
 

From Parnassus to the Scaffold: Movements of an 

Irish Bohemia 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thesis submitted in accordance with the requirements of the 

University of Liverpool for 

the degree of Doctor of Philosophy by James Oliver Gallacher. 

 

 

September 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Acknowledgements 

 
The completion of this thesis owes a significant debt of gratitude to my 

supervisor Professor Frank Shovlin, without whom this study would simply 

not exist. His continuous patience and wise scholarly council have been a 

guiding presence in my academic life since its earliest incarnation as a 

perennially hungover and often bewildered undergraduate, and it is a 

testament to his support that it has now culminated in the completion of this 

thesis.  

I would also like to thank Dr Niall Carson for his boundless generosity 

in the sharing and sounding of materials and ideas as well as his dauntless 

positivity throughout the past four years. Additionally, I would like to extend 

my gratitude to the Institute of Irish Studies for providing such a uniquely 

collegial atmosphere that contributes immeasurably to the wellbeing and 

development of its students. Special thanks must also be given to John Keenan, 

whose kindness in making the loan of his father’s papers has transformed this 

thesis beyond all measure. 

On a more personal level I would like to thank my parents Mark and 

Jane, brother Henry and Sister-in-Law Jemma for their endless support of my 

often rather arcane endeavours, their unrelenting faith in my work has an 

importance far beyond what can be put into words. Also my grandparents 

Mary and Harry, Digby and Jo for their unconditional and unending love. 

Finally I would like to thank my old friend Jenny Reid, for all her help with 

the proof reading. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Abstract 

This thesis will undertake a critical examination of Dublin literary 

culture during the middle decades of the twentieth-century with a 

view to the identification and definition of a distinct movement of 

writers and artists whose commonality of output and shared vision 

has yet to be academically recognised. In doing so it will highlight 

the development of a coherent, sustained approach to the 

production of literature and art that was espoused by the group 

throughout the 1950s and beyond, and enjoyed subsequent 

manifestations within wider literary and artistic circles of Northern 

Ireland and England. Drawing on both an extensive 

reinterpretation of existing sources, and a significant cache of 

newly discovered manuscripts, it will come to show how the oft-

derided period of the post-War decade in Ireland actually 

represented the embryonic form of a subsequently robust and 

markedly distinctive literary and artistic philosophy that 

transcended its contextual origins and came to influence cultural 

affairs on the island of Ireland for much of the late twentieth 

century. 
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Introduction

 

Hating Each Other Cordially: The Nature of a Movement 
 

The famous quote that a literary movement represents nothing more than ‘five 

or six people who live in the same town and hate each other cordially’, made 

by George Russell (AE) in relation to the Irish Revival, carries with it both an 

intimation of the fractious and often overtly hostile contemporary 

environment of literary Dublin, and also the wider difficulties faced in 

extracting a personal and artistic coherence from the lives and works of 

literary peers. The definition is obviously a flippant one, as Russell had in fact 

written more considerately on the term in the Irish Statesman in response to 

the heralding of a new movement by Austin Clarke and F.R. Higgins in the 

magazine. The two writers had lauded Liam O’Flaherty’s emergence in Irish 

letters as representing ‘a point of view that seems to us more real and 

productive, more virile and, therefore more indicative of the new generation, 

than the dim and moral speculations of our younger brothers in the craft. It is 

realised that a new movement in Irish letters must take cognisance of the 

primal emotions of our time.’1 Russell, utilising his editorial privilege, replied 

in the same issue of the magazine, suggesting that ‘every literary movement 

                                                           
1 Austin Clarke and F.R. Higgins, ‘Art and Energy’, Letter to The Irish Statesman, vol. 3, no. 8 

(November 1924) – Quoted in Frank Shovlin, The Irish Literary Periodical 1923-1958 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press 2003), p. 24. 
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[…] tends to develop one of an opposite character. We are inclined to think, 

however, that our correspondents, in spite of theory, belong to the elder 

school, and that they have much more in common with the older generation 

of writers.’2 While responding to the notion of a movement as an extant 

concept, the exchange also highlights some of the stubbornly persistent 

problems surrounding the term and the contexts in which it is used. In this 

instance it is employed to represent a stylistic shift in literary practice and 

philosophy being developed by a younger generation of writers in response 

to the preconceived tenets of literature of older authors. 

‘Movement’, however, has also been used to describe manifestly 

different periods, groupings and eras within both Irish writing and literature 

in general. A. Norman Jeffares, for example, writing in the introduction to his 

book The Irish Literary Movement, uses it in a generic fashion to describe a 

period that begins with Standish O’Grady and ends with Seamus Heaney, 

encompassing almost a century of literary production. In this respect, Jeffares 

is referencing a broad upswing in literary consciousness within Ireland, in 

which contemporary writers were the cumulative inheritors of ‘a remarkable 

outburst of creative energy, literary and linguistic, artistic and political, which 

occurred towards the end of the nineteenth century.’3 These two examples 

                                                           
2 AE, response to ‘Art and Energy’, The Irish Statesman, vol. 3, no. 8 (November 1924) – Quoted 

in Shovlin, The Irish Literary Periodical, p. 25. 

 
3 A. Norman Jeffares, The Irish Literary Movement (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1998), p. 5. 
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highlight the remarkable versatility of the term, but also the difficulty inherent 

in forming a definitive point of reference or description for it. It is a word 

applied to groups as disparate and varied as The Beats, The Bloomsbury Set, 

and The Romantics, and affords readers and scholars alike the application of 

a sense of thematic, stylistic and cultural coherence to any number of 

individuals who appear to display manifold collective distinctions within the 

timelines of their respective literary and historical traditions. However, for all 

the ubiquity of its usage, it remains a term decidedly neglected by critics, and 

as such finds itself representing a broad church of artistic expression that can 

simultaneously co-ordinate, transcend, or explode the boundaries between the 

basic forms of art itself. 

This thesis concerns the identification of a literary movement that had 

its origins in mid-twentieth-century Dublin and came to form the contributory 

nucleus of the literary and artistic periodical Envoy: A Review of Literature and 

Art, published between 1949 and 1951, and a personal and social network that 

orbited magazine founder-editor John Ryan’s premises at 39 Grafton Street 

and the nearby McDaid’s pub. Among the most prominent members of both 

the magazine’s cast and the attendant social scene are Ryan himself, Anthony 

Cronin, Brian O’Nolan, Patrick Swift, and Patrick Kavanagh; the centrality of 

these particular figures to the development of the group’s approach to both 

the creation and appraisal of literature and art will be elicited via an extensive 
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critical interrogation of their artistic outputs of the period, alongside a 

supplementary analysis of their personal and social relationship with one 

another that offers an insight into a close correlation of circumstance that fed 

into a wider commonality of approach to literary and artistic matters. 

This introduction is concerned with establishing a working critical 

model of definition for the term ‘literary movement’. To that effect it will 

undertake an appraisal of some of the most expansive and restrictive examples 

of the label as have been applied within modern art and literary scholarship. 

In doing so it will look to examine the pluralistic and often nebulous manner 

in which the term is employed and seek to address the major thematic 

problems inherent within its common applications. The subsequent function 

of this analysis will seek to construct a coherent blueprint for identifying the 

idiosyncratic particularities of a given movement in a manner that facilitates 

the requisite ordering necessary for scholarly enquiry while simultaneously 

staving off the more limiting conceits of academic contrivance. The basic 

approach will be dualist in nature, emphasising particularly the mutuality of 

the relationship between contextual correlation and chronological cohesion. 

In order to begin the considerable task of building a functioning framework 

for the definition of the term, it will first be helpful to acknowledge the 

expansive and often voluminous nature of many of the groups to which the 

phrase has been applied. Indeed, some movements, such as The Futurists of 
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the early twentieth century wilfully overran and blurred the stylistic 

distinctions of literature and visual art, edging fearlessly and deliberately into 

the realms of music, fashion, architecture, and beyond. As an example, The 

Futurists are particularly useful due to the coherent boldness of their 

manifesto The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism published in 1909 by Italian 

poet F.T. Marinetti. The text encompasses an eleven point blueprint for the 

overarching political, thematic, and stylistic thrust of Futurist literature, 

declaring: 

We want to sing the love of danger, the habit of danger and of temerity. 

 […] 

The essential elements of our poetry will be courage, daring, and revolt. 

 […] 

Literature having up to now magnified thoughtful immobility, ecstasy, 

and sleep, we want to exalt the aggressive gesture, the feverish 

insomnia, the athletic step, the perilous leap, the box on the ear, and the 

fisticuff. 

 […] 

We stand on the far promontory of centuries!... What is the use of 

looking behind us, since our task is to smash the mysterious portals of 

the impossible? Time and Space died yesterday. We live already in the 

absolute, since we have already created the eternal omnipresent speed. 

 

The document displays a keenly self-conscious sense of artistic and cultural 

direction, spelling out a polemic vision of identity, and  is preceded by a short 

contextual history that describes the movement’s founders at the moment of 

epiphanic conception:  

Then the silence got worse. As we listened to the exhausted prayer of 

the old canal and heard the grating bones of palaces moribund in their 
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greenery whiskers, all of a sudden hungry cars roared beneath our 

windows. 

"Come," I said, "my friends! Let us go! At last Mythology and the mystic 

Ideal have been surpassed. We shall witness the birth of the Centaur 

and, soon, we'll see the first Angels fly! We must shake the gates of life 

to test the hinges and the locks! ... Let us go! This is truly the first sun 

that dawns above the earth! Nothing equals the splendor of our red 

sword battling for the first time in the millennial gloom."4 

 

The two distinct aspects of the document function respectively as contextual 

foundation myth and philosophical prophecy manifested in artistic form. The 

effect of the former is seemingly to lend a glossy gravitas to a stylistic 

statement of intent that may well have elsewise appeared deeply grandiose 

and heavily contrived. 

 The cultural spread of The Manifesto is formidably extensive and wide-

reaching, and the muscularity of its espousal of the ideological tenets of the 

movement lent itself well to a subsequent spawning of a sprawling coterie of 

descendant texts concerning artistic and cultural topics as diverse as painting 

(The Manifesto of Futurist Painting, by Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, Luigi 

Russolo, Giacomo Balla, and Gino Severini), architecture (Manifesto of Futurist 

Architecture by Antonio Sant’Elia), music (Manifesto of Futurist Musicians by 

Balilla Pratella), lust (Futurist Manifesto of Lust by Valentine de Saint-Point) 

and indeed even the visual perception of the physical universe (Futurist 

Reconstruction of the Universe by Giacamo Balla and Fortunato Depero.) 

                                                           
4“The Joy of Mechanical Force” 

http://www.english.upenn.edu/~jenglish/English104/marinetti.html 
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The tentacular lineage of the stylistic philosophy espoused by 

Futurism, in part facilitated by the robust nature of its founding document, 

and the durability of its application to areas far beyond literary art highlight a 

central feature of a movement that cannot be adequately contained within 

mere stylistic commonality or an adherence to a narrow replication of artistic 

aesthetics. Necessary is an informing conceptual mindset that can perceive, 

articulate and implement an approach to cultural and artistic matters in a far 

broader fashion that if manifested solely in expressions of form. Thus, the 

elemental contingencies of a movement lie ultimately within the sphere of 

conceptualisation, rather than in specific manifestations as become expressed 

in particular artistic or philosophical styles. 

For Futurism, with its fascination for the formidable power of modern 

technology and the redoubtable forces its advent had unleashed, the effect was 

plural: its willingness to adopt and elevate the aesthetic and functional 

accoutrements of what was new necessitated a critical disdain for what had 

come before, evidenced by the juxtaposition by Marinetti of the automobile 

and canal: the canal is described as ‘muttering its feeble prayers’ and beset by 

‘the creaking bones of sickly palaces above their damp green beards’ whereas 

the automobile is heralded as a prelude to the dawning of a hungry, fast-

paced, and ultimately enlightened future. 
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Few of the cultural and artistic phenomena that come to be referenced 

as movements can boast the grand aspirational sweep of Futurism that looked 

to not only transcend its circumstantial nexus, but rather to do away with it 

entirely. To that effect, for those movements that seemingly lack an organic 

sense of self-awareness – inasmuch as its members readily identify with and 

look to define the perimeters and scope of a shared vision - one of the more 

common academic approaches for providing a sense of order to proceedings 

is arranging a movement along one of either contextual or chronological lines. 

A salient example of this is the grouping together of numerous soldier poets 

of the First World War under the banner ‘War Poets’. This moniker is, at first 

appraisal, somewhat misleading, as there has existed poetry written by the 

wagers of war for almost as long as poetry itself has been with us. Indeed, the 

circumstantial facilitation of the vast body of poetic literature concerning the 

conflict arguably finds its roots in social changes that occurred several decades 

before the war began. Malvern van Wyk Smith, writing in his monograph 

Drummer Hodge: The Poetry of the Anglo-Boer War, 1899-1902, highlights the 

central importance of the Victorian Education Acts of 1870 and 1876 in 

creating the world’s first universally literate army.5 Thus by the outbreak of 

The First World War in 1914, an entire generation of British masculinity found 

                                                           
5 Malvern van Wyk Smith, Drummer Hodge: The Poetry of the Anglo-Boer War, 1899-1902 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 120. 
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themselves equipped to literarily express a response to their shared 

experience. However, this is where a unilateral approach to labelling a 

movement, by one of either circumstance or chronology, begins to falter, for, 

as Jon Stallworthy notes, in the introduction to his collated anthology Anthem 

For Doomed Youth: Twelve Soldier Poets of the First World War, the term ‘War 

Poets’ ‘remains an unsatisfactory label: Freeman and Vernéde, for example, 

have little in common with Owen and Sassoon, whose poems of passionate 

indignation are a far cry again from Edward Thomas’s bleak and oblique rural 

ruminations.’6 The point is that the label,  applied retrospectively by scholars 

for the purpose of unifying a group of individuals connected by shared 

circumstantial experience but predominantly unknown to one another, proves 

problematic as a model for defining a movement in terms more substantial 

than a commonality of historical happenstance. Indeed, the term proves even 

less useful when the formidable body of poetry written by women during the 

conflict is considered. As Judith Kazantis remarks in her preface to Scars Upon 

My Heart: Women’s Poetry and Verse of the First World War:  

We know of the male agony of the trenches from the poetry of soldiers 

like Sassoon and Owen. We know little in poetry of that agony and its 

millions of deaths meant to the millions of English women who had to 

endure them – to learn to survive survival. This anthology fills a 

poignant gap. Just as the soldier poets with their personal experience 

of the fighting came to speak for a ‘lost generation’, so, much more 

                                                           
6 Jon Stallworthy, Anthem For Doomed Youth: Twelve Soldier Poets of The First World War 

(London: Constable and Robinson Ltd 2002), p. 8. 
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modestly yet still truly, these women speak for the women whose own 

lives were often blighted by that miserable loss.7 

 

The introduction of female First World War poetry to the question 

surrounding the ‘War Poets’ as a literary phenomenon throws up several 

taxing but important critical conundrums. First: if the label is applied via the 

lens of chronology, then how can the exclusion of female war poetry be 

justified on critical grounds? Secondly, if circumstance and context are the 

preferred vehicles for definition, then how can an exhaustive critical appraisal 

be made without necessarily reducing the scope of investigation to such an 

extent that the resulting definition becomes reductively contrived? 

These problems indicate a possible reason why there has been 

relatively little scholarly effort made to establish a working critical framework 

with which to identify and define just what the term ‘literary movement’ 

should actually mean. One of the most comprehensive attempts is that of 

Samuel Hynes’ authoritative monograph The Auden Generation: Literature and 

Politics in England in the 1930s. Hynes’ methodology, while ostensibly ordered 

along chronological lines, does pay considerable attention to the need for 

establishing a robust contextual paradigm and thus is worth recording in 

detail: 

One might say that a generation does not really exist until it has been 

made conscious of its identity, and for that such consciousness it must 

                                                           
7 Judith Kazantis – preface to Scars Upon My Heart: Women’s Poetry & Verse of The First World 

War (London: Virago Press 1981), p.15. 
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depend on the special awareness of its artists, and on their ability to 

create the forms appropriate to their own particular circumstances. 

Surely most of the members of any chronological group, even the most 

articulate ones, are neither spontaneously aware that they are a group, 

nor capable of defining their special existence.8 

 

Hynes’ approach is one of no little merit and goes a significant way towards 

reconciling the limitations of chronology versus circumstance while also 

acknowledging the inherent limitations of either approach. However, certain 

problematic aspects remain stubbornly unresolved and thus inexorably prone 

to inhibiting the scope for a comprehensive appraisal of a movement, both in 

the specific context of my thesis’s subject and in terms of any potential for a 

wider application of the model. Take Hynes’ statement that he is ‘dealing with 

a literary generation, and that this is a literary study’ and that he assumes ‘that 

a close relation exists between literature and history.’ Few would disagree 

with that statement; however, history in the context of literary expression does 

not always manifest in a straight line and his reduction of writers born before 

his limit of 1900-1914 to a merely tangential importance contradicts his 

subsequent acknowledgement that ‘simplifications enter with such a method: 

it seems to assume that all imaginations work at the same rapid pace, and does 

not allow for a varying lag-factor between the stimulus and the work.’9 This 

statement is made to circumvent the limitations of a chronological approach 

                                                           
8 Samuel Hynes, The Auden Generation: Literature and Politics in England in the 1930s (London: 

Faber and Faber, 1979), pp. 9-11. 

 
9 Hynes, The Auden Generation, pp. 9-10. 
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but fails to address the chronology of expression, rather than merely timescale. 

Adopting a chronological approach in order to provide a timeframe within 

which to assess a period makes sound critical sense, but to preclude authors 

who may well have been densely woven into the contextual fabric of that 

timeframe merely by dint of their date of birth is rather reductive and rests 

upon an ultimately simplistic understanding of time and creative gestation 

within the context of literary output. In relation to the group that this thesis 

concerns, the most readily evident example of this is Patrick Kavanagh. By the 

beginning of the timescale analysed, Kavanagh was already forty-one, 

whereas other members of the circle such as Anthony Cronin were barely into 

their twenties. Following Hynes’s methodology would require the critical 

exile of Kavanagh, an action unthinkable when considered in relation to the 

centrality of his creative and philosophical contribution to the ideology and 

stance of the group. 

 Hynes’s approach also falters upon his rather clumsily oblique 

introduction of class to the matter of definition. His pronouncement that to 

‘write about the literary existence of a generation is to accept a necessary 

restriction of subject: you will be writing almost entirely about the middle-

class members of the generation’ and that ‘English literature has been middle-

class as long as there has been an English middle-class’ is, while potentially 

true in the general, not a statement that withstands substantial critical 
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scrutiny: to return briefly to the ‘War Poets’, while many of the most 

prominent writers were indeed of ‘officer class’ (Owen, Sassoon, Graves), of 

the twelve identified in Stallworthy’s text, several such as Francis Ledwidge, 

Isaac Rosenberg and David Jones were from decidedly more modest 

backgrounds and fought their war from the ranks. Additionally, in the context 

of this thesis’s scope, this ‘necessary restriction of subject’ is not applicable, 

obviously by way of national discrepancy, but also by dint of the variety of 

backgrounds contained within the group considered: from the lapsed barrister 

Cronin, and the U.C.D. educated Brian O’Nolan, to Kavanagh, hailing from 

peasant farming stock, and Brendan Behan, the hardscrabble working class 

Dubliner. While being a perfectly permissible acknowledgement within the 

confines of Hynes’ own study, it highlights the decidedly problematic nature 

of putting a methodology intended for a specific context into general practice.  

A final flaw in Hynes’s approach is one of ambiguity in the manner of 

his statement pertaining to the matter of a group consciousness:  

One might say that a generation does not really exist until it has been 

made conscious of its identity, and for that such consciousness it must 

depend on the special awareness of its artists, and on their ability to 

create the forms appropriate to their own particular circumstances. 

Surely most of the members of any chronological group, even the most 

articulate ones, are neither spontaneously aware that they are a group, 

nor capable of defining their special existence. 

 

This assertion would not be quite so problematic had Hynes not defined his 

group as a generation, and indeed invested a considerable amount of effort 
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explaining the specific nature of the word’s contextual usage. Having defined 

his ‘literary generation’ in chronological terms he goes on to maintain that 

‘surely most of the members of any chronological group, even the most 

articulate ones, are neither spontaneously aware that they are a group, nor 

capable of defining their special existence.’ This statement somewhat 

undermines a previous assertion made in relation to his generation that 

declared ‘the pace of the time itself, and the sense of time passing and an end 

approaching, gave a special quality to the ‘thirties that made the relation 

between a work and its historical context unusually close […] almost every 

work of importance is demonstrably related to its historical moment in mood 

and tone.’10In the context of his own study this is confusing, and in terms of 

general application it breaks down when held up in relation to The Futurists, 

whose achingly self-conscious sense of identity and would be zeitgeist-

busting aspirations are readily evident from its first inception. These flaws 

highlight the problematic nature of adopting a unipolar approach to 

identifying and defining a movement; given the interdependent and mutually 

influencing nature of chronology and context on one another, any attempt to 

extract a conclusion via the prism of one to the exclusion of the other is liable 

to render the analysis irreducibly limited. 

                                                           
10 Hynes, Auden Generation, p. 10. 
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 Another of the comparatively few treatise on the nature and function 

of literary movements comes in the form of the relatively obscure 1957 poetry 

anthology Mavericks. Edited by Howard Sergeant and Dannie Abse, it has a 

particular pertinence in the context of this study as it contains some robust 

examples of Anthony Cronin’s maturing development of the approach to 

poetry he had developed in Envoy and come to hone in Nimbus. The 

publication also features contributions from David Wright who edited Nimbus 

and subsequently, alongside Swift, become an editor of X, and provides a 

useful example of the group’s interaction with wider literary London. That 

will be discussed later within the study, but for the purpose of this chapter the 

significance of Mavericks lies within its very raison d’etre. The liner notes spell 

out its mission statement from the first line, declaring unequivocally that: 

During the last two years a new group of poets, described as ‘The 

Movement’ has been much publicised. Whatever the merits or demerits 

of ‘The Movement’ as such, we are of the opinion that, due to the 

intensive methods of publicity that have been adopted, there is real 

danger that it may serve to distract attention from those young poets 

outside ‘The Movement’ who are making a valid attempt to grapple 

with problems beyond those of mere technique and to communicate, 

lucidly and honestly, what they feel to be significant experience.11 

 

This concern regarding the hegemony of ‘The Movement’ poets is elaborated 

on in a series of correspondence between the two editors contained within the 

opening pages of the anthology; the communication provides a detailed 

                                                           
11 Dannie Abse and Howard Sergeant (ed.), Mavericks: An Anthology (London: Editions Poetry 

and Poverty, 1957), front cover. 
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deconstruction of not only the prevailing stylistic and philosophical (or lack 

thereof) accoutrements of ‘The Movement’, but also provides an insightful 

dissection of the centrally problematic nature of movement definition: 

Language, The Movement believes, should be straight and unadorned. 

It would be all right if they were just anti-rhetorical. But the Lucky Jim 

attitude is – apart from anything else – fundamentally anti-poetic. So it’s 

not surprising that they distrust the image and seem to fear primary 

Dionysian excitement […] But there are other young poets writing from 

the centre of inner experience: who allow the argument and discipline 

of poetry. The poem, in fact, that is symbol of the centre and which is, 

therefore, not only about something but is something at the same time 

[…] Still it will be interesting to see the anthology New Lines which 

Macmillan are publishing soon. I understand that that anthology will 

draw on nine Movement poets: Larkin, Holloway, Enright, Amis, 

Gunn, Davie, Elizabeth Jennings, Wain and Conquest. Some of them 

interesting enough but how did all this “grouping” arise? The truth is 

that poets can hardly ever be put into real groups. One can subdivide 

and subdivide until each poets is a group on his own. Every poet, in 

one sense, is a Movement. Fashions, in any case, change so quickly.12 

 

The return correspondence picks up the prevalent themes of Abse’s letter and 

elaborates upon them thus: 

How and why, we are justified, did “The Movement” come into being? 

What are its distinguishing characteristics? Apart from their natural 

urge to make themselves heard and to secure a sympathetic audience, 

what preoccupations do these new poets share that they feel so 

compelled to form a common front against the ideas, attitudes and 

mannerisms of their immediate predecessors? If the “historian of 

contemporary literature” is anything like as cynical as many of “The 

Movement” poets pretend on principle to be he may be strongly 

tempted to dismiss the whole thing as an extremely well-organised (not 

to say well-sustained) publicist campaign, solely designed to keep a 

number of poets in the public eye to the exclusions of others equally 

deserving of attention.  

                                                           
12 Mavericks, pp. 9-10. 
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This correspondence is significant in relation to establishing a definition of the 

term ‘literary movement’ particularly for its treatise on the creative function 

(or lack thereof) of The Movement, the decrying of the group’s seemingly 

minimal thematic or philosophical purpose. It lacks, it would appear, the 

imperative of creation so resolutely expounded in The Founding and Manifesto 

of The Futurists. Indeed, Sergeant proceeds to rather systematically dismantle 

whatever pretensions to artistic direction The Movement may aspire to, 

explaining disdainfully that 

the main preoccupation of “The Movement” is with technique. In 

reaction against “the loose, fashionable writing of the ‘forties and 

‘fifties,” the new poets claim to be both tough and restrained, their 

language to be pure, and their emphasis to be upon wit, discipline and 

form […] Unfortunately, one finds, that for many of these poets the 

much-vaunted toughness has become a pose, as phoney in its way as 

anything they have protested against; that purity of language more 

often than not means poverty of language; that their restraint hides a 

fear of exhibiting the least hint of personal feeling; that knowing 

glances and undergraduate sniggers make do for irony and wit; that 

concentration upon form is, in fact, concentration upon the same two 

or three forms and rhythms, repeated to the point of tedium.13 

 

This, coupled with the weariness with which the plethora of previous English 

poetic movements was reeled off indicates a distinct suspicion with regards 

authenticity. Similar to the problems faced by the critic seeking to identify and 

define a movement without straight-jacketing literary texts into contrived 

academic categories, so too it would appear that Sergeant and Abse demand 

                                                           
13 Mavericks, p. 13. 
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a reciprocally organic process of conception on the part of the artists, that 

which would indeed inculcate a ‘lively and serious interest in the problems of 

art’ rather than a mere phoney pose. There is a sense once more that a literary 

movement must encompass some cultural sentience, an essence of its time that 

resonates either thematically or in a matter of style within its collective oeuvre 

as a manner of protest or promotion of its own organic cultural environment. 

In terms of recent scholarship concerning Irish literary coteries, Niall 

Carson’s 2016 monograph Rebel By Vocation: Seán O’Faoláin and the Generation 

of The Bell goes some significant way to squaring the problematic circle of the 

contextual and chronological approaches. As the study of a single magazine, 

albeit one that ran for some fourteen years, the book’s context is self-contained 

and self-defining and as such Carson’s definition of the ‘generation of The Bell’ 

as a chronology is delineated accordingly, thus the tension between the two 

approaches becomes circumvented somewhat by the establishment of a 

timeframe based upon contextual foundations, which in turn mitigates the 

more pernicious reductions inherent in both approaches. However, for the 

purpose of analysing the free flow of ideas and attendant cross-pollination of 

themes, styles and conceptualisations of art associated with literary groupings 

this model is evidently limited. By restricting the breadth of the study, in order 

to guard against the arbitrary preclusions associated with the polarities of 

either approach, the model restricts itself necessarily to the development and 
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articulation of ideas as expressed solely within the context of the magazine 

and as such subsequent analysis of their spread and influence becomes 

difficult to ascertain within the structural framework. 

Consequently, while the wedding of context to chronology in this 

manner can be seen to be successful in reducing the critical binds imposed by 

a heavy emphasis on either context or chronology as the guiding approach to 

structure, the self-imposed limitations of scope render it incompatible with the 

purpose of this thesis. As this study is not focused on a single magazine or 

publication, but rather on the development of a distinct creative and critical 

approach to the production of literature and art, the focus must be 

fundamentally rooted in the origin, gestation, and subsequent evolution of 

ideas. As such, both context and chronology are rendered subject to the point 

at which those ideas first become identifiable and subsequently traceable via 

a sustained adherence to their principles as reflected in the creative and critical 

works of those writers and artists who espoused them. This framework for the 

mapping of ideas, supplemented robustly by a keen emphasis on the personal 

and social as well as intellectual and artistic interactions of their individual 

and collective progenitors, allows for a coherent critical exploration of both 

the ideas and their manifest application, and the period in which they were 

first devised and subsequently developed and disseminated. 
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Chapter One will undertake an evaluative excavation of literary life in 

Dublin in the decade preceding the magazine’s inception and up until its final 

issue. This will chart the development of the artistic philosophy that would 

come to crystallise in Envoy in its earliest forms and highlight its subsequent 

evolution throughout the decade and its relationship with, and reaction 

against, the prevailing literary cultural consensus of the period. In doing so it 

will highlight the marked and profound points of departure as perceived by 

the writers themselves, between their respective approaches to literature and 

art and those practiced by other coteries within the city. In establishing the 

distinctive stylistic and philosophical positions adopted by members of the 

McDaid’s and Envoy circle and their subsequent creative and critical 

manifestations, the chapter will endeavour to challenge a persistent scholarly 

tendency to view the writers and their context as literarily spartan and 

underdeveloped due to wider socio-cultural, economic, and political factors 

affecting Ireland in the years of and immediately after the Second World War 

While not attempting an act of historical revisionism, the challenge will 

emphasise the receptive response shown to the same factors often cited as 

having an inhibiting or restrictive impact on their collective literary output, 

thus highlighting a distinct and collectively reactive group of artists who 

developed tangible and constructive mechanisms for overcoming the 

challenging particularities of their circumstance, and whose manifest 
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approach to artistic creation represents an active engagement with their 

environment and a concerted endeavour to overcome its creative limitations. 

In furtherance and substantiation of the identification of this group’s 

stance towards both their cultural context and the manner in which art was to 

be produced in order to transcend it, Chapter Two will trace the continuation 

of literary and artistic ideas that came into sharp focus in Envoy, beyond the 

magazine’s final edition, and their development over the course of the 1950s. 

Particular attention will be paid to the cross-pollination of the magazine’s 

coterie with the second incarnation of The Bell, a periodical that had been 

published consistently throughout the previous decade up until 1948 before 

going into abeyance until its subsequent resurrection in 1950. The earlier pre-

eminence of the older magazine during the 1940s resulted in it being used both 

as a point of reference for Envoy, and as a touchstone against which it marked 

its distinction as a new and innovative voice among Irish letters. The 

subsequent overlap of the magazine’s respective timelines was punctuated by 

the growing editorial influence over The Bell by central Envoy and McDaid’s 

figure Anthony Cronin, which will be shown to have facilitated a shift in the 

older journal’s editorial outlook in which the critical style and cultural 

attitudes increasingly came to resemble those espoused by Envoy, attesting to 

the durability of Envoy’s stylistic and cultural concerns and its role as a vehicle 

via which its core contributors honed ideas and philosophies that would 
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remain and develop long past the magazine’s published remit. The longevity 

of those preoccupations will subsequently be shown to have had a direct 

impact on the inauguration of the ‘Bloomsday’ commemoration in 1954, 

which now represents a major national and international cultural event, and 

to have remained present and prominent within the magazine’s dramatic 

namesake, the Envoy Productions theatre company founded by John Ryan in 

the early 1960s. 

Analogous to Ryan’s efforts, the chapter will highlight the spread of 

Envoy’s critical and artistic philosophy beyond Dublin and into the wider 

artistic landscape of literary and bohemian Soho. Emphasising the continued 

evolution of the magazine’s espoused positions over the conceptual 

motivations necessary for the creation of authentic literature and art, it will 

come to highlight their manifest application both as criticism and creative 

writing in two London based periodicals, Nimbus and X: A Quarterly Review. 

The sustained literary, as well as social, interaction between members of the 

Envoy and McDaid’s group who came to surface in the two English magazines, 

notably Cronin, Swift, and Kavanagh, will be shown to represent an extension 

of an artistic network grounded in a commonality of purpose regarding the 

creative process. As such their presence in London and subsequent interaction 

with an established coterie of artists developed, so their critical influence can 

be seen to manifest in the development of X magazine, of which Swift was 
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both a founder and editor. The contributory sweep of X is varied and long 

reaching, and to undertake a complete interrogation of its rather disparate 

artistic and literary network would be beyond the scope and critical remit of 

this thesis. To that effect the chapter will focus more explicitly on the 

manifestations of a developed continuance of critical and creative approaches 

to the production of literature and art that were first established by Cronin, 

Swift, and Kavanagh in Envoy a decade before. It should be acknowledged 

here that several writers who contributed to X but who are not examined 

within this thesis at times also interacted with the Envoy and McDaid’s circle, 

most notably John McGahern, Samuel Beckett, and Aidan Higgins. Their 

absence from consideration is due to the limitations of scope, and also by dint 

of their comparative distance from the trio, both contextual and chronological, 

in terms of their respective literary outputs. An appraisal of the magazine 

which encompasses their interaction with the three artists who are examined 

in this chapter certainly merits further study, and would likely elicit heretofore 

underacknowledged seams of connectivity present between them14 

Continuing with the excavation of Envoy’s critical and literary afterlife 

undertaken in Chapter Two, Chapter Three will instigate a thorough 

examination of Kavanagh’s most immediate post-Envoy endeavour, his short-

                                                           
14See John McGahern, ‘The Bird Swift’, in McGahern, Love of the World, ed. Stanley van der 

Ziel; introd. Declan Kiberd (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), and also Anthony Cronin, 

Samuel Beckett: The Last Modernist (Boston: De Capo Press 1999). 
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lived periodical Kavanagh’s Weekly. In doing so it will highlight Kavanagh’s 

continued utilisation of his own particularly vituperative critical style and his 

applied use of it in the exploration of his origins in Ulster. This in turn will 

highlight the extensive nature of Kavanagh’s engagement with the enduringly 

problematic themes of sectarianism and border politics as well as his broader 

involvement with questions of literary and cultural identity in Northern 

Ireland. In analysing the poet’s oft-overlooked interaction with the North and 

its writers, the chapter will utilise a substantial amount of previously unseen 

primary material in order to show the extent of Kavanagh’s influence on 

literary matters in Ulster. Drawing on the private papers of Belfast writer 

Gerard Keenan, a contributor to both Envoy and Kavanagh’s Weekly, it will 

excavate a hitherto buried corridor of both personal and literary interaction 

between the McDaid’s and Envoy circle and a practically unknown coterie of 

would be writers and artists contemporarily active in Belfast. Subsequently, it 

will chart Keenan’s development from an erstwhile acolyte of Kavanagh and 

O’Nolan, who had actively courted their social and intellectual approval, to a 

longstanding writer of critical prose who consciously emulated the stylistic 

epithets of the two writers. Keenan’s most consistent literary output was 

produced pseudonymously as Jude the Obscure for the long running 

Northern Irish periodical The Honest Ulsterman; an extensive use of the writer’s 

personal correspondence with the magazine’s founder, poet James Simmons, 

editor and poet Michael Foley, among others, will show the close correlation 
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of literary outlook and critical purpose between The Ulsterman and Envoy, and 

the centrality of Keenan’s role within that purpose as a direct and manifest 

continuation of the philosophical approach to artistic matters first developed 

by Kavanagh and O’Nolan some twenty years previously. 

The strands of literary and personal connection under investigation 

here represent an echo of reflections made by Envoy founder-editor John Ryan 

and, which can in turn be seen to represent a guiding principle for this thesis’s 

subsequent exploration: writing in his memoir Remembering How We Stood: 

Bohemian Dublin at the Mid-Century, Ryan, having referenced the AE quote that 

forms the title to this introduction, reflects that ‘much happened in that short 

span, but there was little cohesion or plan, so that it would be too much to 

claim that anything like a literary movement was born’ but later on in the 

passage suggests that 

it is possible history may disagree; she may find so many unlabelled 

loose ends lying around but belonging to the same period and untidy, 

and call it the post-Yeatsian or the Literary Skinhead Age, whereupon 

all the disparate elements that gave the time its special flavour will be 

made to fall in beneath one unifying academic banner.15 

 

It is these elements of special flavour that this thesis is concerned with, and 

that the ensuing chapters will look to identify, highlight and explain via a 

framework for definition of a movement that allows for a coherent chronology 

                                                           
15 John Ryan, introduction to Remembering How We Stood: Bohemian Dublin at the Mid-Century 

(Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2008), p. xiii. 
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while still affording the often episodic nature of creative exegesis sufficient 

licence to remain relevant. As such, this thesis will take the term ‘literary 

movement’ to represent a commonality of ideas and approaches regarding the 

creation of art that distinguishes their adherents and originators from their 

contemporaries and can be evidenced as manifest within a sustained corpus 

of creative output. In doing so, and in undertaking an extensive analysis of the 

period and contexts from which these approaches were first developed, and 

mapping their spread out from 1940s’ Dublin, into the bohemian Soho of the 

1950s and 60s and subsequently to Belfast of the 1970s, it will come to 

demarcate a hitherto unacknowledged period of Irish writing that espoused a 

coherent and sustained approach to both literature and visual art, maintained 

it throughout the middle and latter decades of the twentieth-century, and by 

a consistent reiteration of its central philosophical and critical tenets, came to 

influence a varied array of literary, artistic, and cultural matters in The 

Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland, and England. 
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Chapter One 

 

Pub and Periodical: McDaids, Envoy, and the ‘Voice of a 

Movement’ 

 
 

Anthony Cronin, writing in Dead as Doornails, his account of the lives and 

labours of literary Dublin, described a city that 

in the late nineteen-forties was an odd and, in many respects, unhappy 

place. The malaise that seems to have affected everywhere in the 

aftermath of the war took strange forms here, perhaps for the reason 

that the war itself had been a sort of ghastly unreality. Neutrality had 

left a wound, set up complexes in many, including myself, which the 

post-war did little to cure.1 

 

Cronin’s observation centres on the alienating influence of the Irish 

government’s policy of non-intervention in the Second World War and its 

attendant effect on literary and artistic matters. The wider issues surrounding 

Neutrality, its success or failure, the motivations underpinning it, and even its 

basic morality have been the subject of sustained academic and popular 

debate throughout the second half of the 20th century and into the present day. 

From a cultural perspective, Clair Wills couches one of the central impacts of 

                                                           
1 Anthony Cronin, Dead as Doornails (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 1999), p. 8 – hereafter referred to 

parenthetically as DD. 
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Ireland’s Neutral status in terms of an exacerbating factor to pre-existing 

tensions between competing paradigmatic perspectives: 

The war in Europe gave new impetus to Ireland’s internal battles over 

culture. What had once been seen as a struggle between the Gaelic and 

Anglo-Irish strains in the national tradition was recast as a battle 

between self-sufficiency and a ‘Europeanly-minded’ version of Irish 

society. It became for some an urgent battle over Ireland’s European 

identity.2 

 

This line of enquiry, that the War and the physical and philosophical obstacles 

it imposed came to expose a fissure between insular and cosmopolitan factions 

within Irish society, has frequently arrived at a conclusion of cosmopolitan 

defeat. John Banville, writing in his essay ‘Memory and Forgetting: The 

Ireland of de Valera and Ó Faoláin’, maintains that ‘part of the reason for the 

stagnation of Irish life in the period from, say, the early 1930s to the end of the 

1960s, was a failure of will among liberal intellectuals.’ Declan Kiberd has also 

discussed this issue at length in Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern 

Nation: 

In a more cultural sense, the policy of neutrality was also very 

damaging, for it cut Irish intellectuals off from the wider world. A sense 

of unreality pervaded cultural life. Nowhere was that more manifest 

than in the colloquial term used to describe the period from 1939 to 

1945: “the Emergency” […] Censoriousness prevailed in such a climate. 

A reproduction of Manet’s Olympus was denounced when it went on 

display in a Dublin gallery; jazz music was banned for a time on Radio 

Éireann; and a number of priests denounced young women who 

played camogie (the women’s version of hurling) or, in one ludicrous 

                                                           
2 Clair Wills, That Neutral Island (London: Faber and Faber, 2007), p. 263. 
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case, who rode bicycles. Books by Seán Ó Faoláin, Kate O’Brien and 

dozens of Irish artists were banned.3 

 

The looming prominence of such inhibiting socio-cultural factors and events 

as world war neutrality, censorship, intellectual isolation, and the calcification 

of a trenchantly politicised Catholicism, has, perhaps understandably, come 

to dominate the referential landscape of literary and historical appraisal. The 

critical emphasis placed upon the impact of these very real circumstances has 

inadvertently led to a tendency to neglect or generalise in appraisal of the 

period’s literary and cultural output, and to view the nature of both writers 

and their writing as inextricably tied to the cramped horizons of their 

circumstance, and by that fact to view their output as irrevocably diminished. 

This tendency is acutely evident in assessment of those writers who emerged 

from the crepuscular half-light of Dublin’s bohemian quarters towards the end 

of the 1940s, as described by Seamus Deane: 

Cronin’s own poetry is beset by the aggressions, the bitterness and the 

boredom which were the occupational hazards of the residual 

bohemian life the city had then to offer […] there is no avoiding the 

sense of a city and a culture as well of a person wounded or disabled 

by circumstances […] such friends as Cronin had, like Brendan Behan 

or Patrick Kavanagh, had to devote a good deal of their energies to 

finding a way to make a living, for writing could not then do it for them 

[…] Flann O’Brien, Clarke, Cronin, Kavanagh dissipated much of their 

talent in a society which permitted little else in the way of rejection.4 

                                                           
3 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London: Vintage, 1996), 

p. 472. 
4 Seamus Deane, A Short History of Irish Literature (London: Hutchinson, 1986), p. 228. 
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The result of this propensity to view these writers as inexorably hidebound by 

the often grimly chastening reality of mid-Century Dublin has been a critical 

tendency to both diminish their individual literary achievements and often to 

overlook the significance of their relationship to one another as a collective 

group. Deane’s assessment of such interaction is decidedly ambivalent and 

brief, noting that: 

talent, time, money could be wasted, drunkenness and unemployment 

could be given moral status and, finally, the writing itself would 

become imbued with something of this spirit of subversive squalor. 

O’Brien’s novels, Kavanagh’s satiric poems, Behan’s plays and Cronin’s 

varied writings […] all manifest this spirit, countering the very real 

grimness of the general situation with a comic verve that is often 

generated by the camaraderie of an outcast group.5 

 

While their proximity to one another, both physically and thematically is at 

least acknowledged here, little attempt is made to truly interrogate their 

stylistic similarities beyond their relation to the bleak circumstances of their 

environment, and subsequently any sense of their distinction as a specific 

movement within Irish literature is relegated to mere relational happenstance 

as ‘they acted as a constant reminder of an alternative possibility to the 

existing order of things’.6 

                                                           
5 Deane, Short History, p. 228. 

 
6 Deane, Short History, p.228. 
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That this nucleus of writers came together to form Envoy magazine, a 

publication that Cronin would later describe as ‘the first radical point of 

departure in post-war letters in Ireland’7 is again afforded only a cursory 

remark: ‘they linked up in natural alliance with journals such as The Bell, John 

Ryan’s Envoy, David Marcus’s Poetry Ireland and the brief, if memorable, 

Kavanagh’s Weekly’. The connection between the writers and these periodicals 

is made only tangentially, ignoring the evident regard with which the writers 

themselves held the magazine and their centrality to its creative and critical 

output. Little time is given over to analysing the nature of the ‘natural alliance’ 

before the prevailing mantra of depredation and despair is reaffirmed: ‘the 

climate was still oppressive and the fifties saw the death of more journals than 

any other decade before or since. Ireland was still losing its young through 

emigration and driving its writers into internal or external exile through 

denigration.’8 The picture so frequently painted of these writers struggling for 

creative space within a cultural and artistic milieu held in stifling abeyance 

has also led to their work being evaluated only in its relation to writers from 

other periods; as Kavanagh has so often been viewed as a mere intercessionary 

within the poetic catechism of Yeats and Heaney, so Flann O’Brien becomes 

all too regularly cramped between the glacial literary giants of Joyce and 

                                                           
7 Anthony Cronin, No Laughing Matter: The Life and Times of Flann O’Brien (London: Paladin 

Grafton Books, 1989), p. 187. 
8 Deane, A Short History, pp. 228-229. 
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Beckett. This relational tendency can be seen, even when achievement of a 

type is acknowledged, as in Richard Kearney’s assertion that these writers 

‘wiped the domestic slate clean’ and ‘served as a middle generation who cut 

through the lush vegetation of the Celtic Twilight and created spaces where 

new voices might be heard.’9 Again their significance and merit is mentioned 

only as it corresponds to that which came before and what would come later; 

and, as such, the achievement of these writers, their approaches and methods, 

either as individuals or as a group becomes rendered invisible. 

 This invisibility is highlighted by John Goodby in his monograph Irish 

Poetry Since 1950: From Stillness Into History, wherein Goodby suggests of the 

writers of this period that ‘in their case, for once, the use of the over-used 

phrase ‘lost generation’ is completely justified.’10 In substantiation of this 

statement, Goodby quotes from a poem by Valentin Iremonger that he 

attributes to having been published in the first issue of Envoy, the magazine 

for which Iremonger was serving as Poetry Editor at the time: 

…between me and the hostile, hard 

Ground of society, nothing… 

                                                               nothing at all 

                                                           
9 Richard Kearney, ‘Myth and Modernity in Irish Poetry’, in Contemporary Irish Poetry: A 

Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Elmer Andrews (London: Macmillan 1996), pp. 41-62. 

 
10 John Goodby, Irish Poetry Since 1950: From Stillness Into History (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 2000), p. 16. 
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Now to prevent the damp and the needling chill 

Eating into my bones and burrowing to my heart.11 

 

In fact the poem was published in the following issue of Envoy for January 

1950, and while the lines do indeed project a bleak outlook onto the Irish 

literary landscape of the late 1940s if applied to that context, the rest of the 

poem presents a far more personal reflection on the nature of ageing: 

These long years 

Watching the seagulls bank and retreat daily 

And the tide’s remorseless flowing on the wrinkled 

Forehead of the strand, I have been happy here, 

Stealing apples from the orchards and being chased, 

Playing football and more mysterious games 

Lost to me now […] 

And there was poetry. When I found 

Lines detonating in my mind and my pen 

Stabbing the pages of my memory, I would have 

 sold 

My sister to the devil for a poem 

Complete and lucid as spring-water, to startle 

God and rock his golden throne. 

It never came ; yet I was happy too 

With the snapping swords of words and the shields  

 of tinsel phrases.12 

 

Indeed, Goodby’s claim that Iremonger’s poem was written ‘just before giving 

up poetry’ is rather undone by the regularity with which his work appeared 

in Envoy throughout 1950, culminating in the publication of his Reservations 

                                                           
11 Valentin Iremonger, ‘A Poem’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 1, no. 2 (January 

1950), p. 24.  
12 Valentin Iremonger, ‘A Poem’, Envoy, Vol. 1 no. 2 (January 1950), p. 24. 
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anthology by the magazine’s publishing imprint at the end of the year, and 

the later publication of Horan’s Field and Other Poems in 1972. Additionally, in 

spite of the long break between the two collections, Iremonger remained active 

within the world of letters as writer, editor, and translator, providing English 

versions of Irish language fiction such as Rotha Mór an tSaoil by Micí Mac 

Gabhann and Dialann Deoraí by Donall MacAmhlaigh. As well as continuing 

to contribute critical prose pieces for The Bell and Poetry Ireland after Envoy’s 

run finished, he also recorded a spoken-word album of his poetry with 

Claddagh Records. In light of this, Goodby’s choice of quote can be seen as 

being rather dismissively reductive. His subsequent chapter fails to elaborate 

on the link between the poem and Envoy and indeed makes mention of the 

magazine only as ‘short-lived if lively’ even while quoting unknowingly from 

the editorial of the same issue as appeared Iremonger’s poem: ‘the second 

issue of Envoy, a short-lived if lively Dublin literary journal (1949-51), marked 

the century’s midpoint by noting the large number of books by living authors 

out of print, and a continued ‘humiliating’ dependence on English 

publishers.’13 However, missing from the reference is the editors’ intention to 

address the problem: ‘We shall endeavour to take up this matter and assist in 

rectifying the position in so far as a magazine can help to do so.’14 This 

                                                           
13 Goodby, Irish Poetry Since 1950, p. 16. – Quoting the foreword to Envoy Vol. 1, No. 2 (January 

1950). 

 
14 ‘Foreword’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, Vol 1, No 2 (January 1950), p. 9. 
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endeavour was manifested in the Envoy publishing company whose imprint 

produced Iremonger’s Reservations later that same year, a book that contained 

a retitled version of ‘A Poem’.15 Thus the poem, far from being a forlorn note 

of resignation sighed in the dark by a retreating poet, can actually be seen to 

represent an integral part of a proactive initiative to positively mitigate the 

paucity of publishing opportunities available to Irish writers. As such, when 

correctly set in its original position among the pages of Envoy’s second issue, 

Iremonger’s poem sits alongside contributions from Samuel Beckett, John 

Hewitt, Brendan Behan, and Patrick Kavanagh. Such company is hardly 

indicative of a lonely lament for a ‘lost generation’, as Kavanagh remarks with 

some amusement at the swelling of literary ranks in the same edition that ‘it 

has been suggested to me that I should consider the new writers who are on 

the way in. I believe they have a new Poets’ Pub. When I heard this I was 

saddened […] Young writers should keep out of pubs.’ Subsequent to the 

knowing nod to McDaids, Kavanagh declares that: ‘There are a number of 

fairly prolific writers – Brian McMahon, M.J. Molloy, Iremonger, Waler 

Macken, Benedict Kiely, Olivia Manning Robertson – and the so-called 

                                                           
15 The poem appears as ‘On Sandymount Strand’ in Valentin Iremonger, Reservations (Dublin: 

Envoy, 1950), p. 23. – The poem’s text remains unchanged. The collection was published in 

the same year by Macmillan in the UK.  
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“Ulster” writers […] So it seems that we are not so badly off for young writers 

as one might have thought.’16 

One notable work that makes ready acknowledgement of the existence 

of cultural counterpoints to the stygian narratives of a drink-bedraggled mid-

century is Brian Fallon’s Age of Innocence: Irish Culture 1930-1960. Keenly 

apprehending the dominant narratives of cultural stagnation and wilfully 

isolationist governance, Fallon deftly undermines the dismissive sweep of 

theoretical judgement with an appealing invocation of the personal: 

they [the Irish of the mid-twentieth century] might hang on their 

parlour wall a calendar reproduction of a Paul Henry West of Ireland 

landscape with the inevitable thatched cottage, turf rick and small blue 

lake, but they had no real intention of going back to such a life, and 

their chief ambition was to ensure that their children got a good 

education and climbed the ladder in whatever professions they might 

choose. Seen in this context, it becomes plain that it was not an era of 

regression, but rather of deep social and cultural change.17 

Fallon’s insistence that those years do not represent the cultural desert they 

have frequently been portrayed as leads him to confront those particular 

narratives directly, attacking ‘the tendency […] to see it [the period] as 

dominated by insularity, defensive-minded nationalism, the Church, 

censorship, a retreat from the outer world’ and maintaining that ‘this attitude 

has fossilised into a kind of dogma, which a surprising number of people […] 

                                                           
16 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Diary’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, Vol. 1, No. 2 (January 1950), 

pp. 84-85. 
17 Brian Fallon, An Age of Innocence: Irish Culture 19390-1960 (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan Ltd 

1998), p.1. 
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refuse to criticise or reconsider.’18 In his own reconsideration of this tendency, 

Fallon acknowledges the points of distinction that mark Envoy out from peers 

and predecessors: 

it spoke for the generation which Seumas O’sullivan [editor of the 

Dublin Magazine] had notably failed to attract, the postwar one of 

Brendan Behan, Anthony Cronin, Aidan Higgins, John Montague […] 

as well as older, more established figures such as Flann O’Brien […] 

Ryan himself was a painter, and he was knowledgeable about visual 

art, which The Bell had largely ignored. So, Envoy carried articles on 

contemporary Irish painters such as Nano Reid […] Somehow or other 

it also managed to obtain contributions from Heidegger and from the 

French novelist Nathalie Sarraute, as well as from Beckett who seems 

to have been favourably disposed to it.19 

While Fallon’s rebuttal to the historical doomsayers is welcome, the explicitly 

generalist brevity of the book, acknowledged in the opening lines: ‘I do not 

write ‘covered in this book’, because genuine, detailed coverage would 

require several volumes’20, limits its usefulness in terms of garnering a 

comprehensive understanding of the period. Indeed, when appraising the 

dynamics of interaction between many of the characters active at the time, 

Fallon displays a disappointing tendency to lapse into anecdote and second-

hand reminiscence, seldom straying far from the well-worn narrative accounts 

of Anthony Cronin’s Dead as Doornails and John Ryan’s Remembering How We 

                                                           
18 Fallon, An Age of Innocence, p.2 
19 Fallon, An Age of Innocence, p.234 
20 Fallon, An Age of Innocence, p.1. 
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Stood, at one point simply signposting the latter’s text with no attempt to 

analyse or interrogate its cultural or literary provenance.21 

This chapter will argue contra the perception that this period and its 

artists represent a monochrome continuum of depredation and despair in 

which significance lies solely in their relation to other, more prestigious eras. 

In undertaking a historical excavation of the literary and artistic culture of 

Dublin in the mid-20th Century, it will endeavour to highlight the extensive 

literary and social interactions between the group of writers and artists who 

found their voice in Envoy magazine at the end of the 1940s. In teasing out 

strands of thematic and stylistic correlation within the writers’ work, both 

creative and critical, it will establish the fact that these writers represent a 

distinct period within Irish writing that was both considerate and coherent in 

its response to their socio-cultural environment. My contention is that the 

group’s nucleus was instrumental to the development of a distinct literary and 

critical philosophy which came to find manifest expression in the pages of 

Envoy. As such, this group should come to be viewed neither as a ‘lost 

generation’, nor as merely a singular Dadaist moment of destruction whose 

importance lies only with their clearing a path for future writers. Rather, these 

writers and their milieu were the instigators and chief exponents of a coherent 

approach to both the creation of art and its critical appraisal.  

                                                           
21 Fallon, An Age of Innocence, p.234. 
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 In literary Dublin of 1940, two events of longstanding import occurred: 

Sean O’Faoláin and Peadar O’ Donnell founded The Bell literary periodical, 

and ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’ first appeared in the Irish Times. The significance of a 

writing job at the paper within the context of Emergency Dublin is one borne 

in relation to the hegemonic position it occupied in the world of Irish letters. 

