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I.  Introduction

For much of the twentieth century, the reputation of Irish literary writers (beyond the acknowledged ‘greats’ of Yeats, Joyce or Beckett) suffered from their treatment by critics as failed or partly-successful imitators of literary forms successfully realized in the mainstream English tradition. In the past decade, a contrasting critical tendency  has tended towards the celebration, and at times the valorization, of Irish writers’ innovations in genre, theme and form.  Such reappraisals, supported by significant literary and cultural retrieval projects, in turn have enlivened older debates as to what are the distinctive, common and enduring features of an ‘Irish’ literary tradition.  An analysis of Irish literary culture from 1550 to the present day, in the specific context of the Oxford Handbook of Irish History, offers a welcome opportunity to reassess the relationships between history and literature in the light of recent research.  The following discussion will therefore prioritize such issues as: the changing status of literature as a historical source; the emergence of diverse literary genres and their implications for the periodization of Irish literary history; and the complex, and contested, trajectory of Irish literary historiography.  
II.  Literature and Polemic: 1550-1690
Recent investigations into the writings of the early modern period (1550-1690) have challenged earlier notions of its literary culture as ‘fitful’ or lacking substantial aesthetic interest.  That a highly populated terrain of literature in English exists between the landmark figures of Edmund Spenser and Jonathan Swift has been convincingly argued by Deana Rankin in her study of seventeenth-century Ireland, which she characterizes as ‘a noisy, scribbling world’: ‘In Ireland, as in England, both pen and sword were at insistent work as successive waves of recent settlers and returning exiles, soldiers and administrators, old hands and new arrivals moved through the country’.
  Andrew Carpenter’s anthology Verse in English from Tudor and Stuart Ireland (2003) presents the diversity and range of material which has survived from an age which, he notes, was ‘much more accustomed to the sound of verse than our own and one in which verse was regarded as accessible to all, the illiterate and the literate’.
  This increased interest in literary production has further challenged and complicated the overly-schematic categories previously employed with regard to early modern Ireland; as Anne Fogarty has demonstrated, ‘complex generic interconnections’ exist between texts written by Irish writers from a diversity of ethnic backgrounds, authors writing of Ireland from England, and English travellers, military, settlers and colonists.
  Fogarty’s attentive readings reveal the lines of affiliation and patronage often subtly present in early modern texts and also the tendency of the more significant of such writings to ‘straddle boundaries, whether geographical, artistic, ideological or political’; hence Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1596) may be read ‘at once as a veiled rendering of the anxieties of the New English planter in late sixteenth-century Ireland and as a product of the charged, self-fashioning aesthetics of the Elizabethan court’.
 

A welcome trend in such studies, and one with important wider ramifications, is the increased attention to the literariness of writings previously mined for narrowly-interpreted historical information. The work of Patricia Coughlan has been especially pioneering in this regard, underlining the importance of investigating the various writings of the early modern period ‘in themselves as symbolic representations (as distinct from seeing them as relatively inert and transparently readable pieces of evidence for the views or political positions of various factions).’
 Such attention to the fictive and discursive aspects of sixteenth and seventeenth-century texts from and about Ireland includes analysis of the expressive opportunities provided by specific literary forms, most notably satire, anti-pastoral, tragicomedy and memoir.  Work by Marie-Louise Coolahan and others has elucidated the tropes, language and rhetorical stances employed by female and male authors in the many testamentary and autobiographical narratives that were produced in the seventeenth century, most especially in the aftermath of conflicts such as the Nine Years War and the 1641 Rebellion.
 Such analyses in turn help to illuminate the discursive and ideological potency of eye-witness accounts, depositions and testimonies as deployed within the highly contested historiography of the early modern period.
Relatedly, the interrelationships of orality and literacy, and  of oral, manuscript and print cultures in early modern Ireland have become an especially rich field of enquiry. Gillespie’s Reading Ireland, a history of print, reading and social change in early modern Ireland, is the first indepth study of the ‘world of print as a vantage point from which to observe the shifts in early modern Irish society’, deploying in very stimulating ways both the material history of printed commodities and their role in social change.
 The 2006 publication of The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, edited by Gillespie and Andrew Hadfield in the Oxford History of the Irish Book series, is a landmark in intellectual history of early modern Ireland, with extensive studies of the print trade, collectors, readers and the impact of print.
 The existence of this comprehensive history of print culture has in turn enabled a more nuanced history of print’s impact on the manuscript traditions of English and Irish-language literature, a complex and multidirectional process which includes – as Lesa Ní Mhungaile has shown in her work on Charlotte Brooke’s Reliques of Irish Poetry – instances of borrowing from print by manuscript scribes as late as the early nineteenth century.

