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	Le thème retenu pour ces deux journées d'études, "Vision (s)/Révision (s)", a fourni aux participants matière à réflexion dans des domaines variés comme en atteste la diversité des textes ici réunis: fiction, poésie, théâtre, cinéma, histoire plus ou moins récente.

        
	La tension entre les deux termes, confirmée par la présence insistante du pluriel amène à s'interroger sur une dynamique, un dialogue, parfois douloureux ou convenu mais souvent fécond entre passé et présent, entre tradition et originalité. Pour échapper au piège du ressassement stérile, ou de la fossilisation nés d'un respect excessif du "devoir de mémoire" il importe de préserver la possibilité de se libérer créativement des visions héritées du passé, qu'elles soient historiques ou littéraires; l'artiste et la société révisent leur "textes sacrés", négocient, s'adaptent, évoluent, bon gré mal gré...
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          Avant-propos

        

        Martine Pelletier

      

      
        
           Ce numéro spécial du GRAAT rassemble les communications présentées à l'occasion du colloque annuel de la SOFEIR (Société Française d'Études Irlandaises) qui s'est tenu à Tours les 20 et 21 mars 1997 avec l'aide de l'UFR Anglais-LEA, de l'Université François Rabelais, de la ville de Tours, du Conseil Général d'Indre et Loire, du British Council et du Comité Culturel du Ministère des Affaires Étrangères de la République d'Irlande.

           Le thème retenu pour ces deux journées d'études, "Vision (s)/Révision (s)", a fourni aux participants matière à réflexion dans des domaines variés comme en atteste la diversité des textes ici réunis: fiction, poésie, théâtre, cinéma, histoire plus ou moins récente. La tension entre les deux termes, confirmée par la présence insistante du pluriel amène à s'interroger sur une dynamique, un dialogue, parfois douloureux ou convenu mais souvent fécond entre passé et présent, entre tradition et originalité. Pour échapper au piège du ressassement stérile, ou de la fossilisation nés d'un respect excessif du "devoir de mémoire" il importe de préserver la possibilité de se libérer créativement des visions héritées du passé, qu'elles soient historiques ou littéraires; l'artiste et la société révisent leur "textes sacrés", négocient, s'adaptent, évoluent, bon gré mal gré...

           Mais "révision" a aussi en Irlande une acception plus spécifique et deux de nos invités ont choisi d'aborder de front la question du révisionniste historique irlandais, cette relecture-réécriture de l'histoire nationale saluée comme un signe de maturité politique et idéologique par les uns, décriée par les autres comme un reniement, une trahison de la nation dont les fondements se voient remis en cause depuis les années 70. Colm Tóibín propose une vision personnelle articulée sur son expérience du révisionnisme, qu'il assimile à un parricide, un meurtre rituel de la figure paternelle tandis qu'Edna Longley s'attache aux liens entre le révisionnisme historique et la production littéraire nord-irlandaise récente. Le caractère volontairement plus polémique de ces interventions qui se font indirectement écho nous rappelle à juste titre la pluralité des "visions" et la vigueur du débat intellectuel en Irlande, nord et sud.

           Ce volume s'ouvre avec les œuvres de Michael Longley et Stephen Romer à qui nous devons une magnifique soirée au cours de laquelle nous avons eu le privilège de les entendre dire leurs textes. Ils ont aimablement accepté de nous laisser reproduire quelques-uns de leurs poèmes les plus récents ici, ce dont nous tenons à les remercier chaleureusement.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Poèmes
          

        

        Michael Longley and Stephen Romer

      

      
        
          THE FLOCK

          
            
              I am touching your shoulder and pointing out the seals
Head and shoulders above seal-grey water, hand-swimmers
Who look towards us before they fold shimmery cheeks
Into the ripples and disappear. Are they mating,
We wonder. Or suckling their pups. Or just playing.
            

