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INTRODUCTION

The soaring popularity of all things Irish, evidedcby the hundreds of
books published since the 1990’s, clearly indicatesnterest in a country
that, historically, has endured thousands of yedrsonquests. Much
pride has been taken in the last decade in Irefanidé from one of the
poorest countries in Europe to one of its richiestand’s history of brutal
conquests, from the Danish plundering of village€tomwell’s atrocities
on the Irish people to the long history of Britishperialism, have been
well documented as both artifact and analysis, @l dark period of
Ireland’s history, at the dawn of the S2tentury, appears to be over.
However, a new menace--the underbelly of this €eiger-- has moved
from the threat of British imperialism to the thref world capitalism and
globalization, rising across the Irish landscapthanform of urban sprawl.
This new topography of pavement is threatening ndeumine the rich
natural history of Ireland and the rich legacy afure literature from the
beginning of Irish civilization. As Mark Lynas stat in “The Concrete
Isle,” an article that appeared The Guardian(London) at the end of
2004, “This land has been mauled by the Celtic Tighewed up by
double-digit economic growth—and what'’s left is &lgirecognizable.”
Statistically, Ireland has been ranked nkarbiottom in Europe on the
environment, and urban sprawl is growing fastdrétand than anywhere
else in Europe. This is mainly because people calomger afford to live
in the cities of Dublin or Cork, which has led tdhage increase in long
distance commuting and a more congested networkoafis, and the
amount of urbanized land is expected to doublewiaenty years. As a
result, Ireland has been transformed into one efrtost car-dependent
countries in the world. Irish drivers average 20,6llometers a year, far
above Great Britain’s 16,000 km a year and evepasaging the United
States at 19,000 km, already reaching levels tish lgovernment had
predicted for 2010. Tony Lowes, a co-founder offds of the Irish
Environment, is spearheading a plan to tightenrpfanlaws as a means
of slowing down urban sprawl and whose aim, he ategl is “to save
Ireland from the lIrish.” Further, he states, “Wetgned our back on
everything. The environment, the past...There areictories. Everything
is being demolished around us” (Lynas). Or as lrsicDonald, Irish
Timesenvironmental editor puts it, “What is going on@ss the board in
this country is immensely destructive. The levehotise-building spells
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catastrophe for scenic landscapes and the couryisi general if it
continues...it's quite clear to me that by 2020 thuntry will be
completely destroyed” (Lynas).

What's clear is that the advent of progress imasifested itself in a
landscape that is quickly diminishing Ireland’s urat world. This is
implicit in places like the famously scenic roadtvieen Galway and
Connemara, where the natural world is being wipedtirough villages
merging together like strip malls; the building bodn Killarney has
impacted the once picturesque view there, and asadypoints out,
“Where once only the cathedral spire stood abowe fimous lakes,
Killarney’s skyline is now dominated by cranes.”

These cranes symbolize the progress that a rmgurgconomy and
onrushing globalization have brought to Irelanghlete with possibilities
of future financial success for both businesseslask citizens; but these
cranes also symbolize the ugliness that is replgitia lush natural beauty
of this land; sadly, these changes are meetinglittithor no resistance.

“I will arise and go now, for always night and day

| hear the water lapping with low sounds by thersho
While | stand on the roadway, or on the pavemersg,g
| hear it in the deep heart's core.” (Yeats 39).

Yeats, in the last stanza of “The Lake Isle of &firde,” bemoans the loss
of the nature of his youth within the confines gbaved civilization; the

narrator’s arising and going is an attempt to takgon in a manner that
will bring that nature back, though like Wordswostidaffodils, this

arising and going is more a tapping into memory mmagination of what

was than an actual return to building a cabin dake and departing the
paved way of life. In other words, the paved lifél wiways be there, but
it doesn’t need to be. But Yeats' narrator is atemceding that those
around him in his London landscape (and his Duldimdscape for that
matter) are too removed from this type of existetocdesire it. Indeed, the
narrator’'s “deep heart's core” is, for most in thagban communities,
unreachable. The very idea of a pastoral dreambkas replaced by a
very real preference for the practical, and thoé® Wave lost access to
this deep heart’s core are too integrated into\aegaxistence to notice
what has been lost. The diminishing of desire dttl fonto the pastoral
dream becomes a lost landscape of childhood mesasied today this
lost landscape has spread beyond Ireland’s citie®vter the countryside.
Places that existed beyond the pale of Dublin's egavoads and
neighborhoods are being lost to memories and abilds forever. Indeed,
the lake to which Yeats’ narrator wishes to returas become a
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geographical footnote, a tourist destination, dradne thing that has kept
it preserved from urban development. Nature, t@s, lecome a footnote,
a lost dream that fades with each subsequent iieducf the natural
world. Yeats, in his autobiography, ruminates bis tpoem: “I grew
suddenly oppressed,” he said, “at the great wedglstone and thought,
‘There are miles and miles of stone and brick allnd me...if John the
Baptist or his like were to come again, and hadnhiisd set upon it, he
would make all these people go out into some wildss leaving their
buildings empty™ (103).