III.  Irish Writing and the Development of Literary Genres: 1690-1800 

For writing from the period 1690-1800 clearer categorizations are possible in generic terms. While the more esteemed and formal genres of poetry, drama and fiction begin to emerge at this time, their less aesthetically refined predecessors – verse, theatrical performance and prose writing – are of considerable interest and have been the subject of some fascinating investigations in research published since the late 1990s.  In compiling his anthology Verse in English from Eighteenth-Century Ireland (1998), Andrew Carpenter unearthed a remarkable quantity of verse material from broadsheets, printed volumes, chapbooks, manuscripts and newspapers from the eighteenth century.
  Many of these writings evocatively convey the marginalized voices of the rural and urban poor, through a variety of ballads, elegies and ‘Dublin underworld’ poems.  Carpenter’s findings also reveal a striking number of female authors, including some sixty Irish women who ‘published verse under their own names in the eighteenth century’ and ‘scores of others’ who ‘composed songs which were printed, anonymously, in chapbooks and broadsheets’.
 

The retrieval of this literary material has in turn highlighted the extent of linguistic contact in the society of the time, a cultural dynamic with rich and complex implications for an understanding of eighteenth-century social interaction.  As evidenced by Carpenter’s anthology, the ‘cross-pollination of form, syntax and vocabulary between the cultures and languages of eighteenth-century Ireland’ includes significant cross-pollination between English and Irish, and also Scots influence on the language of Ulster (notable examples include Ulster-Scots poets Samuel Thomson, James Orr, Hugh Porter and Olivia Elder).  The numerous macaronic or mixed-language songs uncovered by his invaluable research – songs which required a knowledge of English and Irish not only for their performance but also for a full comprehension of their humour and innuendo
 – further attests to the prevalence of practical bilingualism or some bilingual comprehension during this period.  The orthographical and other irregularities in the printing of such texts further suggest that the authors and the compositors who set the type may have had little formal schooling in English, while the purchasers, and future singers, were not expected to be able to read Irish.  Consequently, the Irish passages were printed ‘as an English speaker would spell them out if he heard them; thus when they are read aloud by someone who can read English, an Irish speaker should be able to understand them as Irish’.

The significance of eighteenth-century Irish theatre in the staging of Irish identity and the multifold conflicts inherent in such a term have been well documented by Chris Morash, Helen Burke and Christopher Wheatley, among others.  Their focus on theatre history, rather than drama, has brought into view the previously neglected importance of performers and the sites of performances in this period.  Helen Burke has extensively researched the occurrence of ‘riotous performances’ in the Irish theatre between 1712 and 1784, events which illustrate both the contested nature of the eighteenth-century Irish theatre and also the ‘politically generative’ significance of these conflicts.
  Infamous occasions include the Patriot protests which disrupted the staging of Tamerlane at Dublin’s Smock Alley in 1712 and the Patriot riots which greeted Thomas Sheridan’s restaging of Voltaire’s Mahomet the Imposter in 1754.  With regard to the former, Burke argues that ‘the unauthorized stagings of these patriots blurred the boundaries between Irish Protestant and Irish Catholic and opened up a space for the latter subject to speak’, while the mid-century stage was by contrast the site of ‘an intense struggle between Catholic-identified gentry reformers and Protestant-identified populist reformers’.

The relationship between the London and Dublin stages is a central and fascinating aspect of the history of Irish theatre in the eighteenth century.  Chris Morash observes that ‘[t]he same factor that made it so difficult to keep a theatre financially afloat in Dublin – the proximity to London – helped to give the Irish theatre its political edge’.  While ‘[p]lays about liberty in London could be absorbed as platitudinous in any but the most disturbed periods; in Dublin they continually opened up uncomfortable questions about the position of the vast majority of the population whose liberty was so severely curtailed’.
  The financial lure of London, and the widening gap between it and the Dublin market, led to the departure from Ireland of many successful playwrights, Mary Davys, Arthur Murphy, Frances and Thomas Sheridan, and Hugh Kelly being some examples.  These migratory trends compound the difficulties in answering what can be a deceptively simple question: in what meaningful sense can authors such as William Congreve, Richard Steele, Susannah Centlivre or even Oliver Goldsmith be termed Irish playwrights?
  While most of these writers (excluding Congreve) were born in Ireland, few spent a significant part of their adult lives in Ireland, fewer engaged directly with Irish subjects in their plays and all wrote primarily for London audiences.  Yet as Morash (who poses this question most constructively) persuasively argues by way of answer, the performance, publication and reception-history of their work show that all of these writers ‘were part of eighteenth-century Irish theatre culture, extending from the stage of Smock Alley to the booksellers in the streets surrounding the theatre, to the drawing rooms around the country where plays were read’.
  Critical analyses have thus moved fruitfully away from the more problematic issue of Irishness as a biographical designation to a rich engagement with the history of performance and the material culture of eighteenth-century Irish theatre.