          

          
            
              Touching your shoulder for a second longer takes me
Below the surface, and there I move among the seals
Without frightening them, a shepherd among his sheep
Going over them all and counting his flock by fives
And rescuing one lamb from the seaweedy tangle.
            

          

          
            Michael Longley
          

          THE LATECOMERS

          
             
            
              (for Britta Olinder)
            
          

          
            
              One week late for Helena Hallqvist's ninetieth birthday,
We see her for the first time in the
              
                 gamla kyrka.

              
              Sitting at right angles to us, she gazes ahead
At the pulpit and the candles the sun doesn't put out.
            

          

          
            
              She looks up at the ceiling built like a hull, at Christ
Straddling a rainbow that fades into the woodwork.
From just in front of her earlobe three dainty wrinkles
Ripple outwards as crinkles at her daughter's ear.
            

          

          
            
              'The kingdom of heaven is like this,'the pastor begins.
We are the latecomers in his sermon, the labourers
Hired at the eleventh hour and paid an equal wage
To those who bore 'the burden and heat of the day'.
            

          

          
            
              We are not too late for her birthday, who have sweated
For only one hour in the vineyard and earned our penny.
            

          

          
            Michael Longley
          

          BLOCKS & SCAFFOLDS

           -"Paris change! mais rien dans ma mélancolie N'a bougé!"

          
             
            
              (for Cécile)
            
          

          
            
              This snow on your skin is our duty to the present
falling away on every side at every second
unshareably into avenues estranged from us.
            

          

          
            
              We are elbowed out by the sites and monuments
and the grand promenades of political masters,
captains of industry and moneyed contractors.
            

          

          
            
              Our meagre bundle of human happiness,
or of its opposite, presumably human,
huddles at the foot of a sheer glass precipice.
            

          

          
            
              Machine-washed and replete with cunning light
The crystal pyramid of the cultural state
points up our losses and our own neglect.
            

          

          
            
              You met me in these gardens, a wide smile
in a Russian hat, under trees uprooted since
by the bulldozer of public safety.
            

          

          
            
              These plotted saplings are not for us, my love!
I am the poison tree they carted off to burn
when the city died into traffic and stone.
            

          

          
            Stephen Romer
          

          THE QUILT

          
             
            
              (for Peggy O'Brien)
            
          

          
            
              I come here in the dark, I shall leave here in the dark -
No time to look around Amherst and your little house,
To talk of your ill father, my daughter's broken - no,
There isn't time - tears in the quilt, patterns repeating.
            

          

          
            
              And yet as antique orphan and girlish granny we
Stitch a square of colour on the darkness, needle-
Work, material and words, Emily's bedroom window
With a bowl of flowers we pick out through the glass.
            

          

          
            
              An iron bedstead you brought over from Tralee fills up
The box-room where I snooze, as though I have become
For these few hours in February your father, your son, While in your neightbourhood instead of snow the bushes
Wear quilts left out all night to dry, like one enormous
Patchwork spring-cleaned, well-aired, mended by morning.
            

          

          
            Michael Longley
          

          LAURA

          
            
              Could one call it knowledge?
            

          

          
            
              Pace the philosophers,
I should like to think so.
            

          

          
            
              The waving mass of a laurel tree,
light filtered down through mistletoe, the close examination
of dots on your cradle quilt.
            

          

          
            
              Waves and dots
the composition of matter itself!
Depending on how you look at it...
            

          

          
            
              And all this
unfathomably
amounting to delight, delight that seizes the whole of your body.
            

          

          
            Stephen Romer
          

          THE WATERFALL

          
            
              If you were to read my poems, all of them I mean,
My life's work, at the one sitting, in the one place,
Let it be here by this half-hearted waterfall
That allows each pebbly basin its separate say,
Damp stones and syllables, then, as it grows dark
And you go home past overgrown vineyards and
Chestnut trees, suppliers once of crossbeams, moon-
Shaped nuts, flour, and crackly stuffing for mattresses,
Leave them here, on the page, in your mind's eye, lit
Like the fireflies at the waterfall, a wall of stars.
            