Its monopoly was such that the pubs in closest proximity to the paper’s offices 

became, in the words of Envoy editor John Ryan: 

the haunts of the established and the aspiring literati, and the burrows 

of the poetaster and journalist in those days. You didn’t have to go far 

to find the reason. They were the nearest oases to the Irish Times, a 

paper which, even then, had pretensions to a cultural identity, 

supposedly not shared by the other two dailies – the Irish Press and the 

Irish Independent.22 

 

Central to the workaday happenings of Dublin’s literary life was Times editor 

RM (Bertie) Smyllie. Born in Glasgow in 1894 into a journalistic family, Smyllie 

had moved to Sligo as a young child when his father had taken over the 

editorship of the Sligo Times. Having survived internment as an enemy alien 

in Germany during the First World War, Smyllie had risen to become Editor-

in-Chief of Ireland’s senior daily newspaper in 1934. By 1940, Smyllie had 

come to arrange a circle of acolytes about himself, one comprised professional 

and respectable literary Dublin, and that ‘included all the poets, painters, 
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novelists, playwrights and sculptors in Dublin, together with their hangers-

on, as well as a pretty representative cross section of the civil service, the law 

and the wold of commerce.23 

The cause of Smyllie’s magnetism was, at least partly, predicated on the 

Irish Times’s comparatively deep financial reserves; the paper had, as Ryan put 

it, ‘the power to put money in the pocket of poet and writer’24, but there does 

appear to have been a definite hint of a cult-of-personality surrounding the 

sizably proportioned Editor. Described by Tony Gray, a Smyllie underling and 

future Irish Times deputy Editor, as a man of ‘formidable and wayward 

character traits which were later to make him the most unforgettable character 

any of us [at the paper] had ever met’.25 Indeed, his daily arrival at the Irish 

Times offices was described by fellow journalist and broadcaster Niall 

Sheridan as ‘something of an event. In anticipation of his coming, the front 

office was frequently occupied by a straggle of supplicants […] Sometimes, if 

too sorely tried, he might turn on the landing with a sweeping gesture and 

quell the mob with a shout: ‘pissmires and warlocks, stand aside!’26 

Additionally, the prescribed order of service for the gathering of the literary 
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clan over which Smyllie presided, as recalled by Gray, attests explicitly to his 

dominance over the scene: 

The arrangements were a good deal more formal than they appear to 

be at first glance. Smyllie normally sat at a big square table in the centre 

of the lounge, towards the back. The table could accommodate five or 

six chairs, and Smyllie was usually flanked by some of his closest 

friends: William Conor, the painter; F.R. Higgins, the poet; the novelist 

Leslie A. Montgomery, better known under the pseudonym Lynn 

Doyle; the playwright Brinsley Macnamara, who was also the Irish 

Times drama critic as well as being curator of the National Gallery of 

Art; the portrait painter Seán O’Sullivan; the poet and editor of the 

Dublin Magazine, Séamus O’Sullivan […] One of the seats beside 

Smyllie was always, by a general understood and widely accepted 

convention, left vacant, and while he continued to talk to his immediate 

inner circle and buy drinks for them whenever his round came up, he 

was constantly being joined by members of the outer circle […]27  

 

The dynamic of routine, described as being ‘as invariable as an Aboriginal 

tribal ritual, and was always impeccably executed, without rehearsal’, 

emphasises the sureties of the environment Smyllie had built around himself 

and his literary world, one in which opportunities for success, and the 

attendant limitations thereof, were determined via an intramural consensus 

ultimately subject to Smyllie’s favour. Anthony Cronin would describe the 

general demeanour as ‘assured and calm […] everybody aimed at the 

confidently delivered witticism, mildly deprecatory rather than cruel or 
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hurtful’,28 and that constituted ‘the vie de lettres, locally accepted and 

approved’ that ‘was not somehow attractive.’29 

Brian O’Nolan’s first interaction with the paper came in 1938 in the 

form of a letter to the editor and signed under the pseudonym Flann O’Brien.30 

The letter concerned a recent address given to the Dublin Literary Society 

given by Seán O’Faoláin on the nature of Irish novels that had subsequently 

been transcribed and published in the Irish Times. Titled ‘Modern Novels 

Criticised: Do They Tell The Truth?’31, the paper reported O’Faoláin as having 

dismissed modern novels as being ‘generally written by people who believe 

in nothing, love nothing, live by nothing – and do not even do that 

thoroughly.’32 The high-handed, rather pompous nature of O’Faoláin’s 

outburst provoked O’Brien into a response that was as insulting as it was 

humorous:  

Sir – I see that the tremendous cerebrate, Mr. Seán O Faoláin has been 

at it again. He announces that Irish novelists are in a bad way, thanks 

to the “venom of provincialism and nationalist and religious 

obscurantism”. What other way would they be, or what can Mr. O 
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Faoláin expect from a nation that associates the name of Marx with a 

day at the races or a night at the opera? […] like everything he says, his 

words have no meaning at all (in the strictly naturalistic sense.) But, 

thanks to my highly developed conservation of spirit, I think I can 

detect a threat that soon another wild good will spread her wing upon 

the tide.’33 

 

The absurdist lampooning of O’Faoláin’s self-important demeanour obscures 

a strand of general agreement between the two on the subject of Irish literary 

insularity; O’Brien’s tactic involved the portrayal of O’Faoláin’s own work 

with the realist mode as an example of that which the Cork author had 

criticised: ‘what Mr. O’Faoláin did not mention was the spiritual amortisation 

of the realist (as distinct from the naturalistic) novel as a result of the decadent 

vogue of representationalism.’34 O’Faoláin’s sentiments, expressed with a 

rather patrician elitism, were rooted in his very profound concern that the 

chastening personal circumstance endured by many Irish writers came to 

effect a deeply inhibitory impact upon their work.35 His ridiculing at the hands 

of O’Brien presaged a further skirmish between the two writers the following 

year. 

The play Time’s Pocket, written by O’Faoláin’s friend Frank O’Connor, 

had been soundly panned by the paper, with its opening night reviewer 
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declaring scornfully that ‘just exactly what Mr. O’Connor intended to convey 

is elusive; he would appear to have mixed his motives with his objectives and 

to have fallen between his divided allegiances […] deprived of the immense 

vitality of Miss Ria Mooney “Time’s Pocket” would have been flabby and 

uninteresting.’36 O’Faoláin promptly weighed in to defend his old friend, an 

action that appears to have proved a catalyst for O’Brien who wrote into the 

paper ostensibly challenging the older man to a fight: ‘what Mr O’Faoláin 

wants is a sound spanking – that, or five minutes with Mr Sears [a drama 

critic] or myself behind the fives court.’37 This remark prompted a furious 

response from both O’Faoláin and O’Connor with the former exclaiming ‘who 

would go to the Irish Times to chatter with dankhaired critics, when he might 

go where the daisies blow and there ain’t no mental rickets […] to what levels 

do we descend in our refined newspapers!’38 O’Connor, in the same letters 

page, complained with evidently genuine hurt: 

When my recent play, “Time’s Pocket” was adversely criticised in 

certain Dublin papers, I was compelled by the rules of public 

controversy to assume that these criticisms were detached and 

disinterested. The publication in to-day’s Irish Times of a letter signed 

“Flann O’Brien” makes my assumption appear over-credulous. From 

beginning to end this letter consists entirely of personal abuse [….] the 

Editor of the Irish Times might answer the following questions: - (a) is 
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there such a person as “Flann O’Brien”? (b) if not, is the person who 

signs himself “Flann O’Brien” one known to the Editor, myself and Mr. 

O Faolain? And (c) how long has the publication of violent personal 

abuse and challenges to fisticuffs been part of the duty of a responsible 

editor?39 

 

Below the letter was printed a disclaimer explaining that ‘the person who 

signs himself “Flann O’Brien” is known to the Editor’ but that ‘we do not 

know whether or not he is known to Messrs. O Faolain and O’Connor’. 

Simultaneous to O’Faoláin and O’Connor’s objection to their very public 

ridicule was the beginning of a series of increasingly absurd escalations of the 

affair made by O’Brien under a number of different pseudonyms; adjacent to 

O’Connor’s protest regarding the presence of ‘literary gangsters and 

hooligans’ at play in the Irish Times was a letter signed ‘Velvet Texture’ that 

displayed O’Brien’s burgeoning capacity for insulting absurdity articulated 

with formidable linguistic exactitude: 

Sean O Faolain rushes in in an untidy hurry to try to save the face of a 

fellow-artist academician who has put his foot in it […] I have just read 

Sean O Faolain’s topsy-turvy letter which leaves the impression of 

something going goofey, performing circles and raising dust in a mad 

frenzy to create a smoke screen of words and twaddle in effort to hide 

something very unpleasant, something indefensible, and something 

which no tawdry eloquence from Mr. O Faolain, or anybody else, will 

muffle into silence or succeed in smothering in heresy.40 
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The letter continues to harangue O’Faoláin’s defence of O’Connor as 

‘unwieldy nonsense, swollen with sophistry and wild statement’ before more 

explicitly addressing the central assertion of O’Connor’s defence of his own 

play: ‘Mr O’Connor says that dramatic art is nothing, it does not exist. That 

construction, development, action, psychology, technique, are all words, 

meaning absolutely nothing, and have as much to do with the theatre as the 

man in the moon.’ O’Brien’s objection, shrouded though it may be in insult 

and sarcasm, does at various junctures articulate a serious point regarding the 

nature of the process of producing art: 

Now does Mr. O Faolain really believe this [that art is meaningless]? It 

reminds me of Aldous Huxley’s speculation. If an ape strummed 

continually on a typewriter for almost as long as eternity, what are the 

chances that it would produce a masterpiece sometime […] The arch-

artist in Mr. O Faolain and Mr. O’Connor says, of course – every 

chance.41 

 

The letter continues, presenting a position in defence of art as an emanating 

expression of both personality and place within a wider context, stating ‘we 

cannot entirely ignore tradition and tendency. Nobody ever has.’ The 

centrepiece of O’Brien’s argument is a rejection of the idea that art, subject to 

a random and thus meaningless creative process, can be sustainable or even 

possible. Instead, O’Brien posits that art must derive from an engagement 

with an experienced existence that is ‘part of the ordered cosmos and under 
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the universal influence’ and attacks O Faoláin’s notion that art need be free 

from critical evaluation and appraisal declaring that: ‘Mr O Faolain, do not be 

so crassly ignorant yourself in deliberately confusing the critics with the 

audience or the public’, highlighting that ‘the critics did not hiss Chekov in St 

Petersburg or Ibsen in Scandinavia or Synge or O’Casey in Dublin’, before 

concluding his point: 

any hissing or hounding that is ever done is done not by the critics, but 

in spite of them. Moral, political or religious fanatics or cranks are no 

respecters of art – in fact they dread it […] Inconsistently, Mr. O Faolain 

says that […] the critics could do with a “little education.” Surely, the 

reverse – un-education – is the word if Mr. O Faolain is sincere in his 

cry for all-things-overboard […] artists will be gods and critics will be 

the scum of the earth and crawl on their bellies and dare not lift their 

heads.42 

 

The acrimonious affair was to rumble on for several more weeks, having been 

met with bewildered amusement and at times overt enthusiasm from sections 

of the Irish Times’ crowd for having, as one correspondent who was rumoured 

to be Smyllie himself, signing off somewhat knowingly as ‘Art O’Madan’, 

remarked: 

“Flann O’Brien” was about the funniest of them. He suggested that 

Sean O Faolain might put on the gloves with him behind the fives court, 

having previously presented the pants of his pyjamas to the nation […] 

what is it all about? So far none of the whimsy-lads has told us […] so 
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good luck to you says I […] they are giving us a laugh, at any rate, and 

telling the world that romantic Ireland is not dead and gone just yet43 

 

While parts of the altercation were undoubtedly played for laughs, and other 

sections overtly abusive, there is present a serious critical thought with 

regards the production of art. O’Brien’s objection to O’Faoláin and O’Conner’s 

rejection of a framework of tradition is couched not as a demand for a calcified 

or repetitive formalism, but rather in pursuit of a belief that breaks or 

movements made away from a given form should be executed from a position 

of understanding and capability within that form itself. The ‘Velvet Texture’ 

letter remarks: ‘I’ll undertake to say, with the greatest humility, that Mr. O 

Faolain will learn the laws of dramatic art before he has the power to break 

them’, and then subsequently builds on the theme in relation to theatre: ‘Shaw 

completely mastered his medium before he dared to venture with a work of 

looser design; attempted with success only by the master artist.’44 This can be 

seen as an objection not to the dismantling of form or design in and of itself, 

but rather to the idea that those things hold no relevance to art’s creation, and 

consequently an apprehension of form is a central concern of any attempt 

made at its deconstruction. 
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 That within an absurdist and rather elaborately provocative prank lies 

a serious and eloquently articulated point regarding the intricacies of the 

creative literary process hints at a stylistic tendency to partially obscure 

profoundly held positions in the veneer of comedic satire that would prove 

recurrent throughout O’Nolan’s career. Consistent too is the tension between 

a resolute and at times obdurate fixation with matters of form and order, and 

the spasmodic impulse to subvert, arraign, and at times wilfully demolish. 

This tension can be seen within his first novel At Swim-Two-Birds, published 

just two months after the letter-writing escapades, and wherein the structural 

conventions of a narrative novel are set against one another so robustly that 

the resultant text represents a self-perpetuating and sustained, if ultimately 

incomplete, act of self-destruction. The book’s triad of openings and endings, 

that operate in ostensible independence from one another, are explained by 

the narrator: ‘One beginning and one ending for a book was a thing I did not 

agree with. A good book may have three openings entirely dissimilar and 

inter-related only in the prescience of the author, or for that matter one 

hundred times as many endings.’45 Explicitly ordered in a knowing subversion 

of inherently implicit conventions of narrative structure, the Modernist 
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manipulation of narrative structure clashes with inputs of the arch-realist style 

of autobiographical fiction, as Anthony Cronin notes: 

the characters in At Swim-Two-Birds are modelled on O’Nolan’s 

acquaintances at the time. Niall Sheridan [an accomplice in the letter 

campaign] immediately recognized himself as Brinsley when he was 

shown the typescript. Niall Montgomery later fancied that he 

recognized himself as Kerrigan. Donagh MacDonagh was Donaghy, 

the poet with whom the hero discussed literature […] Everything was 

grist to the mill during the course of composition and was gleefully 

turned to good effect.46 

 

The ultimate effect of this composite of styles is one that produces a novel that 

remains gripped in frozen conflict with its disparate array of thematic 

influences, designed to misalign and strike bluntly at one another rather than 

actually succeed in tearing the book itself apart. The echoes of the ‘Velvet 

Texture’ complaints are evident in the novel’s frequent displays of structural 

understanding. Rather than merely declaring the history of the novel as a form 

to be irrelevant to his work, and in consequence endeavouring to produce art 

from a contextual vacuum, O’Brien emphasises its significance in order to 

heighten the poignancy of its ultimate demolition; in order for the act of 

literary destruction to represent an achievement of any significance, the 

substance and importance of the object being destroyed must first be 

acknowledged. The seemingly wilful construction of an irreducible tension, 

highlights what Maebh Long has identified as the liminal ambiguity of 
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O’Brien’s own cultural context: ‘O’Nolan and his friends were themselves 

caught between despising the “Catholic triumphalism, the pious philistinism, 

the Puritan morality and the peasant or petit bourgeois outlook of the new 

state” and being unable to shake themselves free of Catholicism or Ireland.47 

This tendency for O’Nolan to instigate a guerrilla campaign of subversion 

while remaining nominally under the umbrella of his target is also evident in 

his choice of pseudonym; Anthony Cronin refers to its development as ‘a small 

masterstroke’ due to the fact that ‘it was unmistakably Irish and even rather 

poetically Irish and in being reminiscent of such well-known existing 

pseudonyms as Frank O’Connor it practically made him a member of a school 

or movement straight away. All this increased the originality and shock-effect 

of the book, once opened.’48 By centring himself ostensibly within a staid and 

rather self-important vein of Irish literary tradition, the anarchic radicalism of 

At Swim-Two-Birds becomes accentuated by comparison. In this respect, the 

apprehension of tradition becomes all the more relevant when set to the 

purpose of satirising or undermining its central tenets. Thus, the calls by 

‘Velvet Texture’ to acknowledge the presence of tradition within the 

mechanism of the creative process can be seen not as a demand for the narrow 

repetition of previously established conventions, but rather as a framework 
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for the augmentation of new and innovative work in a decisive move away 

from revivalist modes of literary and cultural expression, as is identified by 

Carol Taaffe in her 2008 monograph Ireland Through the Looking Glass: Flann 

O’Brien, Myles na gCopaleen and Irish Cultural Debate:  

It is no accident that Flann O’Brien first appeared […] in the midst of a 

debate between two prominent writers, the subtext of which was the 

role of the Irish writer in public life […] Since the late 1930s saw the 

passing of the revivalist generation that had had such an impact on 

Irish culture and politics, it was natural that O’Faoláin should have 

resisted the impulse to return Irish writers to the sidelines  […] It was 

equally natural, given that it was this cross-infection of culture and 

politics which produced the most reactionary elements of the Gaelic 

revival, that O’Nolan should have derided any attempts by his fellow 

writers to mount the rostrum again.49  

The sense that O’Brien’s development as a novelist was one that was 

of, rather than within, what was held to be the ‘Irish tradition’ was remarked 

upon in an early review of At Swim-Two-Birds in the Times Literary Supplement 

that noted ‘at any rate, having all but exhausted, with the exercise of much 

ingenuity, the subject of Irish content and Irish style, will he [Flann O’Brien] 

not now sit down and try his hand at writing an Irish novel?’50 Indeed, the 

ambiguous nature of his engagement with certain epithets held as central to 

what had, by the 1940s, come to be regarded as Irishness surfaces in the 

earliest phases of his career as a journalist under the guise of Myles na 
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gCopaleen. Having caught the attention of Irish Times editor Bertie Smyllie 

with his irreverent escapades of antagonistic correspondence, O’Brien soon 

backed up the endeavour with another carpet-bombing of the paper’s letter 

section, this time turning his attention on Patrick Kavanagh and the recent 

publication of his poem ‘Spraying the Potatoes’ .Kavanagh, still at a relatively 

early stage of what was to prove a rather protracted gestation period of literary 

development, had cultivated a niche within the Palace circle as their resident 

‘culchie’ poet. This designation had been confirmed by the bucolic 

descriptions of his autobiographical novel of 1938 The Green Fool, and in 

consequence had, as Cronin remarks, led to the perception of the Monaghan 

man as ‘a naïve and unlettered lyricist at whose expense the Palace Bar could 

be complacently patronizing.’51 In July of 1940, Kavanagh had reviewed The 

Hill is Mine by Maurice Walsh, an author whom the poet admired. Belying the 

Palace circle’s condescending opinion of him, the review finds Kavanagh 

grappling with issues of artistic philosophy that would come to preoccupy 

both his poetic and critical writing for decades to come. Opening the review 

with the rhetorical questions ‘what is an artist? Can a writer of best-sellers, 

like Maurice Walsh, be an artist?’, Kavanagh proceeds into a deliberative 

treatise over the often ambivalent relationship between popular success and 

artistic integrity. The tenets of the argument are rather jejune and the 
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conclusion somewhat simplistic, with Kavanagh answering his own question 

emphatically: ‘can a best-seller be a work of artistic merit? Of course it can […] 

there is a part of every human soul that is all high brow. A good story-teller 

will always have an audience. And when the story-teller is a man of poetic 

sensibility and human charm […] we have something rare.’52 Alongside 

Kavanagh’s fledgling sense of poetic and literary consciousness there is also 

early evidence of his capacity for bellicose condemnation of art, artists, and 

institutions on alarmingly slight grounds of transgression. In the course of the 

review he dismisses Gone With The Wind as ‘stupid’ and ‘boring’ without 

offering any reasoning as to his position, before going on to opine that ‘the 

boy scout may be said to represent civilisation at its lowest. The jamboree is 

the academy of illiteracy.’53 These comments were to instigate a flurry of 

objecting correspondence to the paper, beginning two days later with an F. L. 

J of Glasnevin remarking that ‘in view of these remarkable, and quite 

unnecessary opinions, it is doubtful whether Mr. Kavanagh’s gracious 

approval will actually contribute to the success of Mr. Walsh’s latest book.’54 

The letter and its author are likely to have been the creations of O’Nolan and 

a group of his university friends including Niall Sheridan and Niall 
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Montgomery, as were many of the subsequent replies55, particularly given the 

speed and co-ordination with which the letters appeared, as with one from an 

‘Oscar Love’ that opined drily: 

Mr Kavanagh is naturally bored by “Gone With the Wind.” It is really 

too much to expect literary critics to plough through such a lengthy 

work. The fact that the book has all the glorious lights and shades of an 

interesting period is no excuse for this or any author writing graphic 

but lengthy pictures of life. Such writers must be restrained or we might 

forget the wireless knob and lose the magic of Panjams jazz gang.56  

 

This letter itself was swiftly harangued the following day by ‘F.L.J’ who 

fulminated stridently that ‘The unpleasant fact remains that a supposed 

review of Mr. Maurice Walsh’s book was made the excuse for launching an 

attack on all Boy Scouts, who apparently evidence “civilisation at its lowest” 

[…] remarks I can imagine the average Boy Scout dismissing contemptuously 

as “frowsty tripe!”’57 This letter appeared alongside one from a ‘Frank. E. 

Prenton Jones’ who, adopting a tone of moral indignation, exclaimed that ‘no 

one would expect Mr. Kavanagh to admire the clean, open-air life of Scottish 

moors and hills who had read a short story written by him in the Irish Times 

some months ago, which dealt with the lower orders of potato-diggers and 

                                                           
55 Joseph Brooker, ‘Mind That Crowd: Flann O’Brien’s Authors’, in Authorship in Context: From 

the Theoretical to the Material (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 92. 

 
56 Oscar Love, ‘Letter to the Editor: Literary Criticism’, The Irish Times (23 July 1940), p. 6. 

 
57 F.L.J, ‘Letter to the Editor: Literary Criticism’, The Irish Times (24 July 1940), p. 3. 

 



56 
 

their vulgar remarks about the serving maids of the village.’ The letter then 

goes on to further castigate Kavanagh’s dubious moral standing: 

The second objectionable paragraph contains the key to Mr. 

Kavanagh’s whole attitude. He states: “A slight flavour of real sin 

would have saved Mr. Walsh…. Not filth, just a little human B.O.” I 

suggest that it was the lack of “flavours of real sin” which forced Mr. 

Kavanagh to describe “Gone With the Wind” as “dull, stupid and 

boring.” Doubtless it would have escaped condemnation if it had been 

as inelegant as the reference to a “little human B.O” In the words of the 

advertisement, I consider Mr. Kavanagh’s “best friend ought to tell 

him.”58  

 

The affair ultimately reached its zenith (or nadir) a few days later, when 

Kavanagh’s poem ‘Spraying The Potatoes’ appeared in the paper. This proved 

to be the catalyst for O’Nolan to reveal Flann O’Brien’s hand as being involved 

with the affair, signing off on a letter that affected to mistake potatoes for 

currency, declaring ‘at last, I said to myself, the Irish banks are acknowledging 

the necessity for hygiene. My eye had lighted on “Spraying the Potatoes” and 

I had naturally enough inferred that our bank notes were being treated 

periodically with a suitable germicide, a practice which has long been a 

commonplace of enlightened monetary science in Australia.’ Upon realising 

his error, the guileless O’Brien affects a tone of diffident ignorance: ‘I am no 

judge of poetry – the only poem I ever wrote was produced when I was body 
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and soul in the gilded harness of Dame Laudanum’ in order to deftly miss the 

point of Kavanagh’s poem entirely, declaring ‘I think Mr. Kavanagh is on the 

right track here. Perhaps the Irish Times, tireless champion of our peasantry, 

will oblige us with a series in this strain covering such rural complexities as 

inflamed goat-udders, warble-pocked shorthorn, contagious abortion, non-

ovoid oviducts and nervous disorders among the gentlemen who pay the 

rent.’59 

While adroitly satirising the consciously urbane stylings of both the 

Times’ editorial stance and its readership, the piece affects the rather 

bumptious earnestness that would later come to manifest in many of the most 

consistent characterisations of ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’. The feigned ignorance of 

this letter set the tone of much of the subsequent correspondence, with ‘Oscar 

Love’ resurfacing to ask indignantly ‘is Mr. Kavanagh crazy? He now puts 

another weapon into his critics’ hands. In “Spraying the Potatoes” – which my 

ten-year-old niece enjoyed reading – Mr. Kavanagh writes of “young girls 

swinging from the sky.” It is really indecent to write thus of a parachutist in 

slacks.’60 The most extensive facet of this particular phase of the hoaxing 

campaign came in the form of the pseudonym Lir O’Connor. Framed in the 

role of a landowning and would be bibliophile, O’Connor writes to the paper 
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having been accosted by ‘a gaggle of earnest young men, whose bizarre attire, 

together with the heavy beards which they affected, immediately betrayed 

them as pals or butties of some literary bun-fighting faction or other’ while in 

his local library who request that he ‘take up the cudgels, or to be more 

accurate the old vacuumatic […] in aid of a Mr. Patrick Kavanagh, in the calves 

of whose legs a pack of Wolf Cubs and Brownies were delightfully burying 

their imperfectly matured fangs.’ After reluctantly agreeing to help in 

Kavanagh’s defence, despite believing ‘every minute spent away from by 

beloved books represented sixty golden seconds gone down the waste-pipe of 

time’, O’Connor sets to the task of scouring his library for the trace of the poet: 

Since that Butterly, my librarian and I have searched every shelf and 

combed every catalogue in quest of some of this Mr. Kavanagh’s work. 

I have skimmed through “The Utility of the Horse,” by Paul Kavanagh; 

“What to do with your Pulsocaura,” by Petro Kavana; “Yoga and 

Rheumatism,” by Pav Ka Vanna; “I was Stalin’s Chamber Maid,” by 

Pamela Kay Vanagh […] at the end of six hours’ research I was forced 

to give up. Sir, in the entire compass of a library which, I should add, is 

the largest collection of books in any private establishment north of a 

line drawn from Williamstown to Cabinteely and passing through 

Glasthule, there is not one single work from the pen of Mr. Kavanagh.61 

 

Eventually O’Connor’s librarian draws his attention to the recently appeared 

‘Spraying the Potatoes’, to which O’Connor’s response is dismayed: ‘this 

hardly could be said to help the case of Mr. Kavanagh himself. The phrase 
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“potatoes” which recurs in this little burlesque, may be good Runyon, but, 

believe me, it is very poor Kavanagh, and smacks more of pool-room, crap 

game and pin table than it does of the Blackrock Literary Society.’62 The set 

tone, as with significant components of the earlier letters, is one that manages 

to prosecute a misapprehended point in such erstwhile seriousness while 

simultaneously missing the actual point in such a spectacular fashion as to 

exhaust the furthest expanse of logical absurdism and subsequently 

articulating that absurdity in a solemnity of deadpan monotone. 

The resultant effect is one that has a remit to make mockery of all 

parties considered; the naked rurality of Kavanagh’s evidently uneducated 

pastoralism receives little quarter throughout the exercise, and could certainly 

be viewed as a manifest extension of the rather dismissive condescension in 

which literary Dublin held the recently arrived poet. Though while there is 

much mirth derived from the rough-handed choice of potatoes as a source of 

poetic muse, there is equal weight placed on satirising the anticipated reaction 

of a cultivated and urbane, but also somewhat self-conscious, section of the 

literate Dublin middle-class. In this respect, Lir O’Connor, with his spluttering 

references to the Blackrock Literary Society and concerns over his ‘tenants 

from the estate, who come armed with rakes, pitchforks and scythes’ that 

prompt him take ‘down my father’s old elephant gun’ can be seen as 
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something of a composite caricature of the Irish Times’ contemporary audience 

– that of the increasingly assertive, educated Dublin elite alongside an echo of 

the fading Anglo-Irish landowning ascendancy class that had been retreating 

from public view in the decades following revolution.  

Finally, Kavanagh was entreated by Bertie Smyllie to offer a closing 

statement on the whole affair, which he duly offered in a letter the following 

week. Adopting a tone of aloof and sage indifference, Kavanagh allowed that, 

while the escapade had been ‘all very adolescent’ it had been ‘at times faintly 

amusing.’ He subsequently goes on to opine with a rather mawkish dignity 

that ‘as I write these words a feeling of deep pity comes over me – the pity that 

is awakened by the contortions of a clown’s funny face, or when listening to 

in to a certain radio situated just less than 1,000,000 miles from Athlone.’ 

Kavanagh’s pity is evoked by his perception that for all the undoubted 

technical skill of the recent endeavour, it was ultimately lacking in artistic or 

intellectual substance: 

there is tragedy here […] too soon they will know the misery of literary 

men without themes, poets without burdens, ploughmen without land 

[…] some people may say that I have taken the thing too seriously, but 

life is a serious business. These silly letters are significant, because as I 

have suggested […] the face of truth is often most truly reflected in the 

mirror of folly.63 
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While the ruminations do strike a rather gloomily opaque chord, it is evident 

here that even at this relatively early stage of his development as a writer, 

particularly within the Dublin phase of his career, Kavanagh was already 

intent on tackling the nature of art as a matter of grave and existential 

importance, and one that required the total immersion of the self into the act 

of its creation. 

During the latter stages of the letter campaign, Kavanagh had written 

another review, this time of The Art of Living by French author Andre Maurois. 

In the review Kavanagh endeavours to address what he felt to be perennially 

unanswered questions regarding the nature of Irish society: ‘We in Ireland 

have been great admirers of the art of dying. We made our heroes out of the 

men who produced the best Final Curtain, never seeming to realise that it is 

far easier to die for one’s country than to live and work for it.’64 This statement 

in itself reflects a rather subversive sentiment given the exalted status that had 

been afforded to the act of blood sacrifice in the Revolutionary and subsequent 

Nationalist context of contemporary Ireland and displays an early example of 

an aversion to narratives of heroic Nationalism that would remain with 

Kavanagh throughout his development as both poet and critic. Subsequently 
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Kavanagh declares that ‘if there is any art more than another that is needed to 

be taught in Ireland it is the art of living […] Can the art of living be taught? 

The trouble is that a ton of theory is outweighed by an ounce of practice.’65 Set 

against this mindset, it is evidently clear as to why Kavanagh may have found 

O’Brien’s sophist epistolary campaign to be piteous; a dedication to living life 

as an art form, and the reciprocal expression of life in its entirety as central to 

the creation of art is difficult to discern from what, at a certain level at least, 

amounted to little more than a rather self-satisfied prank. In evidence 

alongside the early example of the self-immersion that would come to 

preoccupy Kavanagh’s poetic oeuvre in later years is the close correlation he 

held between poetry and spirituality; while reflecting that ‘M. Moaurois [sic] 

is a conservative’ who ‘does not believe in emancipated women’, Kavanagh 

draws a conclusion that ‘religion and poetry, though they quarrel often, hold 

almost identical views on morality. It was, indeed, poets who created our 

morality.’66 This profoundly held belief regarding the inherent religiosity of 

literature and the quasi-deified role of the poet within a society’s cultural life 

and its innate romanticism as a position put him philosophically at odds with 

the assured, professional placidity of much of Dublin’s established literati, of 

which he was evidently counting O’Brien and his friends as members, and the 

                                                           
65 Kavanagh, ‘Andre Maurois Challenges the Cynics’. 

 
66Kavanagh, ‘Andre Maurois Challenges the Cynics’. 

 



63 
 

poet rather pointedly acknowledges that ‘some bottle-party versifiers and 

littérateurs in Dublin to-day may disagree and cry “sentimentalist”, but by 

their cheap literariness they will be known at last. It is better to be a 

sentimentalist than a cynic.’67 

In light of the evidently open-hearted avowal of aspiration to an 

elemental morality within the poetic life and the attendant seriousness with 

which Kavanagh apparently believed was required of it, the determinedly 

superficial cleverness of O’Brien’s campaign can be seen as almost completely 

at odds with the older man’s artistic positions. This yawning difference is 

highlighted by Anthony Cronin who notes how Kavanagh: 

put his finger on one peculiar feature of it [the hoax]: the complete 

absence of content in the joke, as such it was. ‘In my review of Maurice 

Walsh’s The Hill is Mine,’ he said, ‘I referred to the empty virtuosity of 

artists who were expert in the art of saying nothing. Ploughmen 

without land. One of my critics said it was a wistful remark, and maybe, 

it was; but if ever a critic was proved right, all round, by his critics it 

happened this time.’68 

 

Notwithstanding the considerable amount of fun derived at his expense, 

Cronin also records that despite Kavanagh having ‘a long enough memory for 

slights and insults suffered in Dublin at this time […] in later years anyway he 
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had certainly had no animus against Brian O’Nolan on the head of it.’69 This 

interaction represents some of the earliest evidence of engagement between 

the two writers, albeit at a distance of several pseudonymous veils of intrigue. 

Kavanagh, renowned for being an inveterate curmudgeon in relation 

to praising other authors, would come to refer to O’Nolan glowingly as the 

incomparable Myles [na gCopaleen],70 which strongly indicates that the 

younger man had found, at least in Kavanagh’s eyes, fertile ground on which 

to set his literary plough. Indeed, amidst the overblown, absurdist posturing 

of the various letter campaigns there can be seen, particularly during the 

correspondence with O’Faoláin and O’Connor, arguments emanating from a 

coherent position regarding the creation of literature that incorporated a 

considerate and thoughtful approach to questions of heritability, style, and 

authenticity. While stylistically Kavanagh and O’Nolan can be seen to have 

ostensibly little in common, ‘Spraying the Potatoes’ contains several devices 

that echo the Velvet Texture letter regarding the utilisation of tradition for the 

purpose of innovation and development. While very much grounded in the 

rural vein that dominated his early work, Kavanagh’s use of scenes from the 

pastoral mundane differ quite sharply from the often explicitly emotive and 

mystically driven depictions of Irish rural life popular during the Irish 
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Revival. The spraying of potatoes with insecticide is a task of little glamour, 

but one that is nonetheless vital to the survival of agriculture, as well as being 

an act that carries with it a poignant evocation of the crop’s tragic centrality to 

Irish cultural history. In avoiding the heroic contrivances that so typified 

much contemporary rural Irish verse and choosing instead to focus on the 

practical reality of country life, Kavanagh subtly subverts the dominant 

tendency for narratives of the Irish peasantry to focus on sanitised, somewhat 

condescending depictions of an imagined rural idyll. His background as a 

Monaghan small-farmer had furnished him with an insider’s insight into the 

minutia of the scene, insight that is deployed adeptly in the use of imagery 

that offers marked points of departure from the descriptions that typified the 

rural poetic at the time. For example, the poem’s opening lines ‘the barrels of 

blue potato-spray stood on a headland of July’71 places a modern and 

decidedly unromantic image of industrial agriculture in the foreground of the 

more usual positioning of a coastal scene linked to a month of Summer. By 

dumping a robust symbol of the manufactured chemical reality of modern 

farming to obscure intrusively a view that could easily have been sculpted to 

evoke a soaring romantic image, Kavanagh has utilised both his own personal 

experience and the stylistic accoutrements of the poetic tradition he was 

presently operating in and ultimately set them to a purpose of subverting the 
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general ethos of the form. In this sense, there are parallels to be drawn between 

Kavanagh and O’Nolan’s approach towards literature, both in terms of its 

history and the process of its creation. While stylistically the writers may be 

operating at opposite ends of the literary spectrum, their positions regarding 

the use of tradition in order to subvert the standing order of letters can be seen 

to correlate. As Kavanagh’s wilful desire to portray the often grim realities of 

rural and farming life stripped of poetic embellishments would serve to 

undermine the accepted narratives of an idealised agrarian Ireland that had 

been adopted as a vision of both cultural and political orthodoxy in the 

previous decade, so O’Nolan’s cultivation of an the image of a venerably 

traditional Irish poeticism for his pseudonym Flann O’Brien came to 

accentuate the act of literary subversion committed in the radical dismantling 

of a variety of established narrative forms in At Swim-Two-Birds. As such, the 

connections established during this period between the two writers can be 

seen as evidence of an early development of a shared understanding and 

philosophical approach to literature and art, albeit as of yet inadvertently 

expressed. 

The ultimate result of O’Nolan’s sustained campaign of letter hoaxes 

was his drafting onto the writing staff of the Irish Times, though the specifics 

of exactly how it came about have been a matter of some debate. O’Nolan’s 

old university friend and possible co-conspirator, Niall Sheridan, records that 
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despite enjoying the escapades unfolding in the pages of his newspaper, Bertie 

Smylle ‘began to feel that things were getting out of hand’ and had summoned 

the pair to attend him at his nightly court in the Palace bar: 

We went along there and found the Editor seated at a corner table […] 

A large scotch stood in front of him. Smyllie was intrigued by Brian 

from the start. He was well accustomed to dealing with intelligent 

people and had gathered a very bright group of young men around 

him on the Irish Times, but this was something quite outside his 

previous experience. They hit it off from the beginning. Smyllie had a 

wonderful editorial flair, and an unerring nose for talent, and before 

many Scotches had vanished, he had engaged Brian to write a regular 

column for the paper.72 

 

In addition to Smyllie’s evident enjoyment of the considerable intellectual 

mischief unleashed by O’Nolan, the younger man’s reputation as a peerless 

scholar of the Irish language and its literature73 also afforded him the 

opportunity to strike a blow against the Times’ competitors, as former Smyllie 

underling Jack White notes: 

it probably appealed to Smyllie’s impish sense of humour to put one 

over on the other two daily newspapers and on the various Gaelic-

oriented papers and magazines, by running, in the staid, West-British, 

hitherto frantically anti-Irish-language Irish Times, by far the most 

literate, intellectual and entertaining column in Gaelic ever published.74 
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The inherent subversion of hiring a native Irish speaker to write a daily 

column for the paper lies in the contemporary perception of the Irish Times as 

publication that served what remained of Irish, and particularly South Dublin, 

Unionism. The paper had established itself as a bastion of the urban 

ascendancy class during the latter decades of the 19th century and by the 1940s 

had found itself somewhat adrift from the cultural zeitgeist; there were 

‘swathes of Irish society in which the clerically minded Irish Independent and 

the Irish Press […] had the unswerving loyalty of the partisan. For many of 

these it would have been unthinkable to take the Irish Times, still regarded, as 

it was, as alien and as an occasion of possible sin.’75 While Smyllie, upon 

becoming editor in 1934, had adopted a more pragmatic approach to the 

altered reality of Ireland’s constitutional makeup than had his predecessors, 

he and the paper remained essentially Unionist in disposition, strongly 

supported Ireland’s remaining within the British Commonwealth, and as a 

consequence had accepted the reality of Irish wartime Neutrality only with 

some considerable reluctance, particularly in relation to its impact on what he 

already felt to be a perniciously overweening censorship.76 
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By appointing O’Nolan to contribute an Irish language feature to the 

paper, Smyllie was opening himself up for criticism from the more vociferous 

contingents of either side of Ireland’s political and cultural divide.  Indeed, 

Jack White’s account of Myles’ bow in the paper recalls how: 

It [‘Cruiskeen Lawn’] provoked a very early reaction from Irish Times 

readers. On 17th October, a letter signed ‘West British Nationalist’ took 

the Editor severely to task: ‘I do not understand what worthy motive 

can inspire your “skits” on the Gaelic language and its students as such. 

It sounds very like fouling one’s own nest. I have heard many adverse 

comments on Irish. But you are spewing on it.’ Another anonymous 

reader charged that: ‘You are following a set policy in an attempt to 

sabotage (as they say nowadays) the propagation of the language and 

things Irish.’ And a Mr Jack O’Neill suggested that a feature in Irish 

would be welcome ‘provided it were on sensible topics and written by 

someone obviously not embittered … Fun and humour are to be 

welcomed in such a column, but there is no fun in hitting below the 

belt.’77 

 

These complaints, however, were almost entirely subsumed by the column’s 

success both among the paper’s readership and its editorial staff, and Smyllie 

was rewarded for his gamble with a modest but sustained upturn in 

circulation figures. The first column’s content took the form of a response to 

an editorial piece lamenting the futile anachronism of the attitude of many 

prominent and committed Irish language advocates: ‘Parents who confine the 

family mealtime discussions to conversations in Irish must find it very 

difficult to explain such words as air-raid warden, incendiary bomb, non-
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aggression pact, decontamination, and Molotoff bread-basket.’78 O’Nolan’s 

reply, which was bilingual in English and Irish and signed ‘An Broc’ (The 

Badger) rather than Myles na gCopaleen, which would first appear in the 

following edition, set up an imaginary dialogue as Gaeilge between a mother 

and her child who stages a protest by refusing to finish his breakfast until he 

receives the Irish words for the wartime nomenclature. Subsequently 

reverting to English, the column deploys a wilful ignoratio elenchi in a manner 

similar to its extensive use during the letter hoaxing campaign. Here, the 

Editorial’s dismissal of the Irish language’s linguistic capacity to adequately 

describe the accoutrements of modern warfare becomes misconstrued as 

having meant: ‘the task of reviving Irish, we are told, would be hard “unless 

conversation could be limited to requests for food and drink”.’ This position 

subsequently becomes stretched to its logically absurd conclusion, with 

O’Nolan continuing: 

And who wants conversation on any other subject? Why not admit that 

hardly anybody ever thinks of anything else? If on and after to-morrow 

the entire Irish Times should be printed in Irish, there would not be a 

word about anything but food and drink. Those who find that they 

cannot do without “incendiary bombs,” “decontamination,” and the 

like, would have to get some other paper to accompany their ghoul’s 

breakfast. The Irish would be full of cainnt na ndaoine, excerpts from 

Séadna, corra-cainnte, sean-fhocla and dánta díreacha and would embody 

examples of béarla féinne and even én-bhéarla or bird dialect.79 
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The satirical thrust of the column operates on two levels here, with a heavy 

implication that the movement for reviving the Irish language and its activists 

were prone to emphasise and prevaricate over issues and concepts that were 

mundane and outdated, such as a fixation with ageing Irish language texts 

like Peadar Ó Laoghaire’s Séadna, first published in 1894. Simultaneously, in 

giving an extensive list of such concepts that highlighted the extensive 

linguistic intricacies of Irish and its various dialects, the column shows up the 

seam of ignorant dismissal present within the original editorial. This first 

foray into journalistic satire displays many of the traits that would come to 

typify the column as well as much of O’Nolan’s subsequent writing and offers 

a succinct example of his acute capacity for identifying the faintest hints of 

inexactitude or error in statements or postures adopted by erstwhile figures of 

authority, either political, cultural, or literary, and exploiting them ruthlessly 

in order emphasise the strengths of his own position, even if that position was 

only faintly, if at all, elicited to his audience. 

 Almost analogous to O’Nolan’s burgeoning career as scourge of 

literary complacency, another longstanding endeavour to ameliorate 

perceived deficiencies in Irish artistic and cultural life was taking shape. The 

Bell magazine, appearing in October 1940, the same month as the first 

‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, was the brainchild of O’Nolan’s erstwhile foe Seán 

O’Faoláin and his friend Peadar O’Donnell. While profoundly motivated by 



72 
 

what they saw as a considerable dearth of literary standards in contemporary 

Ireland, their intention was not to harangue and humiliate explosively with 

overt displays of cerebral bravado, as O’Faoláin remarked to his childhood 

friend Frank O’Connor: 

We do not keep a dog that barks. You will recollect that we set out to 

be a natural sort of sane, and quiet, and constructive paper such as any 

normal country should produce – to use one of your own phrases when 

‘breathing naturally’. I do not know that we are thereby ‘getting 

anywhere’. It is just a corner of sanity and intelligence and decency. A 

tiny piece of construction. Barking is not our line. It was not the AE line 

in the Statesman. I do not notice that it is the line in any periodical I 

know – Yale Review, Virginia Quarterly, Horizon, Life and Letters, 

London Mercury.80  

Given this stated desire to quietly and sustainably foster and inculcate a 

development of loftier literary horizons, and the pre-existing animosity 

residual from the Time’s Pocket affair, it might have been understandable and 

arguably expected that O’Faoláin would swerve, if not explicitly snub, the 

brash and irrepressible O’Nolan. However, rather surprisingly, O’Nolan 

appears in the first two issues of The Bell for October and November of 1940 

as Flann O’Brien. O’Brien’s first piece, titled ‘Going to the Dogs’ is concerned 

with an evening spent at a Dog racing track and, in comparison to the 

incendiary satire and abusive missives of his previous year’s endeavours, 

represents a rather muted debut for the magazine. O’Nolan’s second piece, 
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also written as Flann O’Brien, retains more of the deadpan absurdist flourishes 

found in ‘Cruiskeen Lawn.’ 

Ostensibly a travelogue history of Dublin pubs, ‘The Trade in Dublin’ 

also serves as a significant indicator of the central role of drinking, often to 

very great excess, and pub culture to both O’Nolan’s social life and to the life 

of Dublin literary society in general. Opening up an appraisal of the nature of 

the inner sanctum of the pub, the piece begins with the observation that ‘in the 

last ten years there has been a marked change in the décor of boozing in 

Dublin. The old time-pub was something in the nature of an Augean stable 

[…] with liberal lashings of sawdust and mopping-rags to prevent the 

customers from perishing in their own spillings and spewings.’ The wilfully 

dysphemistic description, conjuring up a vivid and stark imagery of despair, 

is immediately capitalised on and exacerbated: ‘No genuine Irishman could 

relax in comfort and feel at home in a pub unless he was sitting in deep gloom 

on a hard seat with a very sad expression on his face, listening to the drone of 

bluebottle squadrons carrying out a raid on the yellow sandwich cheese.’81 The 

text’s humour is elicited via the narration’s deft articulation of a profoundly 

gloomy and despairing scene, evidently contrived to appear unattractive to 
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the reader, while simultaneously managing to impart a tone of disapproval 

when commenting on changes to the scenery: 

The other places afford a pathetic insight into the meaning attached to 

the word ‘modern’ by many publicans. They think that it means just 

tubes – tubular chairs, repellent alike to eye and seat […] the ugliness 

of such a tavern cannot be completely offset by the fact that most of the 

customers appear to be film-stars or that the man who serves you is a 

bell-hop from New York.82 

 

The disparaging description of modernity’s encroachment onto the faded 

sepia of pub life is contrasted by O’Nolan’s description of the traditional 

landlord as ‘the drinker’s confessor and counsellor’ whose ‘simple black 

clothes, his coatlessness, his apron and the gleaming steel armbands on his 

shirt-sleeves were almost supernatural symbols which invested the lowliest 

pub with a feeling of being-with-friends.’ The piece subsequently moves on to 

describe a variety of famous Dublin pubs and their history and place within 

Irish literary provenance from ‘the beginnings of the United Arts Club, 

conceived in Neary’s snug (or maybe in MacCorack’s of South King Street) by 

the boisterous Count Markievicz’ to ‘Davy Byrne’s in Duke Street, the Bailey 

Restaurant nearly opposite, and the underground Bodega in Dame Street […] 

licensed tabernacles sanctified by the past attendances of people with names 
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like Orpen, Gogarty, Griffith, Murphy, Furlong, Montgomery, McKenna, even 

Joyce’. The Palace is understandably afforded significant attention as  

the main resort of newspapermen, writers, painters and every known 

breed of artists and intellectual. Porter is served willingly everywhere 

in the house, and in fancy tankards. The clients range from the tiniest 

elfin intellectual to a large editor, alive and in good condition. Looking 

at the editor, one frequently sees the left hand flung out as if in 

demonstration of some wide generous idea; actually, however, it is 

merely a claw in search of a cigarette, a modest tax that is gladly paid 

by listening neophytes. The editor is unconscious of this mannerism; he 

is king in this particular Palace and merely exercises a ruling class 

prerogative.83 

 

The extensive descriptions of the Palace circle and its place at the epicentre of 

literary Dublin provides a snapshot into the machinations of artistic life in the 

city as existed in the early years of the Emergency period. The life of the pubs, 

with the ebb and flow of drink and talk and friendships and enmities, 

provided the common currency for the life of letters in the Irish capital. 

O’Nolan’s depiction of Smyllie resembles a likeness to something akin a 

benevolent God-Emperor, aloof to the material tribulations of his little world 

while offering guidance and patronage as to its good governance. The portrait, 

mildly deprecating though it may have been, nonetheless left little doubt as to 

the dominance of the Editor over the scene. 
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The gregarious centrality of Smyllie to Dublin’s literary world also 

invites a sharp contrast with the figure of O’Faoláin, who harboured 

something of a disdainful antipathy towards many of the cultural epithets that 

accompanied the city’s drinking culture. This latent hostility is acutely evident 

in a letter written to his friend John Kelleher regarding The Pearl Bar, which 

had begun to assume the mantle of the literary Establishment’s favoured 

watering hole in the years immediately following the end of the Emergency: 

Life here is rarefied and remote – for me at any rate on my hill-top. I 

went to Dublin to-day (fog) and wandered lonely as a cloud and met 

literally nobody I knew – I felt as remote as James Joyce (sans the pubs) 

for if I went into the Pearl bar I’d meet the low-brows and be 

infuriated.84 

 

The remoteness of O’Faoláin to the malt-sodden, and at times explicitly 

cliquish, world of Dublin’s writerly pubs may have contributed to the ultimate 

lack of a social relationship between him and O’Nolan, who was a mainstay 

of the literary drinking class throughout his career. In addition to this, 

O’Nolan’s opinion of the older writer remained decidedly ambivalent, and as 

late as 1954 he was still presenting arguments criticising both O’Faoláin and 

O’Connor as being purveyors of a fake and irrelevant image of Ireland and its 

society, and as a consequence his total contribution to The Bell amounted to a 

mere three articles and a single short story. 
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 While O’Nolan’s interaction with The Bell may have been limited, 

Patrick Kavanagh’s association with the magazine was to prove a 

longstanding and fateful one. The magazine’s first issue carried what would 

become one of Kavanagh’s most celebrated poems ‘O Stony Grey Soil’. The 

poem built thematically on the inversion of pastoral realism that had 

distinguished ‘Spraying the Potatoes’, and finds Kavanagh on balefully 

lamenting form, intoning: 

O stony grey soil of Monaghan 

The laugh from my love you thieved;  

You took the gay child of my passion 

And gave me your clod-conceived 

 […] 

You sang on steaming dunghills 

A song of cowards’ brood, 

You performed my clothes with weasel itch 

You fed me on swinish food 

 […] 

 

You flung a ditch on my vision 

Of beauty, love and truth. 

O Stony grey soil of Monaghan 

You burgled my bank of youth!85 

 

The inception of The Bell was to provide the first sustained avenue for 

Kavanagh as a poet in Dublin. Having arrived in the city after an abortive stay 

in London less than a year before its first issue, the poet was held largely in 
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thrall by the self-assured cultivation of Dublin’s literary life. Having 

established a friendship with Frank O’Connor via George Russell (AE), so he 

was subsequently introduced to O’Faoláin and O’Donnell. 

The development of Kavanagh’s stylistic inversion of supine 

pastoralism chimed with the central philosophical thrust of O’Faoláin’s 

intended vision for The Bell. The Monaghan poet’s brutal disabusing of the 

romanticised perceptions of rural life represented a robustly articulated 

challenge to commonly held artistic and cultural orthodoxies regarding the 

artificially elevated status of the Irish peasantry, which in turn tallied with 

O’Faoláin’s own intention to strip away the veneered layers of much Revival 

writing in order the expose the often less aesthetically palatable realities of 

contemporary Irish life. However, despite contributing poetry and prose 

regularly for the magazine throughout the early-to-mid-1940s, Kavanagh’s 

growing intolerance towards writers and writing he felt to be literarily 

insincere was to put him at quite spectacular loggerheads with O’Faoláin. 

In 1947 Kavanagh submitted an essay for publication to the The Bell 

titled ‘Coloured Balloons: A Study of Frank O’Connor’. The article was 

effected a critical biography of O’Connor’s life and work, and enacted a 

searing condemnation of his literary achievements, ultimately branding them 

‘utterly unreal’. Despite initially referring to O’Connor as ‘our most exciting 
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writer’, the article soon veered into a scattergun rhetorical attack wherein 

Kavanagh asks: 

As I pursue him I am continually losing the trail. Has he a direction? 

His feet are too seldom on the earth for me to follow. Is he merely a 

high-flying entertainer?  Does his work hold the mirror up to life? Does 

he mean anything? All these questions can only be answered by an 

examination of O’Connor’s work. He began as a poet and his first book, 

published in 1931 by the Cuala Press, comprised translations from the 

Gaelic. This very fact that he began as a translator is somewhat of a key 

to his work – that his technical and imaginative machinery is greater 

than his material. For, like a great actor who is useless without a theme, 

O’Connor is inclined to be futile when left with only his own 

experience.86 

 

The piece is startlingly caustic, made all the more so by its place of publication. 

Despite O’Donnell having taken over the majority of editorial duties from 

O’Faoláin at this point, and in so doing inserting a greater level of distance 

between O’Connor and the magazine, its presence in The Bell is puzzling. The 

piece almost inevitably provoked a stinging response from O’Faoláin in the 

following issue that attacked Kavanagh on multiple literary and personal 

levels: 

Instead of describing what Frank O’Connor is trying to do he finds fault 

with him of not being down to Mr. Kavanagh’s idea of reality, which 

he makes no attempt to define […] All of this is merely Mr. Kavanagh, 

as usual, roaring contentedly at his own face in the mirror of everything 

he reads […] Patrick Kavanagh never writes about the life of the 

aristocracy, or factories, or scientific discovery […] his great weakness 

is that he cannot rise an inch above the small farm […] always stuck in 
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the old mud. Reality, reality, reality from start to finish. Dung from 

morning to night! With an occasional rush to the chapel, a bit of slobber 

about the sunlight on the Blessed Sacrament. Then a glaum at a girl, 

which never comes to anything – dreadful sentimentality mixed up 

with bits about his ma forking the old manure-heap.87 

 

The reply typified the dismissive tendencies O’Faoláin harboured towards the 

confessional slant in Kavanagh’s realist aesthetic, as he had once complained 

to O’Connor: ‘Oh the hell with it. One wants civilisation. Kavanagh doesn’t 

wash his poetry’s ears.’88 It also highlighted something of a deficiency in 

O’Faoláin’s own talents as an editorial judge of poetry inasmuch as it fails to 

apprehend the subversive impulse at work in Kavanagh’s unembellished 

depictions of rural life. It also captures the decaying of relationships between 

the Monaghan poet and wider Dublin literary society. 

The middle years of the 1940s had seen Kavanagh steadily lose patience 

with what he perceived to be the inauthentic and artistically superficial ethos 

that dominated the Palace and Irish Times coterie. His frustration at this circle 

and his lack of creative opportunity resonates heavily in much of the poetry 

he published in the period either side of ‘Coloured Balloons’, as the 

pastoralism of his earlier verse began to give ground to a biting and often 

splenetic form of social commentary. One such example is ‘Jungle 206’ first 
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printed in The Irish Times in September 1948 which finds the poet howling 

existentially: 

Through the jungle of Pembroke Road  

I have dragged myself in terror 

Listening to the lions of Frustration roar, 

The anguish of beasts that have had their dinner 

And found there was something inside 

gnawing away unsatisfied. 

  […] 

On Baggot Street Bridge they screeched, 

Then dived out of my sight 

Into the pools of blackest porter -  

Till half-past ten of the jungle night 

The bubbles came up with toxic smell 

From Frustration’s holy well89 

This despairing rage soon formed more acute targets in his subsequent 

poem ‘A View of God and The Devil’, which sets up juxtapositional 

contrast between contrary depictions of God and the Devil in which God 

is described as: 

Not a man who would be appointed to a Board 

Nor impress a bishop 

Or a gathering of art lovers 

  […] 

This was my God who made the grass 

And the sun, 

And stones in streams in April; 

This was the God I met in Dublin 

As I wandered the unconscious streets. 

 

                                                           
89 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Jungle 206’, in The Complete Poems, pp. 206-207. 
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This was the God that brooded over the harrowed field - 

Rooneys – beside the main Carrick road 

The day my first verses were printed… 

 

Here Kavanagh roots the divine in the elemental, a force that equips the 

poet with the ability to circumvent the strictures of societal convention 

and cultural orthodoxy. Present is one Kavanagh’s most profoundly 

expressed creative mantras, that interaction with the poetic impulse 

must be sought experientially and in a manner that transcends the 

confines of professional or stylistic contrivance. Contrasted with this 

Parnassian vision of the spark of creation is Kavanagh’s vision of the 

Devil: 

 He was a man the world would appoint to a Board, 

 He would be on the list of invitees for a bishop’s garden party, 

 He would look like an artist. 

 He was the fellow who wrote in newspapers about music  

  

   […] 

You had to be careful about his inferiority complex 

 For he was conscious of being uncreative.90 

 

While there is evidently an edge of class antagonism to Kavanagh’s axe, 

the truest focus of his criticism is the façade of respectability bestowed 

upon people who ‘look like an artist’ to a societal audience unfit, in 
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Kavanagh’s eyes, to judge the merits of art itself, let alone those who 

would call themselves artists. While the cultural norms set up for 

subversion by Kavanagh are somewhat clumsily drawn and simplistic 

in their referential touchstones, their wider significance lies in relation to 

the fissure between what an ignorant and uncritical public perceived to 

be the character and behaviour typically desirable in a poet, and 

Kavanagh’s own beliefs regarding the mental, if not indeed spiritual, 

endowments requisite for practitioners of the craft.  

