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Aisling Gheár  – A Terrible Beauty: The Gaelic Background to Burke's Enquiry


Abstract: 
Aisling Gheár  - A Terrible Beauty was a poetic cliche in the Gaelic tradition by the time that Burke was composing his treatise on the Sublime and Beautiful.. This article briefly summarises the Gaelic political and cultural background to Burke's life and details how the genre of politcal poetry known as the Aisling Gheár might be seen to have influenced Burke's Enquiry.The article is particularly interested in Burke's focus on the effects of the Sublime and Beautiful on the psyche of the listener and the witness, and it draws on recently developing field of Cognitive Science’s exploration of Affect to discuss this aspect of Burke's work.
Aisling Gheár  – A Terrible Beauty: The Gaelic Background to Burke's Enquiry
Edmund Burke (1729-1797), philosopher, orator and political statesman, has been the focus of many scholarly monographs, across a staggering array of disciplines. Most of these publications look at aspects of Burke’s work and tend to characterise him as a personality ‘split’ along the fractious lines of Whig and Conservative. In more recent years there has been a growing body of scholarship which sidesteps the debate as to whether Burke is really a Whig or Conservative to bring focus on another frame of reference: his Irish identity. Burke’s nationality has always been used by his detractors, with varying degrees of venom, as a point of derision and has, perhaps, led to the situation where those who valued Burke chose to ignore his Irish nationality. However, Burke’s early hard-wiring in being raised among the Gaelic Jacobite fallen nobility was to find consistent expression throughout his life, in both his intimate relationships and his political life: the classifications of Liberal Whig and Tory Conservative don’t readily apply to a man whose political perspective was so deeply imprinted with the political philosophies of the faded Gaelic aristocracy. 

Edmund Burke was born into a politically prominent Irish Jacobite family that recently suffered a sharp decline in their fortunes when the Stuart regime lost to the Hanoverians. His immediate ancestors were still regarded by the Gaelic Irish peasantry as noble but the pressure of the Penal Laws against Catholics were to be used to pernicious effect throughout Burke’s life to keep his relatives in check. He spent his childhood among his mother’s family, the Catholic Nagles of the Blackwater Valley in North Cork, in the province of Munster, living with his mother’s eldest brother. This practice of ‘fostering’ by an uncle, particularly the uncle who was head of the family, had been an integral part of kinship among the Gaelic elite throughout the centuries, though with the demise of this class throughout the eighteenth century this form of kinship was to die out. 

The Nagles held a geographical territory, known even today as Nagle country, which was one of the last bastions of elite Gaelic culture outside the western province of Connaught. This Jacobite, (Gaelic, Catholic, aristocratic) culture of the Nagles had been the traditional culture of the Stuarts who had ruled both Ireland and England in the seventeenth century. The Irish nobility had supported the Stuart King James in his war with William of Orange, and one of the most prominent of these was Richard Nagle, head of the family in the 1680s, who was advisor to King James. James had stayed at the Nagle castle while on his way to Dublin and the young Burke could see the tops of the towers of this great Nagle house from the hedge-school at Monanimy.  Richard Nagle became the attorney general for the Jacobite government in Ireland, Speaker of the House in the Jacobite Parliament, and reputed author in 1689 of the famous act which sought to return to the original owners the lands confiscated and settled in the seventeenth century plantations.  He followed James to France where he was Chief Secretary for Ireland at the court in St Germain. 

More cogent perhaps is the knowledge that Burke’s father, Richard, was a Catholic attorney who under pressure from the Penal Laws against Catholics was forced to conform to the Established Protestant church before Burke was born. As was usual amongst this convert class in Ireland at this time, Richard’s boys were considered to be Protestant and were raised as such while his wife and daughter remained Catholic (his daughter later marrying into the Gaelic Catholic Landlord class in the West of Ireland). So Burke was one of those ‘convert-class’ of men who led a somewhat precarious life in the politics of eighteenth-century Ireland, often mediating legally and socially for their Catholic family. Time and again we see Burke being the nominal landholder for the estates of his kin, or intervening to secure their release from prison or the threat of hanging under powers enacted by the Penal Laws. Burke was steeped in this Ancien Regime culture, his family understood themselves in political, cultural and social terms to be inheritors of a noble though dispossessed culture which faced continual political oppression, but had a dwindling hope that their position and fortunes may be restored. The Nagles were surrounded by some of the most powerful Protestant landowning families in the island. These influential families periodically asserted

themselves in efforts to crush the Nagles and throughout the early 1730s, when Burke was a young boy, they successfully put the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland under pressure to specifically target the Nagles with all the weight of the Penal Laws against Catholics. 