Just as nature is being ignored in IrelaniBe to the top of the
world’s economies, so too has nature been ignomethé literature of
Ireland’s writers. Despite the large body of wifinn Irish studies,
particularly in the last fifteen years, very litié this writing has focused
on Irish authors and their observations of the natworld. As John
Wilson Foster notes, “Irish nature writing has beawdly neglected, and
there is none represented in the three volum@hefField Day Anthology
of Irish Writing” It is important to note here that this antholpgdited by
Seamus Deane, has widely been regarded as the coogirehensive
anthology of Irish writing ever published. The asltigy examines, with
appropriate introductions, biographies, and bibbpiies, the various
traditions of Irish writing in a chronology datifiggm early Christianity to
the present, a thorough compendium of writing. &iRoster's observations
about the dearth of nature writinghe Field Day first published in 1991,
has been expanded to include two volumes on Irismen’s writing, a
move that Deane felt was necessary after critidiza the anthology did
not effectively represent Irish women writers. Digspghe inclusion of
these added volumes, however, the anthology hastoyetddress the
plethora of Irish writers whose subject matterdesiin the natural world.

A recent collection of essays edited by Helbompson;The Current
Debate About the Irish Literary Canon: Essays Ressisig The Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing examines the Irish canon through previously
ignored perspectives, including post-Colonial tlye@romen’s writing, the
importance of memoirs (especially with Beckett), dam Irish drama,
music, and even eating disorders. Yet even thisc@n, which primarily
questions the selections in Deane’s compendiuns faiinclude even a
mention of this vast inattention to Irish natureting.

Neil Murphy, in an essay that is a parffbeé Current Debatenakes
clear that “all texts are political” and “texts atructed in postcolonial
nations must somehow reflect the post-colonialityhe subject...” (87).
In the case of the natural world, however, the ecthjnatter exists outside
of the realm of traditional political discourse atving human and social
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history, and so “the post-coloniality of the sulbjeas Murphy puts it,

becomes an irrelevant paradox. Indeed, Murphy aesedhis narrow
view that has come to embody modern Irish litergtidies: “One of the
primary consequences of the overwhelming apprapnaif Irish studies

by political and postcolonial reading strategies haen the marginalizing
of a coherent and dominant tradition in Irish wagti...and the elevation of
marginal issues to positions of centrality” (78Jhough Murphy’s essay
was pointed at the rather obvious absence in theystf the creative
process in Irish women’s writing, he nonetheleskesnahis point clear.
This “coherent and dominant tradition” can certaitthce the importance
of nature writing through Irish literary history agell. As he contends,
“Politically-motivated analyses are frequently dcwerized by two

specific conditions; fragile theoretical assumpticand selective reading
practices”(66). For Murphy, these theoretical agstions would also

presume that any theoretical framework would netsdssa political

make-up. That is, the subject matter would neetiaiee some political
reference point in order to merit its reading ahdstits inclusion in the
Irish canon. The “selective reading practices” hemld be not only a
way to read a specific text, but whether certaintsteeven merit

consideration to be read in the first place.

Certainly, any subject matter deeneadpolitical, at least in the sense
of literary analysis, would take into account sgbjeatters outside of
human interactions within human society. Rathewduld also consider
nonhuman interactions andonhuman societies. Nature writing falls
squarely into this category. Even Irish women’stimg, a subject matter
virtually ignored in Deane’s first three volumes ®he Field Day
anthology, falls within the parameters of polit®izwriting, marginalized
though it had been (so too would post-colonial ireg&] a re-assessment
of modern Irish drama and its importance to theooaras well as the
genre of memoirs and music that are defended inmBbo’sThe Current
Debatg. Irish nature writing, in essence, is both exditital and political
in its own right. Analyzing nature writing, espaity of early Irish nature
poetry, would gather little literary value from aurply political
perspective. Thus, most critics assume that natuitng as a body of
literature in and of itself would not merit serioeriticism, even within the
expanding parameters of the canon. Ecocriticsimuiakly blossoming
field of literary criticism, brings the natural wdy particularly in a 2%
century filled with environmental concerns, onte thish political stage.

With the rise of worldwide ecological conceritds important to note
that the expanding parameters of the literary camare, for some time,
included ecocritical studies. In her introductiorthe wonderful anthology
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The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary gyl Cheryll Glotfelty
makes this point: “In most literary theory ‘the Uebris synonymous with
society—the social sphere. Ecocriticism expandstten of ‘the world’
to include the entire ecosphere” (xix). The worldludes much more than
human society, and literary works have often add@ghis place beyond
human civilization, but literary criticism needsgee this connection more
clearly. “As a critical stance, [ecocriticism] hase foot in literature and
the other on land” (Glotfelty resides and actsitipolitical agenda.xiv).
Through an ecocritical lens, nature takes censagestlongside humanity.
In an ecocritical study of Irish literature, thelifocal agendas that were so
significant in forming Irish history and culture dmme subordinate to the
larger influence of the natural world. Yet naturgpom any other
perspective, has too often been cast as a minoactea in a drama whose
fate is unfolding in Irish nature as a tragedy.

“The most important function of literature &q” Glen A. Love
argues, “is to redirect human consciousness tdladuasideration of its
place in a threatened natural world” (236). Thasdirection should not
suppose that man is dominant over nature, or thiatan society is more
important than nature. As Sueellen Campbell maitear, “the most
important challenge to traditional hierarchies aolegy is the concept of
biocentrism—the conviction that humans are neitiegter nor worse than
other creatures but equal to everything else im#taral world” (128).

For the purposes of Irish literary studiespuld like to argue that the
genre of nature writing should be examined withia tontext of Ireland’s
literature and identity. This body of nature wriinwill be approached
from the perspective of a balance of natural hjsteand human
consciousness, or a balance of exo-political (namdn systems) and
political (human systems and their interaction witin-human systems). |
will examine and analyze selections of Irish litara in chronological
order as a means of understanding the works thgsssehnd their
connections to specific subjects within the natwaltld. Further, | would
argue that the lack of nature writing representedeane’sField Day
Anthologyand in Murphy’s rebuttal iThe Current Debate about The
Irish Literary Canondeflect the question of Irish identity both in and
beyond literary circles. Thus, in order to estdblihe strong ground
between Irish literature and Irish identity, thees need to be re-drawn, as
they are being re-drawn in the literature of matteo countries from an
ecocritical perspective.