          

          
            Michael Longley
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          Revisionism and literature

        

        Edna Longley

      

      
        
           I am going to speculate about the existence, theory and practice of "revisionist" literary criticism. To clarify what that is or might be, I will cite some examples of what it is not. And I will finally use some recent fiction and poetry by Northern Irish writers to illustrate how literature "revises" its own clichés. Their versions of Derry and Belfast may serve to highlight the current dynamics between literature and history. I will ask whether the Northern "word cities", to use Burton Pike’s term (Pike, 22), are changing in response to some referent "out there". Is there a sense that certain images, tropes and structures have become exhausted? Can things thought too long be no longer thought? It is fascinating that we do - eventually - recognise cliché as cliché. Yet distinguishing the complex "real thing" from Troubles trash also depends on the referents of the reader, of the interpretive community. If any area is overdue for analysis, it is the reception of Irish literature at home and abroad. Reception is tied in with representation: an issue too often reduced to policing texts lest they should insult the "Irish people". I would suggest that deeper epistemological issues are at stake. Irish literature has always positioned itself in relation to a range of audiences. Yeats’s poetry is shaped by its problematic reception.1 And, since the Irish question often phrases itself as "who speaks?", Irish studies were post-structuralist avant la lettre. Some would argue that this unfixity stems from the abnormal or incomplete state of the nation. I would suggest, rather - and this may be a revisionist or Northern perspective - that it denotes a long drawn out contest over authority, definitions, affiliations, institutions and conceptual frameworks.

           The current argument about Ireland and literary studies is generally healthy. It spices up the increased, and increasingly various, activity since 1970. We may be inching nearer to Yeats’s desire for an Irish-inflected criticism whose rigour, though not always templates, would be international. However, my second point is that "argument" requires more than opposed monologues. Revisionism begins with the very structure of debate. Writing of, and in, the American "culture wars", David Bromwich deplored "a negotiated economy of rival intolerances" (Bromwich, 48). He might - though I hope not - be describing the meanest scenario for "parity of esteem" in Northern Ireland. He certainly describes something I recognise in some intersections between Ireland and literary theory. Here there seems to be little demand for inter-party talks. Polarisation, the shunning of heretics to the point of effacing their names and views, is endemic in a country where, as Yeats said during the Civil War, "politics take the place of theology" (Wade, 690). This compounds the theological differences that underlie other theory wars and consorts with the literary academy’s recent inclination to deny or erode liberal space. The contemporary attack on the Enlightenment appeals to those Irish intellectual traditions which the Enlightenment never fully penetrated.

           Ciaran Brady, in the introduction to Interpreting Irish History, refers to the "crude unreflective empiricism" of the pioneering historians Theo Moody and Robin Dudley Edwards, and looks for "theoretical sophistication" (Brady, 7). But there can be crude or vulgar theory and sophisticated empiricism. Colin Graham, in his review of Declan Kiberd’s Inventing Ireland, notes that the book’s citation of post-colonial theory is hardly up to date. He also notes that while Kiberd likes the idea that Ireland might alter "current models of post-coloniality", he resists the idea that post-colonial theory might alter (rather than confirm) traditional understandings of Irish culture.2 Irish critics have often been narrowly selective in their theoretical models and interests. Conversely, something funny happens to supposedly sophisticated theorists from elsewhere when they enter the Irish orbit. Joep Leerssen observes of Terry Eagleton’s Heathcliff and the Great Hunger: "It is a matter of regret to see an eminent Marxist critic, schooled as few others in dialectics, so badly carried away by national enthusiasm as to forget Lukács" and Benjamin’s calls for rational openness to historical contradictions."3A different example is Frank Lentricchia getting carried away as he arrives at Dublin Airport under the impression that he is Molly Bloom:" Aer Lingus: lingus, linguistics, lingcod, lingthorn, linguini, and, yes, cunnilingus."4 Another American theorist, an exponent of so-called Irish cultural studies, writes of an IRA explosion in London during the Gulf War:" Against January 1991’s globally visible images of smart-bombs, exploding target sites in virtual space stood this Provisional] IRA assertion of a liminal space momentarily controlled by them, a simple actualisation, if you will, of the ideology and dimensionality of Celtic Twilight."(Herr, 220-21) As Yeats might have written, but did not:" I walked out into Downing Street/Because a fire-bomb was in my hand..."This article, or song of a wandering American academic, is also romantically interested (as is Fredric Jameson in Modernism and Imperialism, 1988) in a "hidden Ireland" that secretes "forms of social organisation that predate and resist the corporate control of Fordism".