On leaving North Cork, the young Ned Burke spent over three years living very happily at the school in Ballitore, Co. Kildare run by the Quaker Abraham Shackleton, assisted by his son Richard who was just a few years older than Ned. When he arrived at Trinity College Dublin in the spring of 1744, the young Burke did not take long to become involved in the cultural and political ferment of the city. Dublin at this time was buzzing with the activities of an Irish Patriot movement opposed to the colonial dicta from Dublin Castle and the newspaper Burke founded, The Reformer, played its part in that movement. There is some controversy as to whether or not Burke supported the Patriots by writing anonymous pamphlets on behalf of Charles Lucas who wanted to reform city government.
  However, Burke’s most obvious contribution to the Irish Patriot movement was The Reformer, which he founded, edited and largely wrote while in his final year at Trinity.
  The Reformer ran to thirteen weekly editions and sought to generate and focus public criticism of Thomas Sheridan’s Theatre Royal in particular, and of Dublin society in general, in order to bring about desired ‘reforms’ of artistic and social life in Dublin.  The young Burke was scathing on what he saw as Ireland’s intellectual and creative subservience to British taste and prejudice, to “a Country which despises us”.
  Issue V describes Burke’s trips to Dublin coffee-houses to hear what the public thought of the paper and T.O.  McLoughlin remarks that all of Burke’s early writings and The Reformer in particular, illustrate Burke’s “need for and relation with an audience.  From his earliest letters he fancies himself writing for the public ...he has no doubt that through writing, or, as in the Club, public speaking, he is training himself to establish a public voice.”
 

The public voice of Burke in his The Reformer spoke from the platform that criticism of the taste and writings of a nation is “the first and surest Method of establishing its Morals”.
  Terry Eagleton points out that from the early eighteenth century “moral discourse is being drawn steadily into the orbit of the aesthetic, for aesthetic judgment is that mysteriously self-contradictory act which is at once subjective in quality - a matter of taste- and universal in its conclusions.”
  Burke, however, was concerned not with subjectivity, with personal morals or interpersonal relationships but with the morals of political and public conduct; like the Gaelic poets, he was focused on the political implications of language issues and aesthetic performances.  Since the Elizabethan proclamation to ‘Hang all the Harpers’, Gaelic poetry was engaged with the political situation of colonised Ireland, not least of all because the very language itself was under threat of erosion from the official language of English.  As Seán Ó Tuama explains: 

A great deal of [Irish poetry] is political poetry or a response to social - and linguistic - injustice.  The purely personal lyric voice is rarely heard, ...but there is no mistaking the strong personal feeling that attaches itself to public issues.  And it is a kind of poetry that demands a listening rather than a reading audience.

Gaelic poetry was not transmitted through the medium of print but was a manuscript-based culture that revolved around public performance. In Burke’s lifetime dámhscoileanna’ (schools of poets), ‘cúirteanna éigse’ (courts of poetry) and ‘cúirteanna na mbúrdún’ (district courts of poetry) flourished all over Cork.  These poetic schools and courts were private groups of literary men, dedicated to their own instruction and entertainment through competitive performance.  These gatherings of poets and wits centred around a ‘sheriff’, 'high sheriff', or ‘chief poet’, and they provided a playful yet sophisticated forum for the performance of new poetic compositions, the recitation of old favourites, and a learned arena for the setting of future literary and political agendas. Music was also a central part of the proceedings, as the amhrán (or song) metre was centrally deployed and favourite poems were set to traditional (often Jacobite) airs.  Since the Elizabethan proclamation to ‘Hang all the Harpers’, Gaelic poetry was engaged with the political situation of colonised Ireland, not least of all because the very language itself was under threat of erosion from the official language of English.
  