Prose writings from 1690 to 1800 are less easy to demarcate along lines which are familiar to students of literature today. Among the key categories identified by literary critic Ian Ross, who has led recent scholarship in this field, are Enlightenment and Counter Enlightenment writings, biography and memoir, prose fiction, and the suggestive thematic area of ‘literary cosmopolitanism’ (exemplified for Ross by Oliver Goldsmith), which he suggests may be understood ‘as a reaction to the growing interest in national literatures within these islands, which encompassed work in English, Irish, Welsh or Scots Gaelic’.
  Meanwhile historians have re-emphasized the cultural significance of antiquarian writings of the period, including the close relationship of such writings not only to the political culture of Ireland but also to European antiquarianism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
  O’Halloran’s vivid study of these relationships, entitled Golden Ages and Barbarous Nations, explores the origins, debates and golden ages myth current in Irish cultural discourse in the eighteenth century, along with their influence on political affiliations and alignments.  Joep Leerssen’s influential analysis of Patriot politics and Protestant antiquarianism is in turn part of a larger and illuminating study of imagology and the construction of a national self-image in Irish literary and historical scholarship through to the late nineteenth century.

The genealogy of the Irish novel has been traced back to the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries through the scholarship of Siobhán Kilfeather, Aileen Douglas, Ian Ross, Moyra Haslett and others.  The 2006 publication of the Loebers’ Guide to Irish Fiction: 1650-1900 dramatically increased the known size of the field, with a listing of over 5,000 fictional titles relating to Ireland, published prior to 1900; the Loebers’ work also points to the fascinatingly complex history of the circulation of Irish fiction, with publishing locations ranging from Ireland and Great Britain to North America, Australia and India.
 While a comparatively small number of novels appear to have been published in the period before 1800, many display a richness of formal experimentation and diversity of thematic content.
  Important examples include politician and soldier Robert Boyle’s six-volume heroic romance Parthenissa (1654-1665), the anonymous Vertue Rewarded; or, the Irish Princess (1693) and Sarah Butler’s Irish Tales (1716).
  A compelling feature of such prose fictions, and one which would continue in their nineteenth-century successors, is their explicit engagement with earlier accounts of Ireland (Spenser’s A View of the State of Ireland being most frequently cited) and their consequent self-positioning within a developing historiographical tradition of writing about Ireland.  The towering figure of Jonathan Swift continues to command critical attention, with newly detailed investigations of the complexity and longevity of his engagement with Irish society, economics and culture, from the early 1690s to the late 1730s.  The ‘Irish’ Swift is itself an example of a trend in late twentieth and early twenty-first century historiography which has focused also on the ‘Irish’ Edmund Burke, ‘Irish’ Maria Edgeworth and others; the more sophisticated of these studies, Luke Gibbons’ study of Edmund Burke being the most notable,
 involve, as critic James Chandler has identified, a productive complication not only of ‘the question of what the “Irishing” of an author might mean, but also that of how to locate an “Irish author” on a larger cultural map’.
 

IV.  Literary Culture and the Crises of Representation: 1800-1890

Irish literary history does not fit easily or neatly into the periodizations frequently employed for the English literary tradition, such as Romanticism, Victorianism or Modernism, though the awkwardness of the fit is often telling and revealing.  In the case of Romanticism, Irish literature has typically been seen to exemplify ‘the late flowering of a Romantic sensibility’ in comparison to its neighbours, with the writings of the 1840s Nation poets or even the early Yeats as exemplars.
  However, ‘Irish Romanticism’ has recently been reclaimed as a meaningful, distinctive and early phenomenon by the work of Claire Connolly and Luke Gibbons. In her influential analysis of the decades 1800 to 1830, Connolly argues that ‘Ireland emerged from this period with a renovated reputation as a naturally distinct national culture; this is turn fostered and supported new theories of nationality and nourished the cultural nationalism of the 1830s and 1840s’.  ‘Strongly marked by a sense of grievance’, Irish romantic literary culture existed alongside ‘persistent calls to mould civil society in a more progressive shape’, the result of this being that the literature of the period bears and assumes ‘the burden of reform and change’.
  To date, the literary genres which have received most attention in this new critical context are, firstly, the national tale, frequently authored by women (Maria Edgeworth and Sydney Owenson, Lady Morgan being the best-known examples), and, secondly, the body of writing now recognized as Irish Gothic, whose representatives extend from Charles Robert Maturin to later nineteenth-century writers such as Joseph Sheridan LeFanu, Charlotte Riddell and Bram Stoker.  
The term ‘Anglo-Irish’, which appeared more and more frequently in post-Union discourse, in turn came to be used as a designation for many early nineteenth-century writers although, as a number of commentators have suggested, their identity is more accurately understood as ‘negative’ rather than ‘syncretic’ i.e.  ‘neither Irish nor English’ rather than ‘both Irish and English’.
  To support this view, Ina Ferris quotes the revealing line from Maturin’s dedicatory letter to The Wild Irish Boy (1808): ‘I am an Irishman, unnoticed and unknown’.
  The national tale, Irish Gothic and other subgenres from the early decades of the nineteenth century have, in consequence, returned to critical prominence as literary forms which refract the historical issues of the time and thus expose key political and social fissures: in Ina Ferris’s pithy terms, they constitute ‘a writing around rather than within history, and it is precisely because of this position of not-quite-belonging that they estrange foundational narratives of history and gender’.

