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PREFACE.

WHATEVER be thought of the literary and
philological claims of the Irish language, it
cannot be denied that the “ Language Move-
ment ” brings into prominence an aspect of
Irish nationality of which a good many Irish-
men have hitherto been content to ignore the
existence.  Dragged from obscurity in the
hovels of the West, like the forgotten repre-
sentative of some old dynasty restored by a
sudden revolution, the ancicnt language of
this country hears itself saluted as  Our own
Tongue,” “The Irish Language,” even in
the. presence of that rival who has sup-
planted it, and who is now so securely
established as the language of the country
that it can afford to wink at these pretensions
and even to extend municipal hospitalities
to Gaelic in the decayed but still haughty
capital of the Ascendancy. * Irish ” Language
is indeed only a title of courtesy : the ancient
language of the Celt is no longer the language
of Irish nationality. And in fact it never was.

A visitor commissioned to describe this
country in the style and spirit of Caesar would
perhaps report that all Ireland is divided into
three parts, of which the Anglo-Irish form
one, the Scotch-Irish another, while the third
is formed of what we may call, borrowing the
phrase from Mr. H. G. Wells, the peasant
hinterland.  These, he would probably con-
tinue, do not differ in language, institutions,
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PREFACE

of the peasant hinterland makes its appeal.

No man calls himself an Irishman without
some attribution of nationality to the Irish
people as a whole ; but it is idle to deny that
the nationality which most of us have in our
mind is one which has its nucleus in the
Anglo-Irish population rather than in the
peasant hinterland. That hinterland it was
indeed the mistake of the Anglo-Irishman to
ignore in the days when he arrogated to him-
self the lofty title of * nation ”’: forgetting the
political lesson implied in the maxim of
Mencius, “ To conquer the peasantry is the
way to become the son of heaven!” He did
not realize that to impart language, insti-
tutions and laws is not to impart nationality,
but that it is from the peasantry that he
derives nationality. And so when democratic
ideas invaded Ireland at the end of the 18th
century, and presently gave an independent
political existence to the peasant hinterland,
the political ideas of that factitious ¢ nation ”
of which Grattan was the slightly histrionic
spokesman and Sir Jonah the fitting historian,
shrivelled like an unrooted plant, and the
Anglo-Irishman sank into provincial apathy.
All through the 19th century he has been
little more than a spectator of Irish political
life, abandoning to the peasant hinterland the
cause of nationality, and in his dilemma be-
tween nationalism and provincialism is a butt

9




































A NEGLECTED MONUMENT OF IRISH PROSE

remained to this day, in the main, the cause
of pre-Lutheran ecclesiasticism. The printing
of the Old Testament in 1685 was due
mainly to the philosopher, Robert Boyle ; as
is well known, the translation had been begun
under the care of the good Bishop Bedell, and
it, too, is a direct translation from the original.
But the country, under the direction of its
spiritual guides, would have none of it, and its
circulation was left to the Society for the
Promotion of Christian Knowledge, which
arose at the end of the century. There is
something perhaps a little pathetic in the nalve
assurance of those monarchs, philosophers, and
bishops who interested themselves in the enter-
prise, that the Hebrew Bible, translated into
the tongue of the Gael, would be irresistible.
It is hardly on its literary merits or by
authority of its spiritual wisdom, that a book
2commends itself to the hearts of the people.
Even in Wales, where there was not the same
political or religious division between govern-
ment and nationality as in this country, the
translation of the Bible had for a long time
very little effect in stopping the decay of the
language ; and the Bible of Bishop Lloyd
would probably have had much the same
destiny as Bishop Bedell’s, had not the insti-
tution of Sunday schools by the Methodists
obliged little boys and girls, no doubt very
reluctantly, to study it and learn it by heart.
21



A NEGLECTED MONUMENT OF IRISH PROSE

Few Irishmen will admit that Ireland would
have been made a more interesting and agree-
able country by an evangelical movement
which would have introduced Bedell’s Bible
into every cottage ; but it was probably at the
cost of her ancient language, as well as of some
other things, that Ireland kept her religious
tradition unbroken.

22



THE ISLAND OF SAINTS.