Kavanagh’s virulent objection to anything he perceived to be 

inauthenticity in literature or indeed within the characters of supposed 

purveyors of literature in Dublin had surfaced periodically before these 

poems, though as Anthony Cronin observed, some of the most acidic of 

the poet’s attacks were neutralised for a time ‘by the hope of 

employment.’91 However, by 1947 the lack of regular work on the staff of 

the Irish Times had left him disillusioned and bitter towards Smyllie, as 

he recounts in a letter to his brother: ‘I’m beginning to guess that he 

[Smyllie] did not exactly love myself – never gave me a job. A gas-bag of 

no ability.’92 Additionally, there were several figures within the Palace 

circle for whom Kavanagh had harboured longstanding, unstinting 
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92 Letter from Patrick Kavanagh to Peter Kavanagh (2 February 1947) – Held in the Peter & 
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contempt, often those associated with production for, or appearances on, 

Radio Éiréann. One such writer was Austin Clarke, who Kavanagh came 

to savage in his 1944 poem ‘Bardic Dust.’ The poem takes the form of a 

verse-play, a mode that would be utilised in many of Kavanagh’s most 

overtly critical works. As so often in these poems, Kavanagh sets himself 

up as dualistic narrator (in this case a ‘commentator’) who is at once a 

part of and apart from the proceedings of the text. Also present are The 

Editors of The Irish Times (Smyllie), The Public (acting as a chorus), and 

Austin Clarke himself. Clarke’s first appearance in the play finds him ‘in 

the dusty robes of a mediaeval abbot’ who is soon attacked by Kavanagh-

as-commentator: 

 He looks like a gargoyle, 

 Much weather-worn, 

 Can stone breed stone? 

 Is this poet manufactured or born? 

 This Clarke is always three removes from life – 93 

 

Evident immediately is Kavanagh’s opposition to anything perceived to 

be contrivance in the production of art, as shown by his depiction of 

Clarke as a faded gargoyle, clad in the dress of an ancient clergyman. 

This can be read as a dismissal of the Dublin poet’s artistic preoccupation 

with the machinations of the medieval Catholic Church, as well as his 
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recycling of the metrical conventions of ancient Irish language poetry,94 

a scholastic historicism that would have been anathema to Kavanagh’s 

strident views regarding a poet’s necessary task of probing revelatory 

truths pertaining to the contemporary human condition. This position is 

subsequently elucidated upon when the commentator declares that 

‘poetry/ is not in scansion, form, rhymes/ but in the intense gospel of our 

times.’ Then comes an interjection by ‘The Editor’ in defence of Clarke: 

‘Clarke’s student straying/Blazes with the terror of your moment’s 

praying/And as you read/ You’ll see his cattle-raiders sweat and bleed/ 

And all that’s Catholic Ireland in/ The poet’s preoccupation with sin’ 

makes reference to Táin Bó Cuailgne - the Cattle Raid at Cooley saga of 

The Ulster Cycle, a version of which was composed by Lady Gregory and 

which came to heavily influence Yeats’ 1893 anthology The Rose and is 

met with a sneering ‘aside’ by Kavanagh, who remarks ‘John Knox has 

been here/ I fear.’95 The sectarian reference to Knox, a pivotal figure in 

the Scottish Protestant Reformation, pinpoints the identity of ‘The 

Editor’ as the Glasgow-born, nominally Presbyterian, Smyllie and as a 

consequence initiates a circularity of cultural resonances wherein the 

simplistic strawman articulation of ‘all that’s Catholic Ireland’ shoved 
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into the Protestant Editor’s mouth can be seen to riff on the Catholic 

Clarke’s own emulation of the Anglo-Irish Yeats, who in turn drew 

inspiration from the Celtic-Christian Ulster Cycles. This rather 

bewildering trope serves to both emphasise Kavanagh’s growing 

disdain for poetic derivation, while also highlighting the difficulty the 

poet had maintaining a coherent form when bristling with this type of 

particularly vituperative subject matter. 

Alongside his attacks on the perceived failings of Clarke, one of the 

most consistent criticisms of the literary establishment came via a concerted 

campaign waged against Radio Éireann, wherein several of his erstwhile 

enemies had been employed at one time or another. Commenting in a letter to 

the Irish Times on a series titled ‘The Present State of Irish Letters’, Kavanagh 

swerves away from literary criticism to attack both the radio and newspaper 

at the same time: 

Sir – The series of talks on the theme “Why Radio Éireann is no good,” 

is a very interesting idea which might be used by other organisations. 

A newspaper for instance. Everyone on the staff, from the Editor down 

to the office-boy, could have his say on: Why this paper is a rag.  […] I 

am sure that a considerable number of people would be glad to pay 

even a larger licence fee if Radio Éireann were abolished. If I were sure 

that I would not collide with its stifling mediocrity I’d get a receiving 

set myself…96 
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While ostensibly dressed in the accoutrements of dissatisfaction with what he 

termed ‘a conspiracy of mediocrity’, it is possible that Kavanagh’s hostility 

towards the Radio station stemmed from resentment at his failure to receive 

an invitation to appear. His relationship with Robert Farren, director of 

broadcasting and member of the Palace set, was relentlessly antagonistic, as 

he wrote gleefully to his brother to tell of Farren’s extreme reaction to one of 

his articles:  

My review of Irish contemporary poets which is from the Standard 

caused, you’ll be glad to know Farren to have an apploptic [sic] fit, so 

Larry Morrow told me, and suggested I lay off the man before I cause 

him a burst vessel. Larry was serious, said Farren was in a terrible state 

of helpless hate.97 

 

This acrimony had evidently been building over a number of years, as another 

letter to his brother from 1947 finds Kavanagh remarking that ‘Some of these 

new appointees on Radio Eireann like Larry Morrow are very gelt [sic] in 

themselves when they meet me, as my name has been going up and I sneer at 

Radio E. My never being on the Radio is becoming obvious to the public.’98 For 

his own part, Farren responded to Kavanagh’s attacks with a dismissive poem 

contributed to the Irish Times in 1948, mocking both Kavanagh’s rural 
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upbringing and lofty consideration of his own importance while lampooning 

many of the poet’s stand out works and his habit of scattergun criticism of 

other writers, adopting Kavanagh’s persona to rant foamingly against 

assorted members of The Palace circle: 

 “Yiz are dead, I insist, and your songs decompose! 

 I must nip with live fist my too-animate nose 

 to resist the ripe niff from you corpses in clothes,” 

 said the Monaghan Bard out of Mucker 

 O Monaghan, Monaghan, Monaghan Man, 

 is there come The Great Hunger upon ye? 

 “After Yeats there’s none left but poor me to write verse, 

 with a Morgue full of mutes overdue for the hearse; 

 when it comes, Divil-speed, with my sweet country-curse 

 from your very affectionate brother!” 

   […] 

 “I am Noah,” he sang, “and I’m sound in the Ark. 

 I’ve the door bolted fast against Farren and Clarke. 

 Let them flounder and founder and drown in the dark: 

 We’ve poor croppin’ for olives in Mucker!”99 

 

The first of the italicised refrains references Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger, his 

most celebrated poem of the 1940s, but, in the light of Kavanagh’s failure to 

appear on Radio Éireann and oft-aired complaints about his dire financial 

situation, can also be read as a jibe made towards the poet’s poverty and the 

hunger that likely accompanied it. The second such refrain follows on from 

the reference to The Great Hunger, pointedly asking ‘O Monaghan, Monaghan, 
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Monaghan Man/ is it true The Big Drouth is to follow?’ in sneering reference to 

Kavanagh’s poetically fallow period in the years following the publication of 

his celebrated long work. The poem finishes with the line ‘though other crops 

fail, there is green in one spot – in the eye of the Mangan of Mucker’, indicating 

that the dominant motivation for Kavanagh’s hostility towards the Palace set 

was jealousy, rather than any of his loudly postulated objections to derivation, 

conceit and creative hypocrisy. It also finishes with a final swipe at 

Kavanagh’s character by likening him to a diminutive, peasant version of the 

notoriously unstable 19th-Century poet James Clarence Mangan who suffered 

extensively with alcoholism and depression throughout his life, and who also 

often found himself so poor that he struggled to eat. 

The culmination of these profoundly spiteful exchanges with Dublin’s 

literary establishment was Kavanagh’s 1949 poem ‘The Paddiad’, a satirical 

work that represented nothing short of a wilful and incendiary act of literary 

bridge-burning between him and the Irish Times set, who by this point had 

made their exodus from The Palace and set up home in the Pearl Bar. The 

poem, first published in the English magazine Horizon, takes its thematic and 

referential cues from the 18th-Century satire The Dunciad by Alexander Pope 

and deliberately targets both the environment of the Palace bar and the 

members of its literary coterie, as Kavanagh mentions in a letter to his brother: 
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I wrote a satire in verse which I think is rather good and sent it to 

Carruth, so you might be able to read it if you get this letter before you 

leave Chicago. Farren, Clark, M.J.MacManus are the chief characters in 

it which I have titled The Paddiad from the Dunciad100 

 

The poem, subtitled ‘Or The Devil as a Patron of Irish Letters’ opens on a scene 

from The Palace with assorted members of its literary clique in attendance:  

In The corner of a Dublin pub 

This party opens – blub-a-blub- 

Paddy Whiskey, Rum and Gin 

Paddy Three Sheets on the wind; 

Paddy of the Celtic Mist 

Paddy Connemara West 

Chestertonian Paddy Frog 

Croaking nightly in the bog. 

All the Paddies having fun 

Since Yeats handed in his gun.101 

 

While the character references are not direct, and each ‘Paddy’ represents 

something of a composite of personalities, there are certain stronger 

resonances among the poem’s main targets, and Kavanagh privately 

identified several of the pre-eminent influences: Austin Clarke formed the 

basis for ‘Paddy of the Celtic Mist’, while ‘Chestertonian Paddy Frog’ was 

modelled on Robert Farren. To drive the message home to his targets, 

Kavanagh subsequently included an omitted couplet from the poem in a 
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‘Letter from Ireland’ that was published in Poetry (Chicago) the following 

August. As an example of the paucity of literary talent in Dublin, he cited the 

Pearl Bar: ‘Paddy Drunk and Paddy Sober/Slobbering over their pints of 

porter.’ 102 The poem echoes ‘Bardic Dust’ heavily, and at times explicitly, 

utilising the same themes and rhyme scheme, particularly the verses in ‘Dust’ 

that immediately follow Kavanagh’s dismissal of The Editor’s reference to 

Yeats as a defence of Clarke, wherein The Chorus enter and chastise the 

Monaghan poet: 

Clarke is the doyen of all 

Poets, we’ll allow no critical  

Remarks, but only praise, praise. 

Hah! Yourself and Life are nuisances. A phrase, 

Spondee, trochee, literary guff 

In pubs, on radio, is quite enough 

For us.103 

 

The context and positioning of this passage, the following up of a reference to 

derivative Yeatsian imitation with a parroted rebuke made by an unthinking 

and obligingly anodyne gallery of fools, foreshadows ‘All the Paddies having 

fun since Yeats handed in his gun’ and the subsequent reaction to Kavanagh’s 

presence: 

 Every Paddy sitting there 

 Pops up like a startled hare, 
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 Loud ignorings fill each face - 

 This behaviour’s disgrace, 

 A savage intruding on our Monday’s 

 Colloquy on trochees, spondees, 

 And whether Paddy Mist or Frog 

 Is the greatest singer of the bog.104 

 

The similarities in placement and context, as well as Kavanagh’s naming of 

Clarke as one of the central figures of ‘The Paddiad’ in the letter to his brother, 

would suggest that ‘Bardic Dust’ represents a formative stage of Kavanagh’s 

reaction against the cosseted sureties of the Palace’s literary world. 

 ‘The Paddiad’ finished Kavanagh with the Irish Times circle for good, 

and carried with it the potential to leave the poet languishing, alone and 

friendless in Dublin. There was, however, in the years preceding the poem’s 

publication, the first stirrings of the social and artistic convergence that would 

come to reinvigorate the Irish capital’s bohemia and ultimately result in the 

founding of Envoy. At that time Anthony Cronin, then a recently lapsed 

barrister confined unhappily in a job ‘ideologically of course as indefensible 

as the practice of law in the offices of an association of retail traders’ described 

gloomily a lack of ‘concourses of young poets to associate with.’ This lack of 

an avenue for expression had been exacerbated by The Bell temporarily ceasing 

publication in 1948 due to financial difficulties, leaving only the staid, insular, 

ageing world of The Irish Times, whose members were described scornfully by 
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Cronin as ‘the elder ones, known to local fame’ who ‘were respectable Gaelic 

revivalists, in orthodox employment in the civil service or the radio station. 

Left becalmed in the wake of genius, they sat, it seemed nightly, in the Pearl 

or the Palace, comforting themselves with large whiskeys, reminiscences of 

F.R. Higgins and discussions of assonance, before going home to the 

suburbs.’105 

This sense of unproductive stasis, in which aspiration to literary 

greatness had somehow become stalled by the grinding minutia of everyday 

considerations is also echoed by Irish-American artist and author J. P. 

Donleavy, at the time a student at Trinity College Dublin. Describing his 

impressions as a recently arrived would be pilgrim to the famed literary 

cathedral of Dublin, he highlights a growing disillusion with what he was to 

find: 

To some modest degree one had oneself adapted to Irish behaviour. 

Ignoring the rain, chill and discomfort, and even indeed occasionally 

enjoying it. But you did finally wonder, where did you go among the 

natives of this land, noted worldwide for its charm and friendliness to 

the stranger, to find more than a handful of decent, fair minded citizens. 

[…] you’d wonder sincerely and deeply where were all the saints and 

scholars, for whom this isle was famed. Or indeed for the matter of that 

where were all your actual writing writers, versifying poets and 

composing composers. The answer was, by God, they were everywhere 

[…] In every nook and cranny of the civil service. Even the gas 
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company. And all the branches of the government. And mostly, by 

evening, sitting inert, facing their blank pieces of paper.106 

 

Cronin’s immediate response to his chastening predicament was alcoholic 

oblivion, describing how he ‘earned seven pounds three shillings a week, paid 

three pounds for digs and drank the rest’ while searching for ‘a bohemia of 

some kind.’ This bohemia was ultimately to be discovered within McDaid’s 

pub, a place he would come to describe as ‘never merely a literary pub. Its 

strength was always in its variety […] the divisions between writer and non-

writer, bohemian and artist, informer and revolutionary, male and female, 

were never rigorously enforced; and nearly everybody […] was ready for 

elevation, to Parnassus, the scaffold or wherever.’107 The patronage of 

McDaid’s was also influenced by its proximity to the studio of Desmond 

MacNamara, a sculptor who had links with the Republican Prisoners’ Aid 

Fund and in turn helped to instigate an ethos in the pub that was ‘bohemian-

revolutionary’ in makeup, one informed by the fact that ‘not many of the I.R.A. 

had orthodox, or indeed any, employment, no more than had the sprinkling 

of latter day anarchists, communists etc. who had followed them in, or the 
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bohemian rentiers, many of them English or very Anglo-Irish, who rejoiced in 

the general atmosphere.’108  

MacNamara’s studio was based at No 39 Grafton Street, above a shop 

owned by Monument Creameries. The Creameries themselves were owned by 

the prominent and wealthy Ryan family whose eldest son John was to become 

founder-editor of Envoy and, as such, one of the central characters in the 

burgeoning milieu of young bohemian artists. Donleavy, bored and dispirited 

with what he had observed of Dublin’s writers ‘as they went from pub to 

betting shop and back. Their noses in the racing sheets in the hope of winning, 

and roaring like scalded animals if they lost’ describes his first encounters with 

Ryan as nothing short of an artistic revelation: ‘I discovered through this 

gentleman, there was another world in Ireland, an actual Irish world of 

culture.’109 Ryan himself was an aspiring and talented artist who had begun to 

cultivate something of an artistic salon about him in the rooms above the 

Grafton Street Creamery wherein gathered a fledgling generation of talent, 

making in Donleavy’s eyes, ‘Dublin’s most fashionable street the unlikely 

source of fine art.’  Along with Donleavy, Cronin and Kavanagh became 

regular fixtures at Ryan’s rooms, as did Brendan Behan, who had become 

acquainted with Ryan soon after being released from prison in 1946. These 
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writers would form the core of Envoy’s circle, while also becoming a mainstay 

of the development of McDaid’s as a new and subversive epicentre of Irish 

letters. The pub’s history prior to this development was decidedly non-literary 

and particularly plain, as long serving barman Paddy O’Brien recounted 

about his beginning work there in 1937: 

McDaid’s was nothing at all. It was a dreadful place. Just an ordinary 

pub with snugs and little partitions and sawdust and spittoons and 

you’d have elderly men in little groups spitting and all this sort of filth. 

And TB was rampant but you had to wash out those spittoons. I was 

saying to myself, ‘I won’t be here long.’110 

 

With the founding of Envoy in 1949, its offices and headquarters became based 

at 39 Grafton Street, coming to form a nerve centre for the magazine that was 

serendipitously close to McDaid’s on Harry Street. This facilitated a close 

cross-pollination between the magazine’s contributors and the pub’s clientele. 

Cronin, delighted with his newfound recourse to literary confreres described 

the environment of Envoy’s offices as ‘a great place of resort’ wherein ‘there 

was nearly always company and attendant possibilities […] Envoy was an 

annexe to the pub, or the pub to it […] Around one o’clock those in the office 

would move over to McDaid’s.’111 This regular decamping to McDaid’s of 

Envoy’s burgeoning coterie as instigated by Ryan is attested to by O’Brien as 
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being ultimately responsible for establishing the pub as a new and refreshing 

stronghold in the wider tradition of Dublin literary drinking spots: 

John Ryan is a founder member of that public house. He’s the man who 

made it a literary pub. It just happened. He got this thing called Envoy 

going and he’d come over to McDaid’s and have a drink. And then, bit 

by bit, it all came into a circle, all types of literary people, poets and 

story writers and you name it. From that on it just mushroomed. Then 

McDaid’s became the ‘in’ place if you wanted to find somebody. When 

the literary people took over there was always something happening. 

You had Behan, Paddy Kavanagh, Brian O’Nolan and Gainor Crist. 

There was this great blend. They all seemed to live in the one time.112 

 

This sense of a rising zeitgeist waiting to be grasped is evident in the pages of 

the magazine’s opening editorial that declared: ‘ENVOY will not simply 

occupy the vacant structure which its predecessors have left behind, but build 

a new one; not close an epoch of emptiness but inaugurate a new one of life 

and promise.’113 While clearly also a reference to The Bell, whose hiatus at the 

time of Envoy’s beginning had been acknowledged by the editors as a 

motivation for its foundation, the foreword also looked to move beyond mere 

reactionary vacuum-filling, stating that 

Something more than an acute awareness of this deficiency [of the lack 

of a literary and artistic journal] in our national culture, however, 

moved the founders of the journal to undertake the hazardous task of 

launching this periodical. A literary magazine, to be worthy of the 

name, must be something more than a periodical anthology of short 
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stories, essays, poetry and criticism; it must in fact have a central 

purpose and an aim; it must be a focal point of literary activity and not 

merely a distributive agency for literature, and since it is not by nature 

creative, it must inspire creation. Above all it must be alive.114 

 

While falling short of calling itself a manifesto, the magazine’s foreword 

presents a clear sense of both artistic and cultural purpose, and also its sense 

of place within the wider circumstance of Irish literary matters. The confident 

articulation of the magazine’s stated aims, to provide a meeting point for 

artists and writers that would in turn stimulate a fresh burgeoning of creative 

activity, certainly points to a desire for the magazine to serve as the organ for 

a new artistic and critical approach to literature in Ireland.  

 The most explicit evidence of the early intent of Envoy to develop as a 

mouthpiece for a new literary and artistic generation came in the form of the 

first contribution from the writer who would arguably do most to define the 

magazine’s critical and philosophical stylings, namely Patrick Kavanagh. 

Ryan had early on identified the Monaghan poet as a potentially key figure 

for the publication, someone who ‘was a good “anchor man”, somebody who 

could write well and trenchantly, who could give aim and continuity.’115 His 

biggest problem, however, was persuading Kavanagh to agree to his proposal, 
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given the older man’s reputation for spontaneous and explosive rudeness. 

Upon finally being introduced by mutual friend Seán O’Sullivan, Ryan 

raised the subject of Envoy, asking him would he care to contribute a 

poem or something. He looked at me in utter loathing, let out a dying 

roar, and took off down the street under full rig. O’Sullivan […] gave 

chase and in his own equally intimidating voice demanded why the so-

and-so couldn’t have the civility to answer […] Paddy at last relented 

and it was agreed that we go into the nearest pub. Over some large 

whiskies he consented to write a ‘diary’ for the magazine, a promise 

which he faithfully kept for the whole two years of Envoy’s existence. 

 

Kavanagh had, at this time, been anticipating a strongly negative 

reaction to ‘The Paddiad’, which possibly accounted for the initial hostility 

towards Ryan’s suggestion. However, in a letter to his brother from November 

1949, the attendant possibilities for a regular avenue for his invective had 

become apparent to him; initially remarking rather in some surprise that ‘no 

one has struck me over the Paddiad’, he then goes on to state with some glee 

that ‘there is a new magazine called Envoy coming out and I am close to the 

so-called Editor, a young chap called Ryan (Monument Creamery). I am doing 

a nasty Diary at the back of the magazine, and it occurs to me that you might 

express your nastiness there too now and then.’ This sense of spiteful 

opportunity was again apparent in a letter the following month, after the 
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magazine’s first issue: ‘I am continuing this diary each month and should 

succeed in maddening plenty of mediocrities.’116 

The centrality of Kavanagh’s Diary to the editorial thrust of the 

magazine is evident from the foreword to the inaugural issue in December 

1949 that quotes directly from the Monaghan poet’s first entry: 

Patrick Kavanagh in his stimulating Diary which begins this month in 

ENVOY relates “… the only place where artistic meeting places are to 

be found at a romantic intensity are in the pages of a book.” In so far as 

ENVOY will endeavour to make its pages the meeting place of all that 

is vital in the creative activity of this country we are confident that it 

will really live.117 

 

In that first Diary are to be found several of the fundamental principles that 

would underpin not only Kavanagh’s poetic preoccupations of the period, but 

also the development of the critical and stylistic horizons of the magazine as a 

whole. The opening lines of the piece finds Kavanagh warning of the perils of 

insularity, that ‘we are constantly in danger of turning more and more in on 

ourselves’ while ‘health is outward looking.’118 The foundation of a desire for 

intellectual heterogeneity is furnished by an affirmation of Kavanagh’s 
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rapidly crystallising conviction as to the inviable imperative of experiential 

authenticity: 

the only knowledge worthwhile is what we have paid for through 

experience. Most people, because most people are simple, consider the 

person and not the idea. They think ideas are true because some wise 

man has said them, instead of knowing that these men said what they 

said because it was true. (D, 86)  

 

Here, the possibility of a philosophical tension between an outward facing 

perspective and the worth of knowledge being determined through 

experience is offset rather adroitly by the contrast drawn by Kavanagh 

between the idea and the personality; if knowledge is a revelatory construct, 

accessible only via the prism of experiential achievement, then the organ by 

which the knowledge is communicated, in this case the personality, becomes 

irrelevant. 

What Kavanagh is articulating here, admittedly in embryonic form, is 

the poetic compulsion to engage with a sense of universality that would come 

to define much of his contemporary and future creative work, while also 

informing the harrying zeal of his critical appraisal of many of his fellow 

writers. The sharp contrast between what Kavanagh desired as poetic 

stimulus and his perception of what was on offer in mid-century Dublin is 

evident in the first poem to be included in his Diary section of the magazine, 

a verse-play, called simply ‘A Play’, later retitled ‘Adventures in the Bohemian 

Jungle’ in Collected Poems and incorrectly dated as having appeared in the July 
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1950 issue of Envoy.119 The script consists of a semi-autobiographical 

protagonist painted, as so often in Kavanagh’s works in this form, as a 

virtuous primitive, ignorant of the cultivated mores of civilisation but imbued 

with the ephemeral morality of poetic creation: 

 

A simple man arrived in town, 

Lover of letters; more than that 

A true believer in the mystical 

Power of poets. Moral, yet 

Willing for a well-made song 

To let the poet choose his own.120 

 

The protagonist enlists the help of a guide, ‘a bearded man who wore a cloak’, 

who offers to ‘lead you through the world of art where beats a universal 

heart.’121 The guide is likely based on George Russell (AE) who had acted as 

an early literary mentor and facilitator of introductions during Kavanagh’s 

first years in Dublin. The ensuing verses sketch a portrait of an urbane but 

constitutionally hollow metropolis wherein sins against contemporary public 

morality, such as drunkenness – “a wild bottle party is in progress” – and 

sexual promiscuity – “young women are being led from the main room into 

bedrooms” – abound freely alongside transgressions made against 
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Kavanagh’s personal artistic moral code, namely those of existential and 

creative vapidity: “here is the stuffed tiger of Desire/ with nylon fur and wire-

recorded roar/the flashing fangs like Instinct’s, yet quite safe/ Quite safe …/ 

And what a bore!” (AP, 79-82). From Kavanagh’s initial vantage point in the 

‘depths of the rotten vegetation’ he observes that ‘above the stinking weeds, 

whose life is derived from the moonlight, rises the phallic tower of Bohemia’s 

temple The Theatre.’ (AP, 79) The placement of the protagonist among 

‘stinking weeds’ overtly emphasises his status as a peripheral figure, excluded 

from the ‘gold, diamond-studded’ (AP, 79) trappings of the city. The weeds 

who draw their power from the moonlight, and Kavanagh’s positioning of 

himself among them, anchors the poet to a sense of the universality of nature, 

one possessed of the mystical overtones of the moon, as a pointed rejoinder to 

the manmade phallus of the Theatre’s temple. After a perturbing journey 

through the bottle party, during which Kavanagh finds himself threatened 

after insulting a famous actress before becoming physically sick at the tawdry 

banality of the event and its attendees, the protagonist’s guide informs him 

that ‘This is the world of Art/ Of Love/ You dream of romantic sin, the Seven/ 

are the locked doors of the idealistic heaven’ (AP, 85), to which the poet howls 

out a dismayed soliloquy: 

I dreamt of sin and it was fire 

A May-time-in-the-fields desire, 

Violent, exciting, new, 

Whin-blossoms burning up the dew; 
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Sudden death and sudden birth 

Among the hierarchies of the earth; 

[…] 

 

But here in this nondescript land 

Everything is second hand; 

Nothing ardently growing, 

Nothing coming, nothing going, 

Tepid fevers, nothing hot; 

None alive enough to rot (AP, 86) 

 

The dissatisfaction expressed here by Kavanagh contains a central tension 

between the poet’s soaring regard for the inspiration for artistic and literary 

creation, and the decidedly material manifestations thereof such as existed in 

contemporary Dublin. The portraiture is admittedly crude, with the more 

vainglorious conceits of deprecatory self-description of this, as well as other 

similar Kavanagh poems, cloying to a point of priggish tedium. However, 

alongside the overblown descriptions of the conflicts that beset Kavanagh’s 

temporal circumstances, the definitive tension within the poem is that 

between what he perceived societal expectations of the artist to be, and the 

stream of universal, almost subliminal creative consciousness into which he 

was endeavouring to tap. For as much as Envoy served as a catalyst for the 

poetic rebirth that encompassed a decoupling from the forms of descriptive 

rurality that had typified his earlier work,122 ‘A Play’ frames many of its most 

poignant images in natural imagery. The significant point of departure lies in 
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the application to which nature is set. Here, depictions of the rural or pastoral 

are utilised to clearly demarcate difference; an external realm of elemental 

universality where ‘trees were green, mountains sheer/ and God dramatically 

clear’ is contrasted with ‘this nondescript land’ where ‘everything is second 

hand’ with ‘none alive enough to rot.’ (AP, 86) The line ‘none alive enough to 

rot’ ties the poem’s crescendo back to its opening descriptions of the ‘rotten 

vegetation’ and ‘stinking weeds, whose life is derived from the moonlight’. 

This, in turn, emphasises that their position, forgotten and marginalised on 

the periphery of the city, as well as Kavanagh’s place amongst them, is 

indicative of their inherent life when contrasted with the decorous but 

creatively dead urban landscape.  

While Kavanagh’s early poetry for Envoy may have endeavoured to 

circumvent the cramped parameters of localised feuding by its appeal to the 

transcendental quality of nature, his critical prose remained determinedly 

engaged with the issue of the comparative demerits of particular strands of 

the Irish literary world. The remainder of the first Diary entry, subtitled ‘Being 

Some Reflections on the 50th Anniversary of Irish Literature’, is given over 

largely to disparaging assessments regarding the Dublin literary scene, even 

as Kavanagh entreats himself, with a sarcastic ambivalence, to  

Not lose sight of my theme. Even to laugh at a man requires love. 

Ireland to-day I am going to try to love – I am going to love the 

mummies which decorate the literary landscape till they come alive. I 

will hate no one or nothing. I will not say that the Abbey Theatre is 
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dead or that Radio Eireann is without an idea or thought. For these 

things are material upon which the imagination can play. I will not be 

too cruel to mediocrity knowing that the best endeavours of man are 

vain and comic. (D, 86-87) 

 

Kavanagh takes as his literary date of birth the convergence of George Moore 

‘living the first pages of Ave’ (D, 87), and his interactions with W.B Yeats that 

would ultimately result in the founding of the Abbey Theatre. The artistic 

genesis of 1899, a year referenced in Ave (the first volume of Moore’s trilogy 

Hail and Farewell) as ‘the beginning of the Celtic renaissance’,123 is used by 

Kavanagh to draw unfavourable comparison with his contemporary 

circumstance, as he asks ‘would it be possible to create from the material at 

hand to-day an illusion of artistic activity comparable to what is to be found 

in the pages of Ave?’ (D, 87) While evidently acknowledging the comparative 

flourishing of literature and art during the period, Kavanagh’s question is not 

without ambivalence, with the noting of an ‘illusion of artistic activity’ heavily 

implying that there existed, at least partially, a level of contrivance 

surrounding Moore’s ordering of the period of the Revival. In answering his 

own question, Kavanagh reflects sardonically that ‘it is not impossible though 

it might be more difficult; it would require a powerful shot of the strychnine 

of satire to get the stony heart to beat.’ (D, 87) 
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 The issue of contrivance and its relation to the form and function of 

literary groupings continues as Kavanagh takes aim at the twin bastions of 

establishment Dublin literati, The Palace and Pearl bars: 

As soon as one begins to consider the social landscape of literary 

Ireland to-day one is liable to fall into the error of thinking about the 

Palace and Pearl Bars on Friday evenings. These pubs are the haunts of 

newspapermen. Mr R. M. Smyllie will not like the distinction, for I 

gather that the leaders in his paper are not written in journalese, but… 

in prose! (D, 88) 

 

In referring to the pubs and their clientele, Kavanagh, perhaps fittingly, had 

made the first of several hipshot lunges by the magazine at the circle that 

orbited both the Irish Times and the domineering influence of Smyllie. The 

distinction between literature and journalism, aside from being an 

opportunity for a sly dig at the editor’s notoriously laboured writing style,124 

highlights the contrast Kavanagh endeavoured to draw between the 

journeyman approach to writing as a practice set to a material or even 

mundane purpose as opposed to a creative, even spiritual expression. He 

subsequently relates this issue in relation to his own time spent among the 

group, as he recounts: ‘when I came to Dublin in 1939 I thought the Palace the 

most wonderful temple of art […] but one thing I noticed then, and it is truer 

now […] all were looking for artistic kudos, for creative erections and the 

result was frustration all round.’ (D, 88) Here lies the perception that the 
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Palace circle was content with an incestuous form of peer-approved praise that 

looked inwards for artistic validation, contributing in Kavanagh’s eyes to one 

of the gravest errors of both literary and cultural life: ‘That was and is the 

misfortune of our time. It is to be found in the ordinary social as well as literary 

life. There are no extroverts like Lady Gregory or Edward Martyn.’ (D, 88) 

The central thrust of Kavanagh’s lament is fundamentally one made 

against a lack of a progressive impulse to create among the world of 

contemporary Irish arts and letters. Repeated references to central figures of 

the Literary Revival and the cornerstone of their achievement in founding 

both the Irish Literary Theatre and its successor The Abbey, frame both the 

nature of Kavanagh’s desired impetus of creation and the touchstone of those 

he was most critical of. This sense of stasis, and of the resigned contentment 

to merely regurgitate literary and artistic forms that were by this point 

approaching a half-century in age is what Kavanagh guards explicitly against, 

finishing his first Diary with the warning that 

we must beware of looking for another Yeats. The enemies, or the fools, 

of art, always want another of the same thing. They worship 

yesterday’s Phoenix that is the ashes from which the bird has risen. 

Wasn’t it Yeats himself who said that the national genius when he 

arrives is never what we expected him? (D, 90) 

 

In evoking comparisons with Yeats and the Literary Revival, Kavanagh is 

effectively issuing a clarion call-to-arms for a new literary movement, one that 

would seek the same scale of achievement and endeavour while not 
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attempting a recycling of what had gone before. The pointed and explicit 

denigration of the Irish Times circle as representing a lower order of jobbing 

hack-writer to whom creative letters were merely a hobby, rather than a 

spiritual calling, serves to clearly demarcate the lofty artistic ideals to which 

the magazine aspired As well as being a seldom-missed opportunity to settle 

scores in public, the comparison emphasises the existential thrust of the 

magazine regarding the nature of the creation of art and the desire to foster a 

new approach to artistic and literary matters, rather than merely cannibalising 

the scraps of what had come before.  

The explicit desire to distance the magazine philosophically from the 

prevailing literary and atmospheric consensus of benign irrelevance that 

underpinned the Irish Times set also came to manifest acutely in the 

comparative environs of their respective members’ drinking establishments. 

Cronin notes how by the time of Envoy’s arrival, ‘official literary Dublin’ had 

‘removed itself, black hats and all, across Westmoreland Street from the Palace 

to the Pearl […] This brought them the width of a wide street nearer to the 

Irish Times and seemed, if anything, to increase Smyllie’s dominance over his 

tame literary men […] There were no literary enmities and few expressions of 

cosmic, or any, angst.’125 This becalmed, genteel and ultimately static world 

was in profound and riotous contrast to the atmosphere in McDaid’s, that was 
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described by Ryan as ‘potentially the most explosive pub situation in the 

country of Ireland’ in which ‘imminent fights were always on the horizon. 

Tensions, really, with Behan and Kavanagh and O’Nolan and Donleavy.’126 

These tensions are also attested to by Donleavy in his account of first meeting 

Behan, when the two had been set up to a confrontation by their fellow 

drinkers. Donleavy, wary that ‘Behan himself could be a violent man’ who 

‘having served time for the attempted murder of a policeman’ was ‘always 

ready to break a pint glass on a pub table and shove the resulting jagged edges 

in your face’ had taken the precaution to take a ‘quick glance behind me for 

any accomplices sneaking up to wield a bottle on the back of my head.’ Having 

himself become ‘much familiar with armed and unarmed combat in Ireland’ 

and subsequently garnered a reputation as a formidable street brawler, 

Donleavy resolved to face down the threat from Behan who, upon being 

confronted, proved ‘just as quick to make peace’ with the two of them 

‘squaring off in the middle of the street in front of Davy Byrne’s [pub].’ After 

offering forward his hand, Behan subsequently declared  

Ah, there’s no need to fight. Why should the pair of us out here beat 

the bejesus out of one another to the satisfaction of the eejit likes of them 

inside. Sure I’m a writer […] I can tell by the way you’re ready to fight 

about it that you’re a writer too. And fuck the ignorant bunch back in 

there […] Come on, the two of us, we’ll go somewhere and have a 

drink. And we’ll tell the story around that the both of us were so fast at 
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getting out of the way of each other’s fists, neither of us could land a 

punch.127  

 

In spite of the newly crystallising Envoy/McDaid circle encompassing 

elements of anarchic and potentially violent threat, and the magazine’s 

apparent willingness to hold up the Irish Times set to dismissal and ridicule, 

the paper’s review of the first issue was unstintingly positive. Titled ‘Hail and 

Farewell’ in a knowing nod to Kavanagh’s evocation of the spirit of the 

Revival, the review declares effusively that: 

Ireland’s new literary periodical is off to an auspicious start. Its physical 

appearance is attractive and gracious; and its contributors – nearly all 

of whom are well known – are on top of their form. This is as it should 

be at the birth of a new monthly. If the same standard can be 

maintained, Envoy has a long, prosperous and useful span of life ahead 

of it.128 

 

Alongside the cautiously positive and optimistic reviews that the early 

editions of Envoy garnered in the Times, Smyllie made at least one notable 

attempt to reach out socially to the group. Recorded by John Ryan, the 

encounter acutely highlights both the gulf in attitude, tone, and outlook 

between the two circles, and the raucously irreverent lack of respect with 

which the habitués of McDaid’s regarded the older literary set: 

Rumours of literary goings-on in MacDaid’s [sic] must have reached 

the master’s ear because Smyllie turned up there one night […] It was 
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about the time that this pub was beginning its long history as a poetic 

glue-pot. A fight over the use of spondees was going on in one corner 

between two wild men in duffle coats, Brendan Behan was standing on 

a table bawling his rendition of ‘I was Lady Chatterly’s Lover’ and 

Gainor Crist, the Ginger Man, was getting sick, evidently into someone 

else’s pint. It was too much for the great man, who finished, in one vast 

swallow, his large Irish, gave a final baleful owl-like glare at the 

frightening assembly, and waddled out into the Harry Street night and 

the ultimate sanctuary of the Palace as fast as his trotters could take 

him. He was never seen in McDaid’s again.129 

 

This repulsion at the seeming lack of any semblance of order to proceedings 

would ultimately spill over into the Irish Times’ position towards the 

magazine. 

After several months of moderately encouraging reviews, often 

affecting a tone of indulgence towards some of the more outlandish attacks 

made in its pages, the Times finally let out a shrewish burst of pronounced 

annoyance and frustration, perhaps at having its staff and output lampooned 

once too often, but also at what it perceived to be a lack of editorial control: 

‘Envoy is now nearly a year old, a lusty child, already given to biting savagely 

those whom it does not like […] The congeries of garrulous contributors it 

exhibits each month seem to have no ring master to check their antics. What 

Envoy is, or why, is a little difficult to discover.’130 The edition of Envoy to which 

the review referred did not feature a formal editorial or ‘Foreword’, something 
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the review remarks as being ‘not untypical’. However, of the twenty issues of 

Envoy published, nineteen of them featured such frontispieces. Subsequently 

the review goes on to criticise the prominence of non-Irish writers featured in 

the magazine, musing dismissively that ‘of its nine articles and stories, six are 

by or about foreigners, and no particular reason is obvious why they should 

be published in an Irish magazine – unless Dublin is intended to be the 

stamping ground of displaced persons.’131 In this complaint, the review quite 

profoundly failed in apprehending a founding principle of Envoy’s editorial 

policy that had been present from the foreword to the inaugural edition, 

wherein the editors stated their intent for the magazine to serve ‘abroad as 

envoy of Irish writing and at home as envoy of the best in international 

writing.’132 

 The clear distance between the outlooks of the two publications was 

reaffirmed pointedly in an Envoy editorial two issues later that explicitly 

addressed the Irish Times’ review and attacked the paper in kind with 

accusations of editorial inconsistency and lampooning its imagined position: 

If it’s not enough that the editors are being hurt in their pockets: kick them in 

the teeth as well: any effort to maintain a magazine in Dublin for the 

encouragement of Irish writers must be stopped: particularly if it prints work 

by non-Irish writers: we must not allow our young writers to become 
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acquainted with European and American writing: it might give them ideas 

that the moguls of the soi-distant Literary Revival hadn’t got. 

That, perhaps indicates in some manner what our policy is not: maybe 

the Irish Times & Co. will understand better what our policy is, in time, 

if we work hard telling them what we are not. Literary value, literary 

value.133 

 

This rather acerbic tirade reaffirmed Envoy’s commitment to being a journal 

primarily concerned with the promotion and appraisal of literature and art, 

rather than the furtherance of a political or cultural agenda, a position 

explicitly noted by Ryan as a primary motivation for his founding of the 

magazine: ‘there was a vacuum in literary Dublin after the demise of Seán 

O’Faoláin’s monthly, The Bell. By the middle of 1949 I was well advanced in 

my own plans to furnish the city with a new periodical – this time a non-

political magazine of literature and art.’134 

 This desire to emphasise literary merit over social or political 

allegiance, in spite of the forming of a robust and vociferous coterie around 

the magazine, led Envoy to publish ‘Drive Away the Evening Star’, a short 

story by Kavanagh’s nemesis Robert Farren, in June 1950. More substantially, 

it also led to the regular contribution of drama criticism by a Thomas Hogan. 

Hogan was actually the pseudonym of Galway-born diplomat Thomas Woods 

who at one time served as Ireland's Permanent Representative to the Council 

                                                           
133 ‘Foreword’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 4, no. 13 (December 1950), pp. 7-8. 

 
134 Ryan, How We Stood, p. 91. 
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of Europe in Strasbourg. He wrote regularly in The Irish Times both as Hogan 

and under the moniker ‘Thersites’, and had enjoyed a longstanding and 

acrimonious relationship with several of Envoy’s leading lights, most notably 

Kavanagh and O’Nolan. Hogan had written a particularly sneering dismissal 

of ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’ for The Bell in 1946, and in it had come to imply heavily 

that O’Nolan’s satirical output was one that was derivative, literarily slight, 

and of ultimately little cultural consequence: 

He [Myles] writes for a paper which is not a great national daily; 

its public consists chiefly of unionists and ex-unionists, 

intellectuals and mock-intellectuals, and it is accordingly a journal 

of the minority […] The art of destruction is usually facile, and 

Myles is essentially destructive, like Goethe’s Mephistopheles 

(and this is not the only diabolic characteristic he has) he is der 

Geist in der stets verneint. His anomalous position, that of peasant 

jester in the Irish Times has something to do with this […] In 

opposition to the paper he writes for – and this he must do to 

preserve his own individuality – he would be thrown on the side 

of the outside mass, but this he cannot be, because it would end 

him as a satirist. So the battle proceeds in skirmishes – in darting 

from pill-box to pill-box, in never being where he last sniped 

from.135 

Cronin records how this position was to strongly influence opinion 

among certain sections of literary and intellectual Dublin: ‘from now on 

the legend of early, unfulfilled brilliance, the all too easily sustained 

judgement of alcoholic decline and the denigratory Joycean label were to 

become Dublin’s currency of dismissal where Brian O’Nolan was 
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concerned.’136 It also understandably gave rise to a stubbornly persistent, 

if rather low-level enmity between Hogan and O’Nolan, who would 

frequently attack the critic in ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, often writing destructive 

appraisals of Hogan’s Envoy theatre reviews such as this one from March 

1950: 

Consider the sad case of Mr. Thomas Hogan. This gentleman has 

constituted himself Arbiter of the Drama in the magazine Envoy 

and produces prose which is, in my own view, the last word in 

serf-opiniation [sic]. He writes very badly, the reader being 

required to vault endless parenthetical obstructions and to endure 

perpetual laceration from growth of such literary brambles as “of 

courses” and “in facts.”137 

 

The attack was prefixed with an admission by O’Nolan that memory of 

The Bell article had influenced his criticism, as he admits with typically 

Mylesian absurdity that ‘I have a trunk. That is not to say that I am an 

elephant […] I have a long memory. Again, that does not prove that I am 

elephant. But I never forget. Woe to the creature who supposes that 

time’s sombre tides efface the tablets of my mind.’138 

                                                           
136 Cronin, No Laughing Matter, p. 180. 

 
137 Myles na gCopaleen, ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, The Irish Times (17 March 1950), p. 4. 

 
138 Myles na gCopaleen, ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, The Irish Times (17 March 1950), p. 4. 
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A year after the article in The Bell, Hogan would come to clash 

severely with the Kavanagh brothers over a damning review penned 

about Peter Kavanagh’s book The Irish Theatre. The review was deeply 

caustic, denouncing the author as having ‘little of critical worth to say’ 

and that ‘what he does say is said badly’ before derisorily concluding 

that ‘the ordinary reader will find it tedious and dull. And its crudity and 

callowness of style will be a stumbling-block to all.’139 Addressing the 

review, Patrick wrote to his brother referring to Hogan as a ‘corner 

boy’140, before going on in a subsequent letter to emphasise garnered 

support for the book:  

Constantia Maxwell has, Peadar O’Donnell tells me, given you a 

fine review of 1000 words for the March number of the Bell. I’ll 

send a proof on at the first opportunity, something to take the bad 

taste of Hogan out of your mouth […] These bitter barren minds 

are poison.141 

 

There is something of a tragic irony to the hostility between Kavanagh 

and Hogan, given that there did exist some significant parallels in both 

their position regarding the paltry state of contemporary Irish art and the 

                                                           
139 Thomas Hogan, ‘A Bird’s Eye View’, The Irish Times (25 January 1946), p.6. 

 
140 Letter from Patrick to Peter Kavanagh (21 January 1947) – held in the Peter & Patrick 

Kavanagh Archive, UCD. 

 
141 Letter from Patrick to Peter Kavanagh (2 February 1947) - held in the Peter & Patrick 

Kavanagh Archive, UCD. 
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nature of their respective critical styles. Hogan’s theatrical reviews 

would often lament in rather hyperbolic terms the paucity of acting and 

dramatic writing in Dublin, while quite bitterly denigrating that which 

was on offer for him to review. In his first appearance in the magazine in 

March 1950, he opens his article by asking ‘how is it possible to be a 

theatre critic, if there is nothing to criticise?’ Subsequently the review 

launches into a thunderous condemnation of the present state of the Irish 

theatre, comparing it to ‘soggy cabbage in Dublin’s restaurants’ and 

ultimately refusing to appraise several recent performances of Marks and 

Mabel, September Tide, and Berkeley Square, reasoning that he ‘would not 

for the life of me embark on a comparative analysis of the revoltingness 

of that vegetable as served in our eating-houses, so I prefer not to dissect 

its theatrical equivalent.’142 The contemptuous tone of this review rather 

sharply provokes echoes of Kavanagh’s time as a film critic for Catholic 

newspaper The Standard in the years immediately prior to Envoy, during 

which he had derided the notion of cinema as a legitimate art form, 

likening it to ‘putting a gold ring in a guinea-pig’s nose is reasonable 

compared with using the films as vehicles for philosophic speculation’ 

as well as imploring the Dublin populace to boycott cinemas while 
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78. 

 



119 
 

deriding those who did frequent films as ‘queues of drab little girls’ who 

‘shuffle towards their Aladdin’s cave, certain that they will find therein 

romance and colour and song and dance.’143 

 There is too, some evidence to suggest that Kavanagh and Hogan 

were more than slightly aligned on matters of poetry and the necessary 

impulse for its authentic creation. Kavanagh’s most consistent position 

throughout his time as Envoy’s diarist, and indeed that of the magazine 

as a whole, was the necessity of an authentic, revelatory engagement 

with the universality of self in order that the creation of genuine poetry 

and art might be achieved. This stance is mirrored in the introduction to 

a book by Hogan published under his real name Thomas Woods shortly 

before his death in 1961. The book, Poetry and Philosophy: A Study in the 

Thought of John Stuart Mill, endeavours to trace a history of the relational 

interaction between poetry and philosophy using Mill as its example by 

tracing the resonant examples of the influence of Wordsworth on the 

philosopher. Woods’s introduction records his definition of poetry:  

imagination – specifically, creative or fictive imagination – seems 

to be the key word in relation to poetry. But it is not felt to be 

merely a capricious imagination. For all that a poet may be a 

dreamer, he is felt to be a dreamer whose visions have a relation 

to reality – a deeper and more significant relation than that of 

waking but purblind men […] the poet, despite the insanity that 
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legend so often attributes to him, is a seer, a man who apprehends, 

immediately and without discourse of reason, ultimate truth.144 

 

In light of these critical and philosophical similarities it would suggest 

that Ryan’s decision to draft Hogan in as theatre critic was one made 

from a position of critical consistency and is to his editorial credit that it 

was not sacrificed out of a social or cliquish impulse. The commitment 

to the belief that art should reflect an authentic engagement with the 

artist’s sense of self represents one of the magazine’s defining editorial 

standpoints, one that was evidently held widely among its most 

prominent contributors, and also one from which the journal made 

significant strands to apply, in transcendence of artistic form, in relation 

to both literature and visual art. 

The particular emphasis on visual art, despite being in itself a 

distinctive feature of the magazine, was in many ways no surprise given the 

background of its editorial staff and several prominent members of the 

attendant McDaid’s clique. Donleavy and Ryan were both aspiring artists who 

had their work shown publicly. Ryan, a graduate of the National College of 

Art and Design, had exhibited his work at Royal Hibernian Academy events 

and was keen to stress the interplay between artistic forms. As such, the pages 
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of Envoy gave an early outlet for a young painter whose work and approach 

to its creation would come to help significantly crystallise the overarching 

stance of the magazine towards art, namely Patrick Swift. 

Born in 1927 in the Dolphin’s Barn area of Dublin, Swift had enrolled 

at the National College of Art in 1947, an institution whose artistic thrust was 

at that time rooted in the overtly academic neoclassicism of the wider 

European tradition but that had become hybridised by what Veronica Jane 

O’Mara termed ‘the peculiarly Irish ethic of the newly emergent nation in 

which emphasis was placed on a strict Roman Catholicism with a potent 

admixture of piety and patriotism.’145 In this respect, it would appear that 

visual art had been broadly beset by a similar narrowing of scope in post-

revolutionary Ireland as had afflicted the literary arts, in spite of a minor influx 

of refugee artists seeking shelter from the ravages of wartime continental 

Europe. John Ryan, in an appraisal of Swift contributed to the final issue of 

Envoy, remarked upon this context in relation to the painter’s arrival: 

The appearance of Swift on the Irish scene is refreshing and should 

stimulate his contemporaries and those of us who were beginning to 

despair of anything new happening in his particular field. The minor 

revolution which took place in Irish painting (circa 1945) and the 

consequent improvement in public taste (for which we must thank Mr 

Victor Waddington), did a great deal to further the cause of creativity 

in art. It is now no longer considered a public effrontery to paint muddy 
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pastiche of the Orpen-Lavery School. Yet this “revolution” has fallen 

somewhat short of completion (resembling to that extent the stunted 

growth of our political one) and might easily back-slide into the very 

complacency from which it rebelled.146 

 

The comparison with the incomplete nature of the changes occurring in 1940s 

Irish art and the wider political revolution of two decades previously 

highlights the frustration felt by many artists at the calcifying atmosphere of 

mid-20th-Century Ireland and their belief that the strictures of state orthodoxy 

had given rise to artistic horizons so narrow as to resemble little more than 

abraded husks of previous styles desultorily rehashed for ever diminishing 

returns. This sentiment can be seen in Cronin’s early poem ‘Inheritors’ 

wherein the poet reflects dubiously on the ambiguous legacy of the Easter 

Rising and subsequent revolutionary Ireland. Evoking the image of James 

Connolly, ‘the heavy-jawed and black-moustached/who, strapped to a kitchen 

chair, will gaze/ forever from the school-book’s page at guns’, Cronin ends the 

poem by asking ‘what if at all can we/ who know not any building’s pride but 

pray/ a clean bare place where grass returns and grows/ when winds have 

taken ashes from fire.’147 

                                                           
146 John Ryan, ‘Patrick Swift’, Envoy: An Irish Review of Literature and Art, vol. 5, no. 20 (July 

1951), p. 132. 

 
147 Anthony Cronin, ‘Inheritors’, Poems (London: Cresset Press 1957), p. 17. 
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  In terms of evidence of a developing artistic philosophy, one of the 

earliest published pronouncements made by Swift appears in an appraisal of 

the Irish painter Nano Reid that first saw print in a 1950 issue of Envoy. The 

tone of the piece chimes with the stridency of prose that typifies the magazine, 

as Swift declares ‘Each work of art is a complete entity existing in its own right 

and by its own particular logic. It has its own reality and is independent of 

any particular creed or theory as a justification for its existence.’ Swift’s rather 

bald statement for the independence of all artistic agency is subsequently 

tempered as he allows for the possibility that ‘this is not to say that artistic 

development may be considered as a self-sufficient process unrelated to social 

reality, because art is always concerned with the deeper and fundamentally 

human things; and any consideration of art is a consideration of humanity’, 

before finally drawing the conclusion that ‘the eternal verities with which the 

artist is concerned do not change, but our conception of them does, as does 

our conception of form, and these must be extended if we are to understand 

fully and basically the meaning of a new work.’148  

This statement of artistic philosophy: that the modalities of style and 

form are prisms via which certain, unchanging preoccupations of the artist are 

to be considered, informs Swift’s subsequent analysis within the article of 
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painter Nano Reid, whose work he describes as possessing a ‘vitality and 

originality’ that ‘commanded attention.’ His subsequent comments regarding 

the manner in which her work had previously been interpreted is highly 

illuminating in relation to Swift’s opinion regarding the nature of form and 

thus are worth recording in detail: 

Tributes from well-known artists like Liam O’Flaherty and John 

Betjeman, although they drew little attention to her work, did not show 

any appreciation of the really important aspects of her art. Often she 

has been judged by the standards of painters whose concept of art is 

wholly different, whose approach to the art is literary and poetic as 

compared with the much more primal and real attitude of Nano Reid. 

This is not an attempt to invalidate their work in the exposition of hers, 

but it is to point out the profound divergence between them. To some 

degree, they approached painting as a form through which they could 

express an outlook, a message, a poetry. With Nano Reid, the essential 

quality of her work is that it is painting first, and her poetry is the pure 

poetry of paint. Outside of the finished picture her painting never 

existed; within the canvas it exists, a separate entity, a new reality in its 

own right and by its own original logic. (NR, 32) 

The introduction of the analysis of visual art by literary artists is an intriguing 

one, for as much as their interest suggests a commonality of artistic outlooks, 

so Swift’s dismissal of their insight indicates a dissatisfaction with 

contemporary art analysis (further intimated earlier in the piece as Swift 

declares that ‘the mass of modern art theory that developed around the 

fantastic changes of this century’s painting can be largely ignored.’(NR, 27)) 

This dissatisfaction is at its most acute when the idea of poetry is introduced. 
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Poetry in this context appears to represent a contrivance of style and 

form in order to relay a stance of the artist, presumably at the expense of the 

verity of their respective experiential vision. This plea for a reality of artistic 

endeavour at the expense of artifice is also expressed in Anthony Cronin’s 

‘Guilty Poetry’ essay that was published in Envoy the following summer. 

Cronin begins his own treatise on the elemental honesty, or lack thereof, of 

literary arts with a coruscating indictment of the previous century’s poetic 

output: 

For over a hundred years before the first world-war poetry was 

deliberately and consciously poetic. The ability to ignore the real was 

confused with imagination […] We have had enough poets whose eyes 

rolled in a fine frenzy. What we need now are a few shifty-eyed 

individuals who nevertheless can achieve honesty when writing.149 

 

Cronin elucidates his point by offering a partial juxtaposition of Keats’s ‘Ode 

to a Nightingale’: 

Here, where men sit and hear each other groan; 

Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 

         Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies; 

                Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 

                        And leaden-eyed despairs 
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with an extract from the ‘Nunnery Scene’ soliloquy in Hamlet: 

For who would bear the Whips and Scorns of time, 

The Oppressor's wrong, the proud man's Contumely,  

The pangs of despised Love, the Law’s delay,  

The insolence of Office, and the Spurns 

That patient merit of the unworthy takes150 

 

The subject of both pieces concerns suicide but differ in their contemplation of 

the indignities that inform the act. Keats evokes a grand existential malaise, 

lamenting a youth grown ‘pale and spectre-thin’ that bleeds into the 

conceptually crushing state of being ‘Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 

and leaden-eyed despairs.’ Shakespeare’s thoughts on the matter, however, 

emphasise a more corporeal anguish, casting a tortured eye upon manifold 

tangible abasements that can be suffered in one’s day-to-day existence – 

romantic rejection, denial of justice etc – and that can contrive an intolerable 

reality. 

 For Cronin, this difference in focus represents a crucial distinction 

between a work of emotionally, experientially honest poetry and one of poetic 

contrivance. He explains how while ‘the experiences described in 

Shakespeare’s catalogue are no less intense’ they are considerably ‘more 

ordinary, less obviously poetic […] concerned with humiliations and 

                                                           
150  Respective extracts from second stanza of John Keats ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ and from 

Hamlet’s soliloquy, from the Second or ‘Good’ Quarto – both quoted juxtapositionally in 
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ignobilities more than with sorrows and despairs. So, I suggest, are we all.’ 

