed. Then we
hear of the Dagda, and Ogma, and the three gods of the Dan-
aan people, and a plethora of themes enters with more magical
servants, on both sides, including the Fomorian demigod,

Balor of the Evil Eye:

An evil eye had Balor the Fomorian. That eye was never opened -

save on a battlefield. Four men used to lift up the lid of the eye with

-



24 THE IRISH

a polished handle which passed through its lid. If an army looked at
that eye though they were many thousands in number, they could
not resist a few warriors .

But Lug, so soon as Balor’s eye was opened, cast a sling-stone
right through the eye, and that stone passed through Balor’s
head and killed twenty-seven Fomorians. Indeed, so many were
slain in that battle that they could never be reckoned ‘until we
number the stars of heaven, sand of sea, flakes of snow, dew on
lawn, hailstones, grass under feet of herds, and the horses of
Manannan Mac Lir [the waves| in a storm at sea’.

As one reads these elaborations — in, I repeat, an alleged
historical record — the mind cannot help being a little dazed.
As we shall see presently there is one other paramount reason
for this besides the immediate spectacle of imagination drown-
ing in its own excess, or besides the natural difficulty of then-
thinking into times so remote: that paramount reason being
our comparative ignorance of the mythological, or religious,
back references hidden in these heroic inventions.

But before we come to that we must advert to a further and
purely mechanical reason for a sense of confused bewilderment.
We do not read the literature as it was originally created. Later
Christian scribes and patriotic pseudo-historians freely altered
original records and traditional lore to suit their own ends, so
that what we read today is a much-used palimpsest, and it is the
delight and agony of modern scholars to try to peel off the second,
third, fourth, and, for all we know, four-hundredth retelling in
order to expose the original thought. Not that the original
thought, if it ever could be discovered, would itself be firmly
stated. The early Irish shaped their notions of this life, and the
other life, at a stage in their development when they had passed
far beyond savagery but had not yet arrived at civilization: that
stage in human development when man’s concepts are still
fluid and formative, as well as when the arts of literature and
design, which would have fixed the forms and attributes, for
example, of their gods cannot keep pace with the imagina-
tion in labour. We Irish had no primitive Homer to shape our
early, half-formed ideas into a connected whole, and the
winds of time and latter-day piety have further blown these
earliest dreams like smoke in wind about the sky. Myth and
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history, dreams and facts, are forever inextricably commingled.

It 1s therefore impossible to form any clear picture of the
religious background of this primitive Ireland. Gods and demi-
gods abound. The hierarchy is not to be codified. All one can
say, and even that debatably and daringly, is that the great Jove
of the Celts was the Dagda, which simply means the Good
Father, also called the Oll-Athair or All Father, the god of the
Otherworld, and that he' was primarily a sungod; though, as one
might expect from so mighty and central a deity, he had many
functions and aspects and many names and many offshoots,
or doublets, or imitators, or demigods born of his endlessly
procreative plasma. Had Christianity not intervened it is likely,
at least it 1s possible, that these recreations from the one great
archetype and primitive myth would have developed characteris-
tics and lives of their own, and the end might have been a co-
herent Celtic pantheon. As it is, the scholars, coming on these
vaguely characterized creatures — part god, part hero, partly
humanized, partly ‘explained’ — can only assume that Aed
Alainn (The Lovely Aed), or In Ruad Rofhessa (The Red and
All-wise One), or Goll (The One-eyed), and scores beside, are
all born of the one adoration. It is even held.that the name of
Ireland, Eriu, modern Irish Ezre, is that of a suncoddess.*

The attributes of the parent Dagda, Good Father, sungod, or
Otherworld-god, are, at any rate, clearly consonant with sun-
worship. He is of enormous size; he rules the weather and the
crops; he is swift; he wields a deadly club, which may be
lightning; he owns a cauldron as inexhaustible as the cornu-
copia, and he is thought then to preside over the feasts of the
Otherworld; he is very old and very wise, indeed he is the
source of all wisdom, especially of occult wisdom. So must the
Dagda have seemed, variously, as occasion suggested, to the
early Irish.

Let us see an example of how time has treated these early
gods. ‘It was natural,” says Professor O’Rahilly, “to atttribute
great age and great knowledge to the deified sun, the heavenly
eye who has observed the doings of countless ages of men.’ It

* In all this section I obediently foliow the most scholarly book on the
subject — Early Irish History and Mythology, by Professor T F. O’Rahilly,
Institute of Advanced Studies, Dublin, 1946.