Moving to the mid century, the field of Irish famine literature has, over the last two decades, become the subject of wide-ranging investigation, much of which was prompted by the sesquicentennial commemoration in the mid to late 1990s.  Morash’s 1989 anthology The Hungry Voice gathers over 100 poems, written between 1845 and 1850 in response to the Great Famine; their authors include Jane Wilde ‘Speranza’, Aubrey De Vere, Samuel Ferguson and most notably James Clarence Mangan whose poem ‘Siberia’, first published in the Nation 18 April 1846, is one of the most evocative literary treatments of the famine, made all the more powerful by the obliqueness of its representation.
  The retrieval of contemporary literary responses has also had important implications for wider historiographical debates about governmental responsibility. One such example is the novel most frequently associated with the 1840s famine, William Carleton’s The Black Prophet; although Carleton’s text takes for its subject matter the earlier famines of 1816-7 and 1821, its publication in the Dublin University Magazine between May and December 1846 gave it an urgent contemporary significance.  In the preface to the single-volume edition in 1847, which he dedicated to Prime Minister Lord John Russell, Carleton claimed a direct interventionist role for his novel, ‘calculated to awaken those who legislate for us into something like a humane perception of a calamity that has been almost perennial in this country’, and forcefully criticized the British legislature for its ‘long course of illiberal legislation and unjustifiable neglect’.
  Almost a century later, the fiercer arguments of Carleton’s contemporary John Mitchel as to extensive food exports and a policy of deliberate governmental neglect would be given novelistic form in Liam O’Flaherty’s Famine (1937) which remains a strong seller; in recent years the famine has also been deployed as the subject of historical fiction for children, most popularly in the work of author Marita Conlon-McKenna.

These examples notwithstanding, it has been common for cultural critics to argue that a ‘repression or evasion’ has been at work with regard to literary responses to the Great Irish Famine – the event straining ‘at the limits of the articulable’ or marking ‘the threatened death of the signifier’ in Terry Eagleton’s terms.
  Such generalizations as to the ‘silence’ of literary writers, while powerful in emotive terms, had the effect of delaying a detailed engagement with the body of literature that does survive and deflecting a much-needed analysis of its influence.  Recent studies of Irish-language material in the nineteenth century have pointed to the existence of a significant body of famine literature, written contemporaneously or soon after,
 while Cormac Ó Gráda’s research into the folklore and folk-song of the period has made available a number of popular songs, one of which ‘Amhrán na bPrátaí Dubha’ (Song of the Black Potatoes), is believed to have been composed in the 1840s.  Among the striking features of this song is its sharp refutation of contemporary views of the famine as providential or ‘God-given’ and, as a result, it was said to have generated the disapproval of local clergy:


Ní hé Dia cheap riamh an obair seo,


Daoine bochta a chur le fuacht is le fán,


Iad a chur sa phoorhouse go dubhach is glas orthu,


Lánúineacha pósta is iad scartha go bás.