CHAPTERONE

FOREST INVERSE
EARLY IRISHNATURE WRITING

“When you enter a grove peopled with ancient trdegher than the

ordinary and shutting out the sky with their thickhter-twined branches,

do not the stately shadows of the wood, the stfinef the place, and the
awful gloom of this doomed cavern then strike ydthwhe presence of a
deity?”

—Seneca

Simon Schama, irLandscape and Memarystates that he wrote his
critically acclaimed work “as a way of looking; t#discovering what we
already have, but which somehow eludes our recogniand our
appreciation” and that “the cultural habits of hunitya have always made
room for the sacredness of nature” (18). Fromptbespective of Ireland
and Irish writers, much room has certainly beenengdrticularly in early
Irish writing, when the landscape was composedfighid forests.

One of the early names for Ireland was “Thie Isf Woods.” In
“Ireland’s Lost Glory,” published irBirds and All Thingsin 1900, the
anonymous author makes the observation that maagephames in
Ireland were derived from the presence of foreshsubs, groves, and
species of trees, most notably the oak. The awghmrhcern stems from
the loss of 45,000 acres of forest from 1841 to1]18hd that “every
landlord cut down, scarcely anyone planted, sodh#te present day there
is hardly an eightieth part of Ireland’s surfaceden timber.” This
commentary on loss of forests parallels modernreatriters lamenting
the loss of land to urban sprawl, and that somgtlimportant is being
lost. As Eoin Neeson points out in “Woodland irstdry and Culture,”
the forests remain only in surnames: MacCuill (ebhazel), MacCarthin
(son of rowan), Maclbair (son of yew) and MacCui(gon of holly),
among others (135).

The loss of this forested existence really beigacarnest with the rise
of British imperialism and a quest for supremacyréiand, done chiefly
to increase the amount of arable land (“IrelandéstLGlory”). In this
context, “arable” is really the idea of maximizitand for profit, and of



8 Chapter One

course, this utilitarian approach to land as resthte has immediate
relevance to globalization in present-day Irelard the author contends,
“so anxious were the new landlords to destroy” toad, identifying all of
the places these landlords did destroy, “if a weate to spring up in
every place bearing a name of this kind the countryld become clothed
with an almost uninterrupted succession of forésBBespite some of the
recent re-foresting of Ireland’s landscape, “IrefanLost Landscape,” a
text over one hundred years old, belies the losa obuntry that retains
only the memories of place names and the loss @&héire culture whose
identity was achieved through this forested lanpsca

Ireland, of course, is not unique to this emwmental concern. From a
world perspective, the loss of forests continuesratastonishing rate.
Robert Pogue Harrison, writing in his preface-arests: The Shadow of
Civilization in 1991, reflects the same motivations as Scharandscape
and Memory “What | hope to show is how many untold memories,
ancient fears and dreams, popular traditions, aacke mecent myths and
symbols are going up in the fires of deforestatiowithin the context of
a deforested landscape and living in generationsoved from the sight
and memories of that landscape, it is sometimdgudlif to assess what
exactly has been lost. This is especially the @agelrish history, for this
history begins with the loss of these forests astliges instead on the
politics that ensue as a result of this changed.|&s Harrison contends,
“Western civilization literally cleared its space the midst of forests.”
(ix). For Ireland, this cleared space became tiwded and re-divided
farmland that embodied a human landscape ratheratmore natural one.
Though Harrison does not reference Ireland~orests he nonetheless
makes this relevant point: “The forest in mytholpggligion, and
literature appears at a place where the logic stfrdition goes astray. Or
where our subjective categories are confounded.).” (x

The early Irish poets, particularly the hignpoets, were working from
such a canvas; the forest itself became a placen fa “deforested”
perspective, from which literary analysis wouldfact “go astray.” This
early poetry had its roots in attitudes in a fozdstulture developed and
nurtured within druidic traditions to which the oedl world was so
central. The subject matter of this poetry quitéewnffocused on a
particular element within the forest.

Early in Ireland’s history, forests covenmegharly the entire island. To
understand life in this topography, the relatiopshietween the Celtic
realm (including the forests of mainland Europed &éme trees requires a
closer examination of the early colonizing of Irelaby Celtic tribes.
Tacitus, a Roman historian, commented on druidiactiwes he had



Forest in VerseEarly Irish Nature Writing 9

witnessed firsthand within the realm of the foreéSthe [forest] grove,” he
wrote, “is the center of their whole religion. ¢t iegarded as the cradle of
the race and the dwelling place of the supremetgathom all things are
subject and obedient'The Sacred Groye For the Celtic peoples, the
grove was the spiritual center of their existenkg.Frazer notes iThe
Golden Bough,”For at the dawn of history Europe was coveredhwit
immense primaeval forests in which the scatteredralgs must have
appeared like islets in an ocean of green” (56hesE islets served as
vantage points from which to observe the forestedti$cape. Miranda
Green references a passage by Lucan, fPbarsalia Ill, which supports
this view: “The axe-man came on an ancient andesbgrove. Its
interesting branches enclosed a cool central sp&zevhich the sun never
shone but where an abundance of water sprouteddesinsprings”(107).
In this passage, the Celtic veneration of forestawes the aesthetics of
the landscape into a vantage point from which tleship of nature can
begin, with abundant fresh water on which to swviGreen elaborates
upon this in her citation of thBinnschenchagthe “History of Places”), a
pagan mythic text that traces the mythical geogyamhancient Ireland.
“Holy trees,” Green states, “were particularly asated with sacral
kinship and the inauguration rites surrounding #iection of a new
king”(109).