-
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may be part of an early and simultaneous totemism that this
sungod is thought able to assume the shape of animal or bird,
such as the horse or the eagle who fly so swiftly and beautitully
through the air. Elsewhere the animal who pre-eminently sym-
bolizes the powers of the netherworld has been the serpent; but
there are no serpents in Ireland and one alternative transforma-
tion of the sungod chosen by the Irish was the salmon. (This
folk-practice of replacing any item which is not locally feasible
by one which is locally feasible is widespread: e.g. in inland
countries a folk-hero cannot descend into the sea but can des-
cend a lake or a well, and some far-travelled story about him
will, accordingly, be altered in this respect.) Now this Salmon
of Knowledge is well known in Irish tales. They locate him,
with due local patriotism, in various rivers, including the River
Boyne, which is presided over by one of the various equivalents
of the Dagda in human form, a hero named Elcmar. In an
anecdote from the great Ulster, or Cuchulainn cycle, Cuchulainn
— the central Irish hero — attempts to catch this Salmon of
Wisdom and is opposed by Elcmar.

Therein the Celt is dualistically thinking of the gods as, at
one and the same time, beneficent and maleficent. The gods
possess wisdom, but the gods also guard their wisdom: to win
it man must fight the gods. But it is not so stated — for the god
1s depicted as a human hero guarding his second self trans-
formed into a salmon. The listeners to the tale would only
partly perceive the divine truth behind the mortal tale. As time
passed the mortal tale would come more and more into the fore-
ground ; the primitive belief would fade; in the end, the great
gods would die.

Nevertheless, although rationalization, changes of nomencla-
ture, euhemerization due to Christian distaste for the old be-
liefs, might actually improve the elementary myth, even alter
it to great artistic advantage, behind the veil it is the element-
ary myth which still dominates and excites the imagination.
We, however, having lost the primitive key to the primitive
gate, must be content to read the tales purely as mortal tales. We
may take them as shimmering reflections of the primitive Celtic
mind, but we must not think of them as its pure creations. They
are, rather, the recreations of the civilized Celt many many
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centuries after the passing into oblivion of the magnificently
barbaric world which first set the wheel of wonder into move-
ment.

There is a very pleasant example of the skill with which the
Christian adaptors transformed the gods not merely into mortal
heroes but into those new demigods — the saints. It occurs in
Muirchus’ Life of Saint Patrick. Here St Patrick thunders
against sun-worship, declaring that all who adore the sungod
will perish; but the Sun whom he worships shall endure for
ever, and all who adore Him abide with Him forever. Patrick
is opposed by one Coll, or Goll, meaning The One-eyed, which
is a common image for the sun; later this Coll becomes Mac-
Cuill, the Son of Coll, and gradually MacGuill, Maguil, and
Machaldus. This man plans to murder Patrick. But Patrick by
his own great miraculous power so astonishes his enemy that
he becomes converted and, as a penance, Machaldus is set
adrift in a rudderless and oarless coracle which bears him, ulti-
mately, to the Isle of Man. There pious tradition made him into
a Manx saint — St Maughold. It is a transformation of sun into
saint which is not alone illustrative of the process by which
pagan god becomes Christian hero but, also, ef the infusion of
pagan mythology into Christian hagiography. The early Irish
mind is, apparently, as fertile when creating miracles as myths,
though rarely as graceful. The imaginative dominance 1s not,
at any rate, lessened by the arrival of Christianity.

We must see, too, how the historians worked their will on the
gbds. The most elaborate of their works is that great volume
known as The Book of Invasions, a twelfth-century text, but
doubtless begun several centuries earlier. The nineteenth-
century scholars, such as Eugeéne O’Curry, took this volume as
more or less genuine history; it is a measure of modern Irish
scepticism that its latest critic roundly describes it as ‘a deliber-
ate work of fiction’. Its compilers set out to do several things:
first, to explain, with considerable imaginative power, how it
was that a variety of people seemed to have settled, from time
to time, in this now supposedly purely ‘Gaelic’ island (those
Goidels or Gaels who were the last wave of Celtic invaders);
second, to unify the country politically by giving all the contem-
porary upper classes a common Gaelic origin; thirdly, they set

s



28 | THE IRISH

out with ‘the deliberate intention of reducing the faded deities
of pagan Ireland to the status of mere mortals’.