A large body of eye-witness accounts of the famine also exists, many of which were republished during the 1990s commemorative period; these include the writings of American visitor Asenath Nicholson and of the British journalist Alexander Somerville, along with the monumental Transactions of the Central Relief Committee of the Society of Friends during the Famine in Ireland in 1846 and 1847 (1852, republished 1996).  Historians of the famine have tended to treat these sources with considerable ambivalence, rightly noting that their privileged status reveals ‘more about the assumptions of the observer than the experience of those observed’.
  The best-selling The Great Hunger (1962) by Cecil Woodham-Smith was one of the first histories to make detailed use of contemporary testimonies, in contrast to her revisionist predecessors and successors who considered them unduly emotive; her study in turn proved influential for a new generation of writers who took the famine as literary subject, including poet Seamus Heaney (‘At a Potato Digging’ and ‘For the Commander of “the Eliza”’), dramatist Tom Murphy (author of Famine) and poet Eavan Boland, whose poems ‘That the Science of Cartography is Limited’ and ‘Quarantine’ are now anthologized in the influential Norton Anthology of English Poetry. The 2012 publication of the magisterial Atlas of the Great Irish Famine has greatly advanced historiography regarding famine mortality and famine’s regional impact; in contrast, its analysis of the cultural impact of the Famine and its mapping of the diversity of cultural responses is much less satisfactory. What this suggests is that a full integration of literary and cultural source-material into famine historiography – and within Irish historiography more generally – has not yet been achieved, nor have the diverse aesthetic and symbolic dimensions of literary representations fully been explored.
Far from avoiding the burden of the actual, nineteenth-century Irish literary fiction – in particular in the post 1850 period – is distinguished by a direct engagement with contemporary social and political events.  One example of the prevalence of such ‘factual fictions’
 is that of the land agitation and land wars of the late 1870s and 1880s concerning which at least fifteen novels were published in the period 1881 and 1890 alone, nine written by women.  The most famous of these are Anthony Trollope’s Landleaguers (1883) and George Moore’s A Drama in Muslin (1886) while Emily Lawless’s Hurrish (1886) has also received critical attention.  Other notable works include Letitia McClintock’s strongly anti-League novel A Boycotted Household (1881), Rosa Mulholland’s Marcella Grace (1886), The Plan of Campaign (1888) by English historian and novelist Frances Mabel Robinson and When We Were Boys (1890) by parliamentarian William O’Brien, written during his periods of imprisonment in the 1880s.

The critical neglect of these works is itself part of a more general underestimation of the role played by domestic and sentimental fiction in the nineteenth century.  These ‘factual fictions’ employ standard plots from sentimental fiction (social and economic obstacles to lovers’ relationships, mistaken identities, wrongful accusations, etc) yet in their depiction of contemporary politics they also take on a substantial burden of representation involving political agitation, contemporary class antagonisms and social change.  A considerable number of the land war novels belong to the categories of ‘Catholic upper middle-class fiction’ or ‘Catholic gentry novels’, reflecting the outlook and aspirations of this class.
  Ultimately such novels generally serve to reinforce a social order of private property and landed ownership, and the marriages with which they typically conclude are designed to resolve anxieties concerning legal title and inheritance.  However such legitimizing gestures barely contain the social instabilities which form much of the narrative interest; it cannot have been lost on readers that the transfer of land ownership, once countenanced, could occur again and, in class terms, elsewhere.  Nor was the subject-matter without danger for its authors: an intriguing case is that of Elizabeth Owens Blackburne Casey whose accomplished novel The Heart of Erin was published in 1882.  Born in Co. Meath in 1848, Casey was then at the height of her career as a successful novelist and writer based in London.  Her novel, subtitled An Irish Story of Today, presented itself as a vehicle for better understanding between England and Ireland and castigated contemporary newspapers for their ignorance and misrepresentation of Irish news.  However in a review which appeared on 20 May 1882, two weeks after the Phoenix Park murders, the Athenaeum sharply criticized Casey as ‘a thoroughgoing partisan of the Land League’; this proved to be her last published novel and she died in penury in Dublin in 1894.

The history of nineteenth-century Irish literary anthologies offers a useful perspective on the role and influence of cultural representations in the period; the landmark anthologies such as The Spirit of the Nation (1843) or The Cabinet of Irish Literature (1879-1880), published at times of political transition, offered the literary means to articulate and disseminate a shared cultural identity.
  In addition, these collections played a key role in the consolidation of ‘Anglo-Irish’ literature from the mid nineteenth century onwards and, with significant exceptions, in the related occlusion of the tradition of Irish-language writing.  A printed tradition in the Irish language did develop in the early decades and co-existed for the first half of the century with a continuing manuscript tradition. Consequently, and as noted earlier, considerable evidence exists of manuscript scribes borrowing and copying from printed texts, Charlotte Brooke’s Reliques of Irish Poetry (1789) and John Daly and Edward Walsh’s 1844 Reliques of Irish Jacobite Poetry being some examples.
  James Hardiman’s Irish Minstrelsy, or Bardic Remains of Ireland with English Poetical Translations (1831) was quickly eclipsed by Samuel Ferguson’s infamous Dublin University Magazine reviews (1834). Yet Irish Minstrelsy is worth further examination in its own right, usefully summarized by Matthew Campbell as an ‘O’Connellite project conceived during the struggle for Catholic emancipation’, in contrast to Ferguson’s articles which ‘sought to provide a literary service for unionist readers, while not challenging their politics’.
 