THaT “East is East and West is West ”—in
other words, that human nature in the East
and human nature in the West are essentially
different—is accepted usually as a sufficient
account of the fact that what we call “uni-
versal ” religions have as yet appeared only in
the East. The mere statement of the fact has
come to seem a kind of explanation of it.
T'he real explanation more probably is con-
veyed in the saying of the Egyptian priest to
Solon, in Plato’s Timaeus : “ O Solon, Solon,
you Greeks are always children, and old man
among you there is none.” “ How so,” asked
Solon.  “ You are all young,” said the priest,
“in your souls; for you have in them no
settled opinion confirmed through hearsay from
of old, and no knowledge hoary with time.”
T'he infant nationalities of modern Europe
were for many centuries the pupils of a re-
ligion which came to them with all the
authority of that civilisation of which they
were the heirs, and it was their part, not all
at once to found a religion of their own, but
to submit to authority, and to content them-
sclves with such answers as were vouchsafed
to their first questionings. The great religions,
which have something in them to which a
whole civilisation can look up, are the results
of ages of silent thought, and of the inde-
pendent contributions of many schools. Give

23
























THE ISLAND OF SAINTS

appears in the account of the Convention of
Drum-Ketta, more than a century after Patrick,
when the Church came to the rescue of the
bardic order, threatened with extinction by
the High King. The immense number of
these saints excites our suspicion almost as
much as the number of bards raises one’s
doubts as to the existence among them of any
genuine poet. Any rogue who had submitted
his head to the tonsure, who fasted, and who
could repeat the Psalter, was ipso facto a saint,
just as the standing of a bard was determined
by the number of tales he had by heart.
Those devotees who made their abode on the
top of the Skelligs or of Slieve Gullion; who
got into coracles and drifted out to sea without
oars or rudder, and sometimes threw away the
loaves they had brought with them; or who
tried in the name of Christ to float stones on
the lake, were many of them, we may believe,
the Quixotes of the old Druidic world, which
indeed lingered on for many centuries after
them. There is really nothing to choose be-
tween the morale of the bard and of the saint,
as he appears in the legends, where he has
parted with none of the privileges of magical
power and authority. Columba himself has
hardly more unction than Aitherne; and even
his respected biographer Adamnan, we are
told, retained a monk to tell his lies for him.
The unregenerate character of the Irish saints
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THE ISLAND OF SAINTS

little unfairness be styled, as Newman styled
it, Protestant. But if the English language be
saturated with Protestantism, with what is the
Irish language saturated?! Listen to the last
mutterings of the “ Grand Old Tongue,” and
you will hear it babbling of the fancies of its
youth, in the days before Patrick. It was only
with the introduction of the English language,
and when Ireland began to be affected indi-
rectly by the Reformation, that it became the
pious nationality that we know.

35
























THE DE-DAVISISATION OF IRISH LITERATURE

system of thought to the status of a lost
cause. If the Irish nation is a literary nation
it is a very wonderful nation. But no! the
“cold chain of silence” will never be lifted
from the soul of Ireland save by men using
the homely directness of utterance, and,
without much doubt, the speech of John
Mitchel; and one would like to live to
see the day of what might be termed, without
any disrespect to Davis, the de-Davisisation of
Irish national literature, that is to say, the
getting rid of the notion that in Ireland, a
writer is to think, first and foremost, of
interpreting the nationality of his country, and
not simply of the burden which he has to
deliver. The expression of nationality, litera-
ture cannot fail to be; and the richer, more
varied and unexpected that expression the
better.
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THE BEST IRISH POEM

J.oyola and Wesley, who both entertained the
vain ambition of repeating in Ireland the
legendary success of Patrick.

Yet that there is no natural limitation in
the Irish mind which disqualifies it for ¢ deal-
ing boldly with substantial things,” or for free
speculation, is sufficiently proved in the poem
already mentioned, The Midnight Court,
of Brian Merriman, now published and
translated in the Zeitschrift fur Celtische
Philologie by L. C. Stern.  The steady in-
crease in the population had already begun to
overflow in that stream of emigration to
America and to the large towns in Ireland
and Great Britain, which, with another cause
mentioned in the poem, deprived the country
of its best and most enterprising young.men.
What remedy for this evil? 1s the question
discussed by Merriman. The form is the
medizval Aisling, or vision. The poem opens
with a fine description of daybreak on a sum-
mer morning in the county Clare.

“ My heart rejoiced as I looked on Loch Greine,
The fields, the soil, and the width of the skies,
The mountains lying serene and lovely,

One over the other uplifting their tops.

Dried up though it be, the heart rejoices,
Spent and nerveless and filled with pains ;
The embittered hungerer, owning nothing,
Looks forth for a little while over the woods !™
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THE BEST IRISH POEM

sense. [Every institution has its justification
in some mood or phase of human development
of which it survives as the monument.
Monasticism has played as great a part in the
history of human culture as the Renaissance.
For our own part we may regard the existence
in Ireland of a celibate priesthood, which un-
doubtedly withdraws from the population the
“fittest,” both mentally and physically, of the
“men of Erin”—as Huxley pointed out, the
two qualifications go together oftener than
we suppose—as the outward sign of that
medizvalism which has only in our own day
begun to break up in Ireland.
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