           Some uses of theory in Irish literary studies compensate for perceived abuses of empiricism in Irish historical studies. Ciaran Brady, for instance, accepts that "irony... - occasionally exercised as an elegant and witty style, but more generally deployed as the plain and understated juxtaposition of the novel and the familiar - became a characteristic idiom of academic historical discourse", one that "enabled the historians to evade some of the most serious epistemological problems afflicting their study". He condemns the "merely sardonic, a facile desire to shock, amuse or deride". (Brady, 26) In his recently published Clarendon lectures, Strange Country, Seamus Deane criticises Moody and F.S.L. Lyons ("one of the more sinuous writers of the revisionist history") for their lack of theoretical alertness to the constitutive role of language. This he regards as more than a sin of omission, since it takes them beyond irony into unconscious or concealed ideology, into bias and bad faith:

          
            The rhetoric of revisionism obviously derives from the rhetoric of colonialism and imperialism. It defines its nationalist opponent always in terms of an irrationality for which it is the saving alternative. It has to deprive nationalism of agency, of self-consciousness, envisaging it as a mystification, a mythology, an impulse by which its adherents are driven; although almost any passage from any revisionist historian would reveal this charge to be applicable to itself, revisionism remains happily ensconced not only in ignorance of its own theory but the more happily so because it regards such ignorance as the badge of its peculiar notion of professionalism. (Deane, 193-94)

          

           Here Deane implicitly endorses Brendan Bradshaw’s charge that, to the particular detriment of Irish nationalism, historians have deployed a rhetoric that sets professionalism and science against mythology and emotion. On the international front some historians, like some literary critics (rather disingenuously in both cases), are trying to demystify their own authority; but, on Deane’s criterion, any historian would run into difficulties when negotiating conflicting political emotions whether in the past or the present. Deane overrides the difficulties when he thus encapsulates nineteenth-century history for a twentieth-century audience: "the obvious and disastrous failure of [the Union] - harrowingly exemplified in the Famine". Leerssen’s "rational openness to historical contradictions" seems preferable as an intellectual ideal to the populism encouraged by Bradshaw, Deane and Kiberd, who blur the lines between what William Golding terms in "Fable" (a pertinent reflection on history in the light of World War II) "street-history" and "campus-history". But perhaps this is a populism that distrusts the people. Reading Roy Foster’s biography of Yeats, I can occasionally see why his tone might raise hackles. For instance, he writes of Yeats "writing excitedly" when it comes to occult matters or jokes about George Russell’s "increasingly frenetic campaign for the return of the Gods to Ireland". (Foster, 1997, 164) But Yeats can take it. Irish history can take it. The Gods can probably take it. This is one style of narration, quite open about what it is doing: other historians write differently, more reverently, if that is required.