The sheer size and longevity of these tamgistheir communal nature
in the creation of thick forests were monumentwidom and stability
for the ancient Celts. In fact, the worship in thgsoves attained a similar
aesthetic experienced in Gothic cathedrals. ThehiGatathedral is a
representation of the forest. As Harrison notes, thathedral “visibly
reproduces the ancient scenes of worship in ity loterior, which rises
vertically toward the sky and then curves into altvvetom all sides, like so
many tree crowns converging into a canopy overhk#a. breaks in the
foliage, windows let in light from beyond the ermloe, reflecting an
ancient correspondence between forests and thdingvplace of a god”
(178). In the Gothic cathedral lie the remnantsadfivilization that did
not worship the Christian God, but instead fosteaespiritual connection
to the natural world beneath a canopy of leaves.

This grove-worship focused not just on theipatar location of breaks
in the foliage, but on particular species of treHsis was especially the
case for oak, yew, and ash trees. Ash trees, edlyeeiere venerated by
the Irish Celts; when the tribes began to arrivéréfand about 800 B.C.,
they appear to have brought with them a new ralatim with trees.
When the ancient terrnille was used, this was generally in reference to
the veneration of the ash tree (Neeson 134). iDettae species also
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connected to specific human characteristics andtien® The birch tree,
for example, with its peeling bark and light featsir became associated
with love. This is evidenced by birch wreaths, whimecame a common
love token (Neeson 134). The hazel tree was assocwith wisdom, and
it had a special connection to druids and seens, Ene hero of the Fenian
cycle, received knowledge from contact with theslileof the salmon of
wisdom, and the salmon had gained its own powensislom through
consumption of the fruit of the nine sacred ham#¢ growing beneath the
sea beside a well (Green 109).

With the absence of written texts, of couises difficult to accurately
analyze the value of the natural world to the e&@#jts. However, after
the advent of Christianity, and with the productioihwritten texts, this
connection, or at least the legacy of this connactbecomes somewhat
clearer. An early Celtic nature poet expresses tthis worship with the
written word:

“l have a hut in the wood;

None knows it but my Lord,

An ash tree this side, a hazel beyond,

A great tree on the mound unfolds it...” (Jackson 5).

Trees have a significant presence in the poenthfy represent the two
opposing yet conjoined forces of love/magic (thb &ree) and wisdom
(the hazel tree). The line “none knows it but myd’oindicates the need
for seclusion from the world of men and civilizeacity, and the hut in
the wood “unfolds” like a flower here in its perfddend into the natural
landscape, making it invisible, or unimportantptber men.

From the early Christian perspective, the agflthe hermit in his desire
to retreat into the shrinking forests of Irelandswital to an understanding
of God. The Mesolithic people of Ireland, who weranmarily fishers and
gatherers, cut down trees for boats. Once the téolfarmers arrived
5,000 years ago, however, the cutting down of temelerated to make
room for tillage and grazing (Neeson 134). So by time the early
Christians began to write their nature poetry asnits, Ireland’s forests
had already been significantly depleted. But thigitsal connection to
these places subsisted and warranted a return hy ofathese Christian
Celts. As John Feehan points out in “Threat ands€osation: Attitudes to
Nature in Ireland,” a deep reverence for the faregas still maintained
with the Christian Celts, where “they found separafrom the world of
men.” Here the Christian God co-existed with theciam Celtic
veneration of trees, a place of dense woods ancegnahere two religions
merged into one spiritual encounter. “Living thife,’ Feehan contends,
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“[the early Celts] discovered God in his creatitire first revelation of his
nature, and in harmony with it came closest, pesh&ap the union with
God they sought” (578). Schama further elaboratethis desire to return
alone to the forests’ depths, explaining that magrly Christian
monasteries were built in forests as a place tmmecunified with God
through a spiritual encounter with nature. “Periefled from the
temptations of the world,” Schama notes, “into theodland depths. In
solitude they would deliver themselves to mysttcahsports...” (227).

In Duthracar a Maic De" bi'(A Hermit's Wish) the poem opens, “|
wish, O Son of the living God,/Old eternal Kingftgdden hut in the
wilderness/that it may be my dwelling.Edrly Irish Versg. Here the
hermit wishes for something he perhaps already tizs; is, a place
embedded in the forest partaking in the elemermsrat him, and hidden
in this manner from the world of men. “A beautifatest near by,/around
it on every side,/for nourishment of many-voiceddbias shelter to hide
them” (Early Irish Versg. Here in the third stanza the poet articulahes t
nature of hiding; his nourishment is not deriveahf eating (the world of
men and civilized society), but from the spiriteahnection to the “many-
voiced birds” that implies a hermit’'s ability tostinguish between these
sounds as ordinary civilized men could never do.