(GP, 22) This vision, of an art stripped of artifice in order to allow a more 

elemental engagement with the emotional preoccupations of the human 

condition can be seen to chime with Swift’s contentions regarding the 

misinterpretation of Nano Reid where he maintains that ‘to some degree, they 

approached painting as a form through which they could express an outlook, 

a message, a poetry.’ In turn this appeal for an art that illustrates, rather than 

demonstrates its emotional engagement, so that its profundity may be elicited 

implicitly appears repeatedly within Cronin’s essay, with him declaring 

variously that 

the capacity to feel is atrophied by any sort of pretence of feeling […] 

no man ever feels anything like love for a woman when she makes him 

say “I love you” […] Beauty is, as Shaw said, a by-product. In poetry it 

is the by-product of the truth, or of the search for truth. When the 

production of beauty is the primary object, the result is bound to be 

mere pettiness […] The Romantic, the picturesque and the poetic – 

these are the poisons in the blood of the language […] Poetry must 

abandon all attitudes. The only thing that can save us, now, or at least 

procure us mercy, is a full confession of guilt […] The poet should be 

emotionally concerned about his imagery as well as about that which 

the image illustrates; unless of course the image is contrived, made up 

as an explanation. Ideally imagery is more than illustration; it is the 

releasing point of the theme. The objections that apply to literary 

painting apply also to poetry which is merely or primarily pictorial in 

purpose. Poetry must never be confused with prophecy, for the poet is 

occupied with the real, not with the ideal, and is in the end not 

concerned to change anyone but himself. (GP, 23-25) 
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The similarity of the artistic and philosophical vision shared by Cronin 

and Swift indicates strongly the collective nature of Envoy’s contributory 

coterie and indeed highlights a response to the dominant orthodoxies of the 

two artists’ respective forms, for during Swift’s time at the National College 

of Art the institution fell under the technical and philosophical guidance of 

Sean Keating and Maurice MacGonigal. Appointed as Professor of Painting in 

1937, Keating was a renowned Nationalist who – despite being opposed by 

the de facto manager of the College John Ingram on the grounds that he had 

been resident for too long – was put in place by political superiors within the 

Department of Education due to his favourable political sympathies.151 John 

Turpin, writing in the Irish Arts Review describes how ‘the general atmosphere 

was dogmatic as far as the “right approach” to painting was concerned […] 

there was to be no dalliance with Modernism.’ When considering the reaction 

to Modernist influences within Irish art, Turpin maintains that ‘it is important 

not to overlook the deeply traditional and conservative nature of Irish society 

which was a broad consensus with which the National College of Art, The 

Royal Hibernian Academy152 and the Department of Education were fully in 
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accord. The Dublin Painters group153 and the White Stag Group154 of 

modernists in war-time Dublin had no impact on the School.’ The White Stag 

Group, a collection of avant-garde refugees from war-torn Europe whose 

origins lay in the bohemia of 1930s London, had come to cultivate a distinct 

niche within Dublin’s artistic milieu under the cultural and creative leadership 

of Basil Rakozi and Kenneth Hall, in the face of often unyieldingly 

conservative public opinion, as SB Kennedy notes:  

The Dublin art world in the early 1940s, when Rakoczi and Hall first 

arrived there, was conservative in the extreme. Yet with their friends in 

the White Stag Group they injected a welcome freshness into that scene 

and by means of their experimentation with art and psychology they 

asserted their independence and were an example to other, mainly 

native artists, in their never ending quarrels with the artistic 

establishment155 

While the Irish art establishment may have publicly disavowed any notional 

dalliance with modernism, Seán Keating’s personal opinions regarding the 

development and desirability of ‘Modern Art’ are somewhat more 

ambiguous, as the article ‘Painting in Ireland Today’, published in The Bell in 

1950 attests: 

                                                           
153 Society of Dublin Painters – formed in 1920 by – among others – Jack B. Yeats, Paul & Grace 

Henry, and Letitia Hamilton in order to bypass establishment hostility to progressive and 

avant garde forms in Irish Art. 

 
154 Formed in London and transposed to Dublin during the war years, The White Stag group 

espoused an artistic philosophy known as Subjectivist Art that rejected stylistic or moral 

strictures; for further illumination see Herbert Read’s article ‘On Subjectivist Art’ in The Bell 

of February 1944. 
155 SB Kennedy, The White Stag Group (Dublin: Irish Museum of Modern Art 2005), p.29. 
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The artificial antithesis between Art and Modern Art is largely a by-product 

of phoney journalism. It equates with Loch Ness Monsters, Yellow Perils and 

Flying Saucers. Art was always modern in the sense that sincere artists were 

always experimenting, and insincere ones were always imitating them in the 

hope of attaining the end without understanding the means. In art, as in other 

things, movements are inspired by saints and missionaries, and stifled by 

theologians and functionaries.156 

This nuance regarding the motivational principles involved in the production 

of art appears, however, to have been largely obscured by a series of 

controversies that brought into conflict Keating’s personal feelings and his 

public position as a member of the Arts Advisory Committee of the Municipal 

Gallery in Dublin and Professor of Fine Art. As Éimear O’Connor records in 

her largely sympathetic biography of Keating, Seán Keating: Art, Politics and the 

Building the Irish Nation, one such controversy involved the refusal by the 

Advisory Committee of a loan of Christ and the Soldier, a work of French 

painter Georges Roualt. O’Connor records how the contents of a telephone 

conversation between Keating and Irish Times editor RM Smyllie, whose paper 

was covering the story surrounding the refusal, wherein Keating appears to 

have dismissed the painting as ‘not a work of art […] it was perhaps of some 

interest to those interested in modernistic tendencies.’157 The affair was to 

rumble acrimoniously on for some time, and included a spat between Keating 

and Myles na gCopaleen played out in The Irish Times. O’Connor also notes 

that the affair found Keating inadvertently onside with conservative religious 

forces due to the formal condemnatory position of the Catholic Church 

regarding Modernism: 

a position he must have felt uncomfortable with given his long-

standing scepticism towards organized religion. Significantly too, the 

debate marked a point at which Keating’s name became negatively 
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Éimear O’Connor, Seán Keating: Art, Politics and Building the Irish Nation (Newbridge: Irish 

Academic Press 2013), p.249. 
157 O’Connor, Sean Keating: Art, Politics and the Irish Nation, p.231. 
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associated with an anti-modernist stance. Slowly but surely, his 

previous contributions to the development of Irish culture through his 

own art, broadcasts and articles began to be described in language that 

associated academic art with conservatism.158 

 

Swift’s rejection of these dogmatic or ‘poetic’ norms within visual art 

echo rather closely the frustrated reactions to the literary stasis perceived to 

have beset Dublin by the McDaids and Envoy circle. This correlation of artistic 

backgrounds and the shared approach to the creation of art is highlighted by 

Cronin in a reminiscent essay on Swift entitled ‘Together in Dublin’: 

what we thought about art was, more or less, that it should be truthful 

and exact. It seemed to us that most art was mendacious, dealing 

variously in beauty, picturesqueness and exaggerated feeling of a 

fraudulent sort [...] Swift’s attitude to painting was that it should be a 

truthful recapitulation of the visible world and psychologically truthful 

as well. Though our attitude was an ascetic one we got a lot of 

satisfaction out of knowing these things about art and knowing that 

most people were whipping themselves up to half-hearted 

falsifications of experience. (PS, 119) 

 

This position, that art should represent a revelatory engagement with 

a confessional, existentially honest representation of the self lies at the heart of 

Envoy’s philosophical and critical approach, and one that drove its editorial 

policy throughout the magazine’s run. The emphasis on the impulse for 

artistic creation as a guiding measurement of quality and authenticity was 
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integral to the success of the magazine in gathering together such ostensibly 

disparate artists as Patrick Kavanagh, Brian O’Nolan, and J.P Donleavy. In 

turn, this approach facilitated a transcendental appraisal of art that helped 

mitigate the costive strictures of a literary culture that had become hidebound 

by a formulaic and repetitive approach to literature wherein imitative 

stylistics had become prized above the creative compulsion to write as an 

articulation of the elemental nature of the human condition. More tangibly, 

the plurality of this approach allowed the magazine to become a focal point 

for artists and writers whose oeuvre had previously struggled for oxygen 

within the diminished horizons of Dublin’s literary world. As such, it 

endeavoured to contrive a positive, considerate, and constructive response to 

the often-cramped parameters of Irish culture, and in turn helped facilitate the 

magazine becoming what Cronin would describe as ‘the voice of a 

movement.’159 

Subsequent chapters will trace the dissemination of the ideas and 

approaches developed in Envoy, charting their development and attendant 

manifestations across the artistic spectrum and across National borders to 

highlight the magazine’s position as an instigator of a critical and artistic 

network that spread beyond Dublin into London and Belfast. In doing so, it 

will highlight the magazine’s prominence as the epicentre of a coherent and 
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consistently developed corridor of artistic ideas that came to pollinate literary 

and cultural coteries beyond Dublin, representing a confluence of artistic 

philosophies that, retaining at their core a commitment to the production of 

art as an emotionally honest engagement with human consciousness, 

constitute a distinct period in Irish, Northern Irish, and English literature. 
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Chapter Two 

From Bloomsday to the Bohemian Jungle: Envoy in Afterlife  

 

With the final issue of Envoy reaching print in July 1951, Thomas Hogan wrote 

in reflection for The Irish Times on its ‘brief and decidedly erratic career’ and 

how the periodical’s ‘editors and admirers no doubt regard themselves as a 

group of devoted and single-minded courtiers to those austere and aloof 

ladies, the True, the Beautiful and the Good’. This was then tempered by the 

wry observation as to how its ‘detractors regard them, on the other hand, as a 

group of inky schoolboys, careering through the country emptying the slops 

over inoffensive passers-by’, before coming to the compromised conclusion 

that ‘between the two views, perhaps lies the truth, though he would be a 

hardy man who would brave the shell-torn and dismal No-Man’s land where 

lurks that truth.’1 

Hogan was better placed than most to traverse the taut divide between 

Envoy and the publication that had once likened it to ‘a lusty child, prone to 

biting that which it does not like’ given his ambiguous position as a regular 

contributor to the magazine who had endured an acrimonious relationship 

with several of its most prominent figures. His appraisal of Envoy must be set 

                                                           
1 Thomas Hogan, ‘Roll-Call’, The Irish Times (21 July 1951). 
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against the wider context of his description of the wider Irish literary 

landscape:  

If somebody were to start a new Irish magazine today, one can see with 

fatal foresight what its contents would be like – a testy article 

representing what will no doubt, come to be called Mr Sean O Faolain’s 

Italian phase; an essay in “juking” by Mr Peadar O’Donnell; a brilliant 

profile of H.L. Morrow by “The Bellman” a selection from the 

aphorisms of Mr Arland Ussher; an extract from “I chose Freedom” by 

Mr Frank O’Connor; a communique from Mr Anthony Cronin and a 

dissection of the Irish Messenger by Mr Donat O’Donnell. After this, 

the magazine will either proceed to go all sociological and to purvey 

the work of graduates in practical penology to such an extent as to earn 

the title of Lags Mag, or else to devote itself to the irritated mutterings 

of thwarted litterateurs and the shrill cries of Central European 

“spivs”.2 

 

To Hogan’s ears, no cries were shriller than those of Envoy, describing it as 

having ‘perished by its own bile.’ He does, however, go on to highlight some 

of the successes the magazine achieved: the unearthing of J. P. Donleavy, 

O’Nolan’s ‘A Bash in the Tunnel’ editorial and the surprising appearance of 

an extract from Samuel Beckett’s Watt. Commenting upon Kavanagh’s 

farewell ‘Diary’, Hogan remarks that it has been ‘an uneven but interesting 

production’ before going on to lament the final instalment as ‘severely 

disappointing’, identifying what he perceived as a recurring weakness with 

the Diary column: 

This preoccupation with the displaced opposite recurs quite often in 

Mr Kavanagh’s piece. He says of himself: “In other words I am not 

                                                           
2 Hogan, ‘Roll-Call’, The Irish Times (21 July 1951). 
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trying to equate myself with genius and at the same time I am not trying 

to do the opposite. I am just detached.” Mr Kavanagh mistakes himself: 

he is more suburban and bourgeois than he thinks: he is just semi-

detached 

 

Whatever Kavanagh’s thoughts on being described in such desultorily 

mundane terms notwithstanding, the description represents a decidedly 

middling conclusion to Envoy’s run. Hogan acknowledges the magazine’s 

importance in striking a blow for younger writers in the face of a hostile 

protectionism exhibited from the established literati: ‘Envoy and its 

contributors had a good case against the dog-in-the-manger attitude of their 

literary elders (particularly those who had in their youth experienced similar 

treatment from their elders)’ while simultaneously emphasising the 

limitations the periodical’s editorial causticity had imposed upon its reach: 

‘But the ill-mannered fashion in which they carried out their campaign 

alienated many of those who would have been their supporters, those who 

could have made allowance for the buoyant cheekiness inseparable from the 

fight of youth against age but could hardly stomach the grossness and 

vulgarity which too often characterised the criticisms of Envoy.’ Ultimately he 

concludes with a wan magnanimity that  

It is not possible to regard the passing of an Irish literary periodical 

with anything but regret. Envoy has done its best to endeavour to stifle 

that feeling, and it is difficult to restrain oneself from noting its passing 

with what it would, no doubt, regard as the supreme insult – a tired 

smile. Yet, if what its editors think is true, and if their performance can 
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match the shrill insistency of their self-stated promise, the last laugh 

will be with them – and good luck to them.3 

 

 This chapter will undertake an examination of the artistic and critical 

performance of the core members of Envoy’s milieu, tracing the extent to 

which the ideas and positions that took root in the magazine continued to 

influence the actions and outputs of its contributors. There has been a critical 

tendency in relation to its robust and often antagonistic approach to literary 

and artistic criticism to suggest that Envoy and its attendant voices represented 

merely a brief and ultimately slight shaft of guttering light set against a 

claustrophobic tundra of gloom, if not an outright darkness. This position is 

typified by Terence Brown’s appraisal of the period and its writers in Ireland: 

A Social and Cultural History 1922-2002, which initially suggests that in the 

1950s ‘there were various signs that a new Ireland, an Ireland less concerned 

with its own national identity […] less obsessively absorbed by its own 

problems to the exclusion of wider issues, was […] in the making.’4 This is 

subsequently built on by Brown to highlight the moderate but distinct 

upswing in journal publication, citing the advent of Irish Writing, Poetry Ireland 

and, chiefly, Envoy, as being the dominant proponents of a more pluralist 

outlook within Irish letters: 

                                                           
3 Hogan, ‘Roll-Call’, The Irish Times (21 July 1951). 
4 Terence Brown, Ireland: A Social and Cultural History 1922-2002 (London: Harper Perennial, 

2004), p. 214. 
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what was notable about each of these journals was their determination 

to put literature first, not to be side tracked by arguments for or against 

nationalism or the Irish tradition. A foreword to an issue of Envoy in 

1950 caught the mood: “The younger poets… take their nationality 

more for granted.”5 

 

While rightly acknowledging the shift away from the more overt forms of 

Nationalist and social considerations that had preoccupied much of the 

editorial standpoints of Envoy’s predecessors, particularly The Bell, Brown 

ultimately reverts to the long-held consensus regarding the period and the 

writers active within it, stating bleakly that: 

The only future that seemed open to the Irish writer in the late 1940s 

and early 1950s was penury in his own country or an appeal to the 

wider public gallery through eccentricity, showmanship, and bravado 

that would distract both public and writer from the serious business of 

his art […] Reading the poet Anthony Cronin’s memoir Dead as 

Doornails […] a sense develops that they were a tragic generation of 

modern Irish letters6 

 

Brown takes for his examples three of the most prominent members of the 

Envoy and McDaid’s coterie, Patrick Kavanagh, Brian O’Nolan, and Brendan 

Behan, and appraises their difficult and ultimately alcoholic life trajectories as 

a mirror for the often grim circumstances in which they operated:  

A truer impression of the times emerges when one reflects, not on the 

various signs abroad of cultural change, but on the frustrated, unhappy 

histories of three of the country’s most gifted writers, who scarcely 

                                                           
5 Brown, Ireland, p. 214 – Quoting ‘Foreword’, Envoy, vol. 3, no. 9 (1950), p. 6. 
6 Brown, Ireland, p. 225. 
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found the attractions of an insecure, bohemian existence in the pubs of 

Dublin in the 1950s adequate compensation for lack of public 

appreciation of their real artistic ambitions and of financial support.7 

 

While this representation of the trio certainly tallies with the chastening and 

austere economic and cultural realities of mid-century Ireland, it remains an 

ultimately biographical description. As such, it is one that undertakes only a 

passing evaluation of their literary achievements and in consequence renders 

the ideas and thematic philosophies grappled with by their respective oeuvres 

comparatively underexplored. 

This chapter will look to challenge the comparative critical neglect of 

this period and its writers by undertaking an examination of the spread of 

ideas regarding the creation and appraisal of literature and art that were 

formulated in Envoy beyond their contextual origins. To this end it will look 

to emphasise how the themes and styles first contended with by the cast of 

Envoy can come to be seen as the burgeoning of a markedly distinct period of 

Irish literature replete with its own contextual and stylistic preoccupations 

and a capacity for expressing them collectively that survived the magazine’s 

downfall. In turn it will highlight the spread of those ideas into the wider 

bohemian and artistic milieu of mid-century London, forming a network of 

cross-pollinating literary and cultural movements that spanned the course of 

                                                           
7 Brown, Ireland, p. 225. 
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the 1950s and into the early 60s, evolving into a discernibly distinct approach 

to both the creation of literature and art and its subsequent critical appraisal. 

 In October of 1950, when Envoy was approaching its first full year of 

production, its position as the solitary periodical voice of contemporary Irish 

letters was challenged by the resurrection of The Bell. The older magazine, 

which had shouldered much of the responsibility for sustaining a literary 

vantage point beyond the staid insularities of the Palace and Irish Times circle, 

had been on indefinite hiatus since 1948, an absence Envoy had cited as a 

motivation for its appearance. Its resurrection was met with something of a 

hostile ambivalence by the younger magazine, with the editorial for December 

1950 taking a swipe at The Bell’s tendency to promote an agenda of political 

and social commentary to the perceived detriment of its literary focus. Initially 

responding to an attack from the Irish Times, the ‘Foreword’ shifted focus to 

print a list of topics deemed off limits to the magazine: 

Envoy’s policy, however, remains as it was. We do not intend to print 

work, for instance, on any of the following unless it has literary value: 

-  

 

1. The Turf Development Board. 

2. How to Live on £400 a year. 

3. Borstals and gaols.  

4. Holidays in Ireland. 

5. Spanish wine, Kathleen Mavourneen, Raftery and the Coombe. 

6. Our glorious heritage (which ever one you happen to think of). 

7. The Jansenistic Irish. 
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8. Careers for our girls.8 

 

This rather acerbic tirade reaffirmed Envoy’s commitment to being a journal 

primarily concerned with the promotion and appraisal of literature and art, 

rather than the furtherance of a political or cultural agenda, a position 

explicitly noted by Ryan as a primary motivation for his founding of the 

magazine: ‘there was a vacuum in literary Dublin after the demise of Seán 

O’Faoláin’s monthly, The Bell. By the middle of 1949 I was well advanced in 

my own plans to furnish the city with a new periodical – this time a non-

political magazine of literature and art.’9 

 The pointed lampooning of its formerly more illustrious predecessor as 

it attempted to stage a return to the Irish literary world may well have served 

the significant purpose of spelling out rather starkly the editorial difference of 

purpose between the two publications. However, tensions between the cast 

and crew of both magazines had been evident early on in Envoy’s run, as a 

letter from The Bell founder Seán O’Faoláin, published in the magazine’s 

second issue, highlights. Having taken umbrage with what he perceived to be 

the misrepresentation of his comments regarding the apparent dearth of 

intellectualism among the Celtic race in an article by Donat O’Donnell, 

O’Faoláin concludes his lengthy missive by remarking: 

                                                           
8 ‘Foreword’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 4 no. 13 (December 1950), pp. 7-8. 
9 John Ryan, Remembering How We Stood: Bohemian Dublin at the Mid-Century (Dublin: Lilliput 

Press 2008) p. 91.  
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Far be it from me to suggest the introduction of a social conscience into 

ENVOY. It there is one thing we are more fed up with than literary 

fireworks it is that. But once you do introduce such a human question 

as the one adumbrated in the article “The Unfallen” then to go all 

literary about it is to play the dilettante not only about literature but 

about life. That sort of literariness is, indeed, a Refusal of life and if 

there are to be many more like it in ENVOY, your magazine will 

become a truly excellent illustration of the Celtic nostalgia for some 

imaginary, elegant and epicene Garden of Eden, well before the Fall.10 

 

While ostensibly guarding against the introduction of an angle of social 

commentary to the magazine, O’Faoláin’s assertion that a refusal to relate 

conceptualisations of the human condition to the specifics of the Irish 

condition renders the conceptualiser a ‘dilettante’ is a telling indication of the 

perceptive differences between the two magazines. 

For O’Faoláin, an explanation of the particularities of Irish 

circumstance must ultimately be rooted in the processional machinations of 

Irish life, as he proffers: ‘the elements in Irish life of a purely material nature 

to which we might much more plausibly and profitably relate this 

phenomenal mentality than to any fancies about Eire as a modern Garden of 

Eden.’ This as a position was anathema to Envoy, which in its first issue had 

robustly denoted itself as determinedly worldly and outward facing. As a 

result, O’Faoláin’s letter was soundly mocked by Kavanagh in his Diary entry 

of the following issue. By this time relations between the two writers was 

                                                           
10 Seán O’Faoláin, ‘Letter to the Editor’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 1 no. 2 

(January 1950), p. 90. 
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already damaged beyond repair following O’Faoláin’s response to 

Kavanagh’s ‘Coloured Balloons’ article written about Frank O’Connor in The 

Bell in 1948, and the Monaghan poet sets out his stall of insult early, describing 

an article recently written by O’Faoláin as being concerned with ‘the maze of 

weedy detail which is O’Faoláin’s mind’ before drawing comparison between 

the article and the Corkman’s letter to Envoy: ‘O’Faolain’s article was alleged 

to be about the state of Irish letters, and was more or less a version of his letter 

which appeared in last month’s ENVOY. All about Jansenism, Manicheism, 

and other complex matters which touch living at no point that I can see.’ From 

this position Kavanagh moves on to attack the perceived Nationalist bent of 

O’Faoláin and associated writers:  

To me, people in Ireland are just people living. To define them racially 

in the lump is the mistake of O’Connor, O’Faolain, MacDonald, 

Douglas and others. How right Johnson was when he said patriotism 

was the last refuge of a scoundrel. I would say that rather it is the last 

refuge of a failure […] Nationalism is a good working hypothesis. It 

served Yeats and many another native writer as a basis for their creative 

work. But to take the geographical areas as a spiritual reality, is to go 

wrong.11 

 

This attitude reflects a wider seam of cynicism towards Nationalism, and 

indeed political ideologies in general, displayed by Kavanagh at this time, 

with Cronin describing how ‘he [Kavanagh] had no real politics except a sort 

                                                           
11 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Diary’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 1 no. 3 (February 1950), 

pp. 82-83. 
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of anarchism’ that ultimately became a manifestation of his deeply harboured 

resentments for much of Dublin society, of which he also professed a desire to 

‘blow the whole lot up without scruple or remorse.’12 Additionally, it reflects 

the growing sentiment among prominent elements of Envoy’s coterie that 

reverent solemnity towards State and National matters had become somewhat 

obstructive to the pursuit of literary matters and that the artistic life of the 

nation was suffering from an undue preoccupation with nebulous 

demarcations of cultural purity. In turn, it marks the beginning of a perception 

by Envoy that the philosophical impulses of The Bell had become, fairly or 

otherwise, excessively insular and fixated with arcane and irrelevant details 

of Irish life to the neglect of a wider engagement with literature.  

In addition to the growing distance between Envoy and The Bell on 

issues of Nationalism, the contretemps also highlights a difference in 

perspective regarding the potential of contemporary Irish writing and its 

contingent relationship to the wider realities of Irish life. O’Faoláin had often 

been at pains to stress the embryonic nature of Irish society and attendant 

intellectual concerns, writing for The Bell in 1941 that: 

Really, what distinguishes The Bell from like periodicals in other 

countries is that where you have a long-stabilised, and therefore 

complex, form of life, journalism becomes almost wholly critical, 

notional, palliative, advisory, reformist. Where the forms of life are still 

in their childhood, as here, the journal is indeed a day-by-day record of 

                                                           
12 Anthony Cronin, Dead as Doornails (Dublin: Lilliput Press 1999) p. 94.  
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each achievement and its chief critical function is to discover and 

appraise along those lines.13 

 

This attitude stands as a marked contrast to the opening editorial position of 

Envoy, which adopted a bullishly positive tone when surveying the literary 

landscape into which it had just inserted itself: 

Notwithstanding the abortive literary censorship, Ireland has, we 

believe, escaped the worst consequences of organised society just as it 

escaped the worst consequences of the industrial revolution and its 

concomitant crudities. What is certain is that really good writers and 

poets exist in Ireland to-day and that a public which will appreciate 

their work is to be found not only here but in other countries too.14 

 

This markedly optimistic note of editorial assessment serves as something of 

a rejoinder to much of the contemporary and indeed subsequent assessment 

of the middle decades of the 20th century both within and without Ireland. 

There has been a persistent tendency to return narrowly to themes of 

stagnation and the diminishing of artistic and literary achievement that have 

informed a great deal of the commentary, both academic and popular, 

surrounding the period, and led to a perception of the era and its prominent 

characters as being ultimately doom and drink-sodden.15  

                                                           
13 Seán O’Faoláin, ‘Attitudes’, The Bell, Vol. 2, no. 6 (September 1941), p. 12. 
14 Ryan, Hillman, Iremonger, “Foreword to Vol 1”, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol.1, 

no.1 (December 1949), p8. 

 
15 For example, see Declan Kiberd, ‘Writers in Quarentine? The Case for Irish Studies,’ The 

Crane Bag, vol. III, no. 1 (1979), p. 20. 
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Envoy’s editorial positivity would continue throughout the early issues 

of the magazine, continuing to stress the development and accession to 

prominence of new and younger Irish writers in substantiation of their 

movement away from the more pessimistic stance adopted by O’Faoláin, a 

position typified by the Foreword to the March 1950 edition that was titled 

tellingly ‘Being Young and Foolish.’ The piece begins with a decidedly floral 

portrayal of popular perspective regarding the contemporary state of the 

European continent: 

It is the habit, now, to regard Europe as a deciduous arbour, nurturing 

a few last blooms of artistic greatness, which are shrivelling into mute 

senility, while no new buds ripen […] Such, we are told, is the climate, 

here, now, in this ancient archipelago of Europe, which hangs so 

fragily, like a Greece between the twin Roman Empires of East and 

West.16 

 

Envoy’s editors, however, adopt a stance of wilful and defiant rebuttal to the 

tone of despair, stating that ‘we, perhaps being young and foolish – or simply 

Irish – are not adding our voice to the general dismay […] we are still green. 

And being so, we find this climate rather fertile, for is weeds out the feckless 

and the frail, giving place for the rarer blossoms to flower.’ While 

acknowledging the challenges prevailing within their contemporary context: 

‘we grant the climate is not balmy; in England The Strand and Horizon have 

                                                           
16 ‘Foreword: Being Young and Foolish’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 1 no. 4 

(March 1950), p. 9. – Hereafter referred to parenthetically as BYF. 
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gone under, and in other places there are others ready to decay before they 

have even become ripe’ (BYF, 9), the position, particularly given the overt 

identification of the Irish vantage point indicates a sense of opportunity 

regarding the present state of literary and artistic culture suggests anticipation 

of opportunity, rather than discontent or anger at a lack thereof. The editorial 

goes on to take aim rather explicitly at O’Faoláin’s call for the establishment 

of a cultivated positional consciousness within the magazine, continuing the 

vertiginous metaphor to state: 

but this concern with climate and with the condition of the arbour is 

not our job, nor is it the job of the writer. Too many possible-writers are 

forcing themselves to have political opinions, or literary opinions, or 

cultural opinions, when they should only be concerned with the work 

at hand. Newspapers are for journalists; atom-bombs are for statesmen; 

elections for politicians – besides, there is nothing to be done anyway. 

Feeling obliged to feel kills all feeling. The answers to all the doubts can 

only be found within and each writer must do deep and honest soul-

searching and forget the external accidents of the times. (BYF, 9-10) 

 

This position crystallises Envoy’s raison d’etre succinctly, representing an 

articulate affirmation of the magazine’s desire for literature and art to be 

produced via a profoundly personal engagement with an almost intangible 

sense of revelatory self. 

In tandem with this ethos, there is present a sense of the magazine’s 

purpose being set to capturing and articulating the noise and tone of an extant, 

if fledgling, confluence of ideas and expressions: ‘we are honest in believing 
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that we have a mission in bringing those who want to say something 

important to those who want to hear it.’ (BYF, 11) This sense of Envoy acting 

as a conduit via which the sentiment and feelings of a burgeoning coterie 

could be coherently and consistently expressed represents a marked contrast 

with the culture-building considerations that preoccupied the early years of 

The Bell wherein the magazine’s editors felt beholden to actively develop, if 

not build outright, a literary consciousness from comparatively meagre 

resources. The angle of attack by Envoy is predicated on the perception that 

such endeavours represented a contrivance, as it declares:  

we have seen enough arty-crafty work; we know well the manipulators 

of words. Articulation is no longer the problem; the quest now is for 

meaning […] Being young and foolish, we have much heart. After this 

winter of discontent, so complex, intellectual, egotistical, urban and 

fear-ridden, there will come again the simple word. (BYF, 10-11) 

 

However, in spite of the apparent, and at times consciously demarcated, 

differences between The Bell and Envoy, there was a significantly porous 

relationship between the two publications in terms of contributors, and indeed 

initially at least, there appeared to be a deal of willingness on O’Faoláin’s part 

to offer advice and guidance to Ryan as he proffered comments and 

suggestions, unbidden, on  matters of  formatting as well as style and content, 

including a strident condemnation of Kavanagh and a recommendation that 
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he be stricken from the magazine’s roster alongside a complaint about the 

overtly artistic nature of the publication.17 

In spite of these querulous interactions, however, the influence of The 

Bell, even simply as a reference point of departure, on Envoy is undeniable and 

can be most overtly seen in the cross-pollination of artists and writers who 

featured in the pages of both publications. Such influence is typified by 

Iremonger’s drafting onto Envoy’s staff as poetry editor, having been a regular 

contributor to The Bell, and also involved in a fruitless attempt at resurrecting 

the magazine in 1949.18 Ryan actively sought his advice and assistance in 

developing standards for the magazine in poetry in the months preceding 

Envoy’s first issue, and was received warmly by the older man, as  is 

highlighted in a letter from him: ‘If I can be of some assistance to you, don’t 

hesitate to ask me. I require no remuneration for it but I am anxious that, as 

ENVOY is the remaining hope we have for a decent magazine in Ireland, you 

should not fall down on the poetry.’19 This trepidation regarding the viability 

of contemporary Irish periodicals highlights both an acknowledgement of the 

often trying circumstances experienced by those engaged in sustaining 

literary magazines, as well as a nodding acknowledgement of the reciprocal 

                                                           
17 See Frank Shovlin, The Irish Literary Periodical 1923-1958 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 

pp. 138-141 
18 Shovlin, Irish Literary Periodical, p. 136. 
19 Valentin Iremonger, Letter to John Ryan (17 September 1949). – Quoted in Shovlin, Irish 

Literary Periodical, p. 137. 
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relationship Envoy had towards The Bell inasmuch as it had, almost by default, 

assumed the responsibility of articulating the voice of serious Irish literature 

and art. As such, Iremonger’s recommendations regarding a dedicated poetry 

expert references the editorial experiences encountered by the older magazine: 

I suggest that you should not function without a special Poetry Editor. 

The Bell found that they had to have such a being. It has the advantage 

that it gives the poetry section of the magazine some direction and 

objective and enables the magazine to lay down a line and to observe 

some standards. Poetry is a specialised job and I think that the 

experience of The Bell and Horizon would indicate that a special poetry 

editor should be at your elbow.20 

 

Due to Envoy having come to existence during The Bell’s hiatus, the crossover 

in contributory cast is hardly surprising given the perception of it as 

something approaching a successor. 

The rather self-conscious hostility Envoy cultivated towards The Bell is 

understandable as an editorial mechanism for establishing itself as an 

independent organ of literary expression. This editorial impulse to ostracise 

the magazine from what it perceived as the Irish literary establishment, 

namely The Irish Times set and The Bell, manifests most acutely in the Foreword 

to the March 1951 edition, towards the end of Envoy’s run: 

A contemporary magazine which interests itself in political journalism 

and social realism, and which has nothing more in common with this 

review than that it, too, is published monthly, is handsomely 

                                                           
20 Valentin Iremonger, Letter to John Ryan (17 September 1949). – Quoted in Shovlin, Irish 

Literary Periodical, p. 137. 



151 
 

congratulated on the appearance of each number while Envoy finds 

itself more and more the occupant of the journalistic dog-house. We 

have no objection whatsoever to this magazine and we recognise that 

popular journalism has its points, but to put such popular journalism 

before even the most modest effort at literature is immoral.21 

 

The attack on the abasement of favouring journalism over literary matters, a 

mortal sin to the Envoy worldview, highlights also a subtle but marked shift 

in The Bell’s editorial and philosophical positioning in its reformed guise. By 

the time of its return, its overall editorial policy was under the control of 

Peadar O’Donnell, with O’Faoláin having officially retired as Editor from the 

magazine in 1946. O’Donnell’s tenure was initially marked by a ratcheting up 

of The Bell’s forays into social and cultural commentary and this was duly 

reflected after its revival by the addition of a new subtitle ‘A Magazine of 

Ireland To-Day’. The determination that The Bell should be a magazine 

concerned significantly with contemporary material affairs not directly 

connected with literature cemented its philosophical separation from Envoy 

that would ultimately provide the grist for the younger magazine’s mill of 

opprobrium. 

 However, in spite of the growing distance between the two magazines 

that was notable during O’Donnell’s revival of The Bell and the episodic raids 

made upon the magazine’s integrity by Envoy, the editor was to remain on 

                                                           
21 ‘Foreword’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 4, no. 15 (March 1951), p. 7. 
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consistently positive terms with Patrick Kavanagh, a feat of some considerable 

magnitude given the Monaghan poet’s propensity for a hair trigger contempt 

towards so much of Dublin literary society. Helped in no small part by 

O’Donnell’s unstinting financial support, the relationship between the two 

would result in several notable achievements in Kavanagh’s career, including 

The Bell’s serialisation of his novel Tarry Flynn in 1948 and publication of his 

scathing satirical poem ‘The Wake of the Books (A Mummery)’. Additionally, 

O’Donnell fostered a close relationship with Anthony Cronin, who aside from 

being a core member of the McDaid’s bohemian milieu, had steadily increased 

his influence among the pages of Envoy, publishing several of his strongest 

early poems in the magazine as well as providing, along with Patrick Swift, 

one of the most articulate encapsulations of the philosophical impulse behind 

the coterie’s burgeoning approach to the creation of literature and art in the 

long essay ‘Guilty Poetry’. Having eventually come to be listed as Associate 

Editor of the magazine towards the end of its run, the young poet was 

subsequently adopted by O’Donnell at The Bell, first appearing on the editorial 

frontispiece in May 1951, two months before Envoy made its final appearance. 

 In Cronin’s editorial presence at The Bell can be seen the influence of 

Envoy’s critical and literary preoccupations, both in terms of subject and 

approach. The magazine’s enduring interest in fostering an engaged response 

to Joyce is reflected by an early appraisal of the writer’s early autobiographical 



153 
 

novel in ‘James Joyce’s Stephen Hero’, published in a late issue of The Bell in 

November 1954. Present too is the sneaking aversion to Nationalism that was 

prevalent among many members of the McDaid’s circle, as expressed in the 

essay ‘Nationalism and Freedom’ for the Summer edition of 1953. In the 

article, Cronin affects a pessimistic reading of contemporary Irish society and 

its capacity for the creation of art:  

The too-exceptional circumstance is always antipathetic to the 

production of art. There is a point beyond the border-line of neurosis 

where a writer creases to function properly as an interpreter of human 

experience, and a Georgian negro, say, who happened to be a writer, 

could suffer in this way. He would be like a man with an everlasting 

toothache […] it would be difficult for him to extract the universal from 

his particular.22 

 

Evident immediately is the central tenet of a necessary engagement with an 

experiential universality for the creation of art to function as a relevant 

reflection of the human condition. In quite marked contrast to the receptive 

engagement with the material concerns of everyday society advocated by 

O’Donnell, the essay continues by linking this definition of the artistic process 

to a profoundly disillusioned assessment of contemporary conditions in 

Ireland: 

Almost all thinking being done in Ireland to-day is distorted by 

nationalism in one form or another […] our Catholicism is Irish 

Catholicism ; our literature, such as it is, is Irish literature, with malice 

                                                           
22 Anthony Cronin, ‘Nationalism and Freedom’, The Bell, vol. xviii no. 11 (Summer 1953), p. 

11. 
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aforethought – in a way that the novels of Ernest Hemingway, for 

example, or Graham Greene, are not American or English except after 

the event.23 

 

This complaint echoes closely an Envoy editorial for the August 1950 edition 

which had been titled ‘Crabbed Age and Youth’ and had attacked Radio 

Éireann for focusing monomaniacally on nebulous approximations of Irish 

identity to the exclusion of other, generally younger, writers whose thematic 

scope was broader and less nationalistic in nature:  

in these talks the only poets whose work received any mention were 

those who deliberately write in what they imagine is a specific “Irish” 

mode and whose main efforts are directed towards proving how Irish 

they are. The Irishing process […] appears to consist in using imagery 

and symbolism belonging to some remote dream world of their own 

invention and in using certain technical devices (such as assonance) 

which were characteristic of Gaelic poetry.24 

 

The foreword goes on to suggest that a younger generation of Irish poets ‘seem 

to be less interested in the technical craftwork by means of which one 

apparently becomes Irish – the over-use of assonance […] a strained and 

imprecise imagery – and rather more concerned with the craftsmanship 

involved in trying to write good poetry.’ 

                                                           
23 Cronin, ‘Nationalism and Freedom’, p. 11. 

 
24 ‘Foreword: Crabbed Age and Youth’, Envoy: An Irish Review of Literature and Art, vol. III, no. 

9 (August 1950), p. 5.  
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The linking of technical deficiency and philosophical outlook 

represents an encapsulate microcosm of Envoy’s stance towards the 

development of Irish literature, succinctly articulating the frustration felt by 

many of the magazine’s coterie regarding what they perceived to be a 

contrived fixation with various modes and forms of poetic expression 

arbitrarily determined to represent ‘Irishness.’ Subsequently this frustration 

becomes extrapolated to a wider criticism beyond the mere inadequacy of 

Radio Éireann, long an object of ridicule and contempt for many of Envoy’s 

most prominent contributors, that affirms a longstanding complaint of 

generational antagonism within the Irish literary world: ‘However, all this 

deals with the particular point raised by the Radio Eireann talks. It is, none the 

less, symptomatic of a more general problem in the realm of Irish letters to-

day, namely, the attitude of established Irish writers towards the younger 

generation and towards this magazine.’ The form of the editorial’s argument 

– an attack on a pillar of the literary or cultural establishment combined with 

a subsequent elision to inter-generation antagonism – is a familiar one among 

the pages of Envoy, and one that highlights a level of philosophical consistency 

among its editorial positions that has at times been overlooked in critical 

appraisals of the magazine. In turn, the close similarities between these 

sentiments and the ones subsequently articulated by Cronin in The Bell some 

three years later, indicate the endurance of the critical positions developed by 

the magazine. The similarities in tone, analysis and content are striking, with 
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Cronin’s article explicitly referencing Radio Eireann as a key hindrance to 

creative development: ‘Take Radio Eireann, for example […] one feels that if 

someone went there with a talk on Plato or Kierkegaard and they liked the 

talk and wanted him to do it, they would be nonetheless dubious about the 

lack of a local, contemporary reference, and might almost say of him […] 

“couldn’t you give it an Irish twist?”25 

This dissatisfaction with the sense that ‘Radio Eireann, and not only 

Radio Eireann, but all the other outlets for opinion in the country are being 

almost deliberately provincial’ manifests ultimately in a plea for a 

commonality of human experience as the necessary source material for literary 

creation that echoes Envoy’s editorial stance in effective entirety: 

to write for an Irish audience with the word Ireland in the forefront of 

our minds and then attempt to find an absolute by writing for God and 

for foreigners is, in the nature of things, impossible […] looking out on 

the world from Ireland, and straining to hear the word which is 

relevant to our own situation, the voices we hear are different […] But 

in Ireland the need for reality is answered still by the same old shoddy 

Gaelicised optimist.26 

 

These similarities continue throughout the essay, at times becoming enlarged 

in scale and sharper in pitch. Envoy’s editorial had maintained at least a 

pretence at affecting a conversational style of address, calling moderately for 

                                                           
25 Cronin, ‘Nationalism and Freedom’, p.12. 

 
26 Cronin, ‘Nationalism and Freedom’, p. 13. 



157 
 

‘a little co-operation’ rather than ‘the petty bickering of a minor vendetta’ and 

maintaining its argument by means of ostensibly reasonable questioning: 

‘does it matter whether a young writer writes á la mode or not, does it matter 

whether his coat is green or grey, does it matter whether the Irish on their 

frightful Jansenism or their lack of a social consciousness or not, so be it that 

he shows all the signs of being a good writer?’27 Cronin, however, launches 

into a thunderous polemic, stating starkly that: 

it is not fanciful any longer to speak of the existence here of a sort of 

official kulturkrampf, an attempt on the part of the politicians and certain 

elements in the language movement, the newspapers, the Church and 

the many agencies which the Government either supports or controls, 

to impose a sort of spiritual conformity on us all, a synthetic and 

worthless national culture, the invention of civil servants and school 

teachers.28 

 

This intensification of the argument’s register bears more stylistic resemblance 

to Kavanagh’s ‘Diary’ at its most bellicose than to the often more measured 

addresses of the Envoy ‘Forewords’, and can be seen as an attempt by Cronin 

to assert both editorial and philosophical authority over the magazine. 

The atmosphere in The Bell’s office was one Cronin found disappointing 

in comparison to the ‘air of gaiety, indeed of conspiracy’ that permeated 

Envoy’s renegade hideout in Grafton Street, as he lamented the isolation of 

                                                           
27 ‘Foreword: Crabbed Age and Youth’, Envoy (August 1950), pp. 6-7. 

 
28 Cronin, ‘Nationalism and Freedom’, p. 15. 
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working at the magazine: ‘nobody I knew seemed to read it and hardly 

anybody I wanted to see came to the office. There was not a proper pub 

anywhere in O’Connell Street [site of The Bell’s office].’29 The sense of 

separation from the fraternity that had formed around Envoy and McDaid’s is 

evident in the relative dearth of appearances made in the older magazine by 

many of the group’s core members. While Envoy had featured many writers 

who had previously contributed to The Bell, this was not, until Cronin’s 

editorial tenure, a reciprocal relationship. Kavanagh aside, very few of the 

bohemian cast of 39 Grafton Street were to be found within the pages of the 

older magazine; Donleavy was never published there, his ‘discovery’ as a 

writer being one of Ryan’s early successes; Ryan himself featured only once in 

1951; O’Nolan had not been published by the magazine since 1941, and Behan 

appeared only once, as a teenager, in 1942. 

Possible reasons for Behan’s absence from the magazine are intimated 

by Cronin in Doornails as being due to a personal dislike for the young writer 

by Peadar O’Donnell: ‘for some reason the name of Brendan Behan was 

anathema to him […] what was certain was that he did not want Brendan 

Behan in The Bell.’30 Cronin’s own relationship with O’Donnell was 

episodically strained, and bedogged by a continual unintelligibility of purpose 

and clashing of editorial will with O’Donnell described by Cronin as 

                                                           
29 Cronin, Doornails, p. 81. 
30 Cronin, Doornails, p. 72. 



159 
 

appearing as if ‘he had to prove his ultimate authority by a system of Delphic 

suggestions and mystifying vetoes.’ The erratically inarticulate management 

style of O’Donnell was exacerbated by an apparent gulf in literary and 

political philosophy; Cronin’s depiction of the former I.R.A leader is one of 

the ‘black-hatted, stern-visaged Peadar’, a quintessence of austere statist 

orthodoxy rather at odds with his radical Socialist politics, and one that would 

be portrayed in an even more disparaging light in Cronin’s autobiographical 

novel The Life of Riley in 1964, wherein O’Donnell, fictionalised as Prunshios 

McGonaghy, is dismissed as the author of ‘tweedy, Marxist novels about 

peasants and fishermen.’ 

This divergence of editorial position grew as Cronin’s time wore on at 

The Bell and O’Donnell gradually began to lose interest in the revived project. 

This, in turn, facilitated the shift in both editorial position and content; 

Kavanagh returned to the magazine, publishing many of the poems that 

would come to form the basis for Come Dance With Kitty Stobling, a creative 

outlet facilitated by Cronin’s thrashing out a regular payment structure for the 

poet whereby ‘Paddy would be paid cash on the nail for every poem he 

produced’, a material lifeline vital in the years following Envoy’s demise and 

one that attests to a consistent level of support shown to Kavanagh by the 

younger man. In addition to Kavanagh’s reappearance, Brian O’Nolan also 

made a rare return to the magazine under Cronin’s tenure, publishing the dark 
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horror story ‘Two in One’ late in The Bell’s final year, in June 1954. The story 

concerns an apprentice taxidermist named Murphy who murders his boss 

Kelly and begins to assume the man’s identity by preserving and wearing his 

skin in order to evade arrest for the killing. Subsequently the skin becomes 

fused to Murphy who then ends up being arrested and sentenced to hang, 

erroneously, for his own murder. The story echoes several of the structural 

experiments O’Nolan had first developed in his earlier prose works At Swim-

Two-Birds and The Third Policeman31 wherein characters rebel against authorial 

tyranny and come to cannibalise the storyline, ultimately becoming literary 

arbiters themselves. In this sense ‘Two in One’ can be seen as a metaphorical 

embodiment of the late-stage relationship between Envoy and The Bell, 

whereby the older magazine, having served as an often unwelcome, 

domineering point-of-reference for the journal, becomes usurped and 

occupied by the editorial and literary preoccupations of the younger, its 

periodical skin becoming worn by those it had considered its literary 

underlings, and its literary mannerisms, habits and outlooks becoming 

mutated and bent to the will of the occupier. 

 The bleak claustrophobia of ‘Two in One’ also evokes resonant echoes 

of the increasingly chastening circumstances of O’Nolan’s personal and 

professional life. The preceding years had seen a growing inability to control 

                                                           
31 Although written shortly after At-Swim-Two-Birds, The Third Policeman remained 

unpublished until 1967, after O’Nolan’s death. 
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his drinking, and had led to increasing difficulties with maintaining even a 

façade of commitment to his work. The murderer Murphy’s reaction to the 

dawning realisation of what he had done, finding himself in a public house 

where he ‘drank a lot of whiskey’, carries more than a faint note of 

autobiography with it. Michael Phelan, who from 1952 served as an underling 

in O’Nolan’s department, recounts in ‘A Watcher in the Wings’ how rare an 

encounter with his superior was during the time they worked together, indeed 

he remarks how ‘A full eighteen months passed and I never saw him officially. 

He never looked in, even to count us, and I do not recall that I even saw him 

entering or leaving his room, which was thirty feet away.’32 This absentee 

approach to his work was interspersed by increasingly vitriolic outbursts 

during his ever more infrequent appearances at the office. Phelan records a 

typical attempt to engage O’Nolan: 

staring gloomily ahead and blindly signing the documents presented 

[…] head thrown forward and buried in a moan of despair, in 

discussion regarding matter of work thus: 

‘"Mr. O Nuallain, Mr. So and so has phoned about "  

"F — So and so! "  

"But the county council feel that we should "  

"F — the county council! F — the whole f-ing lot of them”’33 

 

                                                           
32 Michael Phelan, ‘Watcher in the Wings: A lingering Look at Myles na Gopaleen’, 

Administration, vol. 24 no. 1 (1976), pp. 96-106. 
33 Phelan, ‘Watcher in the Wings’, p. 99. 
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This ever more viscerally hostile attitude towards his work coincided with a 

marked upswing in his drinking, which had always been heavy; Cronin 

records how ‘there were frequent meetings with local authority officials and 

members of the public at which he was inclined to be sarcastic, aggressive or 

even obviously drunk […] when officially present he had spent much of the 

day in the Scotch House, a place which Myles na gCopaleen referred to in his 

column as “my office’’.’34            

The growing alcoholism and dissatisfaction with his job at the Civil 

Service spilt over into ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, which had from the late 1940s 

become steadily more embittered and splenetic in tone, and often more 

personally abusive of public figures. While professionally O’Nolan was 

explicitly forbidden from engaging publicly in any party political matter or 

the giving of any controversial political statements, he had been the recipient 

of a significant amount of discretion regarding the enforcement of such 

regulations as governed these matters. However, with the return of the rurally 

populist Fianna Fáil party to government and subsequent appointment of War 

of Independence veteran Patrick Smith, a man renowned as having limited 

appreciation or sympathy for matters of literary nuance, as Minister of Local 

Government and consequently O’Nolan’s ultimate superior, the breathing 

room that had usually been afforded his satirising of public figures by virtue 

                                                           
34 Cronin, No Laughing Matter, p199. 



163 
 

of the plausible deniability, however tenuous, of O’Nolan being the actual 

author of ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’ gradually began to enjoy less purchase.  

The climax of O’Nolan’s increasingly reckless attacks on Dublin 

officialdom came with the government sanctioning of the An Tostal tourist 

festival in 1953. While this may have ostensibly been a moderately 

encouraging attempt to ease some of the grinding economic stagnation of 

those years, the undertaking soon lapsed into an orgiastic exercise in insular 

aggrandisement. The political leaders at both a regional and national level 

took the opportunity to indulge extensively in espousing orthodox national 

rhetoric regarding Ireland’s unique ancient culture and self-sacrificing 

heroism endowed with the obligatory dose of heavily administered 

Catholicism (County Clare counted three High Masses among its twelve 

official events35.) The bumptious solemnity with which the festival was 

approached at a political level almost inevitably incurred a sarcastic response 

from O’Nolan; while arguably not constituting his finest satirical moments, 

the Cruiskeen Lawn columns devoted to the festival did not lack for 

controversy, in particular one of four written under the heading of 

‘Titostalitarianism’ – a somewhat tenuous juxtaposition of the recent visit to 

Britain by Marshal Tito and the influx of foreign tourists during the festival – 

contained a particularly offensive reference to a politician whose response to 

                                                           
35 Cronin, No Laughing Matter, p. 200. 
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any question requiring even the merest modicum of intellectual effort was 

described thus: ‘The great jaw would drop, the ruined graveyard of tombstone 

teeth would be revealed, the eyes would roll, and the malt-eroded voice would 

say “Hah?”’36 Despite not being mentioned by name, general consensus within 

his department settled on Patrick Smith as the target of Myles’ attack and this 

time not even the tried and tested tactic of claiming authorial ambiguity could 

save him, after several days’ wrangling over pension entitlement, O’Nolan 

resigned on the grounds of incapacity due to ill-health. Michael Phelan, in 

describing O’Nolan’s last day at the Civil Service recounted an old army story 

of a young officer losing his commission; the hapless soldier was said to have 

left the barracks ‘in a final fanfare of fucks’. 

 1954, the year after O’Nolan left the Civil Service and the year that 

‘Two in One’ appeared in The Bell was also the final eclipse of the magazine, 

with its closing issue being published in December of that year. It was also the 

year of an event that represents one of the group’s most longstanding 

contributions to Irish cultural life, one that had ultimately had its origins in 

Envoy and to which O’Nolan would be central, namely Bloomsday. The 

annual commemoration of Bloomsday on June 16th, the day upon which James 

Joyce’s Ulysses is set, today comprises a week-long calendar of over 50 events 

in and around Dublin commemorating aspects and events of the famous day, 

                                                           
36 Cronin, No Laughing Matter, pp. 199-202. 
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from a series of authentic Edwardian culinary experiences, in particular the 

‘Bloomsday Breakfast’ that offers participants the opportunity to finally 

sample with great relish those inner organs of beasts and fowls, to a messenger 

bike rally across the city. The Irish tourist board estimates the annual event 

attracts over 3000 visitors to Dublin every year, with over half coming from 

overseas.37 Neither is the days’ observance merely limited to Dublin city, 

indeed last year the James Joyce centre organised a marathon 28-hour reading 

of Ulysses that connected via an online stream participants from 25 cities across 

the globe, from Sydney to Tokyo, to Shanghai, to Sao Paulo in addition to on-

the-ground events happening in countries as far flung as Hungary, Singapore, 

and Iceland, the vastness of this international outlook highlighting the 

enduring popularity and significance of Joyce to literature and culture fans 

everywhere around the world. 

The events’ origins, however, are decidedly less auspicious, let alone 

global in scope. Ryan, Kavanagh, Cronin, alongside Trinity College Registrar 

A. J. Leventhal, and – as it was felt important to include a familial link to Joyce 

– Dublin city dentist and cousin of James, Tom Joyce, who it was claimed had 

never read so much as a single word of Ulysses, hired two horse-drawn 

carriages and set out with the intention of taking a tour of many of the 

landmark sites and, arguably more significant, the pubs mentioned in the 

                                                           
37 “Bloomsday Festival” accessed 21 March 2015, http://www.discoverireland.ie/Whats-

On/bloomsday-festival/53369 
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novel. Each member was given a character from the book and certain scenes 

to act out during the course of the day: Cronin, as a young, educated and 

articulate poet was denoted as Stephan Dedalus, Kavanagh adopted the 

persona of the Muse, O’Nolan that of Martin Cunningham, Leventhal – being 

Jewish – was to play Bloom, Ryan, due to his editorial background was to be 

Myles Crawford, and tying them all together Tom Joyce was to be the fittingly 

unwitting Family.38 

 The group’s fascination with Joyce, and their determination to engage 

and recognise his literary contribution to Irish life, had first manifested in a 

special edition of Envoy dedicated to the writer in 1951 and subsequently 

formed the nucleus of a book of collected essays about the writer edited by 

Ryan and published as A Bash In The Tunnel: James Joyce by the Irish in 1970. 

The Envoy issue was edited by O’Nolan, whose name appeared as Brian 

Nolan, who for the editorial ‘Foreword’ penned the now famous ‘A Bash in 

the Tunnel’ that gave the name to the later book. The piece begins by declaring 

‘James Joyce was an artist. He has said so himself. His was a case of Ars gratia 

Artis. He declared that he would pursue his artistic mission even if the penalty 

was as long as eternity itself.’39 This interpretation of Joyce as a writer, one 

who represented a compulsive dedication to the production of art for art’s 

                                                           
38 Ryan, How we Stood, p. 138. 

 
39 Brian Nolan, ‘A Bash in the Tunnel’, in John Ryan (ed.), A Bash in the Tunnel: James Joyce by 

the Irish (Brighton: Clifton Books, 1970), p. 15. 



167 
 

sake, chimes neatly with Envoy’s own stance on the motivations and impulse 

for art and its promotion, and as such frames the edition squarely within the 

magazine’s philosophical remit. 