           Why the fuss? Perhaps we are witnessing a slow-motion reprise (although largely confined to a section of the Irish intelligentsia) of the Playboy riots. There is unease about image and "esteem", about who represents Ireland and how. It took the behaviour of Bishop Casey to make the sit-com Father Ted possible. Will there be any backlash against the heresies of London-Irish playwright, Martin MacDonagh, in his Leenane Trilogy? Or is it a sign of maturity that the plays have been so enthusiastically received by Irish audiences? If the row about historiography indicates that ideologies of history still shape contemporary Irish politics, it may also denote fear that more secular kinds of ideology are taking over the Republic, if not the North. In the 1980s, historiography became the scapegoat for social change that threatened traditional versions of Irish identity, not to mention traditional power-bases. Changing campus history may, just conceivably, have contributed to change on the street. Seeking to reverse that percolation, people who are academics themselves have attacked the academic. Ciaran Brady recently complained that, rather than pionering radical historiographical practices, they resort to ad hominem insult.5 Thus Terry Eagleton says of Lyons that, being "a shade too suburban-English", he might have been called "British Leland ".6 Here ex-English Eagleton hardly seems open even to his own historical contradictions. We are warned to tread softly, humbly on the holy ground of Irish history. Since 1995, Famine commemorations have at times become a vehicle for reinstating highly emotional responses to the past. I have heard someone use the term "post-scepticism" as if this were an achieved or desirable scholarly state.7 Yet, as Foster indicated in his inaugural lecture, The Story of Ireland, historians - I would add, poets and novelists - read that story variously. (Foster, 1995) They draw on the full menu of Hayden White’s tropes: romance, irony, tragedy, comedy. There are also different kinds of irony, as Brady is aware. Irony need not imply detachment or issue as "understatement" (although a form of witty distancing can be a tool for reorienting perceptions). It can be a dialectical means of analysis and theorisation. But perhaps it is such deeper, structural irony that really causes qualms. S.J. Connolly recently argued that you could write the story of Ireland as catastrophic, you could also write it as normative.8 He left the matter ironically, challengingly open. But again, ambiguity may itself be a problem. For all the rebukes to theory-blind historians, the teleological drive of Irish nationalism requires a monologic narrative. Some critiques of Roy Foster assume that he has usurped a quasi-papal national "authority", and then abused it, rather than offered one interpretation of events.

           Where there is ironical lack of closure, and where teleology is at least on hold, the way is open to debate. In her study of historiography and theory, The Rhetoric of Historical Representation (1990), Anne Rigney concludes that historians should indeed be more alert to theoretical issues - in The Story of Ireland Foster meets this demand, as does Ciaran Brady in his introduction to Interpreting Irish History - but that their dialogue with evidence remains a crucial discipline. More recently Rigney has differentiated between the various fora in which versions of history are produced, arguing that "critical history", history that asks new questions, is appropriate to the academy where "the historian’s imagination works against the resistance provided by evidence".9 I sometimes feel that the migration of Irish nationalist ideology from history and criticism to theory and cultural studies involves a flight from evidence, including literary evidence, as well as from dialogue in general. Also Northern Catholics, who do not inhabit a post-nationalist or even post-unionist Ireland, are - understandably - a key constituency for counter-revisionism. Ciaran Brady may underestimate the Northern dimension, when he writes: "The gathering debate over the practice of academic history has been related by commentators to the operation of several external forces, to the intractable" troubles "in the North, to the unexpected re-examination of Irish identity that followed upon Ireland’s sudden encounter with Europe, to [a] collapse of consensus [in the Republic]". (Brady, 20) Here he and others separate elements that belong together - the Republic’s sense of itself has been challenged by the North as well as by Europe. And the relation of "revisionism" to making the North "tractable" is a contentious matter. Seamus Deane, as we have seen, conflates revisionism with colonialism and imperialism.