Even less well recognized is the prevalence in the mid century of bilingual collections, for example Reliques of Irish Jacobite Poetry, Edward Walsh’s Irish Popular Songs (1847) and John O’Daly and James Clarence Mangan’s Poets and Poetry of Munster (1849).  As late as 1866, when the second edition of Reliques appeared, O’Daly chose to include seventeen ballads without Irish translations, arguing that ‘the generality of our purchasers, we suspect, will be those who are more or less acquainted with their native tongue; and therefore will not have much difficulty in reading the same’.
  Such editorial choices underline the complex reception-history of bilingual poetry anthologies in nineteenth-century Ireland: too often dismissed as language primers, both by contemporary reviewers and by later literary historians,
 or condescended to as antiquarian pursuits, these collections performed a variety of functions for contemporary readerships with mixed linguistic and educational competences.
  The two ‘best sellers’ of the nineteenth century were, however, published fully in English: The Spirit of the Nation (1843, expanded in 1845) and Charles Gavan Duffy’s Ballad Poetry of Ireland (1845).  By 1874, Spirit of the Nation had reached its fifty-seventh edition, and as late as 1895 W.B.Yeats reported that it was to be seen ‘on the counter of every country stationer’.
  By its thirty-ninth edition in 1866, Duffy’s anthology of ballad poetry had sold an estimated 76,000 copies.  Dismissed for much of the twentieth century – partly as a result of its contemporary popularity – mid nineteenth-century poetry in English would attain a new critical status within post-colonial historiography, chiefly through David Lloyd’s writings on Mangan, Davis and Duffy in which Lloyd, following the work of Deleuze and Guattari, reclaims the term ‘minor literature’ as the mark of political contestation and opposition.

In the post-1850 period many Irish-born authors and journalists found significant professional opportunities and some success in London; this still neglected generation of migrant authors included many female writers, such as Charlotte Riddell, Annie Hector, Frances Cashel Hoey and the aforementioned Elizabeth Owens Blackburne Casey, as well as male writers Justin McCarthy, Edmund Downey and Richard Dowling.  One of the most ambitious publishing ventures of the period was the four volume Cabinet of Irish Literature (1879-1880), the work of journalist and novelist Charles Read and of journalist and parliamentarian T.P. O’Connor who completed the project following Read’s death in 1878.  The correlation between the Cabinet’s publication and the developing Home Rule movement may be traced between the lines of the editors’ stated rationale for the anthology, which they presented as ‘primarily necessary for the purpose of enabling the literary history of Ireland to be traced in a systematic manner; and not the literary history only, but also the historical and social development of the people’.
  In addition, the preface included a firm assurance that the editors had sought the avoidance ‘of anything that has become hackneyed or that could wound the feelings or offend the taste of any class or creed’.  Instead, in all four volumes, the criteria upon which the ‘Irishness’ of a selection is determined are markedly broad and the inclusiveness of genre is a notable feature of the project, ranging from political and religious oratory to philosophical, scientific and orientalist writings.  Katharine Tynan’s 1902 revised edition of the Cabinet would see a regrettable narrowing of genres which was itself exemplary of a general tendency in literary studies of the time; however, her revisions did include the addition of a new fourth volume featuring contemporary writing, with enlightened choices of Revival writers such as Emily Lawless, Yeats, Douglas Hyde, Somerville and Ross, and George Bernard Shaw.  Of the ninety-one authors featured by Tynan in this volume, forty-three are female – a ratio of inclusion unique in the history of Irish anthologies.  
V.  Irish Literary Historiographies: 1890-1920

As discussed above, the migration of many Irish-born writers to London, as well as the cultural bilocation or translocation of much of Irish writing from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, renders difficult an immediate differentiation between ‘English’ and ‘Irish’ writing in many cases.  Such cultural hybridity can all too easily be equated with aesthetic inferiority, an assumption made by the young W.B. Yeats whose objections to the nineteenth-century novel lay in what he termed the impossibility of dividing ‘what is new, and therefore Irish, what is very old, and therefore Irish, from all that is foreign, from all that is an accident of imperfect culture’.
  Although initially a voracious reader of nineteenth-century poetry and prose, Yeats had by the first decade of the twentieth century assumed the role of self-begetter in terms of cultural inheritance.  This autochthonous position itself exemplified a deep ambivalence among Revival writers towards cultural tradition; as Colin Graham has argued, the Revival ‘had to be its own point of origin.  In being a revival it had not quite done away with literary history, but it had started from the assumption that almost nothing was in place’.