Burke claimed that his treatise: A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful was almost completed by the time he left Trinity. This influential work which seems to prophesy the rise of Gothic and the Romantic movement, is a political/aesthetic treatise informed both by the central genre of eighteenth century Gaelic poetry on the state of Ireland; depicted as the ‘Terrible Beauty’ or Aisling Gheár. The definitive work on Irish poetry in this period remains Breandán Ó Buachalla’s Aisling Gheár, Aisling translates as a beautiful vision and Gheár might be translated as bitter tragedy; much of the poetry of this period was political vision poetry where Ireland was depicted as a beautiful maiden or suffering old woman defiled by boorish masters who lamented and begged for rescue and restitution to her state of bountiful beauty. Even two centuries before Yeats, terrible beauty was already a cliché in Irish poetry and a trope for depicting the vanquished Gaels and their hopes for redemption.
 Burke’s Enquiry is anomalous among British Enlightenment texts that are concerned with the sublime in that Burke’s text is concerned not solely with the awesomeness of the sublime but considers it in a partnership with beauty. He produces a text that appears to discuss the aesthetics of Gothic and high Romanticism some decades before such paintings, music and texts were composed throughout Europe; except that is for what might be termed the Gothic poetry of the Gaelic poets, a Gothicism that richly fed the springs of nineteenth-century Irish Romantic Nationalism.

The eighteenth-century Aislingí na Mumhan (Munster Aislings) are especially renowned in the Gaelic tradition and are associated with the Jacobite songs and literature in the wider realms of Ireland, Scotland, England and Wales. The spéirbhean in the Munster poet’s vision is the personification of Ireland, and she is waiting for her lover, sometimes identified as a Stuart, to come from over the seas to rescue her from defilement by a boorish master. The Aisling Gheár had a well-rehearsed plot, which started with a description of the sudden appearance of the maiden as she seems to hover in the sky, shining in loveliness; then she flees and the poet follows her, to see her being abused by louts and boors. She bemoans her misfortunes and tells of her trust in her absent deliverer and lover, her belief in his speedy arrival and the fidelity with which she clings to his love. The poem ends with the poet ‘coming to earth’, out of his reverie, but desirous to be still in that intangible communication. The oscillation of terror and beauty, Aisling Gheár, / The Beautiful Vision of Political Terror, was a genre with a rich pedigree but was in many respects a clichéd trope in Gaelic poetry when Burke was his aesthetic treatise, a work that seems to prophesy the advent of Gothic or Romantic aesthetics, decades before they make their appearance in English literature or art. 
… Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful closes with a prolonged discussion on ‘WORDS’.  These words however, are not understood to be written but spoken. The key to understanding Burke’s personal life, political role and intellectual work is to be found in this section which assumes that words generate meaning because we understand them to be spoken and heard. Indeed, he rejects Locke’s conception of the infant as a tabula rasa, the blank slate on which the experiences of his life and hence his formation will be written. Burke regards identity as being created through dialogue with those around us. Even in his philosophical writings and certainly in his political practice he is a verbal performer, speaking about actual situations and lived relationships, his ‘written’ work was either dictated to a scribe, performed live in the House of Commons or addressed in letter form to a particular man. He is often treated as if he was an Enlightenment philosopher although from his very first speeches he resisted the abstractions of what he called ‘Theory’ and what he came to term “…that sublime abstract, metaphysic reversionary, contingent humanity.” We can see in his aesthetic treatise Burke assumes that we learn the meanings of words not through their 'context', their position in a text, but through the occasion of their deployment, in the lived interaction between people at a particular time and place, and it is in the context of the actual performance enacted by and between people that truth is decided, personal and group identities are formed and change in ideas or possibilities for action are only made possible through the interaction of speakers and audience. 