The editorial goes on to set up an exploration of the Joycean aesthetic 

and the position of art in Ireland’s cultural life by means of a tragicomic and 

absurd short story that begins, in typical O’Nolan fashion, in a pub. The 

narrator is accosted by a stranger who tells him of his exploits taking 

advantage of a logistical anomaly on Irish railways whereby he could 

regularly enter deserted dining carriages that had been moved to remote 

sidings to be restocked, steal a bottle of whiskey and lock himself in the toilet 

to drink it. The story continues with the narrator complaining bitterly about 

how his drinking escapade had once been disturbed by moving of the railway 

carriage from a siding into a tunnel:  

As you know I never use a watch. If it’s bright it’s day. If it’s dark, it’s 

night. Here was meself parked in the tunnel opening bottle after bottle 

in the dark, thinking the night was a very long one, stuck there in the 

tunnel. I was three-quarters way into the jigs when they pulled me out 

of the tunnel into Kingsbridge. I was in bed for a week. Did you ever in 

your life hear of a greater crowd of bastards? 

 

The apparent resentment of the storyteller at his misfortune at the hands of 

people merely doing their job while he was engaged in theft is used by 

O’Nolan as a reflective image of art and the artist in contemporary Ireland: 
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Surely there you have the Irish artist? Sitting fully dressed, innerly 

locked in the toilet of a locked coach where he has no right to be, 

resentfully drinking somebody else’s whiskey, being whisked hither 

and thither by anonymous shunters, keeping fastidiously the while on 

the outer face of his door the simple word ENGAGED! I think the image 

fits Joyce; but particularly in his manifestation of the a most Irish 

characteristic – the transgressor’s resentment with the nongressor.40 

 

The grim confinement of O’Nolan’s description of the world of the Irish artist 

and ambiguity regarding Joyce’s status within Irish letters hints at the 

ambivalence with which the country regarded the writer, an ambivalence that 

Ryan and company had sought to redress both by instigating one of the first 

homegrown critical appraisals of his work and commemorating Ulysses and 

its relationship with the city of Dublin. 

 The day, later described by Ryan as a ‘pilgrimace’ (falling somewhere 

between a pilgrimage, a grimace, and a disgrace)41 began fittingly at the 

Martello Tower. Cronin records how, despite the earliness of the hour at 

which the event was to start, both O’Nolan and Kavanagh arrived already 

considerably drunk, with Kavanagh having ‘been absorbing refreshment by 

some secret chemical process known only to himself.’42 The comparison 

between this inceptive Bloomsday and the worldwide event it resembles 

                                                           
40 Nolan, ‘A Bash in the Tunnel’, p. 18. 

 
41 Ryan, How We Stood, p. 138. 

 
42 Cronin, Doornails, p. 126. 
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today highlights, as much as anything, the seismic shift that took place as 

regards public perception of Joyce’s writing over the latter decades of the 20th 

century. An event described later on in the day by Ryan indicates a compelling 

lack of awareness of both the writer and his work as the ensemble, by this time 

very much the worse for drunken ware, tacked along the famous funeral route 

described in Ulysses, making the obligatory stop at a conveniently placed pub, 

in which the barman mistook the group for mourners at a funeral and despite 

explanation remained ignorant as to who James Joyce actually was: 

He took Myles’ hand to offer condolence. ‘Nobody too close, I trust?’ 

he queried hopefully. ‘Just a friend,’ replied Myles quietly, ‘fellow by 

the name of Joyce – James Joyce…’ meanwhile ordering another hurler 

of malt. ‘James Joyce,…’ murmured the publican thoughtfully, setting 

the glass on the counter, ‘not the plastering contractor from Wolfe Tone 

Square?’ ‘Naaah…’ grunted Myles impatiently, ‘the writer’. ‘Ah! The 

sign writer’, cried the publican cheerfully,  

‘No!’ Myles thundered, the writer. The wan that wrut the 

famous buke – “Useless”’. ‘Ah, I see,’ said the bewildered publican, and 

then more resignedly, ‘I supposed we all have to go one day’, […] ‘Aye,’ 

said Paddy Kavanagh, ‘that’s the way it is with some; more with 

others…’43 

 

This anecdote, while by no means providing proof of a groundswell of 

ignorance regarding Joyce and his work, goes some significant way as an 

encapsulate microcosm of just how odd an organised commemoration of the 

writer would have seemed at the time, for the year 1954 marked the highpoint 

                                                           
43 Ryan, How We Stood, p. 141. 
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of State censorship in Ireland, with over 1000 books being officially banned 

under the Censorship of Publications Act, and while Ulysses was never 

officially censored itself, the Church officially denounced it and forbade its 

public sale, ultimately resulting in a similar effect. Indeed, a close relationship 

with Joyce was arguably more likely to be a source of shame than one of pride 

in many circles of Irish life, as a point recounted by Joyce’s nephew Ken 

Monaghan highlights: 

My awareness of Joyce did not always sit comfortably with me. I would 

read or hear some very uncomplimentary remarks made about him and 

his works. I would hear that he was a monster, an anti-Christ and a 

disgrace to the country in which he was born… I never thought of him 

as an uncle, but always of James Joyce this notorious writer lived in 

foreign parts and who aroused such antagonism in certain sectors of 

the Irish people. By now I had been warned by my two aunts […] that 

I should never let anybody know that I was related to James Joyce as it 

would only do me harm.44 

 

The determination of the group to commemorate Joyce at a time in 

Ireland’s history when popular memory of the writer was limited, and official 

opinion sternly disapproving, indicates an affirmation of their collective 

desire to cultivate a critical response to Irish literature that swerved away from 

the recycled tropes of the Literary Revival and the convoluted, disingenuous 

elevations of political and cultural Nationalism that had become bound up 

with the form. While the premise of the Envoy special edition, to appraise Joyce 

                                                           
44 Quoted in Matthew Spangler, ‘Winds of Change: Bloomsday, Immigration, and "Aeolus" in 

Street Theater’, James Joyce Quarterly (2007) pp. 49-50. 
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specifically as an Irish writer, ostensibly contradicts the magazine’s oft-stated 

commitment to internationalism, the crucial distinction lies in their perception 

of Irishness as a thematic element of literature. Envoy’s central objection to 

what it perceived as a reductive fixation with issues of national provenance in 

contemporary Irish letters was the artificial and contrived nature with which 

nationality was articulated within a particular piece of work, and 

subsequently elevated as the definitive arbiter of quality in any discussion 

over quality or authenticity. 

Joyce, the magazine perceived, engaged with Irishness implicitly but 

also with an inherency that transcended the glossed veneer of nationality that 

so enamoured those the group derided as static and derivative. For Ryan et al, 

the Irish quality of Joyce’s writing was dyed into the fabric of his work rather 

than surface level embroidery, and as such came to be viewed as a manifest 

expression of their most desirable literary quality, that of real life. This 

affirmation of the reality of Joyce’s work is declared flatly by Kavanagh’s 

‘Diary’ entry for the magazine’s special edition titled ‘Who Killed James 

Joyce’; approached with trademark belligerence and an at times wilfully 

contradictory style, the poet declares ‘what I think a mistake is reading deep 

symbolism into Ulysses, drawing comparisons. Ulysses is a very funny book, 

and it is also a very wearying book. It is almost entirely a transcription of life.’45 

                                                           
45 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Who Killed James Joyce?’, A Bash in the Tunnel, p. 49. 
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This begrudging affirmation of Joyce’s engagement with reality is set against 

the contrivances of the burgeoning canon of Joycean criticism, whose 

proponents Kavanagh dismisses as ‘mad’ and subsequently comes to accuse 

of ‘killing’ Joyce’s artistic merit through academic contrivance in a satiric 

poem: 

 Who killed James Joyce? 

 I, said the commentator, 

 I killed James Joyce 

 For my graduation. 

 What weapon was used  

 To slay mighty Ulysses? 

 The weapon that was used 

 Was a Harvard thesis. 

The poem finishes with an affirmation of Kavanagh’s manifest approach to art 

as requiring an elemental engagement with life: 

I made the pilgrimage, 

In the Bloomsday swelter, 

From the Martello Tower 

To the cabby’s shelter.46 

 

While neither the poem or the article represent anything near the best of 

Kavanagh’s contributions to Envoy, they nonetheless indicate the reasons 

behind the group’s enduring fascination with Joyce as a counterpoint to 

Revivalism, with the final verse a manifest representation of direct 

engagement with the physical landscape of Joyce’s work stripped of the arms-

                                                           
46 ‘Who Killed James Joyce?’, p. 51. 
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length deliberations of American scholarship. In this respect, both the Envoy 

special edition and the Bloomsday commemoration which encompassed a 

physical revisiting of the Joycean landscape can be seen as an attempt to 

reconnect the writer with his creative geography. 

 The determination of the group, particularly that of John Ryan, to 

return Joyce to Ireland and its writers represents one of the most enduring 

concerns of the McDaid’s circle and one of their most substantial contributions 

to Irish culture. Ryan’s preoccupation with the writer and his relation to 

Dublin was well established before Envoy came into being, as Donleavy attests 

to his ‘astonishing knowledge of this man [Joyce], his life and work. He had 

all his books and a recording of Joyce reading from Finnegans Wake. […] Ryan 

knew the streets, the doorways, pubs and people Joyce wrote of.’47 This 

fascination would ultimately come to influence one of the Envoy magazine’s 

direct successors, Ryan’s theatre company Envoy Productions. Ryan’s early 

forays into the world of theatre production had come via Alan Simpson. 

A member of the McDaid’s bohemian milieu and contributor to Envoy 

magazine, Simpson had founded the avant-garde Pike Theatre with his wife 

in 1953, with the intention for it to be ‘a revolutionary force of small means 

which, by its ingenuity, would stir up the theatrical lethargy of post-war 
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Ireland.’48 An early coup for the theatre was its production of Brendan Behan’s 

The Quare Fellow in 1954 and Simpson credits the social and literary network 

established by both the pub and its adjacent annexe in Ryan’s salon of 39 

Grafton St, and the periodical as being instrumental both to Behan’s 

development as a writer and their subsequent collaboration in staging his 

play:  

The pub (McDaid’s) which was our main meeting-place […] Paddy 

O’Brien, the chief ‘curate’ integrated with us much more, and 

frequently came to the ‘parties’ which were almost nightly sequel to 

‘Time, Gents, please!’ At first these were held mostly in the studio of 

sculptor and papier-maché artist, Desmond MacNamara, where I first 

met Brendan. About this time, Ryan and Valentin Iremonger […] 

started Envoy. Brendan […] were it not for the contacts he made during 

this period, it might have been a very much longer time before his work 

gained general recognition – not merely the contacts in the material 

sense, but the effect of the example of others trying to express 

something new, through writing, painting or music must have 

influenced Behan. For surely, as much as they are disapproved of in all 

orthodox societies, it is from these groups of ‘social misfits’ that the 

world’s avant-garde writers, artists and musicians emerge, to become 

the accepted masters of tomorrow.49 

 

The emphasis on achieving something artistically new, and Simpson’s 

immersion into the Envoy coterie, is reflected in his directional ethos, which he 

described as an endeavour to achieve ‘something in the nature of a 3-D theatre, 

making the audience feel they were a part of the play and involving them in 
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its action and atmosphere.’ The impulse for an elemental engagement with art 

can be seen as echoing the artistic and critical philosophy of Envoy and its 

contributors, whereby ‘it does lead to extremes in audience reaction, since no 

one can sit outside the play and enjoy or criticize it on a purely intellectual 

basis. They are emotionally involved and ‘feel’, rather than think, that the play 

is ‘wonderful’ or ‘disgusting.’50 This desire to effect an emotional response 

towards the play from an audience was complemented by Simpson’s 

partnership with Ryan, who worked as a chief set-designer for the Pike during 

the 1950s, being responsible for the scenery in the theatre’s production of 

Samuel Beckett’s Waiting For Godot in 1953, and producing a set that Simpson 

described as ‘a backcloth painted in browns and very dark greys, with a vague 

impression of roughly horizontal lines and a few little white dots. We found a 

small real tree, as in Dublin, and the bank or mound on which Estragon sits 

was small and angular […] the total effect was quite abstract, with a 

suggestion of peat and limestone, together with a hint of Outer Space. […] the 

ultimate result was completely negative and dreary.’ This designation was as 

a direct result of Simpson’s interpretation of the scenic allusions given by 

Beckett, a feature of theatre-direction that he believed to be ‘a co-operative art’ 

wherein performance ‘ultimately depending from the public’s viewpoint 

upon the author’s lines spoken by the actors’ and for the purpose of artistic 
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and textual integrity ‘all décor, lighting and production should be subservient 

to this end.’51 

Ryan’s own theatre company Envoy Productions began in 1960. He was 

partnered by young Irish writer Joseph Hone, whose eponymous grandfather, 

a biographer of Yeats, had contributed to several early issues of Envoy 

magazine. The project’s debut production, a performance of the musical 

‘Glory Be!’ was championed by the Irish Times as representing a changing of 

the guard in Irish theatre: ‘in the best Julian Slade tradition, and contra the 

regime of Ruling Elders in the theatrical world of Dublin, it’s good to know 

that the latest Irish musical show, “Glory Be!” is the responsibility of a trio of 

young men whose average age is under 30.’52 Ryan received a glowing 

biographical writeup, being described as ‘a sort of solo Ministry of All the 

Talents’ and the past enmity between the paper and Envoy magazine was 

seemingly forgotten, with it being described as ‘the only civilised lay Irish 

literary periodical published between the Bell and Irish Writing.’53 

 As a production company, Envoy staged numerous plays of varying 

style and content, including Beckett’s Happy Days in 1963 and Francois 

Billetdoux’s Tchin-Tchin the previous year. While its first performance had 
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been at the Olympia theatre, it soon found common cause with the burgeoning 

Gemini Production company run by Phyllis Ryan54 who also managed the 

small avant-garde Eblana theatre. The Eblana had begun life originally being 

intended as a news-cinema, wherein travellers could while away their waiting 

time by catching up on current events. With its original purpose proving 

unpopular it had been re-designated as a fulltime theatre. Phyllis Ryan’s 

motivation for founding the company had been in response to the legal furore 

following Alan Simpson’s Pike Theatre performance of The Rose Tattoo in 1957 

that had led to his being arrested and charged with ‘presenting for gain an 

indecent and profane performance.55 Despite the case being ultimately 

dropped, the affair was an acrimonious one that caused ruction and division 

throughout theatrical and literary Dublin. Beckett wrote to Simpson in August 

of 1957 branding the authorities ‘bastards’, and a Defence Fund was initiated 

via the support of several well-known playwrights including Sean O’Casey 

and Wolf Mankowitz through the English theatre magazine Encore.56 It was, 

however, an enduring testament to the reactionary and censorious tendencies 

of the contemporary Irish state, and Phyllis Ryan’s response in founding her 

own company should be seen as a positive attempt to mitigate its influence, 
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as she described herself as never ‘having been so angry as when The Rose Tattoo 

case broke. More than ever I longed to have, not just my own company and 

space, but a society in the theatre which would protect artistic people from 

being victimised.’57 This would eventually become Gemini Productions in 

1959, which would be based in the Bohemian hotspot of Baggot Street in 

Dublin and in direct reaction to the legal case and in an act of defiance 

whereby Ryan ‘raged inwardly at the time, and swore to try and vindicate 

Alan Simpson and Carolyn Swift artistically in due course’ the company 

restaged the performance of The Rose Tattoo in its entirety at the Eblana in 1962.  

Envoy Productions’ most extensive involvement with Phyllis Ryan’s 

Gemini project came that same year with the performance of Allan 

McClelland’s adaptation of Ulysses. Entitled Bloomsday, the play had originally 

been slated to debut at the 1958 Dublin Theatre Festival but had been 

withdrawn along with Sean O’Casey’s play The Drums of Father Ned due to 

objections made by Archbishop McQuaid who had refused to give a votive 

mass at the opening of the festival if the two plays were included. The plays 

were ultimately dropped, and Samuel Beckett withdrew three of his mime-

plays in protest, leading to the wholesale cancellation of the festival. Four 

years later the play was resurrected by John Ryan who enlisted actor Barry 

Cassin to direct the piece. With set design and construction being undertaken 
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at the by now bespoke Envoy Studios,58 and a distinguished cast including 

Ronnie Walsh and a young Frank Kelly, the performance was intended to 

form one of the focal points for the resurrected theatre festival, which had been 

given an explicitly Joycean theme. The play’s production, however, was beset 

by offstage issues, as Cassin describes in his memoir: 

A couple of weeks before rehearsal was due to commence, John Ryan 

despatched me to London to discuss the script with Allan McClelland. 

On landing, I rang for directions to his home. He wanted to know what 

I was drinking. ‘Gin’ A bottle was waiting when I stepped from the taxi. 

Allan claimed that he was not drinking, but he kept my gin company 

with a few beers and a bottle or so of wine. Bloomsday was not 

discussed.59 

 

The lack of proper script liaison due to McClelland’s alcoholism continued 

throughout Cassin’s time in London and was similarly bedogged back in 

Dublin by both drink and the propensity for the lead actor, Ronnie Walsh, to 

regularly disappear from rehearsals in order to go betting. Despite these 

issues, the productions premiered on June 16th, Bloomsday, to positive reviews 

and came to form a cornerstone of the year’s Festival Week, with the Sunday 

Independent remarking: 

Gemini and Envoy Productions combine in giving the production 

which is a major contribution to the Joyce Festival Week. While those 

who are familiar with Joyce’s work, and in particular “Ulysses,” will 
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find much of interest in the play, the adaption will also appeal to those 

who have not already come under the spell of the written word. The 

production which is directed by Barry Cassin and directed by John 

Ryan moves easily from one episode to another and succeeds in 

building up a compelling atmosphere.60 

The centrality of the performance highlights a profound shift in Irish cultural 

appreciations of Joyce’s work, and one that Ryan in particular had 

spearheaded for over a decade since the Joyce special edition of Envoy 

magazine in 1951. The morning of Bloomsday of 1962 had been marked by the 

unveiling of the James Joyce Museum at the Martello Tower, an event 

organised by the James Joyce Tower Society of which Ryan had been 

appointed an Honorary Secretary, and one that was widely covered on T.V, 

radio and in print. Among the official dignitaries, The Irish Times recorded as 

being present ‘a host of Irish literary figures, a scattering from the Diplomatic 

Corps, representatives of such bodies as the Arts Council, the Minister for 

Justice, Mr. Haughey, and Mr Tod Andrews.’61  

 The sense that the event carried with it the accoutrements of a quasi-

State occasion was remarked on by Spectator theatre critic Ronald Bryden who 

had been in attendance at Sandycove and who described ‘dignitaries of 

Church, State, Irish letters and arts’ who ‘milled with American scholars and 

English journalists, gathered twenty-one years after Joyce’s death, forty after 
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the first publication of his masterpiece, to enrol him at last among the tall gods 

of Ireland.’62 The erstwhile atmosphere of patriotic restitution was not entirely 

shared by all those in attendance, and Bryden’s observations make note of the 

generational divisions still apparent within literary Dublin: 

‘I see we’ve the new Minister of Justice here,’ said a young poet 

scornfully. ‘That’s a change’. His predecessor, apparently, had been 

involved in banning the play based on the Night-Town sequences […] 

His eyes darted over the crowd outside the marquee. Literary names, 

one or two in the black conspiratorial hats one thought had died out 

with Chesterton, greeted each other warily, with the slightly acid 

intimacy of people who have known each other too long: Frank 

O’Connor, back from California in Western shirt and neck-string; Sean 

O’Faolain, home from lecturing at Princeton [...] The younger writers 

watched them, muttering privately to each other, now and then 

breaking out in sardonic laughter.63 

 

Bryden’s assertion that Charles Haughey’s predecessor as Minister of Justice, 

Oscar Traynor, had been involved in the removal of the Bloomsday play from 

the Theatre Festival of 1958, ultimately erroneous as it was, is a testament to 

the poisonous half-truth and hearsay that had surrounded the affair, and also 

to the political and cultural tensions encapsulated by the Bloomsday 

investiture itself. Bryden questions the authenticity of the event, asking 

whether ‘wasn’t this all, strictly […] a pseudo-event: a publicist’s creation, 

concerned not with fact but with ‘image’? Was there really a new, 

cosmopolitan, enlightened Ireland to which that vexed, exiled ghost could be 
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brought home?’ Opposition to the apparent slickness of the new veneer of 

respectability afforded Joyce by the Irish State came, Bryden observed, from 

bohemian quarters in ‘a noisy pub off Grafton Street’, almost certainly 

McDaid’s, wherein 

the young poets groaned at the load on their shoulders of that 

generation of Titans – Synge, Yeats, O’Casey – whose shadows 

lengthened any path they might take. The Establishment could not, 

should not, have Joyce too. ‘Of course, it’s not Ulysses that matters, it’s 

Portrait of the Artist. You have to live in Dublin to know what a 

liberation it is, reading it for the first time – it’s the trap we all still grow 

up in, and he opened the door.’ It was Stephen Dedalus arguing with 

Mr. Deasy ‘We are all Irish, all king’s sons’.64 

 

Bryden did not live in Dublin, indeed Bloomsday 1962 was his first trip 

to the city, and he was confessedly rather ignorant of the Nation’s mores and 

concerns. At one point his article stated baldly that ‘to someone seeing Dublin 

for the first time, as I was, it seemed impossible that this wasn’t just another 

provincial English city’ before asking rather credulously ‘was there a genuine 

difference behind the eccentric lettering on the booths which called 

themselves ‘Telefon’, the small black English police-cars labelled ‘Gardai’?65 

These rather jejune conclusions were roundly seized upon and offered a 
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muscular rebuttal by Ewart Milne in the following issue of The Spectator, who 

pointed out rather waspishly that: 

Bloomsday, by Mr. Alan McClelland and his co-author, James Joyce, at 

present running at the Eblana Theatre, Dublin, was not banned for its 

Night-Town, or any other scene. In 1960 it was withdrawn by the Irish 

Theatre Festival Committee […] There is no stage censorship in this 

country, as yet, as your esteemed ‘first-timer to Dublin, Mr. Ronald 

Bryden, might have found out, if he had listened to more than the 

sardonic laughter of those ‘young poets’ (names, please, Mr. Bryden?) 

caused by the mere sight of the elders who have taken over the Irish 

Literary Establishment.66 

 

Milne, who had also been present at the investiture, does however, go on to 

agree with Bryden’s assessment of the event’s authenticity, ultimately 

drawing the conclusion that Joyce ‘the great exile is still in exile’, and that 

contemporary Irish society had not yet matured sufficiently to accommodate 

him: ‘it seems to me that until we, as a people, an island race, accept self-

responsibility as our only Authority, as James Joyce did in his life, it would be 

more fitting to leave his bones where they are.’67 

Milne’s assessment lends weight to Bryden’s scepticism regarding the 

depth of the Irish State’s attempt to rehabilitate Joyce. In this regard, the 

sneering dismissal of the ‘young poets’ is rather central to the incomplete co-

option of the writer to orthodox respectability, as their presence blunts the 
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conformist veneer of the event. Bryden’s recorded snippet of conversation 

from McDaid’s regarding the comparative merit of A Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man in relation to Ulysses echoes Kavanagh’s sentiments in his ‘Who 

Killed James Joyce?’ Diary for Envoy almost verbatim in which the poet 

declares: ‘the Portrait of the Artist is Joyce’s testament.’68 While there is 

obviously no way of proving it was Kavanagh whose conversation Bryden 

overheard in McDaid’s, the consistency of sentiment in spite of a lapse of 

eleven years highlights the endurance of the approach to Joyce that was first 

grappled with in the magazine. Some of the figures Bryden observed are more 

directly identifiable, as he described Sylvia Beach, the first publisher of Ulysses 

and guest-of-honour at the event, as being 'enshrined in rugs and young poets 

like a Leinster missal’69 as she hoisted the Milesian flag above the tower. John 

Ryan, who had fed the flag to her and remained at her side throughout 

proceedings, recounts how ‘in the midst of her endeavours, a crumpled note, 

which had come up the winding stair from the tower’s garrison quarters, 

addressed to Miss Beach, was pressed on me and by me handed to her. It read, 

simply: ‘Back Throwaway in the 3.30. B. Behan.’70 Throwaway was the race 

horse that had won the Ascot Gold Cup on the ‘first’ Bloomsday in 1904 and 

is a running sub plot in the novel; Behan’s provenance in passing her the note 
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to read while he was among the general crowd, ‘that seething, intellectual 

throng’, as Ryan put it, and ‘nearer the booze than most’ is a telling symbol 

that the event, despite the slick veneer of respectable observance afforded by 

Government attendance, had not quite ceded Joyce to State or Establishment. 

This is further highlighted by the choice of the flag of Munster to fly above the 

tower rather than the tricolour, which would, in Ryan’s words, ‘have been an 

anachronism.’ Ryan’s centrality to the day, both at Sandycove and the Eblana 

Theatre, is testament to the power of his and Envoy’s convictions of the 

importance of Joyce to Ireland, and their success at wresting control of the 

writer’s legacy away from the austere manipulations of a State orthodoxy they 

believed to have so hollowed out the achievements of Yeats stands as a lasting 

and tangible impact made by the group in sustained defiance of an initially 

indifferent or hostile public. 

 The Gemini-Envoy production of Bloomsday did not end either 

company’s association with either Joyce or the McDaid’s writers’ work; 

McClelland’s play was such a success that it was revived two years later at the 

much larger Gate Theatre where it ran for several months. Phyllis Ryan also 

adapted Brian O’Nolan’s late novel The Dalkey Archive for stage under the title 

The Saints Go Cycling In just months before his death, and when he was almost 

entirely sunk into alcoholism. Gemini also staged a revue of ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’ 

at the Eblana in 1972 that was produced by Barry Cassin as part of the Theatre 
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Festival for that year. Meanwhile Ryan and Envoy Productions would go on 

to produce and stage O, The Shame of It! by Anthony Cronin at the Eblana in 

1965.  

 By this time Cronin had been absent from Dublin for several years, 

having spent time in Spain where he finished his debut novel, the fictionalised 

biography The Life of Riley. He had also, since the mid-50s, been a growing 

presence within the London literary world, part of a bulwark of McDaid’s and 

Envoy figures who came to immerse themselves within the sprawling 

Bohemian network of Soho pubs and drinking dens, an environment that 

Cronin, upon entering, described in starkly grim terms as being 

largely inhabited by failures, the ruined men of the forties, whom the 

war had somehow confirmed in a natural dislike for the mere struggle 

for circumstantial success. If the whole structure is being blown up 

around you the name of the game is apt to change. In North Soho, 

during the war years, a true bohemia had flourished and, in a measure, 

a true anarchy prevailed.71 

As with Cronin’s scene-setting of literary Dublin earlier in the book, Doornails’ 

account of London several years later is overcast by the looming memory of 

the Second World War, though in rather more directly physical terms given 

the obvious differences between the respective Capital cities’ positions within 

the conflict. As a consequence, Cronin’s perception of London Bohemia takes 

on a more direct and descriptive hue than the periodically vague and 
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indistinct references to its Irish counterpart. This is highlighted in his 

descriptions of the population of Soho at the time of his arrival: ‘none of these 

people made a virtue or a life-style out of rejection or bohemianism […] They 

knew that artists as well as many other people had been poor and that some 

people must accept poverty as preferable to the waste of time and the 

corruptions inherent in the struggle to avoid it’.72 There is also described a 

certain parallel with the Baggot St/Grafton St axis of Dublin wherein the city’s 

bohemian confreres would associate: 

Soho itself, to most people who drank there, was then a pleasant 

backwater and a geographical convenience, a place where there were 

several pubs within a short stroll of each other, where the drinking 

clubs were entitled to remain open in the afternoon and where fellow-

spirits of some sort as well as one’s friends could be found […] the fact 

that it had a built-in tolerance to eccentrics of all descriptions, artists as 

well as criminals; and that a backdrop of delicatessens, off-licences, 

small shops and restaurants was preferable to many other settings.73 

 

Among the earliest acquaintances Cronin would make in London were 

the two Scottish painters Robert Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde. The pair 

had enjoyed enormous critical and commercial success during the 1940s and 

had cultivated an artistic salon around their flat among whose visitors 

included Augustus John, John Craxton and Lucien Freud. An openly Gay 

couple, the two artists understandably gravitated towards the comparatively 
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tolerant atmosphere of Soho that ‘broke down barriers of class and nationality’ 

and they soon became fixtures in the multitude of bohemian pubs in and 

around area.74 The social dynamic Cronin enjoyed alongside the two Roberts 

mirrors quite closely that of his drink-a-day life in Dublin following his initial 

discovery of McDaid’s, as he described a typical daily scene where: 

In those days the afternoon clubs used to empty out fairly abruptly 

when the pubs opened at half past five and it was generally MacBryde’s 

custom then to go off on his own, leaving Colquhoun behind. He would 

go back to the French pub, over to the Swiss or The Duke of Wellington, 

or even up to the Colony Rooms, which occupied the first floor of a 

building beside the Caves and was patronized by a somewhat smarter 

type of customer, film people, queer businessmen, the more 

commercially successful sort of Soho writer, or the painters who were 

the denizens to some extent of the haut monde, Lucien Freud, Francis 

Bacon, or John Minton.75 

 

The figures described here formed the first contacts Cronin made with the 

wider literary, artistic and bohemian network in and around Soho, and one 

that would ultimately come to be bolstered by Patricks Swift and Kavanagh. 

However, Cronin’s first engagement with literary life in London was as 

literature editor for the current affairs periodical Time & Tide. Initially forming 

the third of a triad of ‘quality’ weekly magazines along with The Spectator and 

The New Statesman, the magazine had been in decline for some time when 
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Cronin took the job and it was one that he ultimately found unfulfilling, 

describing it as ‘the favourite journal of the fevered swamps of imperial 

reaction round Cheltenham and Bath, and the organ of those Tory journalists 

and politicians who had philosophies of Conservatism.’76  

 The first genuine opportunity for Cronin to strengthen and substantiate 

the literary philosophy he had begun to cultivate in Envoy came in the form of 

Nimbus magazine. Nimbus had first appeared in December 1951, and had been 

founded by Tristrum Hull and Martin Green. The magazine’s first editorial 

established a plea for authorial authenticity that mirrored to a certain extent 

the early Forewords to Envoy. Taking up position against the term ‘Realism’ 

and drawing a distinction between what it perceived to be a label too easily 

applied and a genuinely truthful engagement with a writer’s reality, Hull 

declared: 

Authors and Editors often work too hard to make their work ‘Realistic’, 

and it is impossible to escape a suspicion that such authors and editors 

are deliberately faking a picture, closing their eyes more often than they 

are opening them. […] A new periodical – like a new novel – can be 

hailed as the ‘Real Thing’; whether it is the ‘Real Thing’ is a question 

time alone will decide. The term ‘Realism’ instantly applied to a work 

may well be misleading and dangerous. Literature is life seen through 

a temperament.77 
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Cronin was an early contributor, appearing in the third issue for Summer 1952 

while still editing The Bell, submitting a poem ‘Biography’. The poem 

thematically makes more than a passing nod to the magazine’s editorial slant, 

presenting an unadorned memoir of childhood unhappiness: 

For he in his shabby clothes was the one who had done 

This to the life that the lights in the garden revealed, 

And he never could march with the mourners nor praise the unyield- 

 ing dead 

While by the courage of others his own careless sins were concealed. 

And this though he found before long what the others would hide 

And knew that for all it is only the honest who speak: 

All of man’s pitiful dodges he found were the same 

And the frown of the strong was as false as the smile of the weak.78 

 

The unsympathetic line length and angular, often jarring meter also reflect 

quite profoundly Cronin’s stance towards the creation of poetry as articulated 

in his ‘Guilty Poetry’ essay. The unromantic subject matter, approached with 

an unyielding, almost wilfully restricted tone adhering to his poetic principle 

of unbaubled depiction of an elemental engagement with emotional honesty. 

 In addition to providing Cronin with an early opportunity to develop 

his poetic philosophy within a sustained milieu, the magazine was also to 

become a focal point for the revival of the career of Kavanagh. Kavanagh had 

perhaps been the most invested of all the characters in Envoy, save Ryan, and 

so could understandably be seen to have been the most at risk from its demise. 
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The fortifying effect of the magazine on the poet’s floundering career has been 

well documented, as has his undeniable centrality to the development of the 

fire-and-brimstone critical style for which it was to become notorious. Thus, 

when Envoy’s run finished, Kavanagh unsurprisingly looked to invest his 

seemingly boundless invective into a new venture. By Spring 1952 that 

venture had crystallised into Kavanagh’s Weekly; produced in conjunction with 

(and largely financed by) his brother Peter, Kavanagh looked to diversify his 

portfolio of potential targets to include those from the social and political 

realms. Writing the majority of the magazine himself, Kavanagh took a 

relentless aim at everything from The Abbey Theatre to Radio Éireann to de 

Valera and almost anything in between. One particularly consistent line of 

attack was the lack of intellectual and artistic aspiration within an Irish society 

that Kavanagh generally held up to unfavourable comparisons with the 

cultural happenings of the UK. Upon the acrimonious demise of Kavanagh’s 

Weekly a few short months after its first appearance, Kavanagh found himself 

alone and poverty-stricken, having alienated himself from so many potential 

sources of financial and creative support via the oft-ill-advised assaults on the 

Irish arts world. This desperation culminated in the disastrous libel trial 

waged against The Leader. 

 A turnaround in Kavanagh’s fortunes began in earnest when Patrick 

Swift’s brother, James, collected numerous stray manuscripts and sent them 
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in a bundle to South African-born poet David Wright, who was by this time a 

fixture among the Soho bohemian circle and had become an editor of Nimbus. 

The details of the actual event differ from account to account, but Wright’s 

recollection entails James Swift effecting a break-in on Kavanagh’s flat: 

James […] one day invaded the poet [Kavanagh’s] flat in Pembroke 

Road, gathered up the trampled MSS scattered about the floor, and had 

them sorted, typed and bound. Nimbus printed nineteen of them in a 

single issue. This was seen by the then poetry reader for Longmans, 

Thomas Blackburn, and led to the publication of Come Dance With Kitty 

Stobling in 1960, and to Kavanagh’s subsequent, if long-delayed fame.79  

The issue that featured Kavanagh’s nineteen poems also carried an 

accordingly praise-worthy appraisal of the poet by Cronin as well as a piece 

on Italian Baroque painter Caravaggio by Swift. Cronin’s article on Kavanagh 

is titled ‘Innocence and Experience: The Poetry of Patrick Kavanagh’, a title 

that references William Blake’s sister anthologies Songs of Innocence and Songs 

of Experience. The resonance between Cronin’s assessment of Kavanagh’s early 

work and Blake’s Innocence, a collection that deals with the nature of 

childhood as a protected or hallowed state, detached if not always immune 

from the spiritually compromised essence of the adult, and that interestingly 

enough also consists of nineteen poems, is evident enough as Cronin gives his 

assessment of Kavanagh’s earlier work thus: 

In the world of Patrick Kavanagh’s early poems things are seen with 

the intensity of vision which is a characteristic of many children […] 
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but with an emotional intensity which comes from the fact that poet is 

an adult looking back through the complexity of adult experience to 

what it is possible to see again only by shedding the confusions we call 

experience…80 

 

Cronin’s analysis displays the presence of his underlying philosophy 

regarding the creation of poetry, declaring that ‘true poetic nostalgia is an 

assertion of the identity of the real world and the imagination. It is never a 

question of memory, for memory cannot exist without imagination, which 

alone can create with such intensity; and what is created is the real.’81 Cronin’s 

preoccupation with concepts of the real within poetry allows him to set up a 

prismatic distinction between respective phases of Kavanagh’s work that 

draw and expand upon the Innocence and Experience resonances; defining the 

poetry produced by Kavanagh in the years leading up to and including the 

inception of Envoy as a series of satirical engagements with an urban world 

typified in Cronin’s eyes as one ‘of confusion, lies and mis-direction.’ These 

engagements in their turn result in ‘better poems; there is no loss of 

imaginative intensity and there are great gains of directness, humour and the 

control of complexity, but their burden is the same: the still centre of poetic 

repose and contemplation which is at the heart of the satire.’ The development 

of Kavanagh’s poetic vision did not, in Cronin’s eyes, diminish or compromise 

                                                           
80 Anthony Cronin, ‘Innocence and Experience: The Poetry of Patrick Kavanagh’, Nimbus, vol. 

3, no. 4 (Winter 1956), p. 20. 
81 Cronin, ‘Innocence and Experience’, p. 20. 
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the necessary intensity required for an honest artistic endeavour; it is the 

organic nature of Kavanagh’s engagement with the plethora of experiences 

that is crucial for the poet’s retention of artistic integrity: 

It is a virtue of Kavanagh’s poetry, as it is always a characteristic of the 

artist, that he is not anxious about the “importance” of the experience 

that goes to make it. The artist, whatever his experience, must believe 

that it is both ordinary and significant, commonplace and yet 

demanding expression […] The movement of poetry is from the 

particular to the universal, from the ordinary to the significant, and in 

neither case is there a short cut.82 

 

The central tenets of Cronin’s artistic philosophy that were first developed in 

Envoy are all in gestational evidence here: the engagement with experience 

and simultaneously the necessarily subliminally abstruse nature of that 

engagement required in order to assuage any contrived preoccupation with 

an intended or predetermined purpose that may compromise or cheapen the 

resultant creation. This critical endorsement of Kavanagh’s artistic credentials 

at a time when the poet was languishing represent another point at which 

Cronin’s support represented little short of a lifeline that enabled him to keep 

his head above water just sufficiently to sustain his creative vision, and one 

which prompted what Cronin referred to as ‘one of the few letters I ever had 

from him: “You never intrude, a sure sign of love,” he wrote.’83 
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 Eventually Wright suffered a falling out with Nimbus founder Martin 

Green and was replaced as editor by Marxist English poet Christopher Logue 

who shifted the magazine’s emphasis to focus on, in Wright’s words, 

‘products of politically committed afflatus.’84. This ultimately resulted in 

Wright and Swift collaborating on a project that would become X: A Quarterly 

Review. In the months before the magazine’s launch, the two men actively 

sought out Kavanagh for a contribution to the magazine, who had unhappily 

returned to Ireland and was staying on his family farm in Monaghan. Being 

unable to contact him directly, Cronin, who was acting as a conduit between 

the men, wrote to Kavanagh via his publisher: 

Dear Paddy, this explains itself. Will you write to Blackburn or 

Longmans – Tom I think – giving your address. Have you moved or 

something? Or is it just that there has been a mistake? David wants to 

write to you also about X, a quarterly revue of etc… which will be 

appearing in October, some contribution gratefully received. It will be 

a very beautifully produced job (designed by P. Swift also editor) and 

will pay exceedingly well. Why not some of that long poem you spoke 

of?85 

 

Kavanagh’s subsequent reply finds the poet on ostensibly good form, but also 

intimates at ongoing feuds and old wounds opened up that had pushed the 

poet out of Dublin and left him longing to return to London. Particularly, a 

                                                           
84 David Wright, Introduction to An Anthology From X: A Quarterly Review of Literature and the 

Arts 1959-1962, ed. Patrick Swift and David Wright (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1988), 

p. xiv. 
85 Anthony Cronin, Letter to Patrick Kavanagh, undated (Summer 1959) – Held at the Peter & 

Patrick Kavanagh Archive, University College Dublin. 
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resentment seemed to have festered between him and John Ryan, possibly 

relating to advice given to the prospective editors of X regarding payment 

scales for Kavanagh, as the poet wrote in block capitals: ‘I AM DELIGHTED 

WITH JOHN RYAN’S ASSESMENT OF MY VALUE’ before subsequently 

hinting bitterly at elucidation: ‘When I think of the Ryan sixpence I laugh and 

at last know my men and women.’ Further on in the letter, Kavanagh remarks 

sneeringly on his old foes Séan O’Faoláin and Frank O’Connor: 

O’Faolain is emigrating to America where he and F.O’Conner are re-

setting up the Irish literary movement. O’Conner has been running it 

good for years. America is the only place where they can get this thing 

accepted. Being rejected at home and by nobodies in England was a 

deep sadness and quite funny. O’Conner who is doing a refresher 

course in Irishness has kept the sadness from himself by a peculiar act 

but O’Failain [sic] was sharper in his sadness.86 

 

Given the evidently unreconciled acrimony present between Kavanagh 

and so much of literary Dublin, some of which had been putrefying for 

decades, it is unsurprising that the poet appeared enthusiastic both about X 

and the Soho coterie in general. Making several enquiries as to the wellbeing 

of George Barker and Leland Bardwell, he remarked positively on the effect 

of England on his imaginative and creative process: ‘in that curious sort of 

formality which is English social – the pub with its order etc – there is 

something which protects the imagination and we fall in love with it. Here 
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Kavanagh Archive, University College Dublin. 
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there is too much volatility and not enough fixity’, and promised to furnish 

the magazine with ‘four notes by August 1’. The positivity towards the 

magazine displayed by Kavanagh indicates his desire for a new creative outlet 

in conjunction with a new set of literary allies furnished tellingly by those 

whose work and ideas he already knew and, within his own limits, trusted. 

The gravitational pull of the Soho’s orbit led him back to London soon after 

the letter, as two subsequent correspondences find him living with Swift: ‘This 

is Patrick Swift’s flat, a good one, basement but fine London in the city. 

Enthusiasm for all the good things […] It is a long and somewhat old 

fashioned […] Swift does most of the work but D. Wright is the power.’87 

 While Kavanagh had opined Wright to be the driving force behind the 

magazine, the poet himself attributes its creative energy to Swift, calling him 

its ‘true begetter and leading light’. The provenance of its inception echoes 

that of Envoy’s rather closely, as Wright goes on to record their first encounter: 

I met Swift in (to quote his words) ‘the Bohemian jungle of Soho, where 

practitioners of arts and letters were thick on the ground, though not 

professors of these activities.’ And in a sense X was born in that 

Bohemian jungle, a society which, as I now realize, was as 

extraordinary as it was short-lived […] the pubs in Dean and Old 

Compton Street, and those in Rathbone Place, were then a rendezvous 

for the arts […] where you could, by day or night, encounter poets, 
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painters, and musicians – Francis Bacon, Lucian Freud, and Malcolm 

Williamson among others.88 

 

The editorial policies of the magazine too mirror those of John Ryan almost a 

decade earlier, whereby Wright writes that 

to begin with we were resolved to avoid insularity. Poems, essays, and 

graphics by European writers […] appeared in our pages […] All 

exercises in criticism or exegesis published in X were written, be it 

noted, by practicing painters, writers, or poets; a deliberate policy, for 

already a cloud no bigger than the head hand of academe was hovering 

over the arts.89 

 

Wright and Swift were, if not explicitly influenced by Envoy, certainly intent 

on fostering an artistic philosophy that closely resembled the elemental 

pluralism of the Irish magazine, wherein the opinion of artists on their own 

and one another’s work was valued as a mechanism for developing an 

authentic, emotional engagement with the creative process. Meanwhile 

Cronin took the opportunity afforded by X to further develop his literary 

philosophy in the magazine. Over the course of two long essays, ‘Is Your 

Novel Really Necessary?’90 and ‘The Notion of Commitment: An Aesthetic 

Inquiry’ he, while retaining the set’s complaining, and wilfully destructive 

style, adroitly outlines a coherent guide to prose and poetic form. 

                                                           
88 Wright, Introduction to Anthology From X, pp. xii-xiii. 
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In ‘Is Your Novel Really Necessary’ Cronin defines the relationship 

between the writer and the creative process thus: 

A prose writer whose purposes may be called creative rather than 

philosophical, historical or educational, will almost certainly on 

examination be found to be a story teller of some sort. And on reflection 

this may be found only natural considering how much of our utterance 

is in fact narrative. 

Fictions may be necessary because of the difficulty the practitioner of 

any art of words finds in going direct to his absolute, fundamental pre-

occupations. The attempt to do so often frightens them away, or what 

emerges is personal, sincere and true in all the wrong senses.91 

He then goes on to dismiss a majority of prose fiction as falling into one of two 

seemingly irreducible tensions, namely either a ‘banality of language’ or a 

‘triviality of content’ resulting in a prose that provides either silence or lies by 

placing an excess of emphasis ‘not in the result of action, but in the precise 

nuance of action itself; the motive, the accident, the success or failure of a plan, 

the time taken’, this, Cronin identifies as a manifestation of the frequency with 

which 

The attitude of the novelist is too pathetic and defeatist an order for the 

present moment to be possible, for objects to have their own dignity, 

for mere being to be interesting, the state of the soul that finds no 

association in action to be described.92 

 

                                                           
91 Martin Gerard, ‘Is Your Novel Really Necessary?’, X: A Quarterly Review, Vol 1, No.1 

(October 1959), p.46. 
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In the context of his own prose work of the same period, The Life of Riley, it 

appears that Cronin attempts to circumvent the tension between ‘on the one 

hand silence, on the other lies’93 by couching his narrative in the past-tense by 

way of a preface explaining that the text is actually the lost memoir of a 

deceased poet named Paddy Riley, that happens to have been ‘discovered’ by 

Cronin ‘among [the deceased’s] socks, rags and papers after his death.’94 This 

allows the erstwhile author (Riley) to break his silence without necessitating 

literary fabrication or lies due to Cronin – casting himself as editor of Riley’s 

literary estate – letting ‘the dead speak for themselves.’ (LR, xii) And indeed, 

on a supratextual level, the heavily autobiographical nature of Riley allows 

Cronin to further bypass his own conundrum by dint of much of the 

accoutrements of the novel’s narrative being found to be thinly, even 

disingenuously, disguised within the non-fictional Dead as Doornails.  

Even the most cursory juxtapositional analysis of many of the major 

themes, characters, places and events of both books highlights a consistent and 

extensive fictional borrowing from factual reminiscence. From the 

descriptions of McDaid’s, whose clientele are noted by Cronin to be one of a 

variety of talent, class, caste and estate. The divisions between writer 

and non-writer, bohemian and artist, informer and revolutionary, male 

and female, were never rigorously enforced; and nearly everybody, 

gurriers included, was ready for elevation, to Parnassus, the scaffold or 

                                                           
93 Gerard, ‘Is Your Novel Really Necessary?’, X, p.50. 
94 Anthony Cronin, The Life of Riley (Dublin: New Island, 2010) preface xi – hereafter referred 
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wherever […] There were numbers of former prisoners, variously in 

need of aid of diverse kinds (some of it highly unorthodox) and fairly 

recently released from various gaols and internment camps in Britain 

and Ireland. In fact if the prevailing atmosphere in McDaid’s at this 

time could have been described, bohemian-revolutionary might have 

been the phrase. Eddie Connell, who had been, in I.R.A. parlance, 

‘Officer Commanding Parkhurst, Isle of Wight’, and Peter Walsh, who 

had similarly commanded the I.R.A. prisoners in Dartmoor, were 

prominent; but there were many others, chiefly ex-internees from the 

Irish government’s camp at Curragh; and to go with them […] there 

were a few special-branch men, or reputed special-branch men. Not 

many of the I.R.A. had orthodox, or indeed, any employment, no more 

than had the sprinkling of latter-day anarchists, communists etc. who 

had followed them in, or the bohemian rentiers, many of them English 

or very Anglo-Irish, who had rejoiced in the general atmosphere. (DD, 

9-10) 

 

to the scene set by Cronin in Riley surrounding the pub O’Turks, an 

establishment depicted as one in which: 

the key and cardinal principle of O’Turk’s was gurrierdom. Here not 

success, but unsuccess, was looked upon with favour. Here the man 

who made a hames of it and continued, whatever the obstacles, to make 

a hames of it, was the man of fashion […] Hence O’Turk’s had a high 

proportion of beggers, and of successful and well-to-do beggers at that, 

not ordinary, common or garden, public-house touchers. Of course not 

everybody could set up as a beggar. There had to be a history of 

sacrifice or misfortune or oddity to enable one to qualify […] plain 

congenial idiocy would not do, for a beggar was expected to be a sharp 

fellow and if possible a wit: but a maladroitness in affairs amounting to 

an inability to hold any ordinary employment and preferably having 

resulted in the loss of a sum of inherited money […] Patriotic service in 

one of the extremist organisations which had flourished in the thirties 

and in the war years was a splendid qualification for the role […] there 

were other qualifications – anarchism, Zionism, having been charged 

with murder or one or two other recognised offences […] the company 
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which frequented O’Turks in the late forties was, I suppose, bohemian 

enough… (LR 13-15) 

 

The evident similarities between the two descriptions highlight the clear 

adoption of a style of fictionalised biography by Cronin in order that his prose 

may not fall victim to the ‘silence or lies’ dichotomy and thus facilitates the 

fictional voice speaking as an encompassing authority upon human events, as 

opposed to merely a trivial pronouncement of linguistic banality and can be 

seen as a clear and coherent blueprint for prose spelled out by Cronin and 

adapted to his own work. 

In addition to the garnish provided by authorial circumstance, The Life 

of Riley also provides useful insight into the nature of Irish letters as perceived 

by Cronin at that time. In an extract from the novel titled ‘Getting Wurred In’, 

published in X in 1961, three years before the finished work itself saw print, 

protagonist Paddy Riley finds himself as reluctant editor of careworn literary 

magazine The Trumpet, which is a direct reflection of The Bell during Cronin’s 

tenure as Associate Editor, overseen by the domineering personality of 

Prunshios McGonaghy, in turn a thinly veneered character assassination of 

Peadar O’Donnell. Riley describes this working relationship thus: 

Being an editor with Prunshios was not, on the whole, pleasant though 

it had, I suppose its consolations. For one thing we rarely saw each 

other since he spent most of his time in various coffeys, all rather 

similar, surrounded by droves of parish priests. Sometimes I would be 

summoned to one of these establishments and would sit there while he 
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discussed whether or not I was more or less wired in than last time. The 

light of desperation was clearly in his eye, but this seemed to increase 

his generosity rather than diminish it and though my wage would have 

put most of the more salubrious slums out of reach, a tenner was the 

recognised reward for an editorial conference in a coffey.95 

 

This paragraph appears in a heavily redacted form in the final version of the 

novel, as Cronin endows Riley with a greater capacity for reflection upon his 

position: 

Being an editor for Prunshios, though of course theoretically a great 

improvement on my former state, was not on the whole pleasant. I was 

not the right man for the job, though looking back on it now I find it a 

little difficult to name the quality, if that is the word, which I lacked. 

Optimism, perhaps? (LR, 93) 

 

Perhaps the most significant revision made to the passage that first appears in 

X is the emphasis placed on Prunshios’ obsession with Riley ‘getting wurred 

in’ which appears far less in the final version of the text. Prunshios’ demands 

of Riley whether he be ‘wurred into life’ while decrying the fact that ‘none of 

you young fellas are worried into life’ culminate in his entreaty that Riley ‘go 

and live in a slum.’ (LR, 90) If Cronin has, by dint of positioning himself as a 

supratextual presence within the novel, managed to circumvent the narrative 

impasse of ‘silence or lies’, then the character of Prunshios, with his fixations 

                                                           
95 Anthony Cronin, ‘Getting Wurred In’, X: A Quarterly Review, vol. 2 no. 1 (March 1961), p. 
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about ‘the dioloctic’ represents an incarnate manifestation of the contrived 

literary failure Cronin has sought to avoid. He first appears in the novel 

dressed all in black like an Irish politician of the old school. He came 

into the tiny office like a man about to address a meeting in a draughty 

hall, a meeting of insubordinate supporters, a man who was late, 

earnest and angry, his hands thrust into the pockets of his long frieze 

coat; took off the wide-brimmed black hat which is the standard 

uniform of the patriotic man of letters in Ireland, and flung himself into 

the chair, abandoning his air of stern haste for one of tired greatness, 

weariness and contempt. (LR, 89) 

 

Cronin’s presentation of O’Donnell/Prunshios as a quintessence of austere 

literary and cultural orthodoxy continues as he demands that Riley 

‘objectivise the [literary] situation’ and ‘learn to see it was part of the historical 

process’ in order that he ‘feel you’re part of the dialoctic process […] I’m going 

to make you a part of the mainstream of Irish life, so that your mind will 

become as infollible a guide to the forward-looking elements in the prosent, 

historical, dialoctic situation as… as MacMurkaguans’ (LR, 91). The seemingly 

progressive nature of the sentiments espoused by Prunshios find themselves 

entirely undermined by his approximations of what constitute ‘forward-

looking’, as later on in the redacted piece he finds himself enamoured with a 

novel, appraised by Riley to be ‘a mildly charming pastoral concerning rural 

life in Cavan about eighty years before.’ Prunshios’ response to the work is, 

however, to stride ‘about the office with such words as “stark”, “forward-

looking” and “dialectic” on his lips’. Riley subsequently reveals that the novel 
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was ‘written my Mahaffey [the author]’s maternal uncle, who had been a 

democratic senator for Wisconsin about fifty years before and that the 

manuscript was a sort of family heirloom.’96 This final revelation renders all 

Prunshios’ previous rhetoric around being wirred in to life, the historical 

process and availing himself of the ‘dioloctic’ utterly bereft of any substantive 

quality and evokes the sentiments of a statement Cronin himself makes in the 

‘Is Your Novel Really Necessary’ article of X that maintains: 

when we look at those prose-writers who have tried to solve this 

problem (on the one hand silence, on the other, lies) of giving truth its 

being, of bringing it into existence through the medium of a fiction 

which should not be fictitious, we find that one and all are 

distinguished from the novelists of a spurious invention by the 

possession of a language which can, like the language of poets, 

comprehend and render interesting in the actual inscape of being’97  

 

Given the heavily autobiographical nature of Riley, and the presence within it 

of significant textual and narrative devices given critical examination in his 

own non-fictional writing, it would appear that Cronin is here establishing a 

blueprint of what he considers to be both stylistic and philosophically sound 

prose, while simultaneously exposing and lampooning those elements within 

Irish letters, those ‘respectable Gaelic revivalists’ he had attacked in the 

opening pages of Dead as Doornails whose prose-style represented a stagnant 

rehashing of romanticised clichés of a national and cultural context long since 
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passed from memory to myth, thus rendering it unusable as a vehicle of 

exploring and reflecting that ‘actual inscape of being’. In ‘A Notion of 

Commitment’ Cronin sets up a distinction between poetry and prophecy, 

defining the two respectively as ‘a statement of fact and an examination of the 

relationship between facts’ and ‘a statement of the desirability of changing the 

facts, an interpretation of the will of God, or history, or what have you’, and 

declaring that ‘if you can argue with a poem it ceases to be one.’98 In respect to 

defining a style of poetic voice, the ideas and positions espoused within this 

essay closely resemble those presented in the Envoy essay ‘Guilty Poetry’, 

where Cronin declares baldly that ‘poetry must never be confused with 

prophecy, for the poet is occupied with the real, not the ideal, and is in the end 

not concerned to change anyone but himself.’99 

In X, this position is sharpened to a point whereby Cronin describes the 

function of a poem by posing and answering a series of questions: ‘what am I 

to do? Consult a priest, wise man, a prophet, buy a handbook. What should I 

feel? Consult a psychiatrist. What do I feel? Read a poem.’100 This definition of 

poetry is one that rejects the notion of a progressive or transformational role 

for the poetic voice and rather proposes one that depends fully on an 
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embracing acceptance of the reality of the poet’s nature and circumstance 

while relegating anything agitating for resolution or change to the ranks of 

mere rhetoric or fraudulent proselytising. That is not to suggest, however, that 

Cronin is declaring poetry redundant in terms of social significance, indeed 

he maintains that several functions of poetry are both highly important and of 

a unique necessity. In order to elaborate Cronin constructs a short narrative 

concerning two poets, Sweeny and Murphy, who are borne of similar 

circumstance but arrive at very different functional positions: 

[They] Grow up together in an atmosphere begrimed by servitude, 

superstition and poverty [...] Both, having the temperament of poets, 

survive. Murphy devotes his genius to the composition of verses urging 

people to be free, to strike for freedom, to destroy within themselves 

and in the world the effects of poverty, lies and superstition. Arise ye 

starvelings, he thunders, more or less eloquently.  

Sweeny meanwhile probes his wound. With scrupulous honest he 

analyses the nature of his sufferings, his fear of life, his adolescent 

traumas, his adult failures, his crippled love. 

It will be seen at once that Murphy serves an important social purpose. 