A highly engaging narrative history of the key texts of the Irish Revival is provided by Declan Kiberd in his Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (1995), loosely inflected by the post-colonial theory of Frantz Fanon and Ashis Nandy, and supplemented by his study of Irish-language and English-language writers in Irish Classics (2000).  The history of the Northern Revival between 1890 and 1920, previously occupying an ‘uncertain place in twentieth-century Irish literary history’,
 has been illuminated by Richard Kirkland in his biography of Cathal O’Byrne, and by Eugene McNulty in his study of the Ulster Literary Theatre.
  Even the recalcitrant James Joyce has been repatriated, at least in part, to an Irish narrative and variously resituated within a national, post-colonial or ‘semi-colonial’ context by the work of Emer Nolan, Enda Duffy, Derek Attridge and Marjorie Howes.

Whether an ‘Irish Modernism’ existed, and if so to what extent, are questions that have increasingly vexed scholars of Irish studies over the past decade, the most frequent critical stance being the positioning of Irish revivalism and international modernism as largely unrelated, even opposed, cultural forces.  However, as Paige Reynolds has persuasively demonstrated in her study of drama and Irish spectacle in the early twentieth century, ‘cultural production in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ireland was rich with overlaps between the seemingly antipathetic ideals espoused by these two movements’.
  Reynolds’ tracing of such interconnections further supports a significant re-envisioning of the potential of both movements: the recognition of Irish revivalism’s ‘thematic innovation and formal experimentation’ and the underscoring of Irish modernism’s ‘dynamic relationship between cultural producers and their audiences’.

The literary genealogies conventionally ascribed to Irish twentieth-century writing also contain some revealing fractures and disjunctions: while Irish fiction for much of the century has been dwarfed by the towering figure of Joyce,
 he, rather than Yeats, tends to be seen as the enabling figure of later Irish poetry, as suggested by the title of Dillon Johnston’s study Irish Poetry after Joyce.  Meanwhile those few figures allowed entry to the Irish modernist assembly are almost exclusively male (Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, Thomas MacGreevy, Brian Coffey) and generally exiles from Ireland.  Some of the newer historiographies of Irish writing have usefully challenged earlier categorizations, with sustained critical attention being paid to the work of Elizabeth Bowen, Kate O’Brien and Blanaid Salkeld, for example.
  Other works of criticism have attempted new mappings of cultural preoccupations, for example Edna Longley’s support of archipelagic studies of history and literature or Joe Cleary’s situation of Irish partition narratives in the context of other ‘colonial’ partitions;
 however, with some notable exceptions, the comparative impulse remains greatly undeveloped in studies of Irish literary culture.  
The prominence accorded Ireland in one recent ‘world literature’ study, Pascale Casanova’s World Republic of Letters (1999), offers a cautionary example.  Casanova, closely following Kiberd, presents the Irish Revival in markedly heroic terms: ‘Thus between 1890 and 1930, in a literarily destitute country under colonial rule, there occurred one of the greatest literary revolutions – the “Irish miracle” – marked by the appearance of the three or four of the most important writers of the twentieth century.’
  Yet this valorization – attractively and compellingly phrased – is in turn supported by a highly reductive and damaging simplification of the earlier Irish-language tradition as the barren ground upon which the ‘miracle’ appears.  ‘Even though Irish had ceased to be a language of intellectual creation and communication, at least since the early seventeenth century’, Casanova notes, ‘it was still spoken by more than half of the population until 1840’.
  That a language could continue to be spoken by millions of people centuries after it had ‘ceased to be a language of intellectual creation and communication’ might be termed a level of wilful cultural achievement unique on the global stage.

Moving to the close of the twentieth century, the publication of the much-awaited Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing in 1991 would lead to one of the most contentious episodes in the history of Irish cultural criticism.  Compiled by a team of scholars under the general editorship of Seamus Deane, the anthology was produced within the auspices of the Field Day group; first established as a theatrical company in Derry in 1980, Field Day had emerged as an important forum for cultural debate in the 1980s and published an influential series of pamphlets on literary, cultural and intellectual history.  The three large volumes constituted a monumental act of retrieval of Irish ‘writing’ (a term preferred over the narrower sense of ‘literature’), ranging from Latin writing in Ireland to Oliver Cromwell’s letters from Ireland to twentieth-century political writings and speeches, and implicitly located within a post-colonial methodology of cultural reclamation and recovery.  In his general introduction, Deane sought a delicate balance between assertions of cultural authority and definitiveness: ‘There is no attempt here to establish a canon.  Instead, what we show is an example of the way in which canons are established and the degree to which they operate as systems of ratification and authority… Therefore, we consider ourselves to be engaged in an act of definition rather than in a definitive action’.
  Other parts of his preface convey an overall ambition in less tentative terms, namely, the construction of ‘a meta-narrative, which is, we believe, hospitable to all the micro-narratives that, from time to time, have achieved prominence as the official version of the true history, political and literary, of the island’s past and present’.