           In Strange Country Deane also makes revisionism cognate with a suspect "cultural pluralism" and "ecumenism". Thus he claims that nineteenth-century racial ideas "survive within the transposed benign discourse of cultural pluralism" (Deane, 97, 97-8), and that ecumenism disguises an economic agenda which finds inconvenient the Northern communities’ "archaic language of difference". (Deane, 97, 63) Here, even in rare empathy with Ulster Protestants, he seems to deny the interpenetration and fluidity of cultures. This is to make culture synonymous with politics, and politics with the current polarisation of the North (which is not absolute). For me, Deane’s conflations distort efforts, not only in the recent past, to make the people of Ireland better acquainted with one another. Sometimes together, sometimes apart, literature and history have been fora for this project since the nineteenth cenury. And the project emphasises internal dialectics rather than the Irish-British axis which obsesses Deane. It is significant that Theo Moody and Robin Dudley Edwards in their founding preface to Irish Historical Studies emphasise how "The Ulster Society for Irish Historical Studies was first in the field, and from the beginning warmly welcomed the advent of the Irish Historical Society." And Brady rightly stresses Sean O’Faolain’s search for "expressions of cultural diversity and dissent" in the dark ages of the mid-century. (Brady, 21, 36) It is certainly bad history to read back this quest as foreshadowing a suspect "revisionism" in recent times. O’Faolain drew Northern protestant writers into the orbit of the Bell, as he did Southern protestant dissidents like Hubert Butler.

           To sum up the thrust of Strange Country, Inventing Ireland and other works of literary and cultural criticism that overtly or covertly attack "revisionism": they question readings (of Irish texts and contexts) that stress cultural complexity or internal conflict (paricularly the role of religious differences) in a way perceived to have an anti-nationalist tendency; they write Irish history as literary history and literary theory; they combine a selectively literary reading of Irish history with a selectively nationalist reading of Irish literature.10

           What, more positively, does "revisionism" mean if we apply it to the study of Irish literary texts? Incidentally, I am not shy about claiming a term which I find serviceable on the whole, although I mostly keep it in inverted commas. By analogy with historiography, revisionism implies (1) directly or indirectly questioning or qualifying assumptions which derive from the ideological package that sustained the Free State/Republic of Ireland after 1921 (for a crash course in that ideology, see the Fianna Fáil election speech by the protagonist of Colm Tóibín’s novel The Heather Blazing)’, (2) the introduction of perspectives excluded from the package and also from the package that justified Northern Ireland - the current variety of critical activity abounds in such perspectives; and (3) the resumption of critical and cultural arguments foreclosed on both sides of the border during the 1920s.

           Revisionism is a two-way traffic. The revision of unionist assumptions, however, is less marked in the literary than in the historical sphere, since the Irish Revival ensured that they would never achieve dominance. It is not always remembered that there was once something recognisable as unionist literary criticism, personified at the turn of the century by Edward Dowden at Trinity College.11 If "revisionist" criticism is sometimes equated with unionism, it is because Dowden’s resistance to Yeats’s literary nationalism has faded from view. There are still traces in Northern Ireland of the old transcendental hegemony called "English literature", although the school curriculum, in literature as in history has now been localised. During the nineteenth century Eng Lit became a building block not only of British social consensus, but also of the United Kingdom. With Shakespeare as "Anglo-Saxon" jewel in the crown, "English" was supposed to subsume all regional particularities. Yet, revisionist readings of Irish literature might query the assumption that "Ireland" is the natural literary unit. Here the thinking of the Ulster poet John Hewitt (1907-1987) cuts both ways. On the one hand, he attacks a unionism so afraid of Irish nationalism that it distrusted local culture and refused even to define Irishness in its own terms; on the other, he insists that literature from the North might be distinctive in its relation to the rest of Ireland and "these islands" - a phrase he used. Hewitt wrote in 1953: "It is obvious that the geographical situation and the circumstances of racial juxtaposition and intermingling must have had effects upon the literary arts practised in this area, which should to some degree have produced differences from and modifications of the same arts in the rest of these islands."12 I think this might be more obvious today than it was in 1953. And here I also agree with historians, such as Hugh Kearney and Steven Ellis, who find that "the most appropriate context of explanation is... frequently an archipelagic rather than an Irish one".13 So, too, with literary history. In fact, literary criticism can hardly help traversing the Irish Sea. Ted Hughes (himself influenced by Yeats and Graves) is as significant as Patrick Kavanagh for how Seamus Heaney establishes his early style, although the play of affinity and difference runs along other lines. The "Celtic" poetry of these islands involves a range of interconnected techniques and narratives which, of course, include varying relations with the more English dimensions of Eng Lit. Yet, Hewitt’s situating of Ulster’s literary potential within a layered regional, Irish and British Isles framework has never been accepted by nationalist cultural thought as has the dissidence of O’Faolain. Perhaps this is because he balkanises the national territory and throws it open to invasion. None of his writings on Ulster regionalism got into the Field Day Anthology.