The spot in the forest where a hermit livedsvoften called by the
Gaelic namedisert meaning an unfrequented or alienated place or
hermitage. In fact, as P.W. Joyce points o iBocial History of Ancient
Ireland, “So general was this custom [of hermits retreptmthese places]
that there are more than a score of places inndektill called, either
wholly or partly, by this name Disert...and theseresgnt only a small
portion of the hermitages of those times” (349)m8wf the place names
that still exist include Disertmartin, Disert in &feneath, Killadysert in
Clare, and The Disert in Donegal. So the pattérretveating alone into
the forest was widespread, and many of these e@hiystian monks
responded to their respective solitudes throughctbation of poetry; the
little evidence that remains is nonetheless a remtd to the spiritual
connection between these hermits and the natunddwo

“How is it,” Harrison asks, “that forests cdrecome dense with
symbolism, understood as the reunification of thatich ordinary
perception obscures or differentiates?” His quesi® posed from the
vantage point of one wholly removed from the foregperience, and he
asks a question whose answer would require a fotadersion into
solitude in the forest. An early Irish hermit pgeits it thus: “The clear
cuckoo sings to me,/lovely discourse;/in its grégak from the crest of
the bushes;/truly—may the Lord protect me:-/well Idarite under the
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forest wood.” Here, the hermit poet finds transesma in his solitude, but
a special connection to God and His creation cdp nrade “under the
forest wood.” For the poet, the cuckoo’s song drdgomes “clear” in this
state, and he is able to transmit his understandinthe bird through
verse, for he is so engaged with his environmeat tihe bird is singing
specifically to him. Here, the “reunification” ofhich Harrison speaks
becomes clear through an articulate communicatiwdsen bird and man,
and a clear inference that it could never be utdedsotherwise; for with
the heightened perceptions of the hermit, an esdiaary perception is
achieved through a departure from the world of meea sanctuary “under
the forest wood.”

Despite possible discrepancies that may bendsanslation to English
in this early Irish verse, Ruth Lehman’s particularsions of the original
Irish texts use words that emphasize a strong atiometo the natural
world. In A Marba’in, a dithruhaig(Guaire and Marban), for example,
King Guaire and the hermit Marban are brothers Whe in entirely
different physical realms. The king governs an empif men, and he is
known for his generosity and his ability to allows Isubjects to live in
material comfort; in the poem, however, his brothErban’s generosity
to the wild creatures of the forest becomes anlguprallel to his brother
the king:

“Mane with twists /Of the yew of gray trunk/(fanm®omen)/Beautiful the
place,/The great green oak/Besides that augury”

“An appletree, apples/(great the good fortune)fitigdor a hostel../a fine
crop by fistfuls/ of the green branching hazel/vgthall nuts”

—Early Irish Verse

In these verses, with the implied analysis of Lehiatranslation,
Marban’s generosity becomes, like the hermit paat,epiphany whose
context cannot be comprehended by those outsiddotiest experience
and the man-nature communal existence it presuppdbat “famous
omen” and “great the good fortune” are locked irarenthetical
parameters bears this out. The “famous omen” tefegances the inherent
and mythical powers of the augury, understood tiinolioth early Celtic
and Roman origins to mean a prognosticator of &uawents, as “one who
understands the birds.” This knowledge outsidéhefcompany of men,
then, takes on a vantage point of magical propessithich infuses
religious and god-like qualities into an individudisplaced from the
known world of man to the unknown void of naturéed the hermit poet
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who finds a special connection to the languagehefduckoo, Lehman’s
poet embraces the parenthesis as division fronrekeof the linguistic
world. Here, the “omen” is what one sees (the hgrthiat no one else
(man in community) possibly can. The beauty of fitece, beside the
“great green oak,” is the divination point from whito access the
language of the birds.

The ability to access nature in this very lialgaense is the ultimate
challenge, then: how does the individual integratéd a society find a
means to transcend language and humanity? THeheisnit poet puts it,
“The concealing tresses of a green-trunked /yewclhipholds the
sky;/Fair is the place; the green wall of an/ ogkiast the storm”Harly
Celtic Nature Poetrnyp). Lehman’s poet recognizes the temptation ef th
outside world: the storm is out there, manifestgth the lure of the
material world and a landscape of civilization gmdgress. It is a place in
disharmony with the natural world. In this verseyall is not just a wall: it
is a natural wall of solid green oak, an impendé&abonsciousness
dividing man from non-man: in the “concealing tes®f the yew,” the
world of man has no chance, so the hermit beconaes than what he is.

As Simon Schama notes that “many of the shrew@hristian]
proselytizers grafted Christian theology onto pxisting cults of nature.”
In Ireland, for example, Lisa Bitel has discovetbhdt monastic cells and
hermitages were established on the ancient woodtagdn altars called
bili. The idea was to graft, rather than to uproottrsd in this way a
melding occurs, rather than a colonizing. Popeg@nmg in fact, explicitly
counseled Mellitus to establish churches on tleedfipagan groves so that
this melding could be more effectively (and symtally) realized (216).
This fusion is evident in ritual; as Frank Jamesthda notes, “In after
days [the diminishment of the Celts] Girardus Caenisis related that
when the Celts christened their sons they leftritjiet arm unbaptized, so
that it should be pagan” (190).

The early form of early Christianity founded 8gint Patrick relied on a
strong connection to this early Celtic reverencetlfi@ natural world. As
Oona Frawley notes ifrish Pastoral “Irish literature was exposed to
another form of pastoral through Christianity, whlarought to Ireland its
own image for the archetype of a perfect existéengeture in the story of
Eden, and in the idea of God as the creator ofvibréd” (8).

Consider St. Patrick’s Breast Plate:

“l bind unto myself to-day
the virtues of the star-lit heaven
the glorious sun’s light-giving ray,
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the whiteness of the moon at even,

the flashing of the lightning free

the whirling winds, tempestuous shocks,
the stable earth, the deep salt sea,
around the old eternal rocks” (Roche 67).