Given Deane’s acknowledgement that ‘this anthology, like the works it presents to the reader, is at the mercy of the present moment and, also like them, derives its authority (such as it is) from that moment’,
 it might have been predicted that such ambition would be most carefully scrutinized in the context of 1980s Northern politics.  However the storm of protest that immediately greeted the publication centred on two other issues: the scarce representation of writing by women, and the gapped selection of Irish-language writing.  On the highly contentious issue of women’s writing, while the inclusion of thirty-nine female authors was deemed as ‘by no means lamentable’,
 critics focused not only on the overall head-count (under 10 per cent of the total) and the omission of many celebrated writers (historical and contemporary), but also on the overall neglect of gender and sexuality as categories of discourse in the project.  The many such reviews which appeared in the early 1990s provide a fascinating insight into contemporary views on cultural politics and underlying expectations of literary culture.  Read at a distance, what is especially striking is the division between reviewers who welcomed the anthology’s detailed inclusion of diverse Northern political traditions, and commentators who sharply criticized the relative exclusion of the Irish Republic and its concerns.

In 2002, two further Field Day volumes appeared, dedicated to ‘Irish Women’s Writing and Traditions’ and compiled by a team of over fifty contributing scholars, under the general editorship of eight leading feminist critics and historians.  The thematic organization of the volumes enabled the redress of various areas of under-representation in the preceding volumes: for example, the section ‘Medieval to Modern, 600-1900’ (edited by Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha) covers a rich diversity of Irish-language source material that includes medical literature, medieval law-texts and court literature.  In this and other sections, the question of women’s participation in literary culture is suggestively expanded to include the history of women as readers, auditors, patrons, sponsors and recipients of oral and literary production, as well as female authorship of religious, scientific, theological and ethical writings (the latter sections edited by Margaret MacCurtain).  The section on ‘Sexuality, 1685-2001’ (under the general editorship of Siobhán Kilfeather), read in conjunction with the impressive contributions on women and politics, 1500-2000 and women in Irish society, 1200-2000 (edited by Mary O’Dowd and Maria Luddy respectively), uncovers a startling wealth of archival source material – personal and institutional – to be further explored.  Similarly, the anthologization of women’s writings, from 1700-1960 (general editor Gerardine Meaney) and from 1960 to 2000 (Clair Wills), together with the landmark section ‘Oral Traditions’ (Angela Bourke) have radically altered the known landscape of Irish women’s literary and cultural production.

One of the many benefits allowed by the scale of Field Day Volumes IV and V is an avoidance of the orthodoxies invoked by some earlier feminist retrieval projects, which understandably but regrettably tend to prioritize the return to attention of texts marked by their transgressive, subversive or otherwise demonstrably oppositional character.
  Yet the size of the Field Day project has also limited the extent of its dissemination; as one reviewer remarked, the volumes are ‘far less an anthology, in even the modified current understanding of that term, than a database that assembles a vast quantity of material and affords the possibility of multiple cross-connections.’
  The full extent of such rich cross-connections and interrelationships, including with the preceding three volumes, remains however largely unmapped while the volumes exist only in printed form.
Large-scale literary initiatives are now the domain of digital humanities whose potential as a discipline to support complex intertextual studies also brings a welcome opportunity to combine bio-bibliographical research with theoretical/critical appoaches – activities sometimes separated in the sphere of Irish literary studies.
 The critique of digital humanities for its failure to date to engage meaningfully with cultural context, as advanced by Alan Liu and others,
 underlines both the challenges and opportunities for a national literature in deploying digital modes of dissemination. More specifically, the comparative studies that are facilitated by new data mining and data modelling methods may in turn facilitate a release from the discourse of exceptionality which can limit, as well as stimulate, an understanding and appreciation of Irish literary culture.  ‘What assumptions enable us to take an adjective derived from a territorial jurisdiction and turn it into a mode of literary causality, making the latter reflexive of and indeed coincidental with the former?’ asks American critic Wai Chee Dimock.
 It is striking that some of the richest investigations and reformulations of these assumptions are emerging from locations outside of Ireland: in Brazil, the United States and Canada, Japan, Australia and in a range of locations in Europe.  In this context, and looking to the future, ‘transnational’ Irish literary studies offer an especially vibrant perspective on historical and contemporary writing, and digital technologies one means of transforming international connections. 
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