He belongs to an admirable profession, if a somewhat overcrowded 

one. […] 

Meanwhile poor ‘subjectivist’ Sweeny, thought patently no dandified 

aesthete Is very likely to be accused – probably by Murphy, in the 

column of the New Statesman – of fiddling while the fuse ‘burns’. ‘No, 

not art for art’s sake’, he might well reply, ‘but art for my sake’.101 

Seemingly not satisfied with a wholesale dismissal of such ‘mediocre’ poets as 

Shelley or Whitman, Cronin proceeds to take his definition of true poetry - one 
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that retains an essential significance to whatever situation or circumstance the 

poet may find themselves embroiled with or occupied by at any given time 

without necessitating or proselytising for a change in the matters that brought 

those circumstances into being – and train it as a critical lens upon the English 

Marxist poet, and onetime editor of Nimbus, Christopher Logue. Typically, 

Cronin’s analysis of Logue’s work adopts a relentlessly damning tone that 

encompasses a systematic dismantling of the hapless poet in the matter of both 

style and sentiment. Taking umbrage with a review that has the audacity to 

praise Logue’s work for its ‘vivid lyrical gift’ that ‘has shown that life outside 

the ego and the library is not only a possible subject for poetry but a 

meaningful one.’ Cronin declares this to be a ‘a very odd document, with its 

supposititious reference to cohorts of other committed poets from whom Mr 

Logue may be distinguished by the vividness of his lyrical gift, and the lame 

falling back on the “gift” itself when a positive, poetic – as opposed to some 

other kind of – virtue is sought for.’ The attack continues, fulminating against 

the ‘insistent and insatiable egotism’ of Logue’s work by quoting a stanza from 

the poet that reads: 

You say 

Logue grinds his axe again. He’s red, 

or cashing in. And you are right, 

I have an axe to grind. Compared to you 

I’m red and short of cash. So what? 

I think, am weak, need help, have lived, 

And will with your permission live. 

Why should I seek to puzzle you with words 
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When your beds are near sopping with blood? 

 

and yet I puzzle you with words102 

 

This stanza represents the antithesis of Cronin’s own poetic vision, and one 

that he dismisses as ‘of no interest whatever, “lay”, or poetic, except as 

evidence of the kind of exhibitionism which generally accompanies the role of 

saviour – a suggestion of martyrdom is presumably intended.’103 What 

appears to offend Cronin most regarding this approach to poetry is the 

allegedly self-congratulatory tone taken by the poet for possessing the beliefs 

and opinions explicitly expressed within the verse. This form of poetic 

narration precludes – according to Cronin – any insight into Logue’s attitudes 

to the circumstantial difficulties of his relationship with his own reality, which 

consequently renders the validity of Logue’s rhetoric irrevocably weakened. 

His imagery Cronin dismisses as either ‘a fearsome misuse of Yeats’ or ‘a 

compound or all the sweepings of the Georgian anthologies.’104 

 A stark contrast to this style can be seen in Cronin’s own poem 

‘Anarchist’, first published as ‘Portrait’ in The Bell in 1951 before appearing 

retitled in Cronin’s debut collection Poems in 1957. The poem presents a far 

more ambivalent appraisal of political or philosophical positions: 

                                                           
102 Although Cronin leaves the extract untitled, the stanza is taken from Logue’s poem ‘To My 

Fellow Artists’ that was published in his 1959 collection Songs. 
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 With dirty collar and shoes unpolished, 

 Dodging the traffic he crosses the street. 

 Thoughts of loose ends and unfinished poems 

 Drag at his indeterminate feet. 

[…] 

 

 Now warm by the railings he saunters unhurried 

 Regarded by workers who fear to be late. 

 They have achieved like the ant to action, 

 His is a gloomier, lazier fate. 

 Tomorrow again perhaps wonder will wake him 

 And words like tame pigeons will flock to his call, 

 He will rise from the dead, this disconsolate lover, 

 And proudly and carelessly ride for a fall.105 

 

The lines ‘thoughts of loose ends and unfinished poems drag at his 

indeterminate feet’ and ‘they have achieved like the ant to action, his is a 

gloomier, lazier fate’ instantly evoke echoes of Cronin’s recounting in 

Doornails of his motivation for abandoning his barristership to pursue poetry 

fulltime as being due to ‘a number of reasons, some of them ideological and 

connected with whatever amalgam of anarchism and utopian communism I 

luxuriated in at the time’ (DD, 7) as well as his assertion in ‘Guilty Poetry’ that 

that ‘the politics of most great poets come down to a kind of anarchism.’106 

However, while the use of the third-person narrator may only superficially 

mask a level of autobiography – in both event and sentiment – it is evident 
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that Cronin here seeks to circumvent the messianic pomposity of narration for 

which he so ruthlessly castigates Logue by tempering all statements of belief 

or stance with a continual lacing of self-deprecation, as evidenced by how the 

erstwhile criticism of those antlike ‘workers who fear to be late’ is offset by 

couching the anarchist poet’s own fate as ‘gloomy’ and ‘lazy’. This 

deprecatory and supressing approach to political positions is addressed by 

Cronin in ‘Guilty Poetry’ as he states that: 

As a man, a poet should have political opinions, which is to say he 

should have political antagonisms and sympathies. But since the major 

part of his job is to distinguish real feeling from false, he must beware 

of engagement in the great mummery of politics and deny himself, 

except as a conscious holiday, the luxury of political sentiment.107  

 

This deprecating elicitation of political beliefs and stances is a recurring theme 

of Cronin’s work – both creative and critical – and indicates that his politics 

and expression thereof appear to be those of the personality rather than the 

policy, a position diametrically opposed to the overtly ideological bent present 

in the work of Logue. And, indeed, the presence of this stance in the Envoy 

piece of 1950, and its subsequent refined surfacing in X close to a decade later 

highlights strongly that this is a poetic position of lasting and evolving nuance 

rather than a passing or transitional experiment and, as such, can be viewed 

as a consistent strand of approach to Irish poetry during the 1950s. 

                                                           
107 Cronin, ‘Guilty Poetry’, Envoy, p. 23. 
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 Furthermore, one of the most significant findings pertaining to this 

poetic blueprint is the appearance in the same issue of X of Patrick Kavanagh’s 

poem ‘Lecture Hall’ in which Kavanagh muses on the nature of literary 

criticism and indeed on the very function of literature itself: 

To speak in summer in a lecture hall 

About literature and its use 

I pick my brains and tease out all 

To see if I can choose 

Something untarnished, some new news  

 

From experience that has been immediate, 

Recent, something that makes 

The listener or reader 

Impregnant, something that reinstates 

The poet. A few words like birth-dates 

 

That brings him back in the public mind, 

I mean the mind of the dozen or so 

Who constantly listen out for the two-lined 

Message that announces the gusto 

Of the dead arisen into the sun-glow. 

[…] 

 

I say to myself as I consider 

Virginal crevices in my brain 

Where the never-exposed will soon be a mother. 

I search for that which has no stain, 

Something discovered vividly and sudden.108  

 

                                                           
108 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Lecture Hall, X: A Quarterly Review, vol. 1 no. 1 (November 1959), 

pp.44-46.  
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While Kavanagh does adopt the first person, it is used in a manner quite apart 

from the aggrandising, prophesising pronouncements of Logue. Instead it 

lends a humanising humility to proceedings, tempered by a pondering 

uncertainty of thought as opposed to a narrowed and hectoring surety. Here 

Kavanagh acknowledges the limited mass-appeal of poetry but, rather than 

rail against or assert superiority above the external audience, turns the voice 

inwards to finish the poem on an introspective note, contemplating those 

‘virginal crevices’ of the poetic mind. This ultimate internalising of the 

question of ‘literature and its use’ posed by Kavanagh at the beginning of the 

poem aligns it philosophically Cronin’s assertion of a poem as an examination 

of fact and a means by which to assess how one feels. Here, the fact of poetry’s 

minimal impact upon the wider population is examined in relation to 

Kavanagh’s personal understanding and fulfilment within the writing of 

poetry for its own sake, rather than as an implement for social change. The 

mutuality of poetic philosophy as an embracing of the poet’s immediate 

reality is substantiated by the preface to Kavanagh’s 1964 anthology Collected 

Poems. Here, while reflecting on his 1942 masterpiece ‘The Great Hunger’, 

Kavanagh acknowledges that: 

The Great Hunger is concerned with the woes of the poor. A true poet 

is selfish and implacable. A poet merely states his position and does not 

care whether his words change anything or not. […] I lost my messianic 

compulsion. I sat on the bank of the Grand Canal in the summer of 1955 
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and let the water lap idly on the shores of my mind. My purpose in life 

was to have no purpose.109 

The close correlation between the two poets’ styles of both creative and critical 

writing indicate a commonality of attitudes and ideas regarding the creative 

process, the articulation of which within the same publications throughout the 

1950s served to strengthen the coherence and development of its application 

within their respective poetic outputs. Cronin’s development of the 

philosophical approach to art and literature as requiring an elemental 

engagement with the artist’s consciousness through Envoy and Nimbus can be 

seen as reaching maturity in X. The durability of the approach, attested to by 

its application to prose is further exemplified by the approach espoused by 

Patrick Swift in his writing for the magazine. In ‘Official Art and The Modern 

Painter’, that appeared significantly in the same issue of X as did Cronin’s 

elucidatory essays (and Kavanagh’s poetic manifestation of their stylistic 

intent) Swift - writing under the pseudonym James Mahon – offers an 

insightful treatise on the relationship between art and society. Beginning by 

acknowledging something of a shift in the manner in which the artist is 

perceived by the populace, he states that: 

art, profound and original, created in solitude and in anguish, by men 

outside and ahead of their times is something we can now conceive of 

and be prepared to look for. It is an acceptable axiom that the man who 

dares to be modern in a personal and obscure way must risk the 

                                                           
109 Listed as ‘Appendix A: Author’s Note’ in Collected Poems (London: Penguin Classics, 2005), 

p. 291. 
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immediate historical consequences, i.e. his own neglect and 

derogation.110 

The popular conception of the lone artist pondering and probing his anguish 

alone in solitary intellectual isolation from an unthinking and unfeeling public 

is, Swift concedes, something of an uneven archetype, highlighting the 

relational vagaries of any potential mutuality of influence upon art and life 

and the often inconsistent nature of an artist’s output. The relationship 

between an artist and his work, and the society in which it was created is one 

upon which Swift is unequivocal, stating baldly that ‘it is not necessary to 

subscribe to the tiresome conception of the artist as rampaging Bohemian to 

understand that the activity of painting is socially useless, or at best occupies 

a dubious position.’  (OA, 222) Swift’s perception regarding the comparative 

lack of a socially functional dimension to artistic endeavour is rooted in a 

profoundly resolute belief in the inherent solitariness of the pursuit of art. 

Swift confirms a belief that ‘the artist is supremely the anti-social creature’ 

while emphasising the plurality of solitude; being solitary need not be the 

same as being alone. It appears – in Swift’s eyes – to represent more of an 

elemental disposition of being rather than any tangible distance from society 

or its physical accoutrements; one can, he asserts, ‘be very much alone on top 

of a bus.’ The imperative of solitude, and its corresponding detachment of 

                                                           
110 Patrick Swift (pseudonymously as James Mahon), ‘Official Art and the Modern Painter’, in 

…PS Of Course, p.222. – hereafter referred to parenthetically as OA. 
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mind echo the sentiments of Kavanagh’s ‘Diary’ entry from almost a decade 

previously and result in a situation whereby, in Swift’s words, ‘the artist, as 

artist, occupies a position that is fundamentally neither social nor amenable to 

social arrangement.’ (OA, 222) 

This position regarding the socially useless nature of art would appear 

to be diametrically opposed to the one advanced by Cronin in ‘A Notion of 

Commitment’ and in particular the parable concerning Murphy and Sweeney. 

However, the distinction drawn by Cronin between poet and prophet has a 

particular relevance in relation to Swift’s pronouncements on the society of 

the artist. Swift acknowledges that the irreducibly anti-social nature of the 

artist is one that  

society has always honoured […] despite the effect of the great men of 

the late 19th century, who it might be thought would have rendered the 

world safe for those who came after them, it was still possible for even 

Picasso to spend some time in the wilderness. The situation in the early 

years of this century was still characteristically difficult. The social 

relevance, or one social relevance, of this difficulty is reflected in the 

salesrooms of the great cities to-day. A picture bought for £4 fetches £36 

000 a mere thirty-five years later. This is an absolute reality socially 

because it is a financial reality. (OA, 222) 

 

This sudden popular appreciation for art, manifested in decidedly economic 

terms, appears to Swift to have compromised the necessary detachment 

between artist and society, citing the spike in galleries and exhibitions 

available for artists to display their work as being causally linked to the 
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‘depressing increase in the number of Progressive artists who fill them 

monthly, yearly, recurrently, with progressive pictures’ (OA, 222). The 

seemingly churlish denouncement of an upsurge in artistic endeavour would 

be easy to dismiss as mere jealousy on Swift’s part, however its subsequent 

qualification is illuminating and goes some significant way to reconciling 

Swift and Cronin on the matter of the art’s function. Swift goes on to offer a 

condemnatory indictment of the monetarised art world, suggesting that such 

a commodifying impulse ‘has very likely a demoralising effect on the young 

painter.’ What appears to be the dominant preoccupation of Swift’s concern 

in relation to such commodification is the inflationary capacity of any work 

termed ‘progressive’; Swift argues that ‘the whole machinery of organised 

culture – museums, institutes, councils, societies for the spread of culture, etc., 

all compete to produce and patronise “modern and progressive art”. In fact 

we have now a new official art to the furtherance and protection of which the 

whole Establishment is committed.’ In this respect, Swift’s rejection of the 

social function of art is inversely proportional to the attitude of society. With 

the populist adoption of a particular artistic style of art and the accordingly 

lucrative financial inducements that accompany such endorsements so the 

motivational impulse of the artist becomes set to a purpose beyond the sheer 

emotional catharsis of creation itself. This echoes the erroneous path chosen 

by Cronin’s erstwhile poet Murphy whose artistic preoccupations are limited 

to a hectoring of people to act politically and with a social conscience. 



218 
 

While the production of visual art for the purpose of personal 

enrichment and the writing of poetry to agitate for sweeping social change 

may not immediately appear to enjoy a great deal of motivational 

commonality, the similarity in Swift’s concern and Cronin’s allegory lies 

within the concept of artistic creation set to a particular contrivance; though 

the manifestation differs, the motivation remains the same – art when 

employed to a specific purpose renders itself compromised, hence Cronin’s 

dismissal of such practitioners as ‘publicists’ ‘prophets’ and ‘mediocre poets’. 

Correspondingly Swift utilises the example of French post-Impressionist 

painter Paul Cézanne to reinforce his point. Cézanne, he maintains, due to the 

rejection he had suffered at the hands of the artistic establishment, resolved to 

retire and ‘work in silence until the day when I [Cézanne] should feel myself 

able to defend in theory the results of my attempt.’ While acknowledging 

Cézanne’s initial endeavours to gain respectability and mainstream 

acceptance, Swift lauds the ‘years of silent and courageous effort during with 

the public saw nothing, when to destroy had as much relevance to the 

progress of the work as to preserve or show’ before acknowledging the 

painter’s ultimate vindication as ‘the world was drawn to the strange and 

powerful vision so heroically engineered in isolation. The purity of the 

circumstance in which the work was created contributed to the intensity of the 

quality in the final structure.’ (OA, 224).  Swift’s lauding of the isolation of the 
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artist as a facilitation of works of superior intensity again echo Cronin’s 

parable of the poets Murphy and Sweeney. 

The driving motivation behind both Cronin and Swift’s positions on art 

represent a plea for a creative motion that is responsive and informed by 

external context, but not subject to the contrivance of any specific or 

predetermined contextual design; a belief that the processes involved and 

engaged with in order to produce an emotionally honest oeuvre must emanate 

from within, from the catharsis of introspection, and they must remain 

steadfastly dedicated to the sole purpose of their own creation. Cronin 

describes it as ‘the impulse towards self-expression: the need to express the 

operations of external reality have had and are having on the self.’111 Swift, for 

his part, echoes this position by emphasising the imperative of the authenticity 

of experience: ‘One cannot choose one’s fate. If a man is not isolated from the 

universal involuntarily, then the tragedy is bogus […] the heroic efforts of Van 

Gogh, Gauguin, or the remarkable Seraphine, were not called forth by the 

action of any council for culture.’ (OA, 224) The implied superfluity of an 

invested entity for cultural promotion reflects the inexorably reductive 

tendencies of such an institution, as he goes onto say ‘these techniques which 

lay claim to freedom and to releasing powers of an imaginative order depend 

in fact on a strict aesthetic both narrow and constricting. And here we have 

                                                           
111 Cronin, ‘A Notion of Commitment’, X, pp.11-12. 
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the prime characteristic of an Official Art. It is noticeable that rejection and 

selection no longer operate in terms of merely quality but depend on kind.’ 

(OA, 225). The distinction between quality and kind is pivotal: within the 

context of an established mode of expression, the evaluation of art ceases to be 

concerned with the merits of its expression and comes to fixate upon an ever 

diminishing appreciation of derivative formalism that will inevitably 

depreciate the artist’s scope for true emotional catharsis. Swift finishes by 

reiterating the necessity of the isolation of the artists, stating that 

I cannot believe that the activity of any number of institutes, councils, 

societies, etc., can change the relation, the deep and perverse character 

of the relation, of the artist to society […] I cannot believe History is to 

be so easily cheated of her prize victims or that art will condescend to 

reveal her mysteries without demanding her ancient tribute […] there 

may be, even to-day, and in spite of the vast activity surrounding the 

painter, such a thing as the absolutely modern. That as before it may be 

something unexpected, and not completely accounted for in the 

arrangements for encouraging the arts. For to be contemporary is not 

necessarily to be part of any movement, to be included in the official 

representations of national and international art. History shows that it 

may well be the opposite. It may be that it is the odd, the personal, the 

curious, the simply honest, that at this moment, when everyone looks 

to the extreme and flamboyant, constitutes the most interesting 

manifestation of the spirit of art. (PS, 226) 

 

Obviously, painting is not poetry, and there must be caution exercised when 

appraising the level to which an informing philosophy of one can be 

consistently applied to the other. Painting, as evidenced by Swift’s exposition, 

entertains – both then as now – an economic capability so far beyond even the 
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most commercially minded of poets as to render them seemingly 

irreconcilably detached. However, the mutually complimentary nature of 

Cronin, and Swift’s, positions regarding the process of artistic creation is such 

to demand an acknowledgement of an evident cross-pollination of the 

intellectual and existential impulse of art that in many ways transcends, if not 

outright eclipses, the manifest distinctions of their respective forms. 

There is, in fact, significant evidence of mutual thematic and subject 

influence both on one another and on other members of the group, both in 

Dublin and London. Swift painted, at one time or another: David Wright, 

Patrick Kavanagh, Cronin, C. H. Sisson, and Brian Higgins. Most of these 

paintings appear under the heading ‘Seven Portraits’ in a 1962 edition of X 

and broadly represent the bohemian coterie that orbited the magazine, replete 

with the Dublin representatives. That Swift put his philosophy regarding the 

imperative of the real into practice is attested to by C. H. Sisson in his essay 

‘Sitting For Swift’ where he recalls: 

 it was as if to lie in the line of vision of that eye inevitably involved 

translation on to canvas. Paddy fussed about none of those things I 

imagined a painter who kept his reference to the external world would 

fuss about. He did not mind if the sitting was short, he did not mind if 

the times and so the light were different. He ignored the state of the 

light, so far as I could make out […] these variations were part of the 

nuisance of reality.’ (PS 167) 
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Correspondingly, Swift forms the subject matter of several poems by members 

of this group; Kavanagh addresses him in ‘A Letter in Verse’ as does Sisson 

directly in ‘For Patrick Swift’. However, the most expansive contemporary 

poetic tribute to the painter comes from Cronin in ‘Lines For a Painter’.  

Cronin’s poem elegantly expresses both the similarity of the two artists artistic 

vision and the inherent differences enforced by their chosen forms: 

The tree grew under your hand one day, 

So many shades of green growing over the white 

Canvas, as through the actual leaves outside the window 

And through the open window onto the canvas fell the light. 

And I sat on the bed trying unsuccessfully to write, 

Envying you the union of the painter’s mind and hand, 

The context of brush with canvas, the physical communion, 

The external identity of the object and the painting you had  

       planned; 

 […] 

I saw what in truth I had envied -  

Not in fact 

That you were released from any obligation 

Or that the act 

Of painting was less or more objective 

Than thinking the word -  

But that, like poems, your painting  

was of course the reward 

 

Of the true self yielding to appearances 

Outside its power 

While still in the dominion of love asseverating  

Its absolute hour.112 

                                                           
112 Anthony Cronin, ‘Lines For a Painter: to Patrick Swift’, Poems (Manchester: Cresset Press, 

1957), p. 29. 
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Here, the central tenets of their shared vision can be seen disseminated 

through the necessarily slanted prism of poetic creation; the need for an 

organic authenticity taking root as the tree growing beneath Swift’s hand, the 

seemingly irreducible differences between painting and poetry swell as an 

envious appreciation of ‘the union of the painter’s mind and hand, the context 

of brush with canvas, the physical communion’ and with it the implicit 

separation seemingly forced upon the poet by dint of his chosen art form 

before a final epiphanic reconciliation that ‘like poems, your painting was of 

course the reward of the true self yielding to appearances outside its power 

while still in the dominion of love asseverating its absolute hour.’113 

This position emphasises the transcendental nature of what Swift 

termed ‘the spirit of art’ (OA, 226), an impulse to create that can circumvent 

the strictures of form. This capacity for both poet and painter to perceive and 

articulate a vision of art that shows such a clear philosophical lineage indicates 

an undeniable overlap of ideas between the two artists that have their 

beginnings among the pages of Envoy and show an evolved maturity within 

X. This in turn emphasises a mutuality of contextual and circumstantial 

influences that have solicited a response that is cohesive and consistent across 

the course of a decade. Consequently, when viewed in tandem with the other 

                                                           
113 Anthony Cronin, ‘Lines For a Painter: to Patrick Swift’, Poems, p.30. 
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artists within their sphere, the twin visions of Swift and Cronin can be seen to 

form a bedrock of an artistic movement that not only responded to the 

particularities of their original environment, but managed to transpose that 

response and manifest it within the wider context of bohemian London. 

 This chapter has highlighted the spread of the critical and artistic ideas 

that developed among the core contributors of the Envoy and McDaid’s coterie 

beyond the confines of the magazine and into the wider tide of Irish and 

English literature. In doing so it has emphasised the consistency of those ideas 

and their durability when applied to disparate artistic environments and 

seemingly distant artistic forms. In emphasising the reciprocal influence of 

Envoy on The Bell it has reflected an underacknowledged capability of the 

magazine’s philosophical core to affect a lasting impact on Irish literature, 

influencing the final years of one of the country’s cornerstone literary 

publications. In turn, the magazine’s centrality to the rehabilitation of James 

Joyce as an appreciated titan of Irish culture has been shown to have retained 

a consistency with the magazine’s commitment to present the unadorned 

response of artists to art at the forefront of literary and artistic appraisal. In 

doing so, the founders of the Bloomsday commemoration can be seen as 

having contributed a lasting cultural monument to one of Ireland’s most 

important artists, while managing to avoid the calcified repetition of form and 

style that so afflicted the writers of the Literary Revival. As such, the sustained 
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defiance of Envoy in the face of a restrictive and uninspired literary culture can 

be seen as having proved robust to the inversely pernicious attentions of State-

approved orthodoxy seeking to co-opt the Joycean legacy for its own 

machinations. The subsequent spread of the magazine’s guiding principal of 

elemental artistic authenticity has been shown to be successfully applicable 

beyond Ireland, and come to influence the much wider literary and bohemian 

network of mid-century London. In this respect, the philosophy and its 

proponents can be seen as the nucleus of a literary movement that had 

succeeded in developing and sustaining a consistent approach to literature 

and art that came to influence an artistic culture far larger than that of its 

origins. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



226 
 

Chapter Three 

Letters from Farset: The ‘Secret Northern Friends’ of Patrick 

Kavanagh 

 

Writing in Kavanagh's Weekly for June 14th 1952, Patrick Kavanagh remarked 

upon the editors of Belfast literary periodical Rann that 'noted by my humble 

self in passing is the fact that these northerners always accept the Six Counties 

as Ulster.’ And that, subsequently, ‘according to these lads I am not an 

Ulsterman.'1 Kavanagh's appraisal of Rann's position is one made in reference 

to his own origins in County Monaghan – historically a part of the nine 

counties of Ulster but one of three, along with Cavan and Donegal, that 

became part of the Irish Free State after partition. In making such a reference, 

Kavanagh highlighted something of the divisive intransigence that bedogged 

questions of cultural and artistic identity in the North, and that would come 

to prove a prominent theme of the poet’s longstanding relationship with both 

the state and its artists. 

 This chapter will identify several of the most enduring points of 

interaction between Kavanagh and Ulster, utilising previously unseen 

primary material to establish the existence of a corridor of literary engagement 

between the Dublin bohemians of McDaid’s and Envoy and their counterparts 

                                                           
1 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘A Wheen of Weans’, Kavanagh’s Weekly, vol.1, no.10 (14 June,1952), p. 7.  
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in Northern Ireland. In particular, the personal correspondence of Belfast-born 

writer Gerard Keenan will be used extensively, both in order to establish his 

identity as the author behind over thirty years of pseudonymously penned 

critical and fictional prose for long running periodical The Honest Ulsterman, 

and to highlight the influence of the bohemian culture of the Kavanagh and 

the Envoy circle on the editorial stance of the magazine. Additionally, extracts 

from several of Keenan’s unpublished autobiographical novels, seen in a 

scholarly context for the first time, will be used to highlight the extent to which 

his personal and literary engagement with the McDaid’s and Envoy bohemia 

would come to profoundly shape the nature of his artistic and critical 

philosophy and indeed influence the development of a bohemian coterie in 

the North’s capital. In turn, this will emphasise the spread of the philosophical 

and artistic positions developed by Kavanagh and Envoy and their enduring 

influence on the development of literature and art in the North. In establishing 

these connections, it will highlight the existence of a heretofore 

unacknowledged seam of connectivity between the bohemian cultures of 

Dublin and Belfast that in itself represents the further expanse of a literary and 

artistic network that spanned the capital cities of the Republic of Ireland, 

Northern Ireland, and England 

 Established in 1948, a central concern of Rann was one that 

preoccupied many a luminary mind of the nascent Northern Irish state – 
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namely that of establishing a literary tradition able to stand distinct within the 

wider British tide while simultaneously offering a point of departure from the 

mores of the South that was more substantial than mere reactionary division, 

an endeavour described by Gerry Smyth as contrasting sharply with that of 

Envoy in Dublin: 

Envoy attempted to offset the debilitating effects of a calcified 

nationalism by denying the culture/nation nexus and retreating into 

pure literary affiliation, Rann attempted to reformulate that link as 

“culture/region”, a tactic which left the journal in the curious tradition 

of having to invent and defend a living tradition simultaneously.2 

Such an imperative also came to command the attention and endeavour of the 

BBC, as the organisation’s yearbook for 1945 acknowledged: ‘its [Northern 

Ireland’s] character, from the cultural point of view, is still in the process of 

formation, and broadcasting has been called upon to play its part.’3 This 

intention was hamstrung to a significant extent by the entrenched and often 

bitterly expressed religious and cultural divisions within Northern Irish 

society, as the BBC's Director of Regional Relations Charles Siepmann 

highlighted in the Northern Irish supplement to a wider report on BBC 

regions; recorded in Rex Cathcart's The Most Contrary Region: The BBC in 

                                                           
2 Gerry Smyth, Decolonisation and Criticism: The Construction of Irish Literature (London: Pluto 

Press 1998), p.120. 
3 BBC Yearbook 1945 (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1945), p. 235. 
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Northern Ireland 1924-84, it effects a gloomily pessimistic portrayal of the 

state’s cultural situation: 

The bitterness of religious antagonism between Protestants and 

Catholics invades the life of the community at every point and for our 

purposes conditions almost everything we do. Of the total population 

roughly a third is Roman Catholic and the remaining two thirds 

Protestant. Party alignments in politics, appointments to the public 

service and the commercial and cultural life of the community are all 

affected […] Roman Catholicism for the purpose of party politics 

means fusion with the Free State and the political existence of Ulster is 

of course based on the determination to oppose such fusion at any 

price.4 

 

The backdrop of a seemingly intractable polarisation of political attitudes as a 

manifest handmaiden to centuries of sectarian animosity in which a significant 

proportion of the new state’s population was essentially opposed to its 

existence offered scant opportunity for the development of a coherent cultural 

conversation that could provide a narrative conducive to inclusive identity or 

participation. As Belfast radio producer and editor of Lagan, another short-

lived Ulster journal and forerunner to Rann, John Boyd was to remark, ‘the 

BBC in Northern Ireland tried hard to find an identity that would be 

acceptable to Protestant unionists and nationalist Catholics but I think it failed: 

programmes were too often a mishmash that satisfied neither.’5 

                                                           
4 Rex Cathcart, The Most Contrary Region: The BBC in Northern Ireland 1924-1984 (Belfast: 

Blackstaff Press Ltd, 1984), p. 3 – quoting Charles Siepmann. 
5 John Boyd, The Middle Of My Journey (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1990), p. 185. 
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The environment described by Boyd at the BBC in the years 

immediately post-war is one of tokenistic overtures to inclusivity that are 

endemically undermined by an implicit but consistent bias on the grounds of 

religious and political persuasion, one which ‘was never admitted by the 

hierarchy on the few occasions the subject was raised in conversation.’6 The 

underlying marginalisation of Nationalist positions was exacerbated by a 

Protestant Loyalist audience ever ready to register a shrill, and at times overtly 

hysterical, disapproval to anything resembling rapprochement with the 

culture of Nationalist, Catholic, or Gaelic Ireland. This intolerance was 

displayed acutely in the reaction provoked by the BBC’s decision to include 

Gaelic Football results in their Sunday radio bulletin, with one correspondent 

to a Protestant newspaper declaring: 

I am, I think, representative of the majority of the citizens of our loyal 

province – a respecter of the Sabbath observance as a day of rest. We 

do not want to hear of the exploits in the realms of a sport which holds 

no interest for most of us – loyal citizens of a mighty empire to whom 

the Gaelic mind, speech and pastimes mean nothing. 

A group known as The Loyalty League was even more explicit in registering 

its displeasure: 

…the members… strongly resent the action of the BBC in consenting to 

broadcast from Belfast the results of Gaelic games or others played on 

Sunday as degrading to our city or province and an offence to the great 

bulk of licence-holders in the district […] those in authority in the BBC 

                                                           
6 Boyd, My Journey, p. 74. 
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are the servants of the people and should realise the need for steering a 

course in harmony with Reformation principles.7 

 

This response reveals a section of the Unionist polity both intolerant of, and 

ill-at-ease with, the possibility of a pluralist national consciousness, and the 

BBC - lacking either collective will or political inclination to oppose such 

implacable hostility - soon drifted into a reductively conservative brand of 

Protestant programming that reflected an underlying ethos described by Boyd 

as ‘definitely non-Irish’ with an emphasis that was ‘almost entirely on the 

‘Ulster’ way of life, and ‘Ulster’ was defined as the Six Counties only, and the 

Six Counties were predominantly Protestant.’8 

The reduction of Ulster as a term of provincial reference from nine 

counties to six at the BBC echoes Kavanagh’s complaint at his exclusion from 

the consciousness of the Rann editorial committee. Indeed, the BBC’s failure 

to establish a platform for an inclusive expression of Northern Irish identity 

mirrors a similarly one-eyed bent of the literary philosophy most commonly 

associated with Rann’s output, namely that of Ulster Regionalism. 

Regionalism as an artistic form is now most commonly associated with the 

Belfast born poet John Hewitt. Hewitt’s conceptualisation of Regionalism 

reflects the recurring problem of squaring reduced geography with religious 

                                                           
7 Quoted in Cathcart, Contrary Region, p. 67. 

  
8 Boyd, My Journey, p. 74. 
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and cultural division. As Frank Shovlin points out, the poet’s writing on 

matters regional in Lagan had often been inconsistent, highlighting how ‘the 

historic notion of a nine-county province does not sit easily with the magazine, 

so much so that its most strident apostle of regionalism, John Hewitt, is forced 

into confused questioning: ‘where then does Ulster stand? After all, we have 

a frontier. What then of Donegal?’9 

Hewitt’s answer as to what to do with Donegal appears, at least on one 

level, to be to ignore it: the poem ‘Ulster Names’, for example, declares the 

poet’s intention to ‘take my stand by the Ulster names, each clean hard name 

like a weathered stone’ and proceeds to introduce, county by county, a rollcall 

of Ulster towns and offer a series of bucolic descriptions of a land seemingly 

linked inalienably to Hewitt’s own provenance:  

You say Armagh, and I see the hill  

with the two tall spires or the square low tower  

       […] 

 

You whisper Derry. Beyond the walls  

and the crashing boom and the coiling smoke.  

I follow that freedom which beckons and calls  

to Colmcille, tall in his grove of oak,  

raising his voice for the rhyming folk. 

County by county you number them over;  

Tyrone, Fermanagh ...I stand by a lake,  

and the bubbling curlew 

 

                                                           
9 Frank Shovlin, The Irish Literary Periodical 1923-1958 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), p. 162. 
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    […] 

 

Let Down be famous for care-tilled earth,  

for the little green hills and the harsh grey peaks, 

  […] 

 

You give it the name [Antrim] and my quick thoughts run  

through the narrow towns with their wheels of trade,  

to Glenballyemon, Glenaan, Glendun10 

 

Absent is any mention of the three counties of Ulster (Donegal, Cavan and 

Monaghan) that were not included in Northern Ireland after partition. The 

wider implications of their omission attain a heightened poignancy when 

viewed in relation to the opening lines of the third stanza, wherein Hewitt 

declares ‘the names of a land show the heart of the race; they move on the 

tongue like the lilt of a song.’ The shackling of race to land in this manner, 

when reflected in the context of the poet’s reductive exclusion of non-

Northern Irish Ulster exposes an expression of cultural identity that, when 

appraised in relation to the acrimonious nature of Northern Ireland’s 

contemporary existence, suggests an insidious manifestation of sectarianism 

as a form of practiced myopia.  

In attempting to understand Hewitt’s seeming preoccupation with the 

elision between land, race and culture inheritance, Connal Parr’s recent 

                                                           
10 John Hewitt, ‘Ulster Names’, Selected Poems (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 2007), p. 135. 
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monograph Inventing the Myth: Political Passions and the Ulster Protestant 

Imagination presents a nuanced delineation between Hewitt’s artistic 

engagement with the physical landscape of Protestant Ulster heritage and the 

wider context of Unionist politics in the years following the end of the Second 

World War: 

Attlee’s Labour administration passed the 1949 Ireland Act, cementing 

their positive relationship with Unionists at Stormont, due in large part 

to the post-war government’s appreciation of Northern Ireland’s 

industrial war effort. Hewitt too would distance himself from the 

specifics of Regionalism, turning in a poem of 1949 ‘to the landscape 

because men disappoint me’.11 

This ostensible desire on Hewitt’s part to retreat, as it were, from the 

compromised political reality of his own cultural provenance cannot, 

however, fully account for the consistently reductive demarcations the poet 

employed when dealing with his landscape. This, noted again by Parr, has 

resulted in a consistent line of criticism from Irish writers of different cultural 

persuasion:  

Undoubtedly the most powerful, and considered, of these voices was 

Seamus Heaney’s. In later years Heaney had credited Hewitt for 

viewing Northern Ireland’s ‘colonial predicament’, but continued to 

object to his gaze (‘more Belfast’s shipyard than Derry’s Bogside’) as 

well as the way in Hewitt’s mind, ‘the Catholics in the North, and the 

Irish south of the border, remained definitively “other…nothing in him 

could altogether flow towards them. He was laureate of the reformed 

                                                           
11 Connal Parr, Inventing the Myth: Political Passions and the Ulster Protestant Imagination 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp.92-93. 
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conscience, the embattled Ulsterman in stand-off from both England 

and Ireland.’12 

Hewitt’s resultant tendency to focus narrowly on the Protestant, ‘Six 

Counties’ culture of Ulster surfaces again in his long essay ‘The Course of 

Writing in Ulster’, published in the final issue of Rann in 1953. The article 

sketches out the parameters of its ideological concern via means of a brief 

historical account of the formative process of Protestant Ulster, explicitly 

emphasising how ‘In these various Plantations, unofficial and official, lie the 

foundations of what is now called Northern Ireland, a state set up in 1921 

under the Government of Ireland Act of the previous year. This consists of the 

six north-eastern counties of the Province; Cavan, Monaghan and Donegal 

being excluded.’13 The following paragraph reasserts the points of cultural and 

ethnic difference between the truncated Ulster and the rest of the Irish isle, 

declaring that ‘it is obvious that the geographical situation and the 

circumstances of racial juxtaposition and intermingling must have had effects 

upon the literary arts practiced in this area, which should to some degree have 

produced differences from and modifications of the same arts in the rest of 

these islands.’ However, at the first mention of such a ‘juxtaposition and 

intermingling’ concerning the Irish language, any such potential for its effect 

                                                           
12 Parr, Inventing the Myth, p.94. – quoting Seamus Heaney in Dennis O’Driscoll, Stepping 

Stones: Interviews with Seamus Heaney (London: Faber and Faber, 2008), 331–2. 
13 John Hewitt, ‘The Course of Writing in Ulster’, Rann, 20 (1953), p. 43. 
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on literature is disingenuously minimised, with Hewitt peremptorily 

determining that 

it was inevitable that the native language should give way before the 

speech of the settlers with even greater rapidity than in the rest of 

Ireland because of the numbers of planters concentrated in a relatively 

cleared area; this Ulster dialect of Irish persisted for centuries outside 

the Lagan Valley and north Down and still has a native speaker or two 

in the remoter glens of Tyrone […] but all this lay outside the 

experience of the colonists, and has had no obvious effect upon our 

tradition, except where it has lingered in place-names or in the ears of 

those who have an affection for the odd dialect word or phrase wherein 

Irish keeps company with the Lowland Scots and Tudor or Jacobean 

English.14 

 

Hewitt’s assertion of the lack of influence of Irish on ‘our tradition’ sets the 

tone for an article that focuses concertedly on a cultivated exploration of an 

exclusively Planter reading of Ulster history. Although some mention is made 

of poets who entertained Irish Nationalism they are almost all of a United Irish 

persuasion and little to no remark is given to the Gaelic or Catholic literary 

tradition of the region beyond a summarily reductive account of their 

interaction with those of Planter stock: ‘only in a few of the lyrical measures 

does a richer interplay of internal rime or assonance give evidence of any 

contact with Gaelic usages. There are no references to Irish mythology or 

history.’15 This conceptualisation of Regionalism afforded Hewitt the freedom 

                                                           
14 Hewitt, ‘Writing in Ulster’, p. 43. 

 
15 Hewitt, ‘Writing in Ulster, p. 45.  
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of an intellectual and literary hinterland delivered from problematic 

engagement with parallel or rival cultural groupings both on the island of 

Ireland and in the rest of the United Kingdom. Within its self-defining 

limitations it was, as Gerry Smyth notes:  

well equipped to supply the writer with a concept of community that 

escaped identification with the larger corporate communities to the 

south and east. It was a unique, albeit fragile, solution to a fluid political 

situation, and one which, as long as it was never tested against a 

practical political crisis, provided writers such as W. R. Rodgers, John 

Hewitt, George Buchanan and McFadden […] with a source and an 

imagined audience for their work.16 

Interestingly, Hewitt does on occasion venture into realms of Ulster 

myth and antiquity more commonly associated with ‘Celtic’ or Gaelic Ireland 

in his own creative writing, such as the poem ‘Ulster Names’, which makes 

reference to ‘Columcille, tall in his grove of oak, raising his voice for the 

rhyming folk.’ In addition to this poetic reference, a verse play entitled The 

Angry Dove finds Hewitt offering his own telling of the life of Columcille (St 

Columba.) Unpublished until 1999, the play is estimated to have been written 

around 1952 and is described by editor Damian Smyth as ‘an attempt by 

Hewitt to engage with the pre-Roman Catholicism of his native Irish, finding 

in Columcille a salutary character who travels well, particularly to the 

England of Iona and bringing there a more Nature-based Celtic Catholicism 

                                                           
16 Gerry Smyth, Decolonisation and Criticism, p.117. 
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which is eventually overcome by the Catholicism of Rome.’17 This assessment, 

taken at face value would suggest something of a rejoinder to the narrowed 

insularity of Hewitt’s Protestant Regionalism. However, a particular scene 

concerning the conversion of pagan King Brude throws up a potentially 

alternative avenue for analysis and as such is worth recording in detail: 

Columcille: You must kneel humble, bowing your brought head, and 

say ‘I will wait, Lord; come into my heart, inhabit all my members,    

make me Thine.’High King: This is too simple. Let there be a spell, a 

muttering of spells, and coiling smokes, and a harsh trial – and a 

sacrifice. 

 

Columcille: The trial’s still to come. The sacrifice is made already, for 

the Son of God offered Himself for you, and was accepted. We have no 

spells to stuff the ears with noise. We whisper reason to the open mind, 

and sing salvation to the open heart.18 

 

Columcille’s instructions echo in sentiment the Protestant doctrine of the 

priesthood of all believers, while the High King’s demand for ‘a muttering of 

spells, and coiling smokes’ can easily be interpreted as a representation of the 

ritualised Catholic mass replete with liturgy and incense and, indeed, the plea 

for a sacrifice – rebutted by Columcille – can come to be seen as an imitation 

of the core doctrinal distinction between consubstantiation and 

transubstantiation. 

                                                           
17 Damien Smyth, introduction to Two Plays (Belfast: Lagan Press 1999), p.17. 
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This invocation of spells as a representation of Gaelic Ireland is a motif 

employed by Hewitt before in his famous poem ‘Once Alien Here’ as he 

describes the aftermath of Protestant conquest with 

The sullen Irish limping to the hills 

bore with them the enchantment and the spells 

that in the clans’ free days hung gay and rich 

on every twig of every thorny hedge, 

and gave the rain-pocked stone a meaning past 

the blurred engraving of the fibrous frost.19 

 

Additionally, as the High King’s Druid entreats him to turn away from 

conversion, he implores him to ‘remember Dagon’. Dagon was a figure from 

Canaanite mythology named in the Old Testament as being the God of the 

Philistines20 and referenced in Milton’s Paradise Lost as one of the fallen deities 

of Hell. The fact that Dagon does not belong to the Irish mythical canon would 

suggest that his inclusion is deliberate, particularly given Milton’s 

professional and theological connections to the English Interregnum along 

with his depictions of Cromwell as a latter-day Moses.21 Significantly 

Columcille’s entrance to the High King’s hall is couched in Mosaic terms: 

‘Columcille advanced […] The men were arm’d men, clutching their spears, 

                                                           
19 John Hewitt, ‘Once Alien Here’, Selected Poems, p.8. 

 
20 Holy Bible: King James Version (Glasgow: William Collins Sons and Company, 1957), p. 272. 

 
21 Walter S. H. Lim, John Milton, Radical Politics, and Biblical Republicanism (Newark: Delaware 

University Press 2006), p. 141. 
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or holding ready blades: and as we moved upon them they drew back, 

dividing as the waters of the sea when Moses led the Israelites across.’22 

Viewed in this respect, Hewitt’s portrayal of the Ulster Saint Columcille 

assumes a far more sinister agenda than the one set out by Smyth, and can be 

seen as a concerted attempt to circumvent the culture of Gaelic Ulster via the 

artificial wedding of Plantation-era political and religious motifs to Ireland’s 

earliest forms of Christian belief. 

That Kavanagh then did not match the narrow contrivances of Hewitt’s 

definition of an Ulster writer comes as no surprise and the poet hides 

whatever resentment he may have felt by declaring ‘nor indeed that it matters. 

As I am never tired of saying, it is a poor thing when a man has to lean on his 

nationality for distinction and it is doubly poor when he has to narrow his 

field down to six small counties.’23 Whatever his contempt for the exclusory 

reduction of his native province, Kavanagh was commissioned by the BBC to 

record two radio programmes in a series titled ‘Undiscovered Ulster’; his 

contributions were to be for Counties Armagh and Down, and as biographer 

Antoinette Quinn records, Kavanagh ‘put considerable effort into making a 

success of this project, cycling the two counties to gain a first-hand impression 

                                                           
22 Hewitt, ‘Angry Dove’, Two Plays (Belfast: Lagan Press 1999), p. 99. 

 
23 Kavanagh, ‘A Wheen of Weans’, p. 7. 
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and reading up on them.’24 Sadly these recordings appear lost to history, 

although a Radio Times entry for the Armagh broadcast does survive and it 

records that ‘This evening Patrick Kavanagh , Irish poet and author, makes his 

first appearance at the microphone in this series of talks about remoter Ulster, 

with an account of his “discoveries” in County Armagh. Later in the series he 

will deal with County Down.’25 

If Kavanagh was seemingly prepared to work within an Ulster 

framework that excluded his native Monaghan from the series, then his 

autobiographical novel The Green Fool, published in 1938, the same year as his 

radio broadcasts, goes some significant way in exploring the national and 

religious turbulence that permeated the decades surrounding the events that 

ultimately led to that exclusion. The early chapters of the text represent a 

narrative of seemingly straightforward pastoral bildungsroman in tandem with 

an insightful account of rural Irish life and only faint intimations as to the 

underlying social and religious tensions that would eventually result in 

partition, such as the childish and – in light of what was to come – positively 

gentle examples of sectarian encounters, exemplified by an altercation the 

young Kavanagh had with a Protestant churchman’s son: 

                                                           
24 Antoinette Quinn, Patrick Kavanagh: A Biography (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2003), pp. 111-

12. 
25 ‘Undiscovered Ulster’ http://genome.ch.bbc.co.uk/c3a82aecbc66415d8bd433d18d22b777 - 

Accessed 10 September 2016. 
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I met a little boy. I knew him, but just to let him know, I asked him who 

he was. He was a Protestant, the son of a church sexton who every 

Sunday rang the Protestant church bell which had a sound like a 

cracked pot, we used to say. The lad didn’t give me a suitable reply, so 

I began to use the third-degree. He ran in to his father crying: Daddy, 

Daddy, I’m being choked.’ […] I was frightened and ran for it […] 

Behind me my pursuer was gaining ground. He was within fifty yards 

now. I met a man going with his horses to plough, and Mr Sexton 

shouted: ‘Stop him, stop him, he choked my son.’ 

The ploughman looked upon this act of mine as a recommendation. ‘I’ll 

not stop him,’ he roared, ‘but I’ll stop you. You Orange dog.’26 

 

While these incidents may not have been particularly edifying (a Belfast-born 

colleague of Kavanagh’s father declared he should ‘get a medal’ for his 

actions), their localised and juvenile scope was very soon to be bullied to the 

periphery by the scale of national and international catastrophe. The seventh 

chapter ‘The War’ opens with an exchange that grounds Kavanagh’s 

experience of an impending global disaster in a specifically Ulster context:  

I looked out of the window and saw a neighbour-man marching with a 

military air down the road. On his shoulder he carried a long gun. He 

had been bidding good-bye to his mother […] 

 when mother entered the house she said to father:  

‘Carson’s army is comin’ to Carrick and oul’ Owney is off to fight him.’ 

[…] It was August nineteen hundred and fourteen. As I stood by our 

road gate some time later a man passing shouted to me: ‘Home Rule is 

shelved.’27 

 

                                                           
26 Patrick Kavanagh, The Green Fool (London: Penguin Classics, 2001), p.34. 

 
27 Kavanagh, The Green Fool, p. 57. 
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Set against the backdrop of the First World War, the particularities of Ulster’s 

political strife become more acutely evident, and specifically the religious and 

cultural side of the divide Kavanagh was to find himself on; the subsequent 

chapters are pockmarked by recurring pro-German statements made by a 

variety of background characters alongside a burgeoning Irish Republican 

sentiment: ‘The German’s a good soldier. Up the German […] Up Sinn Fein, 

good ‘oul Germany; England’s gettin’ her oats now and time to ate it.’28 As the 

book’s context slides towards the War of Independence and subsequent Civil 

War, Kavanagh’s position would crystalize as he describes the 1919 General 

Election as ‘more than a mere election. It was the battle of youth and the New 

Ireland versus the old men and the old servitude.’ Parallel to the violent shift 

in Ireland’s political tectonics are snippets of the older, bucolic Ulster that 

dominated the early sections of the novel, as Kavanagh describes during ‘The 

War’ chapter a trip through Rocksavage as being ‘where the fairy folk hide. 

The whins on the Forth Hill grew ten feet high, and in between them were 

magical countries where cowslips and banshees’ thimbles grew. The 

banshee’s thimble was a wild foxglove. I once put the thimbles and was told 

that the Banshee would call for me before a year.’29 The remnant echoes of this 

ancient folklore throw a wan light on what the partition of Ireland was to rent 

                                                           
28 Kavanagh, The Green Fool, pp. 58, 102. 

 
29 Kavanagh, The Green Fool, p. 65. 
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asunder. The Lilliputian nature of Kavanagh’s childish sectarian assault on the 

Protestant boy was to become enshrined in a bloody cultural and political 

schism that would banish the Gaelic culture of Ulster to the margins of the 

new Northern Irish state and, in the wake of this severance, provide the 

impetus for the likes of Hewitt to reach back artificially into the past in order 

to contrive a narrow and exclusive sense of cultural and artistic hegemony that 

had little time for the Ulster of Kavanagh’s experience.  

Kavanagh’s active role in the Civil War carried with it the evidence of 

a burgeoning ambivalent pluralism when it came to mixing principle and 

profit that would stay with the writer all his life. In his own words he 

‘managed to get in a bit of work for Ireland on the side. Some members of the 

I.R.A. operated in that area. I joined their evenings and got a kick out of it. We 

cut the telegraph wires every evening […] My patriotic activities sharpened 

my zest for work, though not of course very sharp.’30 Quinn notes his 

participation in a raid on a post office in which he stole a lamp, a theft for 

which his father ‘thrashed him and sent him back to the village to return the 

stolen goods’ and also that ‘physically, Patrick was a rather cowardly youth 

and his participation in guerrilla activities appears to have been at a fairly low 

level.’31 

                                                           
30 Kavanagh, The Green Fool, p. 130. 

 
31 Quinn, Kavanagh: A Biography, p. 36. 
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If Kavanagh’s sympathies had been with the Anti-Treaty side during 

the Civil War, then by the time Kavanagh’s Weekly appeared his attitude 

towards Northern Ireland had softened significantly, indeed the magazine’s 

very first article finds Kavanagh railing against a ‘victory of mediocrity’ 

within the now Republic of Ireland that draws him into a favourable 

comparison with how ‘oddly enough, or maybe not so oddly in the Six 

Counties they managed to combine the efficiency of modern marketing with 

a respect for traditions. As a result the Six Counties today is the only part of 

romantic Ireland left for tourists or ourselves.’32 The lamenting ‘look North’ is 

indicative of a wider disappointment Kavanagh felt regarding the nature of 

1950s’ Irish society as he declares ‘thirty years ago the southern section of this 

country won what was called freedom […] It is possible that political liberty 

is a superficial thing and that it always produces the apotheosis of the 

mediocrity.’ These bald statements must be qualified by the context into which 

Kavanagh was himself immersed by the early ‘50s; having become a central 

figure within the McDaid’s Bohemian group, the poet was experiencing a 

profound thematic shift within his own writing – a transitional period he 

would later refer to as a poetic rebirth.33 This change manifested itself in a 

shedding of the rural skin of pastoral verse that had typified his early work, 

                                                           
 
32 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘A Victory of Mediocrity’, Kavanagh’s Weekly, vol.1, no.1 (April 12, 1952), 

p.1. 
33 Quinn, Kavanagh: A Biography, p. 301. 
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and with that went much of the referential descriptions of Gaelic Ulster. It is 

also at this point that Kavanagh, as Smyth notes, begins to crystallise notions 

of parochialism, an ‘attempt to expose the partial vision on which dominant 

nationalist ideology was constructed, and the resistance offered to the 

hegemony of specialisation in the realm of literature’34 This process inclined 

him to address the state of Irish artistic culture as he saw it and the 

development of a determinedly caustic strain of critical invective that began 

and was honed in Envoy and spilled over unchecked into Weekly. In looking 

North to a place that had artificially determined he no longer belonged, 

Kavanagh was harnessing his particularly contrary brand of criticism to reveal 

his profound dissatisfaction with the present state of Irish art.  

This is not to suggest that Northern Irish writing was spared 

Kavanagh’s wrath, indeed an article from May 3rd 1952 finds him opening up 

a salvo on the affected dropping of the final ‘g’ in order to contrive a more 

authentic vernacular image that he derides as ‘loanins’. Unsurprisingly many 

of the contributors of Rann find themselves squarely in line for a Kavanagh 

broadside: 

The Northern bards have their own sort of tinkers. The Northern bards 

are always going down a loanin’ […] As we progress in the black north 

we soon come up several other loanins upon which dander the several 

                                                           
34 Gerry Smyth, Decolonisation and Criticism, p.112. 



247 
 

figures of Lynn Doyle, Richard Hayward, Richard Rowley, “John o’ the 

North” and many other sharp-eyed businessmen in disguise.35 

 

Another erstwhile Northern target of Kavanagh’s was W.R. ‘Bertie’ Rodgers. 

Rodgers, a lapsed Presbyterian minister who worked as a BBC radio producer 

and script writer enjoyed a mixed relationship with the irascible Kavanagh. 

As a letter from 1943 shows, Kavanagh was initially warm towards the Belfast 

poet and appeared keen to establish a professional and literary relationship: 

Dear Mr Rodgers, 

I am “guest editor” of The Bell in [sic] next January and if you would 

send me anything I should be as excited as I’d be surprised. Maybe you 

will. You have stimulated my aesthetic emotions very much. I’d need 

to know before Nov 1st. 

All good wishes, 

Patrick Kavanagh.36 

 

However, by 1947 the relationship appeared strained, and the correspondence 

found Kavanagh on terse form: 

Dear Rodgers, 

If you are still interested in the dramatic possibilities of "Tarry Flynn" 

I'd like to hear from you. On the other hand you need not assume that 

                                                           
35 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘The Tinker’s Loanin’, Kavanagh’s Weekly, vol.1, no.3 (May 3 1952) p. 7. 

 
36 Handwritten letter from Kavanagh to Rodgers, held in Public Record Office of Northern 

Ireland (PRONI) archives – box number D2833/0/1/9/1. 
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I am coming with my tail between me legs hoping to get taken on by 

the "so-called" BBC I am just thinking that the money would be nice. 

With best wishes to a stern Calvinist, 

I remain most sincerely yours, 

Patrick Kavanagh37 

 

By the time Kavanagh came to raise his complaint against his exclusion from 

Rann he was at the point of open hostility towards the writer, declaring: 

W.R Rodgers has a poem here too, so influenced by Hopkins that one 

wonders Rodgers can be so lacking in pride. Rodgers’ contrived verse 

not only exposes himself but also to some degree his master, Hopkins. 

For all that it must be admitted that there is feeling in this verse of 

Rodgers’ if one can stomach the awfulness of such things as 

Over the balconies of these curvey breasts – 

Hurry with the basin.38 

 

The article goes on to launch a sneering evisceration of Rodgers’ poetic 

method, deriding him as a ‘manufacturer’ who represents ‘the very antithesis 

of the poetic mind. Here we have a man thinking out new ways of saying 

nothing. All invention.’ 

Kavanagh’s impugning of Rodgers’ authenticity as a writer surfaces 

again in a Kavanagh’s Weekly article ‘Paris in Aran’ concerning an introduction 

                                                           
37 Letter from Kavanagh to Rodgers, held at the PRONI archive, box D2833/C/1/9/2. 

 
38 Kavanagh, ‘A Wheen of Weans’, p. 7. 
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Rodgers wrote for a collection of J.M Synge plays, and here Kavanagh’s 

disdain for the Northern poet takes a disturbingly sectarian turn: 

I bought the Penguin edition of the plays of Synge solely for the 

introduction for WR Rodgers, for at a glance anyone could see that Mr 

Rodgers is a remarkable bucklepper. Sorry for using that word again 

but it is the word that best fits this thing. Mr Rodgers is a word-weaver, 

a phrase-maker the equal of any Radio Eireann writers. There is 

something to be said for Rodgers’ buckleppin Irishness: he is out of 

touch with anything that may be called Irish and he is not good enough 

to live without a country.  