           We can usefully contrast Hewitt’s parameters with the nationalist premises of Seamus Heaney’s Oxford lecture, "Frontiers of Writing", and of Strange Country, in which Deane updates the thinking behind the anthology. "Frontiers of Writing" proves how "geographical conscience", to use the phrase in which Yeats congratulated Shaw on John Bull’s Other Island, persists even in the most generous nationalist constructions of "Irish literature". Heaney "attempts to sketch the shape of an integrated literary tradition... in terms of five towers": a "quincunx" of male writerly edifices, with "first, at the centre, the tower of prior Irelandness, the round tower of original insular dwelling". (Heaney, 199) Anyone familiar with these debates will recognise "prior Irelandness" as the return of the omphalos and the fifth province - unhistorical, essentialist, or quint-essentialist, perhaps. What especially interests me is the use Heaney makes of Louis MacNeice, whose canonical fortunes have always been a revisionist test-case. Peter McDonald has noticed the faint presence of MacNeice in the writings of Field Day critics because "his" identity "and its" division "are subject to unexamined critical and political prejudice". (McDonald, 6) On the one hand, Heaney appears to be "redressing" this situation. With reference to MacNeice he speaks of "metamorphoses within all the multivalent possibilities of Irishness, Britishness, Europeanness, planetariness, creatureliness, whatever". Yet this, like Deane’s attack, betrays a certain impatience with the language of ecumenism and "cultural pluralism". And Heaney places MacNeice, together with the pluralist consciousness he might facilitate, "within [my italics] the symbolic ordering of Ireland". (Heaney, 200) It is also slightly bizarre to station him at Carrickfergus Castle: what Heaney dubs "MacNeice’s keep" is leased on distinctly Heaneyan terms. MacNeice’s own fluid "symbolic ordering" runs precisely counter to the castle’s "plumb assured" walls, to quote from his poem "Carrick Revisited". To quote from it again: "Time and place - our bridgeheads into reality/But also its concealment!"

           It is no accident that Deane’s "meta-narrative" in the Field Day Anthology and Heaney’s emblematic diagram emanate from Northern (nationalist) sources. Both, in their different ways, have a nineteenth-century air. This extends to the kinds of ex cathedra authority their models of a national literature claim. Perhaps differences between nationalist or "post-colonial" and revisionist readings are partly shown or shaped by choices of text, genre, period. Strange Country, although subtitled "Modernity and Nationhood in Irish Writing since 1790", barely reaches the mid twentieth century. Its main weight is thrown on the nineteenth and Edmund Burke’s influence therein. I will say something later about Deane’s fictional Derry in Reading in the Dark (1996), but the sense of impasse in these lectures fuses Derry with nineteenth-century Ireland. In a spatial as well as temporal synecdoche, the whole country is seen as endlessly trapped between "boredom and apocalypse", its literature between realism and fantasy. The selfhood of the national character, its extrication from hostile stereotype, is for ever deferred. Deane represents Irish writing as a surrogate for the nation, as if all pens would rust, all word-processors fall silent, if united Ireland came into being. There is a similarity with early Christian and early communist ideology. And much of this is told in a rather paranoid style which implies that the same malign agency has been fixing things for the last two hundred years with revisionist history as its press officer: "Britain was not to blame, the landlords were not to blame; indeed blame itself is not to be attributed - except to those who attribute blame... Revisionism legitimates those Irish cultural formations that wish to adhere to the British system, even if by violent means; it refuses legitimacy to those who wish to break from it, especially if their means are violent" (Deane, 97, 187-193) It is interesting to compare Strange Country with another recently published book on much the same period - Joep Leerssen’s Remembrance and Imagination. For instance, with respect to Joyce, Deane dwells on anomie in Dubliners (Dublin is "the world capital of boredom, presiding over the country of the dead"), and asks of the female soliloquies in Ulysses and Finnegans Wake: "Is this the language of enancipation or merely its phantom?" (Deane, 97, 167, 95) In contrast, Leerssen’s more upbeat book, which does not present Irish conditions as utterly exceptional in Europe, refers to 16 June 1904 as "the day when James Joyce brought the Irish nineteenth century to a close". (Leerssen, 223) More recently Leerssen has tried to close the gap between historiography and theory by arguing for the need to historicise representations (including levels of pre-interpretation and how events strike contemporaries).14