The natural imagery of St. Patrick’s poetrigitd his firm connection
to the goodness of God’s creation, and the poatynses permanence
with a checklist of the eternal. Here, Patrick' st a theology of sin but a
theology rooted passionately in the natural woffthe conversion of
Ireland is the first example of the Christian fdithiving in a culture that
celebrates rather than abnegates the naturalt@euih which there is a
sense of the entire world as holy. In Celtic thggldhe whole created
order is Book of God—filled with healing mysterynda fraught with
divine messages” (All Saint’s Parish).

Early Birds in Irish poetry

For the early Irish poets, bird songs became thdeca of these divine
messages, for as John Feehan notes, “Birdsongticylar was the voice
of nature, and Irish nature poetry is full of pagsanot only highly lyrical,
but fresh in detail of observation, and vivid witie poets ability to use
words whose very sound mirrors reality” (578).

Claude Levi Strauss, imhe Savage Mindmakes an even more
compelling case for the early Irish hermit poets #meir relationship to
birds. Strauss writes that birds have effectivebynfed communities
separate from man, and drawing from Aristophaneeet comedic drama
The Birds this appears to an outsider as a separate ahasiecsociety,
where, as Strauss puts it, “everything objectivespires to make us think
of the bird world as a metaphorical society” (204).

In “Song of Oisin” (transl.O'Tuama and Kinsell1981), the poet
speaks of Fionn and Fianna, the army of the higgskof Ireland who, in
their deeply rooted reverence to the natural wocline to revere the
society of birds over men: “When Fionn and the Ratived/they loved
the hills, not hermit-cells,/ Blackbird speech ifat they loved/not the
sound, unlovely, of your bells” (Feehan 580). égdnd, Fionn and the
Fianna protected the king from invasion and frorpome who might want
to kill him and take the throne. Fionn Mac Cumbhaditirough his heroic
exploits as leader of the Fianna, has taken hiseplalegend as Fianna’'s
greatest leader, and in the text of the poem subbraic figure of men
prefers blackbird speech over human speech. I§ i§ this metaphorical
society of birds endows Fionn and his army with emspecial power by
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drawing secret strength from this mysterious natvoald. Their loving of
the hills and their dismissal of hermit cells beesma means through
which they can pass between the worlds of natuderaan, a manner by
which they can access and strengthen the societpesf through their
relationship with nature. What is more importdrdyever, is their innate
rejection of the call of civilization, “the bellghat call them home. The
“blackbird speech” becomes their preference, theireliness.” Though
they deny the solitude of the hermit, they haveesscto the divine
inspiration of the hermit by listening to the speet the blackbird and not
simply birdsongs, which would imply an ignorantyvitted man’'s
observation of the more general sounds of all birds

Oisin, a poet and warrior of the Fianna am&l gon of Fionn, narrates
much of the Fenian Cycle of Irish mythology. Oigeturns to earth after
three centuries without ageing and meets St. Ratiite is listening to St.
Patrick’s words about Christianity when the singaig blackbird “ignites
in his mind memories of the surviving primitive wein which Fionn and
Fianna lived, who ‘loved the mountain better thdre tmonastery”
(Sweeney 125). The common connection of the bladisbspeech here is
no accident, for it implies that the sacred languag the birds, and the
ability to understand this language, still resogatith meaning for Oisin,
even after centuries away from the forest and hidtanatural world.

Fionn and the Fianna draw strength from thdsbby translating this
speech into something they can understand andsanteething that no one
else can. As P.W. Joyce notes, “divination bywhiees of birds was very
generally practiced, especially from the croakirfgttee raven and the
chirping of the wren and the very syllables theyewut.the wren in
particular was considered so great a prophet...thatadd its Irish names,
drean is derived fromdrui-en’ meaning the ‘druid of birds.’ ” (231). This
“general practice” has exclusivity in the poem, dhd divination is the
inspiration through which the poem itself is crelate

Though translation from bird speech to humpeesh is a special
power for Fionn and the Fianna, the translatiotheforiginal Irish text to
an English text becomes problematic. Consider Hrglish version of
“The Blackbird by Belfast Loch,” translated by MaiMacNeill: “The
small bird/lets a trill/from bright tip/of yellowilh/ The shrill chord/by
Loch Lee/of blackbird/from yellow tree” Ir{sh Literature 19). Then the
original Gaelic text: “Int én bec/ro léic feit/dand guip/glanbuidi;/fo-
cheird faid/os Loch Laig/lon do chraib/charnbuitiére the linguistic
differences become diluted by retaining meanimg (point of accurate
translation) and establishing meter, literary corioms that were not
integral in the creation of the original Irish teXthe sound of the poem,
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though simplistic in its subject matter, is throwff, thereby losing its
essence and the lyrical movement as it appliebadtackbird; thus, the
poem loses its entire point. As Feehan points ‘mtich of this [early
Irish] poetry may seem ponderous in literal tramstato English but in
the original it scintillates with sympathy and lofar the life of the wild”

(578).