One of the finest inventions of these pious frauds was one
completely imaginary invasion by those folk whom we have
already met in ‘The Battle of Mag Tured’ — the Tuatha De
Danaan — the word ddn apparently means artistic skill of any
kind. Thereafter, if, for example, the people of the wild, moun-
tainous south-west looked on the two great rounded hills
against the horizon which, to this day, are called the Two
Breasts of Danu, it was hoped that they would see in these
mighty prostrate paps not some ossification of a monstrous
heathen goddess but some fanciful image related to these (ima-
ginary) mortal colonists. And all the gods and all the demigods
would likewise be referred to this human origin, explained and
demoted.

But though a racial imagination may be tamed or discip-
lined (and these redactions are primitive efforts to do this), it
cannot be explained away into insensibility. It one could per-
sonify it one might imagine it saying obstinately, ‘No, no! If
to believe is sinful, to half-believe is but a fancy. We will not
reason the gods out of existence. We will dream them into
demigods and fancy them where they may live in immortal
peace.” So, in the sagas the demigods abound, come and go, do
not die but hide deep in the earth, in marvellous palaces known
as side — pronounced shee — and if the curious asked later where
these shee were, then men would point to the great burial
mounds, such as Brugh na Boinne, those vast tumuli which may
still awe the modern traveller at Knowth, Dowth and New
Grange. Three of them have been opened and show great
mortuary chambers, like that at New Grange, one of the largest
in western Europe, now empty. (Even so did the Greeks attribute
their prehistoric monuments to the Cyclops.) This word side
became, still later, transterred from these ‘palaces’ to their oc-
cupants. In modern Gaelic it has come to mean what we call
the fairies. And there, indeed, the great gods have at last died,
not by being humanized but by being reduced to the status
of elves, wood-nymphs, hobgoblins, brownies, local Lares, poor
remnants of a great myth. In the nineteenth century to give
any credence even to these displeased the clergy. The country
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folk talk of them nowadays hardly at all. They tend, I think, to
speak only of what they call the sprid, the spirit, or ghost, a
frightening and rather malevolent element; and, in any case,
Irish ‘fairy stories’ as gathered from the people have never had
much of the dainty or sparkling or pretty about them. Awe has
remained to the end.

[t was this mingled and confused memory that Yeats gath-—
ered into such poems as The Unappeasable Host :

The Danaan children laugh, in cradles of wrought gold,
And clap their hands together, and half-close their eyes,
For they will ride the North when the ger-eagle flies
With heavy whitening wings and a heart fallen cold ;

I kiss my wailing child and press it to my breast

And hear the narrow graves calling my child and me.
Desolate winds that cry over the wandering sea ;
Desolate winds that hover in the flaming West ;
Desolate winds that beat the doors of Heaven and beat
The doors of Hell and blow there many a whimpering ghost ;
O heart the winds have shaken, the unappeasable host

Is comelier than candles at Mother Mary’s feet.

He kept various strands — the power of the Otherworld beings
to carry off children and leave changelings in their place, their
trick of appearing as birds or animals, their dwelling under the
earth, their malevolence, their beauty. His poem is an inter-
weaving of centuries upon centuries of bright imaginings and
~ dim rememberings, of irrational terror and delight.

It was his immense good fortune to be born into an Ireland
where that traditional memory still Hlourished, and so to see
her as an ancient land, old as Judea and Egypt, with an ancient
soul and an ancient aura, to find in her people a great dignity
and a great simplicity and a great sense of wonder. Out of it all
he created an aesthetic based on the instinctive life of the soul
and the passionate life of the body as against such destructive
things as cold character and sterile knowledge that generalizes
all spontaneous life away into abstractions. He saw a folk-
Ireland which is, even yet, far from dead though, like its be-
liefs, it now lives, as it were, underground. It takes three
whiskeys to evoke it.

Our first approach to the early Irish world, through its

—
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literature, is thus a bewilderment not only because of its own
imaginative richness but because of a deliberate mingling of his-
tory, myth, legend and religion — possibly our ancestors’ first
effort to synthesize an imaginative concept of life with their
actual experience of it. It may have been this mingling (though he
may not have fully appreciated its disintegrating effects) that
forced one of the most sensitive as well as intelligent British
scholars who ever examined Irish literature, the late W. P. Ker,
to assert that the Celt never could create <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>