Sometimes I am tempted to forget the Protestant friends of this paper 

and to cry “What dreadful humbug Protestantism!” […] 

But because of all this Mr Rodgers is well qualified to introduce Synge: 

he is a protestant clergyman and Synge was connected with that 

profession. What is the dominant note in Synge? I would say bitterly 

Non-Irish. It all came from the basic insincerity upon which he built. A 

man should be true to himself first of all, for unless a man is true to 

himself the mould is false. 

Synge provided Irish protestants who are worried about being “Irish” 

with an artificial country. One hates being sectarian in this matter, but 

it all springs from insincerity, and literature has to do with sincerity. It 

doesn’t matter what so-called nationality you belong to.39 

 

The introduction in question acknowledges the hybridity of Synge’s Anglo-

Irish heritage: ‘Synge wanted the best of both worlds. For he was born 

between two worlds, of Anglo-Irish stock […] Like others of that divided 

Anglo-Irish race – from Sheridan to Shaw – he sought expression for, and 

found resolution of, that conflict in the writing of drama. His unity is in his 

                                                           
39 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Paris in Aran’, Kavanagh’s Weekly, vol.1, no.9 (7 June 1952), p.7 
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plays.’40 While Rodgers’ introduction may merit the accusation of being a little 

light on substance (he offers scant insight beyond biographical information 

and declarative truisms in relation to Synge’s artistic intent), there is little 

justification for the blisteringly myopic invective unleashed by Kavanagh. The 

main objection appears to be that Synge – and by extension Rodgers – have no 

grounds or right to encroach on the subject matter of rural Ireland, with the 

dominant justification for this demanded preclusion being their religion; it is 

as if Kavanagh is invoking that other Ulster Protestant writer Louis MacNeice 

in demanding they be ‘banned forever from the candles of the Irish poor’ and 

in a curious reciprocity displays a similarly myopic and insular approach to 

cultural authenticity as Hewitt does in his exclusion of Kavanagh from Ulster 

affairs.  

 The tendency for Kavanagh to view Protestant perspectives on matters 

of Irish identity as a byword for authorial or poetic inauthenticity, as 

expressed in his attack on Rodgers, was not the first time the Monaghan poet 

had allowed, inadvertently or otherwise, the well of his desire for artistic 

sincerity to become poisoned by sectarian myopia. In a 1947 article published 

in Irish Writing, Kavanagh appraises the work of Mayo-born F.R. Higgins thus: 

‘the work of F.R. Higgins is based on an illusion – on a myth in which he 
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pretended to believe. The myth and illusion was ‘Ireland’. One must try to get 

somethings straight about the man: He was a Protestant. He most desperately 

wanted to be what mystically, or poetically, does not exist, an ‘Irishman’.’41 

The placing of a reference to Higgins’ Protestantism before a subsequent 

explanation of his deficiency in ‘Irishness’ appears continually throughout the 

essay and frames the central thrust of Kavanagh’s appraisal of the poet’s work 

as an inauthentic and contrived attempt to represent something he is 

inherently, by dint of his religion, excluded from. Higgins’ engagement with 

acts of Catholic worship surfaces as one of the sorer points of Kavanagh’s 

disapproval, as he complains ‘throughout his [Higgins] work there are many 

allusions to Catholic ritual. If he were a really true poet he would be always 

‘making out and the door shut’, as the saying goes; he would have written 

about a Protestant church and a Protestant service – and while it might not be 

as droll, it would have the merit of being sincere.’42 Subsequently, Kavanagh 

extends the point to ‘Irish Protestant writers in general’ who, he contends, are 

‘trying to bypass Rome on their way to the heart of Ireland.’ The article finishes 

with a post-script note in which Kavanagh responds to concerns raised by the 

magazine’s editors that ‘my thesis gives the impression that I think a 

Protestant writer cannot be an Irish writer, and have asked if I would disclaim 
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such a theory.’ Kavanagh’s response is initially rather uncharacteristically 

evasive, asking rhetorically ‘who wants to be an Irish writer’, before 

subsequently elaborating the point by stating: 

a man is what he is, and if there is some mystical quality in the Nation 

or the race it will ooze through his skin. Many Protestants, doubting 

that their Irishism would ooze, have put it on from the outside. 

National characteristics are superficial qualities and are not the stuff 

with which the poet deals. The subject matter of the poet is the 

Universal and in this he is one with Catholicism. By a peculiar paradox 

the pursuit of the Universal and fundamental produces the most 

exciting local colour as well. In desiring to be ‘Irish’ a man is pursuing 

the non-essential local colour. ‘Seek first the Kingdom of God and its 

justice and all things will be added.’43 

Here, Kavanagh’s consistently adhered to principle of authorial authenticity 

of experience becomes blurred with his own evidently ambivalent attitude 

towards the desirability of Irishness as a poetic theme. The position, from 

which emanated much of the poet’s hostility towards the nation-building 

contrivances of the Literary Revival, when applied to the contentious role of 

religion within the sphere of Irish identity comes to manifest continually as 

the logical fallacy of post hoc ergo propter hoc; in Kavanagh’s eyes, because 

Protestant writers approached the issue of Irishness from a position he judged 

to be inauthentic, so their Protestantism came to represent the central cause of 

that inauthenticity. The preclusive nature of this position is exacerbated by 

Kavanagh’s decision to define the poet’s necessary preoccupation with the 
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Universal in terms of ‘Catholicism.’ The use of the capitalised form of the 

word, pertaining specifically as it does in matters ecclesiological to the Roman 

Catholic Church as opposed the non-denominational catholicity of its 

meaning when deployed in lowercase, indicates a deliberate obfuscation by 

dint of knowing elision on Kavanagh’s part. This, in turn, inherently alters the 

subsequent tone of the posited paradox regarding sincerely procured ‘local 

colour’ and, when presented in a treatise so explicitly concerned with the 

nature of religion in relation to culture, heavily implies the incompatibility of 

Protestantism with an experientially authentic Irish identity. 

 The sectarian undertones of Kavanagh’s article sparked a flurry of 

enflamed correspondence to the letters section of The Irish Times that began 

with the poet’s longstanding antagonist Austin Clarke venturing his opinion 

on Kavanagh’s insight, or lack thereof. Taking issue with the dismissal of 

Higgins’ ‘At Flock Mass’ as ‘pure Protestantism posing as Catholicism’,44 

Clarke pointedly highlights that ‘unfortunately for Mr. Kavanagh, “At Flock 

Mass” is merely an adaptation of a fifteenth century anonymous Spanish 

poem, in which a lover boasts of the surpassing beauty of his mistress’, before 

waspishly concluding that ‘before setting himself up as an authority, Mr. 

Kavanagh should become acquainted with the history of Catholic literature.’45 
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This was swiftly followed by ‘An Open Letter to Patrick Kavanagh’ penned 

by Ewart Milne and published two days later. The letter praises Kavanagh’s 

‘way of saying things’ before directly addressing the issue of sectarianism in 

the poet’s treatment of Higgins: 

you were hardly concerned with F.R. Higgins’s work and achievement 

at all, but very concerned with F.R. Higgins as a man and as a 

Protestant. In particular you were concerned with the fact of his 

Protestantism. Indeed you begin your article with the statement that 

F.R. Higgins was a Protestant, and it is in the light of this fact, as also in 

the light of some other characteristics which you suggest were allied to 

his Protestantism, that you form your judgement on his poetry.46 

 

Milne goes on to label Kavanagh’s willingness to lever religion as an angle 

from which to denigrate Higgins’s work as ‘a sneaking form of attack which, 

the better to discredit Protestantism in the eyes of a Catholic population, allies 

it, on the one hand, with “gallivanting” and insincerity, and, on the other 

hand, with Communism.’47 The reference to Communism is in response to 

Kavanagh labelling the ideology ‘the real Protestantism of our times’,48 and 

Milne, similar to Clarke, addresses a recurring seam of ignorance within the 

foundations of Kavanagh’s attacks, observing sharply that ‘As to 

Communism, perhaps you [Kavanagh] are not aware that in many countries, 

                                                           
46 Ewart Milne, ‘Open Letter to Patrick Kavanagh’, The Irish Times (8 December 1947), p. 3. 

 
47 Milne, ‘Letter to Patrick Kavanagh’, p. 3. 

 
48 Kavanagh, ‘Gallivanting Poet’, p. 63. 



255 
 

both orthodox and unorthodox, Catholic and Protestant, are united under its 

banner. Or, perhaps, you have not heard that the members of the Polish 

Government to-day in Catholic Poland are Communists and Socialists.’ 

The considerable length and evidently heartfelt nature of Milne’s 

protest against Kavanagh’s article appears to be rooted, fundamentally, in 

objection to the personal nature of the essay’s content, as Milne concludes by 

asking  

was it really necessary to dwell on F.R. Higgins’s “unIrishness,” on 

what you call his desperate wish to be a “droll, gallivanting Irishman,” 

when by doing so it is quite possible you may give needless pain to 

those of his relatives still living, and to his friends? For my part, after 

reading your article I recognise that there is an Ireland in which I would 

not wish to have any part or lot, and can hardly believe F.R. Higgins 

did not feel the same as I do. But at the same time I recognise that he 

paid the country of his birth, and mine, the highest compliment of 

which he was capable by wanting, so desperately, to be Irish, 

“gallivanting” or otherwise.49 

 

The affective reading of Kavanagh’s criticism by Milne, from which the 

London-based poet appeared to have derived a considerable amount of 

personal offence, itself engendered a deal of criticism from other sections of 

the paper’s readership. One such critique was offered by an A. Monan of 

Rathmines; while ‘joining Mr. Ewart Milne in his criticism of Patrick 

Kavanagh’s article’, the writer stated explicitly that they did so without ‘any 
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desire to defend the late F.R. Higgins, Protestant poets, or Irishism’. Rather, 

the focus of their objection was one ‘directed not at Mr Kavanagh’s intention 

but at his method’ and of the opinion that Kavanagh had been ‘attempting the 

impossible – to express an intuitive dislike in terms of reason. Verse and 

critical prose stand apart as do religion and philosophy. The one is based on 

intuition, the other on reason. Any attempt at synthesis must inevitably fail 

and, worse than that, inevitably irritate.’50 

The observation of Kavanagh’s episodic tendency to position an 

emotional stance at the centre of an argument and subsequently endeavour to 

rationalise outwards is one that highlights the rather ephemeral nature of his 

artistic philosophy, both in terms of his critical writing and his poetry. This 

quality is one remarked on by Anthony Cronin in his essay ‘Patrick Kavanagh: 

Alive and Well in Dublin’: 

there is a sense in which Kavanagh may be said to defy criticism […] 

you can look in vain in his poems for elaborate metaphors, 

correspondences, symbols and symbolic extensions of meaning […] 

Kavanagh was, up to a point anyway, a direct poet. His subtleties are 

the subtleties of perception, not of elaboration.51 
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For his own part, Kavanagh responded directly to Milne’s criticism a week or 

so later, addressing the accusation of sectarianism in relation to art and 

nationality directly, while also managing to strike a blow at several 

longstanding enemies within Dublin’s established literary scene: 

Mr Ewart Milne demands a reply from me and himself supplies it: - 

“Protestant poetry is un-Irish poetry.” It was against the silliness 

expressed in this phrease that I wrote in my essay on Higgins. Poetry is 

not Irish or any other nationality; and when writers such as Messrs. 

Clarke, Farren and the late F.R. Higgins pursue “Irishness” as a poetic 

end they are merely exploiting incidental local colour […] There is no 

poetic merit in the adjective “Irish,” though mediocrity tries to put itself 

across on this fortuitous and empty distinction. Mr Milne spoke of a 

common religion, the poet’s religion. He was right. There is a common 

religion. A man being simply and sincerely his unique himself.52  

This explanation is plausible enough, with its critical thrust remaining 

consistent with the burgeoning fixation with elementally experiential 

authenticity that would come to develop into the guiding artistic and critical 

position of Envoy and the coterminous preoccupations of Kavanagh’s poetry 

of the period. However, the regularity with which Kavanagh returned to the 

theme of Protestantism representing a significant, if not insurmountable, 

obstacle to authenticity in relation to the subject of Ireland and Irishness 

would indicate that sectarian prejudice did at least partially account for his 

position on this matter. Indeed, Kavanagh’s negativity towards Protestant 

forms of Christianity remained a theme of his critical writing until his death; 

                                                           
52 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Gallivanting Poet’, The Irish Times (19 December 1947), p. 9. 

 



258 
 

in a preface to William Carleton’s autobiography, his last piece of published 

prose, Kavanagh disingenuously declares ‘naturally I have no prejudice 

against Protestantism, except that it appears to me to be based on everything 

that is weak in Christianity.’53 

That Kavanagh and Hewitt had inadvertently shared one of Ulster’s 

ugliest cultural traits can be viewed in relation to the unbidden similarities 

between their respective tenets of Regionalism and Parochialism, as Elmer 

Kennedy-Andrews suggests:   

Each of these older poets represents a different form of resistance to the 

metanarratives of nationalism, Irish or Unionist/British. In the 

unresolved dialectic between the sense of displacement and the longing 

for home, there are at one end of the spectrum Hewitt’s regionalism 

and Kavanagh’s parochialism as versions of the territorial option which 

construes place as the unifying ground of identity.54 

Following this line of argument, an engagement with the physical landscape 

of home as a mechanism for establishing legitimacy or provenance can become 

transposed to the arenas of faith, cultural practice, and politics as a means – 

tacit or explicit – of excluding or denigrating the other. As such, one area 

where Kavanagh and Hewitt enjoyed an unlikely, if straightforward accord 

was the matter of the Irish language. While Hewitt simply failed to attach any 

significance beyond a tangential happenstance to the language’s relevance to 
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his vision of Ulster, Kavanagh – ensconced within a state that had deemed 

Irish to be its first official language – regarded it with derision, viewing it as 

an unnecessary and retrogressive cultural step:  

The Twenty-Six County State spends over ten and a half million 

pounds on education each year. Of this sum 7 ½ millions are spent on 

Primary education and 1 ½ millions on Secondary education […] 

Practically all of that 7 ½ million is wasted. A great deal on the stupid 

teaching of Gaelic language […] whenever I hear of a man, be he bishop 

or politician, talking about restoring the Gaelic language I must come 

to the conclusion that he is an enemy of thought.55 

 

In this stance – expressed with trademark belligerence – Kavanagh found 

himself diametrically opposed to another figure within the McDaid’s coterie 

who also had his origins within the historic province of Ulster. 

Brian O’Nolan, born in Strabane, County Tyrone, to a family of 

impeccable gaeilgeoirí credentials, was moved to respond to Kavanagh’s 

dismissal of Irish in a letter published in the periodical’s following issue: 

Sir – your weekly – being a “A Journal of Literature and Politics” – does 

itself no service in publishing repeated attacks on the policy of teaching 

the Irish language in the schools. Most people take the term “literature” 

to mean all the literatures of the earth, ancient and modern; Irish is a 

precise, elegant and cultivated language, with a most unusual and 

curious literature. Your attitude appears to arise from plain ignorance 

of it […] there [is not] anything “literary” or even civilised in 

denouncing the study of any branch of human knowledge and 

experience. A perusal of the preface to Silva Gadelica by Standish Hayes 

O’ Grady would well repay you. 
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Any notion of reviving Irish as the universal language of the country is 

manifestly impossible and ridiculous but the continued awareness here 

of the Gaelic norm of word and thought is vital to the preservation of 

our peculiar and admired methods of hiring English.56 

The riposte highlights the gulf in the two authors’ levels of formal education, 

as well as the extent to which either considered Irish a manifest expression of 

cultural and political identity, both in terms of Ulster and Ireland as a whole. 

O’Nolan’s father, Michael, was a Queens University graduate, subsequently a 

civil servant who taught Irish in Brian’s home town, and whose brother 

Gearóid was Professor of Irish at St Patrick’s College, Maynooth.57 Just as 

O’Nolan’s background was more overtly grounded in an interaction with the 

Irish language than Kavanagh’s, so too was his immersion with 

Republicanism; as Kavanagh’s father displayed an ambivalent reluctance to 

take sides during either the War of Independence or Civil War, O’Nolan’s 

brother Ciarán recounts in his biography of Brian their own father’s position: 

‘I remember our father revealing his attitude […] when an English airship 

came across the sky and flew over our house. ‘Where is it going? I asked him. 

‘To Hell, I hope,’ he answered’.58 
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Ciarán Ó Nuálláin’s book, similar to Kavanagh’s The Green Fool, 

presents the wars initially as a kind of narrative backdrop that provides 

necessary personal and political context without coming to dominate the early 

exchanges of either work. The major contextual differences are that neither 

O’Nolan brother was old enough to have participated in either war and 

subsequently Ciarán’s account is strictly that of an observer. The O’Nolan 

family had, by the time of conflict, left Ulster to reside in Dublin. Thus, the 

Dublin references do obviously provide several points of departure from 

Kavanagh’s experience, such as the boys’ uncle Eugene being arrested and 

sentenced to six months imprisonment in Crumlin Road gaol, initially for 

organising opposition to conscription in 1918 and then for refusing to 

recognise the court.59 Despite the move to Dublin, the seam of both the Irish 

language and Republicanism remain present within the book, as Ciarán 

describes the brothers being ’patriotic’ in those years and members of a branch 

of An Fáinne in Dún Laoghaire. The organization ran monthly céilithe and 

raised money for the Gaelic League by organizing door-to-door collections, 

and the brothers ‘took part in these activities […] some of our friends […] were 

great enthusiasts about the Irish language.’  
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The O’Nolans’ location in Dún Laoghoire provided the young Brian 

ample opportunity to whet his appetite for the statements of public subversion 

for which he was later to achieve literary acclaim. The area was, as Ciarán 

describes, ‘populated at that time by a very pro-British contingent’ where ‘it 

was customary for the Union Jack to be flown alongside the flags of other 

nations whenever there was an event.’ This was an act that offended the 

Republican sensibilities of the brothers who ‘took exception to this practice 

and took down as many Union Jacks as we could. The Royal George Yacht 

Club had a large Union Jack flying from the flagstaff of the club, and on one 

occasion we managed to take this down and burnt it. Brian was no passive 

observer in these activities.’60 

This penchant for public acts of Republicanism while residing in a 

staunchly Unionist area highlights an enduring note of dislocation present 

within both O’ Nolan the man, and the literary masks he assumed. This sense 

of dispossession in the context of his Ulster Republican background is 

particularly acute in some of his earliest short fiction such as ‘Revenge Upon 

the English in the Year 2032!’ And ‘The Arrival and Departure of John Bull: 

The Relic of English – Let it Be Put on Record!’ Both stories were originally 

published in Irish in the Irish Press in 1932, and their narratives reveal the acute 

political and cultural satire for which the author was to become renowned set 
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to a pronounced Republican bent alongside several intimations of the authors’ 

resonant Ulster context. For example, in ‘Revenge Upon The English’ an Irish 

gaeilgeoir is transported a hundred years into the future to find himself in an 

Ireland where Irish is once more the dominant tongue and where a monoglot 

Englishman, lost without an Irish phrasebook, is requesting directions to an 

English-speaking hotel. It is interesting to note here that the original 

publication was written in the Gaelic uncial script apart from the passages 

spoken by the Englishman, which are rendered in the Roman alphabet;61 this 

distinction appears consistently within O’Nolan’s short Irish language fiction 

and indicates a potential hint upon the part of the author towards the 

Imperial/Colonial nature of the interactive history between the two languages. 

The Irishman, ostensibly wishing to appear helpful to the floundering 

tourist assures him that ‘there is at least one person who speaks English in 

every hotel in the city.’ And provides him with an Irish phrasebook: 

PHRASEBOOK 

Suitable, appropriate and expedient for the use of the foreigner,  

includes: 

• Gaelic songs and airs 

• Gaelic phrases 

• Ulster Gaelic phrases 
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With reference to the everyday lives of the people in every district, 

diocese and parish of Ireland.62 

The noted distinction between ‘Gaelic Phrases’ and ‘Ulster Gaelic Phrases’ 

references a particularity of O’Nolan’s own linguistic identity, for the O’Nolan 

children were brought up speaking the distinctive Ulster dialect of Irish63 and 

the tension between his own personal idiom and the officially sanctioned 

version of the language taught in schools was one that rankled with the author 

throughout his career. The personal affinity with the Ulster version of the 

language also represents one of the comparatively few direct literary 

references O’Nolan made regarding the distinct particularities of the province 

of his birth. 

O’Nolan’s criticism of Kavanagh’s dismissal of Irish on the grounds 

that it ‘is vital to the preservation of our peculiar and admired methods of 

handling English’ reflect his keen ear for the subtle inflections of Irish 

idiomatic speech. This is highly evident in another early Irish language story 

‘The Arrival and Departure of John Bull: The Relic of English – Let it Be Put 

on Record!’ in which a giant John Bull appears and demands evidence of any 

remnant of the English language still spoken within Ireland. When an old man 

from Belfast – one of only four living English speakers left on the island – is 

called forth, he can speak only one line: ‘Not an inch. Used as a pawn in the 
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game. Up the Twalth. To aitch with the Pee.’64 This line reflects O’Nolan’s 

developed sense of Ulster idioms and the political and often sectarian 

influences that underpinned them; the use of partition-era slogans – ‘not an 

inch […] pawn in the game’ – leaves the reader in no doubt as to the Unionist 

politics of the speaker, alongside the religious implications of ‘up the Twalth’ 

(of July) and the more subtle ‘to aitch with the Pee’ wherein the author can be 

seen to riff on the well-established sectarian stereotype of the different 

Catholic and Protestant pronunciations of the letter ‘h’ (‘haitch’ and ‘aitch’ 

respectively), which in turn pushes the reader to interpret ‘Pee’ as Pope in a 

curious combination of textual and oral allusions that together emphasise 

O’Nolan’s ability to identify and express the nuances of a sectarian division, 

one sorely felt in Ulster, that had recently (the story was written just a decade 

after the Civil War) come to result in the partition of Ireland. 

In response to O’Nolan’s pointed criticism, Kavanagh did concede that 

‘there are some better things in Rann’ and also goes on to entertain the 

possibility that 

we did lose something with the Gaelic language though not all. There 

are still the place names and if only the idiotic revisers of the language 

would realise that these places names are almost the only living part of 

the Gaelic language and concentrate on them and stem out from them 

there would be some hope. For the value of the ancient language is in 

the sense of continuity we have when we look down on the corridor of 

                                                           
64 Murphy et al, Flann O’ Brien, p33. 



266 
 

history that it provides. No use saving the dry bones of a language if 

the artificial spirit you put into it is something foreign to the country.65 

 

This reflective statement finds Kavanagh in a rare conciliatory mood that 

would indicate something approaching a retreat from his earlier stridency on 

matters pertaining to Irish. It is significant to note that this statement comes in 

the same issue of Kavanagh’s Weekly as Myles’ letter of complaint regarding 

Kavanagh’s earlier attacks on the language, and as such is an indication that 

the poet had taken his friend’s criticism on board. This in itself is illuminating 

of the esteem in which Kavanagh held his fellow Ulsterman, for as John Ryan 

recorded, he was someone ‘who threw compliments about like a man with no 

arms’ but referred to O’Nolan as ‘incomparable’ and, after the younger man’s 

death had ‘remarked […] there was really nobody left to talk to in Dublin […] 

he was one of the few writers in whose company he [Kavanagh] was 

completely at ease; his respect for him was complete; he was his peer; like 

himself he had chosen the tougher going, the thinner air of Upper Parnassus.’66 

This in turn indicates the existence of a reciprocal relationship and a cross-

pollination of ideas towards cultural and literary matters among members of 

a group broadly intolerant of most contemporaries who were dependent on 

one another for their own critical and philosophical development and in 
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whose respective outputs the influence of one another can be readily seen to 

exist. 

The interest taken in matters concerning Northern Ireland by 

Kavanagh’s Weekly indicates more than a passing or residual identity with the 

partitioned section of the editor’s native province. Indeed, having come from 

a Republican area, and with Patrick having participated at least to some extent 

in the Civil War, it would seem only logical that the brothers would continue 

to take notice of the issues facing the North. To this effect, and in one of the 

most unusual pieces contained within the magazine, Peter Kavanagh 

undertakes an interview with Independent Unionist MP Tommy Henderson. 

Opening the article with a seeming reluctance, Kavanagh explains that ‘I went 

up to Belfast the other day to look around and see how the administration and 

the people were handling themselves. I stayed only one day because I had 

learned from previous experience that Belfast always gives me a headache if I 

stay for a longer period.’67 The scene Kavanagh describes is one of an 

embittered civilian populace, fixated with the myopic idiosyncrasies of its 

own condition and determinedly ignorant of the world outside its borders. Of 

the latent sectarianism associated with both the city and the wider province, 

Kavanagh remarks ‘there are only two sides to any question, the Catholic and 

the Protestants’ and that the two communities ‘act as if they belonged to two 
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different races; the Protestant section content themselves by a totally irrational 

attachment to King Billy (1690) while the Catholics crowd into their churches 

for seven days a week and, when they are not praying, are thinking of Patrick 

Sarsfield or some other vague historical figure.’68 Kavanagh’s interview with 

Henderson turns out to be rather a short one in which he asks the MP about 

the possibility of unemployed workers turning to communism: ‘The Northern 

man will never become a communist’, and for any insight into a perception of 

Northern Ireland’s role in world affairs: ‘we stand with England. Whatever 

England does we will accept.’ On the issue of partition and any possibility of 

a thaw in relations between North and South, Henderson is similarly 

unequivocal: ‘They won’t change over there in the South, but even if they did 

and joined the British Commonwealth we would still demand a parliament of 

our own up in the North. We could never trust the sincerity of such a move.’69 

The peremptory intransigence of Henderson’s responses do reinforce 

Kavanagh’s initial assertions of a populace broadly unconcerned with affairs 

beyond their own sphere as he concludes ‘elections in Belfast are a foregone 

conclusion. The Unionists have themselves so entrenched, their organisation 

so efficiently streamlined, and the voters so completely doped that there is no 

need for them to bother [campaigning].’70 The tone of the piece is one of bluff 

                                                           
68 Kavanagh, ‘Doleful’, p. 4. 

 
69 Kavanagh, ‘Doleful’, p. 4. 
70 Kavanagh, ‘Doleful’, p. 4. 



269 
 

resignation, there appears to be little dismay at the seeming impossibility of a 

united Ireland (or Ulster), but for the periodical to have taken such an 

enduring and wide reaching interest in affairs north of the border would 

suggest a motivation beyond mere intellectual curiosity, moreover one that 

has its roots in a commonality of experience (both unifying and divisive) with 

the people and culture of Northern Ireland, namely that of the province of 

Ulster. 

Patrick Kavanagh’s desire to engage with the North both culturally and 

artistically is most heavily evident by the presence of one of the few regular 

columns contributed to the magazine that was written by someone other than 

Patrick or his brother Peter, namely the Belfast writer Gerard Keenan. Keenan 

was later to become more widely known in the 1970s for his contributions to 

the Northern magazine The Honest Ulsterman under the pseudonyms Jude the 

Obscure and Joe Biggar, but the regularity with which he appeared in 

Kavanagh’s Weekly does indicate that Kavanagh was keen to maintain links 

with the North, even while he was frustrated by the reductive take on matters 

pertaining to Ulster forwarded by many of the state’s literary figures. 

Keenan’s first appearance in the magazine in April 1952 certainly shares a 

commonality of expression regarding the nature of artistic and cultural life 

within Belfast: ‘rioting is dead in Belfast and it may never return, but I think 

dullness will always be its destiny. There is no food here for the intellect and 
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there never will be, because the city is too small to maintain such a luxury. 

What is the score? An inadequate Art Gallery […] two theatres and an 

unsophisticated and poorly read intelligentsia.’71 Keenan’s ensuing 

description of the artistic life of the city bears significant similarities to 

Kavanagh’s assessment of 1950’s Dublin as does his appraisal of Bertie 

Rodgers: ‘I remember a programme by W.R. Rodgers called “Return to 

Armagh”, meretricious as is most of his work.’ Among the other notable 

contributions made to Kavanagh’s Weekly was an article entitled ‘Mr Hewitt’s 

Folly’ wherein Keenan takes issue with a Hewitt poem that contains the lines 

‘I have no symbol for this clay-red town/its painted gables and its marching 

feet.’ Keenan’s response is severe and poignant: ‘but in symbol, despite his 

humility, he has indulged and in one figurative of a reality, which is odious to 

intelligent persons of every confession.’72 This damning assessment of 

Hewitt’s high-handed dismissal of Belfast city indicates a further reductive 

nuance in Hewitt’s own approximation of what constituted an authentic 

Northern Irish culture and also a dissatisfaction with those self-same 

approximations that Keenan shared with Kavanagh. 

For his own part, Keenan’s desire for, and attempts to foster, a corridor 

of intellectual and artistic correspondence between bohemian Dublin and his 

                                                           
71 Gerard Keenan, ‘Refugee From Mars’, Kavanagh’s Weekly, vol.1, no.2  (19 April 1952), p. 4.  

 
72 Gerard Keenan, ‘Mr Hewitt’s Folly’, Kavanagh’s Weekly, vol. 1, no. 4 (3 May 1952), pp. 5-7. 
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own circle in Belfast is acutely evident in a series of unpublished, semi-

autobiographical novels that can be loosely titled ‘The Chronicles of Farset’. 

Farset, a subterranean river that serves as a tributary to Belfast’s Lagan, was 

used as a metaphorical pseudonym for the Northern Irish capital by Keenan 

as well as for the subversive nature of his creative coterie, as he describes how 

I had often thought that my friends and I lived a life in Belfast that was 

hidden, dishonoured and disowned as the course of the Farset river, 

once important enough to have given its name to the city, now obliged 

to carry the city’s sewage under the pavements of the high street.73 

 

The earliest interaction between Keenan’s friends and Kavanagh appears to 

have occurred in the late 1940s, recounted by critic J.B. Kilfeather in an article 

for Threshold magazine in 1980. The scene Kilfeather describes is one of a 

tightknit literary circle happening upon a revelatory influence: 

The [Falls Road] librarian, Joe Fitzsimmons lent me The Green Fool by 

Patrick Kavanagh, and I returned my own choice, Faulkner or whoever, 

to the open shelves. I quickly read the book and passed it on to a small 

group of friends – Renée Doherty (later to become my wife), Peggy 

Dougan and Gerry Keenan. Each of us liked the book and we took the 

step, unusual for us then, of buying Kavanagh’s poetry first hand […] 

We all liked our “new discovery”, but Renée’s enthusiasm extended to 

the degree that she sent Kavanagh a letter of admiration through his 

                                                           
73 Gerard Keenan, Farset (unpublished novel, 1963-64), p. 609.  – This manuscript along with 

The Street Walkers of Pimlico, and Meet Doctor Foo, and the personal correspondence featured 

in this chapter form part of a private collection of writing and letters loaned to the author of 

this thesis by John Keenan, Gerard’s son and the legal executor of his estate.  
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publishers […] He replied, inviting her to Dublin and a friendship 

struck up between them.74 

 

An article, titled ‘Romantic’, and written jointly by Kilfeather and his wife 

Renée, features in a volume of essays and insights on Kavanagh edited by his 

brother Peter. Renée’s portion throws some light into the nature of their small 

literary group and its relationship with the more established Belfast literati: 

‘Every Thursday evening I met with three others in a house on the Kashmir 

Road to discuss books and to inform each other of what we were currently 

reading. The others in the group were John Kilfeather (later to be my 

husband), Gerard Keenan and Peggy Dougan. The North’s “literary set” met 

in Campbell’s coffee rooms but since none of us had produced a “work” we 

had no visa for admittance to that group.’75 The circle that orbited Campbell’s 

coffee rooms included the nucleus of Lagan magazine. Editor John Boyd 

describes the environment in his memoir The Middle of My Journey: 

In addition to Denis Ireland, two other older men ruled the roost at 

Campbell’s: Richard Rowley and the painter William Conor. I hardly 

knew Rowley at all except by sight […] I was of course aware of his 

reputation as a fairly rich businessman who dabbled in literature and 

had made it known that he was thinking of starting up a local 

publishing press […] when the first three volumes appeared they were 

heralded as the beginning of a new literary movement in Ulster.76  

                                                           
74 J.B. Kilfeather ‘Patrick Kavanagh in Belfast’, Threshold 31 (1980), pp. 64-67. 
75  John & Renee Kilfeather, ‘Romantic’, in Peter Kavanagh (ed.), Patrick Kavanagh: Man and 

Poet (Newbridge: Goldsmith Press, 1987), p. 95. 

 
76 John Boyd, The Middle of My Journey (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1990), p. 23. 
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 Boyd also recounts the tightknit nature of the Campbell’s group, remarking 

how ‘there were other literary groups and individuals in the city but we paid 

little attention to them […] too many chatterers.’77 In light of the self-confessed 

cliquish nature of the Campbell’s members, it is understandable that 

Kilfeather and the group of aspiring but as yet unpublished enthusiasts may 

well have harboured a certain note of relational inferiority and isolation 

among themselves. The sense of this circle’s feeling of being on the outside 

from, and desiring membership of, a wider literary network surfaces in one of 

Keenan’s unpublished autobiographical ‘Farset’ novels Meet Doctor Foo: ‘I 

thought that if I could write a book, or even a meaty pamphlet, it would be a 

sort of membership card to the commonwealth of letters, the only club to 

which I wished to belong. I would write it, then I would immediately be 

accepted and grasped by the hand by my confreres, the friendly, appreciative 

members of the club.’78 

 Keenan’s desire for accession to the fraternity of letters such as existed 

in Belfast met with its first measure of success in 1946 when a short story of 

his, ‘A Disappointing Day’, was published by Boyd in the final issue of Lagan. 

The story itself, again partly autobiographical, concerns an evacuee recently 
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78 John Keenan, Meet Doctor Foo (unpublished novel 2000), p. 78.  
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returned to Belfast following the end of the Second World War and, for an 

author who would in years to come rain down such thunderous 

condemnation of the city, the piece sketches a determinably affectionate 

portrait of the relationship between Keenan and his birthplace, as the story’s 

protagonist muses over  

the delight he had felt looking out of the window when he rose that 

morning. Ridges and ridges of rooftops, terminating in bare gantries, 

the vast meccano-set of the shipyard – a lovely sight after two years of 

looking at tattered, damp fields […] The boy thought ‘Should there be 

ten more blitzes we’ll not move out of Belfast again.’79 

The positivity with which Keenan describes his feelings towards Belfast may 

well represent nothing more than a straightforward joy and relief at a return 

to familiarity and the end of war. However, that Boyd saw fit to publish the 

work of a literarily unknown teenager80 in a magazine whose editorial raison 

d’etre he defined as being a response to ‘a need not only for such a publication 

[as Lagan] but also for a well-directed publishing firm conducted on non-

commercial principles’ that would hopefully foster conditions such that ‘the 

next decade should see here [Northern Ireland] the appearance of prose and 

poetry which will rank with the best contemporary work’81 suggests the editor 

saw some significant potential in the younger man’s work. The nature of the 

                                                           
79 Gerard Keenan, ‘A Disappointing Day’, Lagan: A Miscellany of Ulster Writing, No 4 (1946), p. 

45. 

 
80 Biographical information given in Lagan states Keenan as having been born in 1927. 

 
81 John Boyd, ‘Comment’, Lagan: A Miscellany of Ulster Writing, No. 4 (1946), p. 11.  
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dynamic between Boyd and Keenan is commented on in another of the latter’s 

unpublished novels The Streetwalkers of Pimlico, where, in spite of the former’s 

stated ambivalence towards the perceived ‘chatterers’ of much of Belfast’s 

erstwhile literati, their interaction is cast as one of an amiable and interested 

would be mentorship on his part: 

Jim Pullman [Boyd], a BBC talks producer who was a heck of a lot more 

sincere than most professionals of his ilk […] we bumped into each 

other at film society screenings of foreign movies, art gallery events, 

literary talks by visiting speakers […] Pullman was a generation older 

than Jo [Peggy Dougan] and I were and liked to act the role of social-

anthropologist using us as informants on what our generation was up 

to, even counting off our gods and goddesses on his fingers: ‘So (one 

finger) you’re listening to Britten; (second finger) Jo’s translating ‘La 

Putain Respectueuse’ for the Mercury Theatre; (third finger) you’re 

reading Montherlant. Now, what about the Irish? Kavanagh, Flann 

O’Brien, Beckett. Good.82 

 

The backdrop to much of Boyd and Keenan’s interaction: foreign cinema, art 

galleries, literary meetings, indicate an active intellectual scene rather more 

inclusive than was intimated by either Boyd or Kilfeather, and also one in 

which exposure to a variety of literary and artistic influences may well have 

manifested in a shared appreciation of its inherent deficiencies. Boyd’s Lagan 

editorial succinctly articulates his frustration with the nature of literary life in 

                                                           
82 Gerard Keenan, The Streetwalkers of Pimlico (unpublished novel), p. 9.  



276 
 

Ulster, as well as Ireland in general, and the limitations imposed on artistic 

expression by dint of circumstance: 

during the war England was isolated from Europe, and Ireland, being 

an island, was to some extent isolated from England. The two political 

regions of Ireland were, of course, isolated in different degrees and in 

different way; but a feeling of at least physical isolation was 

unavoidable in both regions. 

 

Boyd goes on subsequently to refine his analysis by making favourable 

comparison between the state of literary opportunities in England and Dublin 

in relation to Belfast: 

In England, literary journals continued publication [during the war], 

and new magazines such as HORIZON were able to flourish; in Dublin 

the well-edited DUBLIN MAGAZINE and THE BELL provided media 

for many Irish writers. But the northern part of Ireland had no literary 

outlet at all, with the exception of THE NEW NORTHMAN, a 

university magazine which bravely tried for a period to disassociate 

itself from reporting university societies; and the MOURNE PRESS, a 

non-commercial publishing venture begun by Richard Rowley, which 

did some good work for northern writers before it disappeared; and 

with its disappearance not a single publisher of prose and poetry 

remained. Belfast had not even the equivalent of the Dublin Irish Times, 

with its Saturday book-page, which always includes poetry and 

criticism. And out University lacked (and still lacks) a University 

Press.83 

 

While highlighting several of the avenues available to Dublin writers in order 

to emphasise the particular paucity of opportunity in the North, Boyd 
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manages to identify many of the same inhibitory factors that would be cited 

by Keenan when writing about Belfast some years later in Kavanagh’s Weekly 

and indeed also by Kavanagh and many others of the McDaid’s and Envoy set 

when commenting on Ireland as a whole. The indication of a commonality of 

artistic and literary interests between Boyd and Keenan, as evidenced by their 

shared dissatisfaction with the state of the Northern Irish arts scene as well as 

the apparent desire on the older writer’s part to mentor the younger’s artistic 

and literary development suggests that Keenan was someone he believed 

could, over the next decade, potentially have produced ‘poetry and prose’ to 

‘rank with the best contemporary work’ and was here showing his faith in that 

potential by including him in a publication alongside several of the most 

prominent names in Ultonian, and indeed all of contemporary Irish writing.84 

However, aside from Keenan’s early success, a breakthrough 

publication and its attendant status remained elusive for his small circle. As 

such, their subsequent engagement with a writer of Kavanagh’s standing was 

evidently a matter of some significant importance and potentially an 

opportunity for them to gain future admission to a more expansive network 

of writers. Indeed, Renée Kilfeather describes her journey from Belfast to 

Dublin to meet Kavanagh for the first time as a trip of considerable nervous 

                                                           
84 Keenan’s story appears alongside a prose travelogue originally written for the BBC by W.R. 

Rodgers, as well as poetry by Louis Macneice (‘Godfather’) and John Hewitt (‘Freehold’). 
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excitement: ‘As the train came nearer to Dublin I bought a glass of sherry in 

the dining car to give myself courage. I was not used to drinking and I took it 

fast like water. It hit me and when I stepped on to the platform and for the 

next half-hour everything took on an air of unreality.’85 

While the ensuing account of Kilfeather’s time in Dublin yields 

relatively little in the way of insight into any possible literary or intellectual 

flourishing between Kavanagh and the group, the two recordings of the poet’s 

reciprocal trip to Belfast in both the ‘Romantic’ essay and J.B. Kilfeather’s 

Threshold article, do provide evidence of a far more substantial intellectual and 

literary interaction. After visiting the border village of Omeath in his capacity 

as film-critic for The Standard to review his friend Vincent Carroll’s Saints and 

Sinners, Kavanagh proceeded to Belfast for an evening of the foursome’s 

company. J.B. Kilfeather’s account finds Kavanagh on genially expansive and 

relatively sober form, recalling that ‘he drank little all evening […] was 

perfectly at ease and answered our questions with flattering length and detail. 

If there was any irony our euphoria left us in no condition to notice it.’86 As for 

literary discussions, Kilfeather’s recollections reveal Kavanagh in the earliest 

stages of his ‘poetic rebirth’ as he describes Tarry Flynn (that was been 

serialised in The Bell at the time) as a book ‘that would close the door on the 
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rash of Irish novels dealing with rural life’ while airing an ambition to ‘do a 

Balzac for Ireland.’ The pronouncement on Tarry Flynn is more extensively 

described in J.B. Kilfeather’s portion of the ‘Romantic’ essay as he recounts a 

word-for-word summation of Kavanagh’s treatise on the matter: 

I have closed the door on that class of novel – no one for a generation 

will attempt to write about the Irish countryside. No, I didn’t enjoy 

writing it. I write reams of what is to me boring stuff in order that I may 

slip in maybe a paragraph, maybe only a sentence, under the reader’s 

guard. […] I attempt to write bestsellers but apparently I cannot 

compromise enough to pull it off – alas! When I am deeply moved I 

write awkwardly and I never revise these portions of my work because 

the uncouth expression is part of the writing. It often signals to the 

reader that the writing is clotted and hard to read because I am 

involved and feel strongly about these passages. Only clichés come 

easily; that which is original is hard to express elegantly with style.87 

 

The dynamic appears to be one of minister-to-acolytes as Kilfeather records 

Kavanagh rolling out improving anecdotes and intimations about the creative 

process while they ‘listened in rapture’ as he acknowledged their ‘secret 

aspirations for the literary life’ and commented on the nature of their group: 

‘you’re well fixed here. You have your books and your friendship. Where you 

live isn’t important. Remember the world beating a path to a door in pursuit 

of an improved mousetrap.’88 
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 Kavanagh’s choice of words, along with a paraphrasing of the line 

‘build a better mousetrap and the world will beat a path to your door’ - often 

attributed to American writer Ralph Waldo Emerson – indicates the 

progression of Kavanagh’s artistic and philosophical development regarding 

the relative significance of geography – and the assumption of cultural 

provenance laid upon it – in the process of literary composition. This rejection 

of authorial whereabouts as a determining factor in a writer’s work was to 

become one of the defining features of Kavanagh’s ‘The Paddiad’ – his 

symbolic break with Smyllie’s Palace fiefdom - while also presaging much of 

the critical thrust of his Envoy diary contributions and concomitant attack on 

Rann’s editorial preoccupation with the construction of an artificial and 

reductive Ulster literary culture in Kavanagh’s Weekly. Additionally, the 

sentiment as expressed in the context of this meeting in Belfast can be seen in 

the wider sense of an invitation to facilitate a confluence of literary and artistic 

ideas between Dublin and Belfast as indeed Kilfeather notes: ‘Renée Doherty 

and Gerry Keenan had articles published by him, and of course we bought 

copies and distributed them in our places of work. He gave Gerry Keenan and 

me copies of the thirteenth and final number [of Kavanagh’s Weekly], providing 

each of us with a rare full set. Our little group constituted his “secret Northern 

friends.”’89 
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Outside of Renée Kilfeather’s trip to Dublin, it was Keenan who 

retained the longest lasting and most extensive relationship with Kavanagh. 

In addition to his contributions to Weekly, a chapter of Meet Doctor Foo recounts 

several personal encounters between the two in both Dublin and London, and 

offers an illuminating insight into the complex and nuanced relationship one 

shared with the other. The lightly fictionalised memoir emphasises Keenan’s 

fascination with literary life in the southern capital and its comparative merit 

to its counterpart in Belfast, as he admits openly that 

The company into which I wanted to crash was in Dublin, not in Farset. 

I was an inveterate Dublin-watcher, in the way some political 

commentators of an earlier time were labelled Kremlin-watchers. The 

commonwealth of letters in Farset was plain-pudding provincial, 

consisting mainly of dyed-in-the-wool regionalists dedicated to 

flattering their native heath in drama, fiction and verse, its accents, its 

customs, its quaint but ever so endearing little ways.90 

 

Keenan’s enthusiasm for Dublin’s vie de lettres did not preclude his drawing a 

scathing critical conclusion from his appraisal of many of the local literati, 

noting that ‘there was a tranche of the Dublin writing community, most of the 

community, to be honest, who pursued the same [as writers in Belfast] ignoble 

goal of flattering the indigene: I called them the Respectable Majority.’ (MDF, 

79) The Respectable Majority to which Keenan refers is that of the The Palace 

                                                           
 
90 Gerard Keenan Meet Doctor Foo (unpublished novel) pp 78-79 – hereafter referred to 

parenthetically as MDF. 
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and Pearl bars; the contributors to the Irish Times and The Bell against whom 

Kavanagh and the bohemians of McDaid’s would come to rail in Envoy. While 

Keenan’s observations refer to the period immediately prior to the magazine’s 

inception, his assessment of Dublin’s literary landscape acknowledges the 

burgeoning division between the two groups: 

There was another tranche, thin slice to be precise, bare half-dozen 

individuals to be even more precise, whose every line was critical of the 

community and culture in which they lived; who, motivated by the 

principle and supported by standards of excellence, swam against the 

current with the effortless elegance and power of Olympic champions: 

I called them the Disreputable Minority. Everybody liked the 

Respectable Majority: nobody liked the Disreputable Minority. I knew 

I should like not to be liked in their company. (MDF, 79) 

 

Keenan’s admiration for the Disreputable Minority’s frustration with what 

they perceived to be the denuded insularity of literary and cultural vision in 

Dublin reached a crescendo of near obsessional levels in the case of Kavanagh 

and O’Nolan, as he openly admits ‘they not only haunted my imagination, 

they directed my thought; it could even be said they gave me a reason for 

living.’ (MDF, 79) The extent to which the two writers - who received the 

respective pseudonyms Joe Shepherd and The Snapper in the novel – helped 

to crystallise Keenan’s own philosophical position on matters of art and 

criticism are evident in his subsequent descriptions of their work. The praise 

he lathers on O’Nolan intimates one of the clear thematic and stylistic 

distinctions between the ‘Respectable’ and ‘Disreputable’: 
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Every line The Snapper wrote glowed with radioactive fallout from the 

nuclear explosion with which Ulysses had destroyed Dublin and then 

miraculously reconstructed it […] To read The Snapper’s daily column 

in The Dublin Observer [Irish Times] was to read the sequel to Ulysses that 

Joyce had denied his readership in writing Finnegans Wake. (MDF, 80) 

 

Referencing O’Nolan in the same breath as Joyce is hardly an original or 

revelatory insight, and is one that almost invariably reflects unfavourably on 

the former.  However, by emphasising the anarchic sniping of Myles na 

gCopaleen in ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, and its significance in relation to Ulysses, 

Keenan reveals a subtly nuanced strand of literary appraisal and avoids a 

correlation that Anthony Cronin would lambast as a ‘woeful misconception’.91 

His description of  the newspaper column likens its author to ‘a master jazz-

soloist’ who ‘would open with a simple phrase, then develop it with a cascade 

of increasing absurdity involving encounters with the Pope, Parnell, Einstein, 

members of the Irish Cabinet and the Dublin Corporation, European men of 

letters of the nineteenth century and contemporary Dublinmen from the most 

diverse walks of life.’ (MDF, 80) In slanting the Joycean comparison away from 

Flann O’Brien and onto ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, Keenan places O’Nolan not as the 

diminished imitator, but as successor of equal importance, continuing a 

literary experiment. In this light, the newspaper column is an ongoing 

commentary on the collapsed Dublin of Ulysses with Myles, as journalist, 
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reporting from ground zero; endowed with the freedom to reach back and 

forth from the city’s, and indeed the world’s, history to bring a panoply of 

characters, both real and imagined, to book for various crimes of intellectual 

paucity. Literary Dublin, having been torn apart at the seams by Joyce, was 

here being rewoven into a far richer tapestry by Myles. 

 The elevation of O’Nolan’s Dublin-centric preoccupations also allows 

Keenan to bear a favourable comparison with the ‘Respectable Majority’ and 

their derivative fixations with ‘the doings of the simple life of the rural Irish, 

their simple Catholic faith, their simple attachment to their meagre acres, their 

late marriages.’ (MDF, 81) This, in turn, facilitates his assessment of 

Kavanagh’s work up to the late 1940s. While acknowledging that the poet had 

up until this point been ‘drawing his subject-matter from the same over-used 

well as the Respectable Majority’, he absolves Kavanagh from censure over 

this matter on the grounds of experiential authenticity: ‘Shepherd had more 

right to use the water of this well than the university graduate types who were 

memorializing, not their own experience, but that of their father’s acres, their 

grandfather’s acres, where they had never toiled.’ (MDF, 81) Subsequently, 

Keenan records a steadily increasing fascination with Kavanagh’s work, and 

an incrementally growing realisation of the contextual gulf between his work 

and that of the Palace imitators, noting that 
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as I read more of his stuff it began to penetrate my townee’s skull […] 

that I was in the presence of the real thing, that where the Repellent 

Majority cheapened their material by flattery of the indigene or by the 

injection of coy, stomach-turning humour, Joe Shepherd was searching, 

not tentatively, but with the awesome, infallible power of an Olympian 

Zeus, to extract the truth from the life he had led, to illumine meanness, 

to glorify the petty, to make the unimportant important […] Joe 

Shepherd restored life to over-used material by mouth-to-mouth 

resuscitation: he never, never lied. (MDF, 81) 

 

Interestingly, any reference to the evening Keenan spent in Kavanagh’s 

company in Belfast is absent from the novel, where their first meeting (along 

with his first encounter with O’Nolan) takes place in Dublin around the same 

time. 

 A chance daytime encounter with Kavanagh on Grafton Street leads to 

an invitation for a drink with both him and O’Nolan in The Pearl bar later that 

evening. What ultimately transpires is a night spent by Keenan hovering on 

the outskirts of the Respectable Majority, lamenting how ‘there was no one 

flamboyant enough to be called a bohemian’ (MDF, 85), while observing 

O’Nolan get insensibly drunk as various characters drift in and out of the bar, 

including Bell editor Sean O’Faolain, dismissively referred to as ‘Sean 

O’Something, doyen of the Respectable Majority’ (MDF, 85) and Bertie 

Smyllie, disguised as Bob Powell but easily recognisable from his description 

as ‘a portly, bulky man in a belted raincoat, moustached, with thick spectacles 

[…] huge pipe in his mouth […] Many newspaper photographs I had seen 



286 
 

identified him as Bob (Jap) Powell, editor of the The Dublin Observer. He was 

The Snapper’s boss.’ (MDF, 84) Of Kavanagh’s failure to show up, Keenan 

reflects that ‘this was not his sort of company. When Prince Hal consorted with 

Falstaff, it was in the Boar’s Head Tavern: the Pearl Lounge gathering of 

important men and women was more like the Court, where Falstaff never 

went.’ (MDF, 85) Keenan’s Shakespearean reference in observation of a 

dynamic of class at work within ‘The Respectable Majority’ and Kavanagh’s 

exclusion thereof echoes Anthony Cronin’s assessment of the Palace and Pearl 

set in the late 1940s, describing how 

in the immediate post-war period official literary Dublin removed 

itself, black hats and all, across Westmoreland Street from the Palace to 

the Pearl […] this brought them the width of a wide street nearer to the 

Irish Times and seemed, if anything, to increase Smyllie’s dominance 

over his tame literary men […] only an occasional eruption by Patrick 

Kavanagh, whose tolerance for his fellow poets and writers was 

becoming as frayed as theirs was for him […] disturbed the general 

placidity.92 

 

This fraying of relations between Kavanagh’s ‘Falstaff’ and Smyllie’s ‘Court’ 

is also remarked on by Renée Kilfeather in her account of the poet’s trip to 

Belfast, as she describes Kavanagh being ‘Depressed’ due to there being too 

many people who ‘wanted him to play the clown and did not want to take his 

work seriously […] There were jealous men, he said, who sneered at his 
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origins and who would welcome his downfall. They would not accept that a 

poor country farmer could emerge as a great writer.’93 

The acrimony of these years came to fuel much of the critical invective 

that Kavanagh would channel into Envoy and Kavanagh’s Weekly. The 

condescension he received at the hands of the Palace set, and that - as 

articulated to Renée Kilfeather - he perceived to have calcified in a class-based 

hostility as his poetic reputation began to grow would come to be reflected on 

extensively in his 1959 essay ‘From Monaghan to The Grand Canal’. The 

opening lines of the essay evoke a similar articulation of the divine as the 

impulse to create that Kavanagh explored in ‘A View of God and The Devil’, 

as he describes ‘my hegira was to the Grand Canal bank where again I saw the 

beauty of water and green grass and the magic of light. It was the same 

emotion as I had known when I stood on a sharp slope in Monaghan.’94 For 

Kavanagh, the transcendental spark that lit the fuse of true poetry was not 

chained to a particular landscape or cultural environment, but rather by the 

manner in which it was viewed and understood: ‘The material itself has no 

special value; it is what our imagination and our love does to it.’ (GC, 249) This 

crucial element of the process of production for any authentic work of art had, 

in Kavanagh’s eyes, become confused and falsely elided with an artificial 
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fixation on provenance being born of geography rather than experience, as he 

describes: ‘He has his roots in the soil, they used to say. I was one of those who 

had an unchallenged right to claim roots in the soil, but I was an exception 

and the rooted in the soil theory gave birth to a vast amount of bogusry’. 

Kavanagh’s ensuing description of the Palace set finds the poet keeping the 

venomous asides to a minimum as he acknowledges the group’s position 

within his progression as an artist:  

When I came to Dublin the dregs of the old Literary Revival were still 

stirrable. The Palace Bar was crowded with two or three dozen poets 

and their admirers. I do not wish now to be satirical about these men. I 

am speaking about them now as part of my literary pilgrimage. Here 

the Movement which I thought quite discredited was being talking 

about. When I came to Dublin, Yeats was dead. Yeats was a poet and 

he invented many writers. He invented Synge and Lady Gregory and 

he was largely responsible for F.R. Higgins. As George Moore wrote: 

‘The Irish Literary Movement began with Yeats and returned to him.’95  

 

If the Irish Literary Movement and its preoccupation with a particular strand 

of western Irish culture and art had seemed discredited to Kavanagh on 

account of its representation of source material that held no experiential 

reality for its key protagonists, then the Palace circle’s seeming reluctance to 

abandon their contrived inhabitation of others’ artistic skin clearly 

represented a doubly compounded error on the part of its members. This can 

be drawn as a dichotomy between the intellectual, arguably even vicarious, 
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engagement with the accoutrements of a particular artistic mode or style to 

the exclusion of the artificer’s emotional and spiritual experience of their own 

environment, the result of which will – in Kavanagh’s esteem – be an exercise 

in inauthenticity, rendering hollow any work produced via its process. 

This sentiment is succinctly articulated in Kavanagh’s poem ‘Irish Poets 

Open Your Eyes (After Yeats)’. First published in Envoy in September 1950, 

the poem finds Kavanagh entreating those imitators of the art of others to 

 Be ordinary, 

 Be saving up to marry. 

 Kiss her in the alleyway, 

 Part – “Same time, same place” and go. 