Translation, however, can offer a number of riptetations of an
original text, and these interpretations, if written an eloquent manner
reflecting the original intentions of these mostigknown authors, can
reflect the essence of the original Irish text. @héhe most interesting of
these isSweeney Astrayan ancient text translated in 1983 by Seamus
Heaney. His titleSweeney Astray: A Version from the Irifiears out a
clear concession that his own translation is oaasiation among many.
The original textBuile Suibhneas Heaney notes in his introduction, is a
development of an oral tradition that dates back3® A.D. and the Battle
of Moira, a battle during which Sweeney (a suppbseeal king) went
mad and was transformed, in fulfillment of St. Re'sacurse, into a bird.
Heaney contends that, despite the historical reéereof this character,
“What we have, then, is a literary creation” anke“fiterary imagination
which fastened upon [Sweeney] as an image waslglgathe grip of a
tension between the newly dominant Christian ethosl the older,
recalcitrant Celtic temperament” (Introduction). urther, Heaney
contends, the point of this original text, as hessend translates it, is “to
find poetry as piercingly exposed to the beautied severities of the
natural world.” InSweeney Astraya narrative poem represented in the
Heaney translation/tradition is an eighty-two pagéc: a Christian cleric
named Ronan puts a curse on Sweeney on the tetiibcause Sweeney
has insulted him and humiliated him in front of laigmy. As a result,
Sweeney is transformed by Ronan’s curse into a, kldrdnad outcast
consigned to the trees to live on the simplicitésvater and watercress.
From his birds-eye view, however, Sweeney is ablgdze down, and
though despondent over his condition, he is “seeirgg forest for the
trees.” From this objective state, Sweeney is dbolearticulate this
heightened state by creating poetry, balancingstuness of his winged
existence and the absence of his humanity with lebcstion and
reverence for the natural world of Ireland. Withhe context of the
narrative, Sweeney’s feelings conflict—a pull foredurn to society from
which he was cast out on one hand and a cleahstnuzted observation
of the beauty and essence around him on the ofhke “moral” of this
lyrical narrative of man transformed to bird, arore specifically, from
human society to bird society, allows Sweeney®ativity to become
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“unleashed” as a poet, something he never coule lilne mired on
battlefields in the world of men.

Sweeney is not eager to see this at firgtst Gut for nearly a year into
the wilderness, Sweeney laments on his conditibhe‘tide has come and
gone/and spewed me up in Glen Bolcain,/disabled, rmytcast/for the
way | sold my Christ,/(stanza break) fallen almibsbugh death’s door,/
drained out, spiked and torn,/under a hard-twiggesh,/the brown, jaggy
hawthorn” (16). In these lines, Sweeney resenss giice outside of
humanity and nature is perceived as a formidabémgnthat works only
to block his desires. Nature is enemy, and it drivis madness: *“I wish |
lived safe/and sound in Rasharkin/and not herestlireden,/in my bare
pelt,/at bay in the snow” (18). Here, the harshuratelements conspire to
haunt Sweeney; the tide has washed him ashore heoiet battered, worn
him down and reduced him to nothing in “hard-twiddrush” filled with
“jaggy hawthorn” and fighting for survival in a “b&pelt” in the snow,
where he curses that he is cursed. Sweeney isstilemoved from the
natural world that his becoming a bird produces mead and an
unwillingness to return to simplicity.

Is the transformation to bird really a cur$tes Sweeney really gone
mad? For that matter, is he really “astray”? Nibtat “astray” in this
context is defined from the perspective of a @eill society disconnected
from the natural world. Sweeney is off the beatathpoff the right road;
he is astray from civilization and cast into thdderness by virtue of a
curse to a place of sheer madness among the tseéiopRonan, this is a
horror and a just curse upon his enemy. As th®igs Georges Duby
notes, during the Medieval era in Europe (whendta tradition of this
narrative was put into writing), people were bomnai village and were
most likely to spend the rest of their lives thbezause the world outside
the village was not safe. “Solitary wandering,” lyustates, “was a
symptom of insanity. No one would run such a rigkowvas not deviant
or mad” (McKibben 95). Ironically, this solitary weering of the treetops
is exactly where Sweeney recovers his sanity. Hig&eethe Celtic hermits
in their forest huts, he communes with the birds] &e is no longer
“heartbroken” in a “hard-twigged bush” when he as$at“l prefer the
elusive/rhapsody of blackbirds/to the garrulousthdaof men and
women”. Compare this to the previously referencadative of Fionn and
Fianna: “When Fionn and the Fianna lived/they lotreglhills, not hermit-
cells,/ Blackbird speech is what they loved/not doaind, unlovely, of
your bells” (Feehan 580). For Sweeney, the “unigivebund of bells has
been replaced by “garrulous blather” and his pesfee for a rhapsody
that is elusive to those below the treetops. He dw@seved the natural
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epiphany of the hermit by living in the trees, amalv the dividend has
paid off. After Sweeney has departed Ailsa Crdig, states: “I need
woods/For consolation/Some grove in Meath—/Or {hece of Ossory....
Or Ulster in harvest./Strangford shimmering./Oruanmer visit/To green
Tyrone” (55). Sweeney’s affinity for places be&ultand simple is clear,
and his madness is interpreted from the perspeofiam ignorant human
society. But this madness (if it is to be accuyatealled such) is
infectious, as even his wife Eorann, upon her visih Sweeney as bird,
notices the beauty and simplicity of a life remo¥exn civilization: “I tell
you, Sweeney, if | were given/the pick of all irrtheand Ireland/I'd rather
go with you, live sinless/and sup on water and veagss” (27).

In actuality, this manner of living becomegeamoval from not just
society, but of the human body as well. Sweeneyugh transformed into
a bird, is reduced to the human component of his eaul. The bird
becomes a vehicle, like the human body is a vehiekeept that this
particular vehicle can fly and exist outside of lamtonstructs. This ideal
of bird as carrier of the soul is nothing new. Tiesternal soul” is a
common international tale-motif from disparate wlogeographies. O°
Ruadhain, in fact, points out in “Birds in Irish Ikore,” that in these
motifs “one finds a bird or bird’s egg is often thredium of this external
soul” (674).