           In Strange Country Deane does not work from literature and literary history to wider contexts. Often powerfully, he maps his view of those contexts on to literary texts. This tendency is also to be found in Tom Paulin’s recent book of essays Writing to the Moment, and it is, perhaps, the occupational hazard of all Irish literary criticism. Nonetheless, the effort to define Irish literature in terms suggested by its own practices has sometimes faltered in the face both of nationalist readings and the terms set by international criticism. This especially applies to the mid and late twentieth century. Here any revisionist process pivots on the Literary Revival: too often presented as a homogeneous and finite phenomenon. So, whereas historians might read forward events that nationalist ideology reads backwards from the foundation of the state, a revisionist literary critic is in a more complicated position. He or she has to struggle with nationalist (sometimes sectarian) prejudice against the always-contested Revival. I recently co-edited a number of Yeats Annual which focused on Irish readings of Yeats. In one article, "Getting the North: Yeats and Northern Nationalism", John Wilson Foster finds distinctive quarrels with Yeats in the criticism of Deane, Heaney and Denis Donoghue. My own contribution deals with what I call "Anxieties of Influence and Succession" in the 1930s: Yeats’s negotations with his Irish poet-successors and theirs with him. My research suggested that there was no neat ending to the already multiple Revival, and that the mechanisms of poetic tradition took many twists and turns - some of them across the water. It is revealing that Austin Clarke, who had difficulties in asserting his own aesthetic against Yeats, began to accuse him of reneging on literary Home Rule. Another issue exposed by the study of Irish poetry in the 1930s and "40s is that "modernism" is one of the international critical categories whose operation and history in Ireland has not been fully explored. As with "post-colonial" theory, this suggests the reciprocal work of revisionism that might be done.15

           Deane calls the Free State, somewhat condescendingly, "the little world that succeeded to the extravagant rhetoric of the Revival and the Rising and the War of Independence and the Civil War". (Deane, 97, 162) This terminology, again dependent on a particular version of history, takes little account of texts and contexts in the period. Most writers of the 1930s and "40s saw the Free State, rather, as an isolationist asylum run by patriotic zealots and" religious secret societies "to quote Frank O’Connor.16 On the one hand, Deane disparages the Free State, as Northern nationalists often do, because they were not involved in its making (he also seems piqued by Ireland’s shrunken importance on the stage of history). On the other hand, he disguises the problems that its Catholic ethos and Gaelic cultural ideology posed for a" pluralist "Irish nationalism. This also indirectly discounts the broader" revisionism "of the Republic’s recent liberalisation. Perhaps Deane, like Declan Kiberd in Inventing Ireland, is more comfortable with the literature of the nineteenth century and the Revival, because" Ireland "can still be discussed as a process of becoming, however stalled. The later literary stages of the twentieth century present a reckoning with what Ireland has become - the Ireland that interests me. Neither Deane nor Kiberd, for instance, has anything to say about Paul Durcan, whose poetry can be construed as revisionist critique.

           Roy Foster’s biography of Yeats is timely. It is a remarkable and revealing fact that Yeats should be as much a focus for literary and political argument as he was a hundred years ago. The dust has not settled, any more than Ireland...
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