 Learn repose on Boredom’s bed, 

 Deep, anonymous, unread 

 And the god of Literature 

 Will touch a moment to endure.96 

 

Kavanagh’s dissatisfaction with the Palace circle’s willingness to bed down in 

a literary life that implicitly accepted creative limitations in return for the 

security of employment and domestic respectability is shared and remarked 

upon by Keenan in Meet Doctor Foo: 

Watching the Dublin scene from Farset, it seemed to me that there was 

something uneasy about the assumed superiority of the Respectable 

Majority, that they suspected in their inner hearts that they had missed 

the one prize that writers seek more eagerly than big money, the succes 

d’estime. (MDF, 79) 

                                                           
96 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Irish Poets Open Your Eyes (After Yeats)’, Collected Poems London: 

Penguin Modern Classics 2005), p. 170. 
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For Keenan, the logical starting point on the journey to succes d’estime was 

publication, and he notes that accession to literary materialism even while 

experiencing the euphoric prospect of an evening in Kavanagh and O’Nolan’s 

company: ‘To be in on the Dublin writing set, the Disreputable Minority 

writing set, was better than being published, although a tiny voice at the back 

of my mind basely hinted that it was on the road to being published.’ (MDF, 

84) 

 While Keenan’s first trip may have been spent loitering expectantly on 

the side lines of The Pearl, observing the social liminality between the 

‘Respectable’ and ‘Disreputable’ literary groups wherein O’Nolan was often 

to be found, his admiration for the latter circle and desire to establish 

intellectual and literary links remain undimmed. Over the ensuing couple of 

years, Keenan cultivated a moderate but sustained presence in the letters 

section of the Irish Times, clearly intent on developing a Kavanagh-esque style 

of incendiary critical appraisal. One early and particularly provocative write-

in was in response to an ‘Irishman’s Diary’ entry in early 1950. Quidnunc (at 

that time Seamus Kelly) had written of positively anticipating a BBC Radio 

programme about architecture in Belfast and, by way of a tangent, used the 

opportunity to recount a recent visit to the Northern capital that offered a brief 

descriptive summary on various aspects of Belfast life from style of buildings, 

to changes in fashion, to evidence of economic prosperity. The commentary 
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that provoked Keenan to riposte, however, consisted of remarks Kelly made 

about the state of the Belfast arts scene and a review of a couple of plays he 

had watched while in the city: 

The higher brows have good choral and orchestral concerts, a film 

society and two repertory Little Theatres comparable roughly to the 

Gate and the Abbey in Dublin. I went to both […] The Ulster Group 

Theatre was playing “A Title For Buxey”, by Cecil Cree […] it crackled 

with crisp, Northern humour […] and sparkled with good 

characterisation. It was produced with a pace and a sense of team-

worked that evoked echoes of the best days of the old Ulster Literary 

Theatre.97 

 

The account’s depiction of Belfast cultural life is one of a bustling mid-sized 

scene with diverse and varied offerings for the theatrical or musically-minded. 

Keenan’s reply, however, was clearly contrived to kill such optimistic 

surmising stone-dead: 

Sir – “An Irishman’s Diary” exaggerates the highbrow charms of 

Belfast. We do not have “many good orchestral concerts.” Our region 

of the B.B.C. is the only one without a symphony orchestra. If a film 

society exists it does not exhibit. Its last show was a midnight matinée 

almost a year ago […] The statement that our two theatres are “roughly 

comparable to the Gate and the Abbey” is meaningless unless a 

comparison between Mr. Christopher Fry and Shakespeare is 

permissible because they both are verse-playwrights. The Group 

Theatre plays of the last few years have been, practically without 

exception, beneath contempt […] As for art exhibitions, we never see 

international artists. Of our three artists only Campbell has had an 

exhibition. Neither O’Neill nor Middleton has had an exhibition in 

years. This is a true portrait of Belfast, utterly Philistine, thick and 

indifferent.98 

                                                           
97 Quidnunc, ‘An Irishman’s Diary’, The Irish Times (24 January 1950), p. 5.  
98 Gerard Keenan, ‘The Arts in Belfast’, The Irish Times (27 January 1950), p. 5.  
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The sheer polemical ferocity of this attack on what had been an ostensibly 

well-meaning, if somewhat superficial, travelogue of Belfast (one paragraph 

finds Kelly puzzling idly over the decline in bowler-hat wearing among the 

city’s male populace) foreshadows much of the discontent that would come to 

be displayed by Keenan concerning Belfast artistic life in his contributions to 

Kavanagh’s Weekly two years later. Certainly, the influence of Kavanagh’s 

journalistic and critical stylings are readily evident, particularly in the 

valedictory thud of Belfast being ‘Philistine, thick and indifferent.’ The 

scattergun targeting of institutions and organs across the artistic spectrum 

appears to have been orchestrated to cause offence to as wide an audience as 

possible, and indeed this proved tactically effective as several stung replies 

surfaced rapidly, including one from Arts Theatre producer H.R. Wilmot who 

reveals waspishly Keenan’s prior membership of the theatrical troupe before 

going on to brand Keenan ‘an intellectual snob.'99 

If Keenan had consciously looked to emulate Kavanagh as means to 

garner the attention of the ‘Disreputable Minority’, then he may well have 

been successful. With the inception of Envoy providing a unified organ of 

expression for Kavanagh et al, so understandably Keenan looked to contribute 

his own work to the magazine. This resulted in the publication of a short story 

                                                           
99 H. L Wilmot, ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Irish Times (1 February 1950), p. 5. 
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‘The Changeling’ in September of the same year as appeared his letter to the 

Irish Times. The story itself is a tautly written vignette concerning the moral 

dilemmas surrounding the suicidal ideation of a friend of the narrator. The 

publication carried with it an open invitation for Keenan to make personal 

acquaintance with John Ryan. The meeting, Keenan’s second face-to-face 

encounter with the bohemian literary scene of the ‘Disreputable Minority’, is 

recorded in Meet Doctor Foo: 

I had published a short story. A new monthly magazine had appeared 

in Dublin called Challenge [Envoy]. It favoured the Disreputable 

Minority, unlike Free States [The Bell], the other magazine, the one that 

catered for the Respectable Majority. Challenge featured the work of The 

Snapper and Joe Shepherd and nothing stimulates a writer more than 

wishing to be seen in the company of those he admires. In the letter 

accompanying the Challenge editor’s modest cheque, he invited me to 

drop in to see him any time I was in Dublin […] The editor’s name was 

Hugh Pugh [John Ryan] and, needless to say, I had researched him. He 

was a much-photographed art-patron from a much-photographed art-

patron family… (MDF, 86) 

 

Unfortunately for Keenan, his long-anticipated meeting proved to be 

thoroughly disappointing; introduced by Ryan to the Envoy crowd in 

McDaid’s (‘the little pub off Grafton Street’) he subsequently goes onto 

describe the ensemble as ‘the sort of fools I spent my time avoiding in Farset.’ 

(MDF, 87) Among the assembled figures is Brendan Behan, disguised as ‘Fatha 

Hines’ who singularly fails to impress Keenan by telling a rambling joke about 

masturbation before abruptly interrogating him about his creative work: 
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“Are you a writer?” he said to me. He said it aggressively, in an ill-

mannered way, his expression suddenly no longer the joking jester’s 

expression he assumed for the company. 

“I’m trying to be one,” I said. 

“You’re all fucking trying to do it, but I’ve done it” he said. “I’m only 

a house-painter, but I’ve done it and I’ve got two fucking books to 

prove it.” […] Fatha looked fiercely towards the circle of his admiring 

friends and said viciously to me, “that crowd is all fucking talk.” 

(MDF, 88) 

 

Keenan’s objection to the scene encountered in McDaid’s appears to have 

arisen predominantly from the apparently frivolous nature of their socialising. 

His approach to literary matters, and particularly criticism, was one of upmost 

solemnity, as he acknowledges in a letter concerning his contributions to the 

Honest Ulsterman: ‘to me, literary criticism was, and is, a very serious matter. 

It is an attempt to look into the very heart of things, the big, big truth.’100 

This serious take on literary matters is also commented on in Keenan’s 

obituary, published in the Ulsterman in February 2016 and co-written by 

former editors of the magazine Michael Foley and Robert Johnstone. Foley’s 

description presents a man possessed of an almost maniacal zeal for the purity 

of art: 

To practice any of the arts could never be a career or a pastime (‘the 

only thing worse than an amateur is a professional, the only thing 

worse than a professional is an amateur’) but was a calling that 

demanded a lifelong dedication to rendering honestly and accurately 

personal experience. Any attempt to distort or fabricate, or to please the 

                                                           
100 Gerard Keenan, letter to Frances Haworth (3 September 2005). 
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public or impress critics, was a heresy punishable by execution in the 

Honest Ulsterman Business Section.101 

 

The quote ‘the only thing worse than an amateur is a professional, the only 

thing worse than a professional is an amateur’ comes from one of the earliest 

contributions to the Ulsterman made by Keenan that in turn came to be used 

in the title of a collected edition of his essays, The Professional, The Amateur And 

The Other Thing. In the book’s introduction, Keenan elucidates what is meant 

by the ‘the other thing’ as an approach to literature and art requiring total 

commitment and ‘the engagement of the entire personality. The withholding 

of nothing, but always the giving away of one’s total capital with reckless 

generosity in each successive work. That the capital is renewed is part of the 

miracle.’102 The desired totality of engagement with the process of artistic 

creation is favourably juxtaposed with Keenan’s disdain for the professionals 

and amateurs of Irish writing: 

one must be repelled as one approaches its [Ulster’s] very beaches by 

the crocodile-skinned professionalism of Louis MacNeice, more 

journalist than poet, and the wallowing in the shallows of that oozing 

jellyfish WR Rodgers, amateur of amateurs, imitator of imitators, 

poetaster, philosophaster and dare one say it, pastoraster. And south of 

Ulster’s border (border of no more than political significance, since Irish 

culture though diverse, is undivided, as all the world knows), one 

found oneself unable, even as a boy-reader, to digest or even masticate 

                                                           
101 Michael Foley, ‘Jude the Evangelist: Remembering Gerry Keenan, Jude the Obscure’, The 

Honest Ulsterman (February 2016), accessed 3 March 2017  

http://humag.co/features/remembering-gerry-keenan-jude-the-obscure 

 
102 Gerard Keenan, The Professional, The Amateur and The Other Thing: Essays From The Honest 

Ulsterman (Belfast: HU Publications, 1995), Introduction, p. i. 

http://humag.co/features/remembering-gerry-keenan-jude-the-obscure
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the plain professional pudding prepared by a Sean O’Conner or a Frank 

O’Faolain.103 

 

Keenan’s pursuit of ‘the other thing’ mirrors Kavanagh’s appraisals of the 

poetic condition and presents a vision of Irish literary culture that transcends 

political demarcations, echoing Edna Longley’s assertion regarding the 

capacity of literature to serve as a corridor of connectivity between Britain and 

Ireland, beyond the limiting tendencies of Unionism and Nationalism ‘to 

block the corridor at one end … or the other’104 . In addition to shared contempt 

for the majority of their contemporary Irish writers, Keenan’s words echo 

much of the sentiment expressed in Kavanagh’s ‘From Monaghan To The 

Grand Canal’ wherein he reflects that ‘a trouble with the poet is that he is not 

a professional writer in the usual sense. Most of his hours are spent living […] 

The poet is a poet outside his writing as I have often argued. He creates an 

oral tradition. He does something to people.’105 Viewed in this respect, the 

seemingly superficial, decidedly non-literary, environment encountered in 

McDaid’s can be seen as representing the disjuncture between his serious and 

profoundly held belief that the craft of literary and artistic production was a 

vocational pursuit to be prosecuted with an almost monastic piety, and the 

                                                           
103 Keenan, The Other Thing, Introduction, p. ii. 

 
104 Edna Longley, ‘Opening Up: A New Pluralism’, in R. Johnstone and R. Wilson (eds.), 

Troubled 

Times: Fortnight Magazine and the Troubles in Northern Ireland 1970–1991 (Belfast, Blackstaff 

Press, 1991) pp. 141–4, 144. 
105 Kavanagh, ‘Grand Canal’, p. 256. 
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anarchic, disparate bohemianism nominally adhered to by the orbiters of 

Envoy’s star. Keenan’s aversion to the looser social habits of the McDaid’s 

writers as compared to his own personal and professional life is remarked 

upon in another of his obituaries written by Ulsterman editor Robert 

Johnstone: 

Gerry didn’t have a Bohemian lifestyle. I sometimes thought of him as 

a sort of Hampstead Magritte, putting on his suit and tie every morning 

(though probably not the bowler hat) and setting off to his nine to five 

job. (When he left Fleet Street he joined the Civil Service, where he 

worked in the Cabinet Office.) […] as a puritanical Ulsterman he utterly 

rejected bohemianism.106 

 

The collapse of Keenan’s desire to become socially engaged with the 

‘Disreputable Minority’ is remarked on in Meet Doctor Foo, when, after having 

endured Kavanagh welch on another arranged meeting, the Belfast writer 

reflected how ‘I would yield to no one in my admiration for Joe Shepherd’s 

work, but I did not wish him for a friend.’ (MDF, 92) 

Keenan’s admiration for Kavanagh’s work, and indeed the stance 

adopted by Envoy, remained consistent in spite of his misgivings over the 

desirability of their company. The acute and enduring influence of Kavanagh 

on Keenan’s critical style becomes most explicitly evident in the events leading 

up to the latter’s contribution to Kavanagh’s Weekly. Upon receiving an 

                                                           
106 Robert Johnstone, ‘In Memory of Gerry Keenan’, The Honest Ulsterman (February 2016), 

accessed 3 March 2017 http://humag.co/features/remembering-gerry-keenan-jude-the-

obscure. 
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invitation to contribute to the magazine, Keenan recounts his initial surprise 

that Kavanagh should have sought him out specifically: 

where on earth had Shepherd managed to get an address for an 

unknown like me here in remote and foreign Farset, and why? Before 

recalling that ‘some months before I had written an indignant letter to 

The Dublin Observer: a callow journalist had emitted the usual squeak 

that there were no more giants on the Irish literary scene to compare 

with the giants of the past. I had been provoked into correcting his 

mean minded-pretension by listing three contemporary giants: Samuel 

Beckett, The Snapper and Joseph Shepherd. As an additional jab in the 

eye to annoy Dublin smoothies I had used the words, “the sophisticated 

poet Joseph Shepherd” […] Perhaps this invitation to contribute to 

Shepherd’s Weekly was Joe’s way of saying thanks; possibly my address 

had been printed in the Observer, I couldn’t remember. (MDF, 89) 

 

The ‘callow journalist’ in question was established member of ‘The 

Respectable Majority’ and longstanding enemy of Kavanagh and O’Nolan, 

Thomas Woods, writing in his ‘Private Views’ column under his occasional 

moniker Thersites. The article had lamented a perceived lack of critical and 

literary consistency among contemporary Irish letters, complaining that 

the Irish writer, the boneless wonder, is an expert at wriggling. He will 

not be committed; he will not be taken quite seriously because he does 

not really take himself seriously. He adopts not a position but a pose 

[…] Even Mr Kavanagh, who, when he wants to, can speak most 

directly, can occasionally be observed catching himself on. And when 

he comes to writing prose he is the deftest side-stepper of all […] The 

only future would seem to be a literature of Artful Dodgers.107 

 

                                                           
107 Thersites, ‘Private Views’, The Irish Times (19 January 19 1952), p. 6. 
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The main critical target of Thersites’ complaint was a series of journal articles 

written by Padaric Fallon in The Bell, whose prose Thersites attacked as being 

parodic and semantically inarticulate while offering no intimation as to a 

coherent literary or intellectual position. Keenan’s response, in addition to the 

lauding of Kavanagh, Beckett, and O’Brien recalled in Doctor Foo, also took the 

opportunity to impugn both Thersites and many of the writers featured as 

examples in his column: 

This stuff about “what’s wrong with Irish writing” in “Thersites” article 

last Saturday is rather tedious. Since the colony seceded, to borrow 

Niall Montgomery’s phrase, we have had three writers of distinction: 

Kavanagh, sophisticated poet from Ulster; Beckett of Paris, and Nolan 

of Dublin […] The “James Joyce Envoy” […] was undoubtedly the most 

exciting publication of 1951, and the best stuff yet on Joyce. To ignore 

these writers and speak of the poor white trash as if they represented 

Irish literature is not only unjust, but also exhibits the filthiest taste.108 

 

Keenan’s objection to Wood’s lament over the lack of quality in Irish letters 

appears to be rooted broadly in perspective. The response functions 

simultaneously to highlight the incomplete nature of his appraisal – no 

mention is given to Envoy, and Kavanagh is mentioned only in passing, while 

Beckett is ignored – while also centring Keenan squarely within the 

‘Disreputable’ camp. This decision to launch an attack on a minor ‘Respectable 

Majority’ figure who had long been an antagonist of two of the most 

prominent of Envoy’s supporters (despite Woods having been an early 

                                                           
108 Gerard Keenan, “Irish Writing”, The Irish Times (January 25th 1952), p5. 
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contributor to the magazine himself) seems unlikely to have been accidental, 

especially given the particular praise afforded to both Kavanagh and O’Nolan 

as well as to the magazine.  

The opportunity for Keenan to contribute to Kavanagh’s Weekly 

facilitated a honing of the critically invective style he had begun to display in 

his Irish Times correspondence. He describes his approach as intending ‘to 

construct in each “Letter from Farset” a cube of concrete that would squash 

the cotton-wool flat, concrete cubes that would be so solidly solid that they 

would be incontournable, walk into one and you bust your nose. To do that I 

must avoid the general and stick to particularities, in imitation of The 

Snapper.’ (MDF, 90-91) In much the same way as Kavanagh had anticipated 

maddening the mediocrities of Dublin with his Envoy Diary contributions, so 

Keenan set about targeting much of the cossetted pomposity of the artistic and 

literary establishment in Belfast, a city he described himself as being ‘opposed 

to the entire ethos of […]  its limp complacency, its remorseless self-love, its 

bland, unshakeable self-regard.’ (MDF, 90) In the picking of targets such as 

John Hewitt, the Arts Theatre, and BBC Northern Ireland, Keenan can be seen 

to be putting the stylistic and critical weaponry developed by Kavanagh and 

O’Nolan for use on their Dublin foes to work on what he perceived to be their 

equivalents in Belfast, and in doing so establishing an intellectual dynamic of 
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critical influence between himself and two of the dominant figures of the 

bohemian circle of McDaid’s and Envoy. 

At the time of The Honest Ulsterman’s inception in 1968, Keenan was 

living in London and recalled his first encounter with the magazine in a letter: 

it was the sort of highbrow literary magazine I had always hoped for in 

Belfast when I lived there. It looked outwards at the big world, was 

irreverent, used dirty words and did not look in the least respectable. 

The closest Ireland had come to a magazine of this description had been 

the Dublin “Envoy”. I had liked Envoy enough to wish to be associated 

with it.109 

 

It was not long before Keenan became involved with Ulsterman, having 

written a letter presumably praising the antagonistic nature of the magazine’s 

editorial stance along with samples of prose, both fiction and critical. The letter 

piqued the interest of editor Michael Foley who wrote in reply, enquiring: 

Have you had much stuff published? I’d be interested to know what 

you’ve been doing and glad of course, of anything you can send us. In 

fact I’ll be highly annoyed if you don’t send more stuff for it’s very 

seldom we hear from writers who agree with Ulsterman policy. I 

sometimes feel hysterical, ranting and raving into the void all the time. 

Dylan Thomas, Rodgers etc – the list is as long as your arm, the more 

subtle contemporary rubbish coming from people like Seamus Heaney 

and Ted Hughes, both famous, of course.110 

 

Foley’s invitation for submissions from Keenan enthusiastically 

acknowledged the cultivated similarity in tone between him and Kavanagh: 

                                                           
109 Gerard Keenan, letter to Frances Haworth (3 September 2005). 
110 Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan (11 November 1970). 
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‘we’d like to publish your letter as well as the article if you don’t mind. The 

style reminds me very much of the prose of Patrick Kavanagh. I wonder are 

you a fan. He’s the boss as far as I’m concerned.’111 This first publication 

heralded the beginning of what would become, the following summer, ‘The 

Business Section’ – a title chosen in reference to the most serious section of any 

national newspaper, which Keenan decided to write pseudonymously as Jude 

the Obscure, a moniker chosen to avoid ‘the way Paddy Kavanagh and Flann 

O’Brien were known all over Dublin.’112  

That Jude the Obscure had also been a contributor to Kavanagh’s Weekly 

and Envoy (and Lagan) has as of yet remained unknown to scholarship; indeed, 

the question surrounding his identity as Gerard Keenan aroused some 

considerable interest in the early years of the Ulsterman, as Foley confided to 

Keenan: ‘there have been quite a few enquiries which I have answered with 

‘somebody from London’. Suitably vague I hope.’113 The stirring of intrigue as 

to who among Belfast’s literati hid their acidic penmanship behind the mask 

of Jude appears to have been a source of some amusement for the few at the 

magazine who knew the truth, as a letter from editor Frank Ormsby happily 

                                                           
111 Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan (11 November 1970). 

 
112 Keenan, letter to Frances Haworth (3 September 2005). 
113 Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan, undated, reference made to Seamus Deane’s article 

‘Why Bogside’ as appearing in the most recent issue of The Honest Ulsterman 

(January/February 1971) indicates the letter as being written circa Spring 1971. 
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records how ‘The Belfast Telegraph expresses some puzzlement about this 

fellow Jude the Obscure!’114 The newspaper’s puzzlement was expressed while 

announcing the publication of the third volume of Soundings: An Annual 

Anthology of Irish Writing for which Keenan had submitted the short story 

‘Parents and Priests’ under his now well-established sobriquet. Edited by 

Ulsterman founder James Simmons, the biographical information describes 

Jude as ‘the pseudonym of an Irishman of mature years living in London. He 

has an intimate knowledge of Irish literary life, contributes regularly to ‘The 

Honest Ulsterman’, and writes novels, under the pseudonym Joe Biggar.’115 

The significance of Jude’s ‘mature years’, ‘intimate knowledge of Irish 

literary life’, and identity as Gerard Keenan lies in the direct connection he 

represented between the Envoy and The Honest Ulsterman. As a contributor to 

both Envoy and Kavanagh’s Weekly, someone who had unashamedly sought to 

emulate the literary and critical stylings of both Kavanagh and O’Nolan, 

Keenan’s ‘Business Sections’ of the Ulsterman can be seen as a direct 

continuation of the bohemian artistic positions developed by the Envoy circle. 

This connection is referenced explicitly by Foley in the same letter as he refers 

                                                           
114 Frank Ormsby, letter to Gerard Keenan (28 February 1976). 

 
115 Soundings 3: An Annual Anthology of Irish Writing, ed. James Simmons (Belfast: Blackstaff 

Press, 1976), p. 88. 
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to Keenan as ‘someone from London’, and wherein he looks to formalise the 

nature of Keenan’s contributions to the magazine: 

Your style has the sort of crude directness that the Ulsterman favours 

[…] I was wondering if you’d be interested in writing a polemical 

column or diary, ‘London Diary’ or something in that line. From your 

letters you seem to be a man of violent opinions kept for too long in 

outraged silence and you did say you enjoyed doing the Kavanagh’s 

Weekly column […] I was reading the files of the Weekly the night 

before I got your letter but never read the Keenan column, thinking it 

was just another pseudonym of P.K. [Patrick Kavanagh].116 

 

The proposal of a regular polemic feature, couched in terms of a diary, overtly 

echoes Kavanagh’s contribution to and role within Envoy and in doing so 

shows Foley was acutely aware of both the literary and personal relationship 

between both the writers and the respective magazines. Given the anchoring, 

arguably definitive role, that Kavanagh’s ‘Diary’ played in developing the 

philosophical stance of Envoy, and the overt similarities in style between him 

and Keenan, Foley’s keenness for a regular contribution from the London-

based writer suggests a desire for a similarly robust foundation stone upon 

which to build the magazine, a stone that had been hewn from the same 

literary and critical quarry as Envoy. In addition to Foley’s desire to 

incorporate these influences into the fabric of the Ulsterman, there is also the 

intimation that the editor felt some of the perceived injustices reacted against 

by Kavanagh and Envoy had been left unresolved: ‘you would think that the 

                                                           
116 Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan (Undated, circa Spring 1971). 
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battles K [Kavanagh] fought would have been won by now but not so -  the 

B.B.C Behan film the other night was by all accounts a perfect case of selling 

the “mad Irish” myth to the English.’117 In utilising Keenan as an exponent of 

the critical style that had been developed by Kavanagh, it would appear that 

Foley was intending the magazine to address at least some of the same artistic 

and cultural deficiencies as Envoy had done battle with in previous decades. 

This in turn solidified the link between the two periodicals, and ensured that 

the corridor of ideas and influences between Dublin and Belfast that had been 

sought out by Keenan and his small coterie of the late 1940s would at long last 

achieve a regular organ via which to give voice to both their creative work, 

and the critical analyses that had been so profoundly shaped by Kavanagh. 

Indeed, at the time of Keenan’s first contribution to The Honest 

Ulsterman, some twenty years after his association with Kavanagh’s Weekly, his 

position towards the two writers (as well as Beckett) appeared to have 

remained ostensibly unchanged; the opening lines of the first ‘Business 

Section’ declare bluntly that ‘The three most considerable writers in Ireland in 

recent times have been Patrick Kavanagh, Samuel Beckett and Myles na 

Gopaleen.’118 However, the intervening two decades had seen Keenan develop 

something of a reactionary streak towards his former heroes. The distinction 

                                                           
117Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan (Undated, circa Spring 1971). 

 
118 Gerard Keenan – writing pseudonymously as Jude the Obscure, ‘The Business Section, The 

Honest Ulsterman, No. 29 (July/Aug 1971), p. 31. 
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he had begun to draw in the wake of Kavanagh’s Weekly’s demise between his 

admiration for Kavanagh as a poet and a critic - whose ideas he wished to 

engage with seriously and extensively - and Kavanagh as a man with whom 

he no longer desired friendship, had become manifest in a spasmodic 

tendency to attack perceived flaws in both Kavanagh and O’Nolan’s 

personalities. Much of the ensuing first article is consumed by Keenan 

attacking the trio for being, in his view, right wing. While many of the 

subsequent articles had a periodic tendency to drift into ad hominem criticisms 

of either writer, his admiration for their literary and intellectual abilities 

remained consistent. Another consistent factor was their ubiquity; of the first 

ten ‘Business Section’ columns, seven are concerned with either Kavanagh or 

O’Nolan, indicating that, his personal distaste for the characters 

notwithstanding, he remained steadfastly willing to continue and develop his 

engagement with their literary and intellectual oeuvre for years to come. 

 Stylistically too, the tracings of Kavanagh and O’Nolan can be seen 

beneath the pages of the ‘Business Section’, particularly in Keenan’s ability 

and willingness to cultivate offence and rancour. The letters section of each 

issue of the magazine became almost inevitably dominated by perspicacious 

disagreement to Jude the Obscure’s latest broadside. This predilection for 

attack and the fulminating replies it provoked came to delight the editorial 

team, as a letter from Frank Ormsby to Keenan recounts gleefully that the 
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‘’’Letters to the Editor” [section] has gone mad recently. Niall Cusack, a pupil 

of mine, and B.S. Johnson, both after your blood; others in pursuit of Tom 

McLaughlin; great stuff!’119 The wilfully provocative and at times explicitly 

aggressive critical style of appraisal soon became adopted by the editors 

themselves, and at one point instigated a series of skirmishes with several 

members of, and successors to, Keenan’s one-time allies in Dublin’s 

‘Disreputable Minority’. The affair began when an article by Michael Foley 

appeared in Fortnight magazine in March 1972 attacking an introduction to the 

Autumn 1971 issue of The Dublin Magazine written by then editor John Ryan, 

while simultaneously excoriating the general state of letters in the Republic’s 

capital: 

I have had occasion to speak with some asperity on the awfulness of 

Dublin prose. Being a cute sort of cunt I used fairly ancient examples, 

unique landmarks of horror I hoped, the Belsens and Auschwitzes of 

the literary world. But I needn’t have bothered. Get a load of this from 

John Ryan’s editorial in the latest Dublin mag…120 

 

The editorial in question finds Ryan on rather circumlocutory floral form, 

waxing indulgently about ‘the fall of the year, so often preferred for its 

thoughtful mellowness, its richly mature hues, its hauntingly contemplative 

moods… when it comes we like to see it as an effulgent, benign sunset…’ 

                                                           
119 Frank Ormsby, letter to Gerard Keenan (7 November 1971). 

 
120 Michael Foley, ‘The Wrassler’, in Fortnight: An Independent Review For Northern Ireland (23 

March 1972), p. 9. 
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followed immediately by a rather clumsy attempt to encapsulate the rapid 

escalation of the Northern Irish Troubles: ‘For Ireland, however, as this 

grotesque year of nineteen seventy-one draws to its close, we are reminded 

more of a painful, lingering death, than the merciful advent of sleep and 

night.’121 

It is understandable that Ryan’s somewhat presumptuous claim to 

solidarity with the plight of the North may well have frayed the patience of 

Foley, a native of Derry, less than two months after Bloody Sunday at the time 

of his writing ‘The Wrassler’ article, as he admits the impact of the incident in 

a letter to Keenan from around the same time: ‘I had it in mind to write a 

couple of week ago but the Derry business left me very distressed and bitter 

and you’d probably have got a nasty letter. I’ve been down there since and the 

situation is really frightening.’122 The Wrassler article subsequently goes on to 

launch a blistering assault on a John Jordan Hibernia article before eviscerating 

the Irish Times for its contemporary series on ‘Writers in Residence.’ The 

ferocity of Foley’s article prompted a response from Jordan in Hibernia that 

opined an ‘undeclared war between Belfast and Dublin in matters literary and 

journalistic’ before observing archly that 

                                                           
121 John Ryan, ‘Editorial’, The Dublin Magazine, No. 1, Vol. 9 (Autumn 1971), p. 6. 

 
122 Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan, (Undated, circa Spring 1972). 
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Mr Foley’s comments on myself I accept as good dirty fun. What is far 

more important is the term “Dublin prose.” For it implies a 

subconscious or aggressively adopted provincialism. Mr Foley and 

others elder than him appear to see Dublin as a foreign city. (I grant 

that most Dubliners see Belfast as a foreign city, but I have never seen 

or heard tell of “Belfast prose”).123 

 

Jordan subsequently moves on to address a ‘Business Section’ article wherein 

Keenan had concluded a multi-issue analytical treatise on Kavanagh, O’Nolan 

and Beckett by branding contemporary Irish writing as right wing, 

prescriptive, anti-progressive, misogynist, homosexual, and permissively 

alcoholic.124 The likelihood of the level of offence caused by the incendiary 

nature of Jude’s criticism is anticipated with ill-disguised glee by Foley in a 

letter to Keenan: 

I think this one will really scare the shit out of the Dublin crowd – John 

Jordan has already been making enquiries apparently and, bizarre 

though it sounds, he seems to have the impression that Jude is John 

Hewitt. Dublin bashing is certainly great sport. I vastly enjoyed doing 

a piece for Fortnight some time ago and I’m working on another one at 

the moment.125 

 

Jordan’s response to the ‘Business Section’ was to impugn Jude’s insight into 

the reality of contemporary literary Dublin society:  

clearly he [Jude the Obscure] knows nothing about present-day Dublin, 

where there is no such thing as “literary society,” unless it be to or three 

                                                           
123 John Jordon, ‘Northern lights’, Hibernia (23 June 1972), p. 10. 
124 Jude the Obscure, ‘Business Section’, The Honest Ulsterman, No. 32 (January/February 1972), 

pp. 28-32. 

 
125 Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan (Undated, circa February 1972). 
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gathered together temporarily by dint of common hatred for two or 

three gathered together somewhere else. To that extent the homosexual 

analogy is correct. The charge of misogyny is balderdash […] as is the 

charge of churchiness.126 

 

Keenan eventually replied in a letter to Hibernia, stating that 

Mr Jordan refers to my four articles on Irish writing in the Honest 

Ulsterman and sees them as a skirmish in an “undeclared war between 

Belfast and Dublin.” My purpose was not so coy […] I saw recent Irish 

writing as a function of right-wing political thought. I sought 

principally to weaken the literary influence of three writers, Flann 

O’Brien, Kavanagh and Beckett, insofar as the three contributed to 

Right-wing thinking.127 

 

The interaction between what remained of the Envoy and McDaid’s 

circle in Dublin – Kavanagh, O’Nolan, and Behan were all dead by this point, 

Patrick Swift had long since moved to London and subsequently Portugal, and 

Cronin had spent much of the previous decade lecturing in the USA – and The 

Honest Ulstermen, is interesting as to the extent to which the influences and 

critical approaches emanate from the same place and are subsequently used 

against one another. At one point Jordan, who Keenen explicitly regarded as 

‘one of the Kavanagh set’,128 echoes the dead poet quite explicitly as he 

addresses the Fortnight attack, stating ‘If there is a special morality that 

literature reveals, it is the importance of what you know, of bringing some sort 

                                                           
126 Jordon, ‘Northern Lights’, p. 10. 
127 Jude the Obscure in ‘Northern Lights’, Hibernia (25 August 25 1972), p. 2. 

 
128 Gerard Keenan, letter to Frances Haworth (3 September 2005). 
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of integrity and courage to your immediate experience.’129 For his own part, as 

much as Keenan may have affected to ‘lessen the literary influence’ of 

Kavanagh and O’Nolan, he proved himself singularly incapable of extricating 

their presence from his critical prose, either as subject matter or as the ultimate 

arbiter of style and purpose. The extent to which Kavanagh in particular came 

to dominate the critical and intellectual position of not just ‘The Business 

Section’, but many of the magazine’s contributors and editorial board, is 

openly acknowledged by magazine founder James Simmons in a review of a 

reprinted version of Kavanagh’s Collected Poems, where he states ‘it must be 

obvious to the thoughtful reader how close the chief impulse of Kavanagh’s 

life are to those that started The Honest Ulsterman, and to many of the writers 

who found it the natural platform for their work.’130 

This overlap was also wryly observed by Seamus Heaney in a verse-

letter addressed to then editor Michael Foley and published in the magazine 

in 1971: 

(God but this H.U stuff, so sweet and sour 

is easy going as the turnip-snedder - 

I’d say at least twelve quatrains to the hour, 

including tea-breaks which gives us a newletter 

Eight times a day, going at minimum rate. 

There’s a vocation lost but what’s the use? 

                                                           
129 Jordan, ‘Northern Lights’, p. 10. 
130 James Simmons, ‘In Lieu of an Answer’, The Honest Ulsterman, No. 38 (March/April/May 

1973), p. 50.  
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I should have read, I realize too late, 

not ‘The Great Hunger’ but ‘Collected Pruse.’ 

Now didn’t you learn it all from Kavanagh, 

the slapdash truth and the well-meaning lie? 

Distrust your solemn man. Go for the ba. 

And ironically don’t care – spit in their eye.131 

 

The verse-letter, written as something of a response to the magazine’s rather 

relentless lampooning of ‘famous Seamus’, accurately highlighted the 

towering influence of Kavanagh on Foley, as well as the magazine in general, 

as Foley freely admitted in a letter to Keenan: 

I have no doubt that he was a major writer and a better poet than 

Yeats who was always blowing his load. I can’t overstress this or harp 

on it too much for it’s no exaggeration to say that Kavanagh’s work 

changed my way of looking at the world. For a year or so I was like a 

child let loose in Disneyland and it’s only recently that I’ve been able 

to try any realistic assessment.132 

 

This looming presence of Kavanagh as a primary influence on the critical and 

artistic direction of the magazine is one that emphasises the enduring 

significance of the corridor of intellectual ideas developed between himself 

and Keenan around the time that Kavanagh was hitting his stride as a critic 

among the bohemian nucleus of Envoy, and which in turn facilitated a 

networked conduit of interaction and influence via which the spread of a 

literary and critical philosophy was made possible. 

                                                           
131 Seamus Heaney, ‘Letter to an Editor’, The Honest Ulsterman, No 31 (Nov/Dec 1971), p. 16. 
132 Michael Foley, letter to Gerard Keenan, circa February 1971. 
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In his poetic afterlife as the driving literary and critical influence on a 

magazine that remained in circulation for over three decades, and that came 

to feature many of the most prominent and acclaimed writers of late-20th-

century Irish letters, Kavanagh can be seen as having come full circle in the 

context of Ulster literature. From having been reductively excluded from the 

nation-building fixations of John Hewitt and Rann to finally coming to 

influence Northern Ireland’s longest running literary periodical, Kavanagh 

helped to cement the continuation of a literary and artistic philosophy, 

developed in the stygian bohemia of Envoy and McDaid’s in 1940s Dublin, that 

would remain adhered to and espoused in print via the polemic articulations 

of Jude the Obscure until 2003. 
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Conclusion 

 From Public Urination to the Mermaid’s Tavern 

The Patrick Kavanagh poem ‘Mermaid Tavern’, published in the final 

issue of X in 1962, makes reference in its title to a famous Elizabethan 

tavern of the same name that had played host to regular meetings of a 

group of writers known as the ‘Fraternity of Sireniacal Gentlemen’ that 

had counted among its members Ben Johnson, John Donne, and, 

apocryphally, William Shakespeare. The poem was not the first time 

Kavanagh had delved into the history of literary London as a means of 

acquiring a framework for the poetic description of a literary group, 

having previously referenced Alexander Pope’s satirical depiction of 

the Grub Street ‘Scriblerus Club’ in his attack on Smyllie and Dublin’s 

Palace circle in ‘The Paddiad’. ‘Mermaid Tavern’ finds Kavanagh in 

warm and relatively relaxed voice as he surveys the prevailing ethos of 

bohemian Soho and the coterie in orbit around X, of which he was a 

central component:  

 No System, no Plan, 

 Yeatsian invention 

 No all-over 

 Organisational prover. 
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 Let words laugh 

 And people be stimulated by our stuff.1 

 

This sentiment, while seemingly rejecting the notion of an overarching 

structure as a desirable component of the creative process, in essence 

encapsulates the guiding principle of not only Kavanagh’s poetry, but also 

that which had informed and compelled the mainstay of the McDaid’s 

bohemian circle from its earliest conception, and sustained its output, both 

creative and critical, throughout the previous decade. 

The desire for art and poetry to resonate on an emotional level and for 

its creation to entail an experiential engagement with the self, rather than 

intellectual design or stylistic contrivance, had been expressed repeatedly not 

only by Kavanagh, but also by Anthony Cronin and Patrick Swift who 

alongside him had come to form the bulwark of a prominent Irish contingent 

active within bohemian Soho and who had emanated out collectively from the 

nucleus of Envoy magazine. The centrality of Kavanagh to the wider circle in 

orbit around X is described by English poet, and contributor to the magazine, 

C.H Sisson wherein he recounts a typical tour of bohemian pubs in the 

company of X editor David Wright:  

At last we would reach a haven in which, perhaps, Patrick Kavanagh 

was brooding uncertainly in a haze of whisky and tobacco smoke […] 

I would be instructed in the proper way of approaching the master – 

                                                           
1 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Mermaid Tavern’, An Anthology From X: A Quarterly Review of Literature 

and the Arts, 1959-1962 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p 260. 



316 
 

which is with a large whisky in one’s outstretched hand […] It was 

always a little difficult to determine whether there was a look of 

recognition in that glazed eye. Was it therefore me he was addressing 

when, once, he told me that he was willing to tolerate certain poems of 

mine?2 

 

The reverence held for Kavanagh by Sisson is by extension applied to other 

members of the group, due to the distinction he draws between ‘the world of 

poets, men of letters who regard themselves as such, in contradistinction to 

myself who, if asked what I am, will reply by naming the calling which brings 

me the most money.’3 His excitement at being in their company is palpable: 

I believe it was on this occasion that I first met Patrick Swift […] The 

evening at the Red Lion – I expect because George Barker turned up – 

appears in my memory as in some sort a stone dropped in a pond, 

making a circle which as it extended embraced John Heath-Stubbs, 

Brian Higgins, Anthony Cronin – enough to make me appreciate the 

force of Patrick Kavanagh’s definition of a poet as an original of which 

in time there are millions of copies.4 

 

The sense of peer-to-peer acceptance, along with the sustaining company of 

others who not only subscribed to, but represented, a manifest incarnation of 

the experiential authenticity Kavanagh craved as central to the production of 

art, is one that stands in marked contrast to Kavanagh’s poetic analysis of 

Dublin’s bohemia some twelve years earlier in his ‘A Play’. As mentioned in 

                                                           
2 C.H Sisson, On The Lookout: A Partial Autobiography (Manchester: Carcanet Press Limited, 

1989), p. 20. 
3 Sisson, On The Lookout, p. 22. 

 
4 Sisson, On The Lookout, p. 22. 
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Chapter One, the poem, subsequently re-titled ‘Adventures in the Bohemian 

Jungle’, charts Kavanagh’s dismay at finding what he deemed to be a hollow 

and insincere literary and artistic scene within the Irish capital. The poem’s 

conclusion encompasses a post-script that declares: 

At this point the satire explodes in a burst of wild cheering as the 

Countryman joins a group of Crumlin gurriers who are betting on a 

competition for who can urinate the highest. The Countryman wins, 

but is later arrested and charged with committing a public nuisance.5 

 

The poem’s coda, while highlighting Kavanagh’s episodic tendency to revel 

in the gratuitous, also emphasises his desire to cultivate distance, both literary 

and social, between himself and the more established environs of Irish literary 

society. Given the poem’s publication in an early issue of Envoy, and the 

magazine’s desire to foster a provocative counterpoint to what they perceived 

as the respectable literary life of the city, it is not too great a leap to see the 

‘Crumlin gurriers’ as representing an encapsulation of the Envoy and 

McDaid’s circle, particularly given the self-conscious identification of 

McDaid’s as a stronghold of ‘gurrierdom’, and also the residence in Crumlin 

of Brendan Behan, whom Kavanagh as of early 1950 had not yet come to 

openly despise. When viewed in juxtaposition, the two poems can be seen as 

                                                           
5 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘A Play’, Envoy: A Review of Literature and Art, vol. 2, no. 1 (April 1950), 

p. 78. 
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reflecting the underpinning philosophy of the group at the polarities of its 

development. 

 ‘A Play’ captures Kavanagh’s ideological conflict with the nature of 

wider artistic Dublin society and his dismay at failing to find ‘the world of art 

where beats a universal heart’.6 The poem’s allusion to his self-imposed exile 

from respectable literary society, and subsequent happening upon confreres 

among the bohemian gurriers of McDaid’s and Envoy, marks an early 

indication that there existed a burgeoning literary counterculture within the 

Irish capital, whose development would mark both the revitalisation of 

Kavanagh as a poet, and a decisive crystallisation of hitherto disparate strands 

of literary and artistic philosophy that would come to find expression via the 

unifying organ of the magazine. In comparison, ‘Mermaid Tavern’ represents 

an affirmation of that philosophy at something approaching full maturity; the 

confident and relaxed tone of the poem, a relative rarity in Kavanagh’s works 

of this type, articulates a shared vision for the creation of art that had been 

developed over the course of a decade in both Dublin and London since taking 

root in Envoy and coming to manifest at various points in the latter stages of 

The Bell, Kavanagh’s Weekly, Nimbus, and finally X. Kavanagh’s evident 

pleasure at the spread of these literary attitudes, particularly among those few 

                                                           
6 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘A Play’, Envoy, p. 78. 
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artists he respected, is highlighted in the poem’s third stanza as he reflects 

that: 

 We have produced our god 

 And everyone present 

 Becomes godded and pleasant 

 Confident, gay -  

 No remorse that a day 

 Can show no output 

 Except from the gut.7 

 

There is a sense of accomplishment in evidence here along with a shared sense 

of the elemental imperative as a central facet of the creative process. The poem 

suggests a recognition on Kavanagh’s part of a collective sense of artistic and 

literary identity in the circles within which he was then operating and for 

whom X had come to function as a key vehicle for creative and critical 

expression. 

 The central concern of this thesis has been the identification of a literary 

movement that emerged from mid-twentieth century Dublin and 

subsequently emanated outwards to influence literary and artistic cultures in 

both London and Belfast. For this purpose, a movement was defined in the 

Introduction as a commonality of ideas and approaches to the creation and 

appraisal of literature and art. In pursuit of this concern, the first chapter 

undertook an examination of the prevailing literary culture within which 

                                                           
7 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Mermaid Tavern’, An Anthology From X, p. 260. 
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occurred some of the earliest manifestations of those ideas that would form 

the bedrock of the movement’s ideological stance. The identification of an 

innate commonality of approach at the point of conceptualisation between 

Kavanagh and O’Nolan, in spite of their ostensibly marked difference in style 

and tone, represents an early indication of the conceptual level on which the 

movement would come to operate. Elicited too by the earliest examples of 

interaction between the two writers, and the subsequent highlighting of a 

mutuality of understanding in relation to the creation of literature, is their 

evident dissatisfaction with significant components of the literary status quo. 

In this respect, the literary endeavours of the pair in the years immediately 

following the letter hoaxing campaign can come to be seen as manifest 

attempts on their respective parts to develop an adequate response to that 

which they found displeasing within Irish literary life.  

 The identification of the conceptual wellspring that informed what 

would become the movement’s philosophy from its earliest point is crucial to 

the subsequent appraisal of its development. The ensuing decade of literary 

frustration and acrimony that Kavanagh endured can be seen as having much 

of its motive force in his trenchant unwillingness to compromise on his 

understanding of literary genesis, and his subsequent incapacity to 

accommodate those he felt lacking in this regard. The central factor that 

enabled Kavanagh to transcend the significant circumstantial gap between 
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himself and the younger members of the McDaid’s crowd who would come 

to gravitate around Envoy is an unflinching commitment to artistic and 

cultural integrity. That the magazine was willing to engage a longstanding 

antagonist of both Kavanagh and O’Nolan as theatre critic is testament to its 

pursuit of an elementally experiential approach to literature and art. Woods is 

a figure largely lost to literary history, and the chapter’s highlighting of him 

not merely as another name in a long list of Kavanagh feuds, but rather as a 

coherent literary and artistic critic in his own right who shared an inadvertent 

similarity of both style and approach to his erstwhile enemy, goes some 

significant way to elevate Envoy’s standing as a magazine above merely that 

of reactionary juvenilia, to the extent to which it can be seen as an instrument 

of precise literary and artistic articulation. To that effect, the work done to 

emphasise the enduring centrality of John Ryan to the development and 

maintenance of the group as a social, cultural, and artistic force represents a 

new development in appraisals of the period. 

 The present lack of scholarly attention paid to Ryan’s role within 

twentieth-century Irish art represents a prime area in which a future study 

may well come to build upon the material brought together within this thesis. 

The significance of Ryan to the development of Irish art throughout the 

middle decades of the twentieth-century by extension strengthens the claim 

to influence of the wider network that surrounded Envoy. Their pioneering 
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work in rehabilitating James Joyce within an Irish society that at the time 

harboured no little hostility towards the writer, represents one of the most 

tangible and longstanding impacts made on Irish cultural life by the group 

and also one of the clearest indications that the philosophical and critical 

concerns of the magazine would not only outlive its published timeframe, but 

would come to leave a long lasting and profound imprint on Irish literary and 

cultural life, one possessed of a coherence that has as yet gone largely 

unacknowledged.  

The durability of Envoy’s take on matters cultural is strongly 

emphasised by the attention shown to the magazine’s subsequent influencing 

of the resurrected Bell. The rise of Cronin to prominence at that magazine and 

his subsequent articulation of sentiments and positions that mirror so closely 

those expressed in Envoy are such as to be beyond coincidence and can be seen 

to represent a profound turnabout in the dynamic between the younger 

magazine and The Bell, whose editorial staff it had once viewed as an 

unwelcome and domineering influence. The wholesale nature of the shift 

facilitated Cronin’s dominance to such an extent that he could quite nakedly 

disavow the earnest intellectual engagement with the everyday challenges of 

Irish society favoured by Peadar O’Donnell in favour of thunderous, 

Kavanagh-style broadsides against favoured Envoy targets such as The 

Church, Radio Éireann, and artistically calcifying notions of Irish identity. 
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 That Envoy’s critical preoccupations so robustly transcended the 

physical end of the magazine indicates strongly that its core contributors 

remained both resolutely confirmed in their beliefs and also sufficiently 

critically and socially engaged with one another for those ideas to continue to 

develop. This endurance is emphasised by the surfacing of Envoy and 

McDaid’s figures in The Bell subsequent to Cronin’s arrival at the magazine 

and again indicates a desire for the coterie to remain in literary contact with 

one another, while also strengthening their burgeoning dominance over the 

elder periodical. This tendency for members of the circle to remain bound to 

one another via sustained literary and intellectual interaction strengthened 

their capacity to influence artistic groupings outside of their initial contextual 

origins. This capability is readily evident in the immersion within literary 

Soho of Cronin, Kavanagh, and Swift during the mid-to-late 1950s. The 

examination of the relational dynamic between Envoy, Nimbus, and X 

subsequently revealed the continuation of both the trio’s intellectual 

interaction with one another, and their collective literary and artistic 

development. The cross-pollination of themes and ideas between Dublin and 

bohemian Soho can be seen to grow over the course of Nimbus’s run and the 

three artists’ subsequent interaction with the community that sustained it. 

Aside from the very prominent promotion of Kavanagh by Cronin for the 

Winter 1956 edition, a telling comment on the confluence of ideas comes in the 

form of a Kavanagh article for the previous issue of the magazine. Titled ‘A 
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Letter And An Environment From Dublin’, the essay addresses many of the 

same cultural and artistic concerns that had preoccupied Kavanagh in Envoy 

some five years previously. Reiterating his ambivalence towards Nationalism 

he declares ‘these young people have bypassed the constricting national, 

exclusive view. They are not interested in that literature which is like a race 

“confined to a parish.”’8 The presence of these sentiments that closely echo 

much of the driving thrust of Envoy, alongside Kavanagh’s enormous 

contribution of nineteen poems to the following issue, collated for publication 

by Patrick Swift’s brother, Jimmy, highlight his growing presence within the 

magazine’s milieu. That presence, bolstered as it was by Cronin’s in-depth 

analysis of the older man’s poetic vision, one that closely mirrored the 

overarching approach to poetry he himself had previously espoused in the 

Envoy article ‘Guilty Poetry’, can be seen as representing a sustained 

continuation of their shared attitudes towards the creative process.  

 In turn, the continued interaction between Kavanagh and Cronin, as 

well as Patrick Swift who had also come to contribute to Nimbus, as has been 

highlighted, represents an evolutionary stepping stone between Envoy and X 

both in terms of artistic and literary development and also in overt editorial 

influence. As David Wright had become himself versed in the shared 

conceptual oeuvre of the Irish poets, so had he become friends and drinking 

                                                           
8 Patrick Kavanagh, ‘A Letter and An Environment From Dublin’, Nimbus, Vol. 3, No. 3 

(Summer 1956), p. 13. 
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partners with Swift in and among the bohemian and literary pubs of Soho. 

This relationship would ultimately give rise to X in 1959, and as the close 

analysis of the interplay between the writers with the magazine has shown, 

come to offer a platform for an extensive articulation of their shared approach 

to literary and artistic matters within a format that encompassed one of their 

number at the editorial helm. A comprehensive examination of the furthest 

reaches of X’s remit is beyond the scope of this thesis due to constraints of 

both time and scale, as well as the limitations of feasible substantiation. To that 

effect, a more specifically focused study on the widest sphere of X’s critical 

reach would be a welcome addition to the investigation untaken here, 

particularly one in which the other Irish contributors to the magazine are 

examined in relation to their respective creative and critical outputs with a 

view to apprehending the potential level of reciprocal influence of the 

McDaid’s and Envoy group in their subsequent work. However, in spite of this 

limitation, the bearing of the analysis made of X, particularly in its relational 

dynamic to Nimbus magazine, strengthens the central contention of the thesis 

by highlighting the sustained coherence and development of the ideas and 

positions that first arose in Envoy. The subsequent emanation of these ideas 

out from Dublin and into wider bohemian Soho highlights the enduring 

qualities of their central tenets as being sufficiently coherent and robust to 

withstand a decade of intellectual and artistic change, as well as subsequent 

application within a different and far larger literary environment. 



326 
 

 While both the spread of Envoy’s artistic philosophy into the literary 

culture of bohemian Soho, and the successful campaign waged by John Ryan 

to reclaim Joyce for the writers of Ireland strongly indicate a sustained 

movement with tangibly realisable aims and approaches to literary and 

cultural matters, by far the most extensive example of Envoy’s enduring 

creative and critical influence comes with Kavanagh’s interaction with Gerard 

Keenan’s circle and his looming posthumous presence among the guiding 

lights of The Honest Ulsterman. Keenan’s contribution to Envoy, as well as his 

several personal interactions with both Kavanagh and O’Nolan, and his 

explicitly avowed desire to cultivate a sustained literary and intellectual 

relationship with the two writers, emphasises the extent to which their take 

on literature had concentrated and influenced his own fledgling literary 

ambitions. Placed into a broader literary context, the extensive coverage the 

two writers, as well as the wider McDaid’s circle, receive in Keenan’s writing 

both pseudonymously in the Ulsterman as Jude the Obscure, and in his 

unpublished novels, represent an extensive and as of yet unacknowledged 

corridor of literary influence between bohemian Dublin and its counterpart in 

the North. The substantiation of Keenan’s reminiscent account of his 

endeavour to cultivate a presence within Dublin’s literary life via the letters 

page of The Irish Times highlights the existence of an extant and identifiably 

distinctive literary and cultural dynamic within the coterie orbiting McDaid’s 

and Envoy. Indeed, the acuity of Keenan’s assessment of literary life in Dublin, 
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despite living some several hundred miles away, suggests a markedly distinct 

and identifiable artistic culture emanating from the magazine and its 

attendant group. His subsequent ordering of literary Dublin into the 

‘Respectable Majority’ and ‘Disreputable Minority’ lends weight to the 

ideological and socio-political contrasts identified by this thesis as being 

points of episodic acrimony and division between the McDaid’s group and 

those of The Palace and Pearl Bars.  

 In reciprocation of Keenan’s self-conscious courting of bohemian 

Dublin, his subsequent presence in Kavanagh’s Weekly, a publication that was 

itself in many ways a continuation of Envoy’s most muscular critical stylings, 

represents a wider engagement with Northern Irish affairs on Kavanagh’s part 

than has been previously acknowledged. Kavanagh’s interaction with 

Keenan’s own literary circle, self-defined as the poet’s ‘secret northern 

friends’, represents a level of literary inter-connectivity between bohemian 

Dublin and a comparable cultural grouping in Belfast that has altogether been 

rendered invisible in scholarly appraisals of the Northern capital during this 

period. The most enduring testament to this corridor of literary and artistic 

influence between the two cities and their literary inhabitants is Keenan’s 

subsequent instalment as keynote columnist in The Honest Ulsterman. From his 

first appearance as Jude the Obscure in 1971, he would be absent from only 

one issue throughout the magazine’s physical run, and would cultivate a 
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similarly provocative and at times wilfully antagonist critical approach to 

cultural and artistic appraisal that took its cues directly from both Kavanagh 

and O’Nolan’s journalistic and periodical writing. In substantiation of this 

stylistic similarity, the discovery, during the course of research for this thesis, 

of the existence of Gerard Keenan’s private papers represents the single 

strongest original contribution to knowledge displayed here, comprising as 

they do some four unpublished novels, extensive manuscript copies of 

Keenan’s own Ulsterman contributions, over three decades worth of private 

correspondence between Keenan and the most prominent guiding figures 

within the magazine, including its founder James Simmons, and editors 

Michael Foley, and Tom Clyde, as well as substantial quantities of letters 

between Keenan and other famous and influential literary figures such as Bill 

Naughton and D.J Enright. Their subsequent use within the thesis has 

provided corroborating evidence that The Ulsterman editors overtly courted 

Keenan’s stylistic and critical similarities with Kavanagh, as well as his direct 

connection to the poet and the wider circle surrounding Envoy as a means of 

cultivating a continuation of a literary and cultural imperative. Similarly, 

Keenan’s own perception of The Ulsterman as representing a spiritual literary 

successor to Envoy has been attested to via the utilisation of private letters 

extracted from this resource. This in turn provides some of the strongest 

substantiation available of this thesis’ central contention, namely that the 

philosophical approach to literature and art developed in Envoy represented 
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the investiture of a distinct and identifiable artistic movement, as defined by 

a sustained commonality of ideas, that had a tangible and longstanding 

influence on literary culture both within and without Ireland.  
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