So the medium is the message an@virreney Astrayhe epic narrative
concludes when Sweeney is killed by his swinehemh@én. In his death
swoon, and in the closing stanzas of the poemghembers his life as
both man and bird: “You are welcome to your saetfand fresh meat in
feasting houses;/I will live content elsewhere/oftst of green watercress”
(82). The “elsewhere” is the resting place ofdtisrnal soul and the place
which houses the pastoral dream. “Of all the innbdairs | made/the
length and breadth of Ireland/I remember beddingrdabove the wood
in Glen Bolcain,” (83) he laments as death nedmsd this state, between
life and death, between conscious and unconscresgjes the place to
which Sweeney wishes to return. His final nestehirms the content
resting place of his soul. More impressive heraésresponse by Moling,
a longtime friend and cleric whom Sweeney visitdl &aho is present at
the time of his death: “Because Sweeney loved Blanain/l learned to
love it, too. He'll miss/the fresh streams tumblihgwn, the green beds of
watercress” (84). Implicit in these lines is what till not miss: the
civilized society from which he had been banishédask a blessing, by
Sweeney’s grave./His memory flutters in my breblss.5oul roosts in the
tree of love./His body sinks in its clay nest” (855weeney’s potential
blessing becomes a request to have a deep affefctiomature to ben
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him. This is not a request for the memory of Swgersher, what Moling
asks for is that unconscious union to the naturafldvthat Sweeney
possessed in his life as a bird. He wants to bestlf just like Sweeney.

This unconscious union is the core of the pastdream, and Moling
wishes to inherit it here through Sweeney’s departihough Moling will
never know what it is like to become a bird orit@ lexclusively in nature,
he becomes much like St. Patrick and the earlysGan Celts, whose
reverence and respect for the natural world becamienportant path for
them to seek God. The resting place of Sweeneyy lamd soul in the
nest and tree becomes the apex of a place in #s,tin the forest.
Outside of human existence and wholly natural $nsitope, it warrants a
return.

The early Christian hermits who retreatedhi forests chose to build
their cells on ground that was once revered in pdgee, and for good
reason. Saint Patrick’s conversion of Ireland tai€ianity arrived with a
God firmly ground in the earth in a place where anfettered
communication with the birds begins. For laterHrisriters, a retreat to
the past is paramount to understanding the livessabject matter of these
hermits. Seamus Heaney’s translation is indeedtarteent to this.

Future Forests

“Once every people in the world believed thatgreere divine, and could
take a human or grotesque shape, and dance ameisgadows; and that
deer, and ravens and foxes, and wolves and beats;lauds and pools,
almost all things under the sun and moon, and dheasd the moon, were
not less divine and changeable”

—Yeats, fromEarly Essays (128).

Itis clear through these literary texts timatn and nature had formed a
union that was not tied to history, politics, omian society; rather, man
wrote from the perspective that everything was ected to everything
else, and every tree and bird carried a specialfgignce. As Lynn White
Jr. notes, “In antiquity every tree, every spriegery stream, every hill
had its own genus loci, its guardian spirit” (1@nce the cutting of the
forests began in Ireland, these guardian spiritsevw@anquished, along
with any connection they had to man and the padenls they carried
with them. “By destroying pagan animism,” Whitatsts, “Christianity
made it possible to exploit nature in a mood offfecence to the feelings
of natural objects” (10). These natural objects, lreland, meant the
trees, the birds who lived in those trees, thesptile earth itself.
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The last of Ireland’s great forests wereamuvn at the end of what is
historically called the Gaelic period (900 to 120[.) at a time when the
pre-Christian manner of life still held sway. Thhé forests and this way
of life ended simultaneously is no coincidence. Feehan puts it, “war
was waged against the last woods.” Society moveahih took away the
last great outposts, primarily to remove bastiforsoutlaws, to obtain
profits from the sale of timber, but mostly, as imphasizes, “for short-
term economic gain in the form of fuel for the wasrks and other
industrial enterprises of entrepreneurs” (580). nlaf these interests
came as a prelude to Cromwell’'s method of providjrentees cash in the
wake of his colonial campaign (580). Sadly, as9¢eeobserves, “In spite
of the vastness of the woodlands....man did not deecé&eas of
possession and title until he had cut most of tdemn and converted the
land to other uses. And it was this question afspssion and title that
was to become of fundamental importance in Ireland that is vital to
any appreciation of the conflict between native angorted cultures over
many centuries.” (136).

Christianity moved with the times, and land @sigjion became a more
important staple to the church than a reverencedture. As a result, the
connection between the early Irish hermits and fthiests disappeared,
and for hundreds of years thereafter, the forésmselves disappeared.

“To a Christian a tree can be no more thaysjgal fact,” Lynn White
Jr. writes. “The whole concept of the sacred grigvalien to Christianity
and to the ethos of the West. For nearly two milianChristian
missionaries have been chopping down sacred growdsch are
idolatrous because they assume spirit in naturg). (No longer is God in
union with nature: the untamed wilderness is aterthe church and a
non-pagan Christian way of life, its spirit dividé@®m society by church
and politics. Nature, in its inferiority, would kemme subservient to man,
which Christopher Manes believes has become, inasiefive hundred
years, a hierarchy with man at the top , which'casated a fictionalized,
or more accurately put, fraudulent version of theciesHome Sapieris
(21). Moreover, Manes contends, “this ‘Man’ hasdiae the sole subject,
speaker, and rational sovereign of the natural romlehe story told by
humanism since the Renaissance” (21).

Although most of these stories told from therspective of man
removed from nature, remnants of this ancient urétihi remain in
Ireland. One of the last places to this connedbietween the ancient Irish
and the forests resides in a local ritual at DooallWocated in County
Donegal north of Letterkenny. This sacred wellagared by a small, low
shelter and protected by small doors. Two thorastnese from the well,