At this start of his public life Burke operates as if print were merely a record of the spoken performance, and though we have a rich record of his opposition to ‘Theory’ it is only at the end of his career that he worried about what he considered was a new tendency in the establishment of “two very different idioms”, that is the introduction of “a marked distinction between the English that is written and the English that is spoken”. Throughout his entire career Burke’s ethical stance positioned himself as a questioning, resisting, dramatic voice, he enacted opposition, he behaved as the conscience of the body politic, and particularly in the case of India he enacted the horrors of colonial exploitation. He revelled in the linguistic and spatial challenges of private and public political chambers. He was a consummate actor in the public world of politics, not being an aristocrat, he was never going to have the power to marshal his own following but he was adept at behind the scenes influence. He had a canny astuteness of the timing, gesture, intonation, bodily stance and facial expression required to play to the public gallery but he was ultimately dismissive of answering to the demands to remain in public favour. He had a sense of himself as answering to the historical record. Burke’s aesthetic and political philosophy, his poetical/political career is analogous to that of the gentry poets of Gaelic Munster. Indeed, the most obvious precedent for the literary and debating clubs that Edmund Burke co-founded both while a student in Dublin and later as a writer and politician in London is the exuberant Cúirteanna or “Courts of poetry” of Burke’s childhood among the Gaelic landed class of eighteenth-century Ireland. The poets, wits and scholars of the cúirteanna also proudly asserted their position as the independent political voice of the Gaelic nation, they inherited a sense of themselves as arbiters and defenders of the public good, answerable not to the masses but to their tradition. Their poetry was adamantly political and we can see how not only their style but also the substance of their poetry was to find a continuous echo in the life work of Edmund Burke. As Burke was to articulate throughout his life, from …Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful and throughout his speeches: we know ourselves only in being in relation to other people, our identity then is always relational and our primary duty is to honour and defend those we love: that group identity formed through the on-going practice of love is central to knowing who we are and how to behave.  

The Enquiry claims to be a philosophical work and we can see how Burke seeks to straddle the growing divide in philosophical studies in the eighteenth century between making claims on the grounds of ‘science’ or ‘art’. In the early modern period European intellectual life was invigorated by an argument that became known as the Battle of the Books.
 This debate took place between those who considered that the writings of Classical Greece and Rome could not be improved on but at best creatively imitated (the Ancients) and those who wanted to progress human thought by building on the foundations of the Classics though a methodological rigour (the Moderns). The split resulted in the arts of rhetoric and oratory with their allied linguistic skills of exegesis and persuasion, remaining on the side of the Ancients while the Moderns developed the scientific study of material phenomenon. The study of philosophy was never entirely resolved to the camp of the Moderns, though the discipline firmly proclaims that its scientific methods (such as proof through corroboration by experimentation and observation and claims that evidence gathered in this way is ‘empirical’) enable claims that the fact-finding is impartial and objective.  Yet the medium of philosophy as Burke approaches it in his Enquiry is a most literary craft – he not only uses literary and poetry performances as key ‘evidence’ – he writes persuasively, with all the skills of a master of rhetoric.
In literary studies, the raw material, the phenomena or data if you will, is the writing that works to create ‘the suspension of disbelief’ to quote the poet Coleridge: literature is bracketed as a special case that sets it apart from all other texts.
 There is a psychological typology shared by those of us who have ended up working in literature departments: as school children we would have responded inordinately strongly to what the poet Keats heard from the Grecian urn: 'Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all/ Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.'
 We privilege literary texts then as having a particular claim to truth, paradoxically by their very artificiality, in that precisely as literature consciously seeks and forms a relationship with an audience through resonating on emotional even more than rational levels, literature therefore might be considered more truthful accounts of what humanity is, how it performs —of what it really is to be human. 
  The texts we venerate as classical or canonical are those that are regarded as maintaining a connection with audiences, having meaning and significance across the time periods. Burke’s aim in his Enquiry was to consider the issue from another angle to suggest that there was a faculty shared by all humans, a faculty he terms ‘Taste’ which is a hard-wiring where we are programmed to respond to aesthetic stimulus in a universal fashion. In this regard we can see how Burke’s brokerage of the Ancients vs. Moderns divide led him to write a work that can be retrospectively regarded as a psychological exploration. Psychology works with the presumption that we are all in varying degrees unaware or unconscious of aspects of our emotions or on how they are stirred. Psychologists deal in realms of the suggested or suggestive, the subliminal and symbolic: realms not readily available to a scientist looking for hard evidence.  However, Burke’s Enquiry offers a classification system to understand how various aesthetic forms are practices that produce affects in the viewer and listener and he argues that we are programmed to react and engage physically and psychically in a uniform typology. In this regard Burke’s Enquiry runs contrary to the work of literary scholars (a relatively recent academic discipline). Literary scholars regard various forms of identities, relationships and knowledge (ontologies and epistemologies if you will) as being formed in tandem with, through and by power structures and cultural practices that are involved in producing emotions and affects and that concomitantly, the significance, the meaning in the expression of affect depends on the specificities of its power relationship and cultural context. 

The terms affect and emotion are often used interchangeably. However, in precise terms affect is the sense of an ongoing emotional preference or attachment, a predisposition that informs the individual about those experiences that it values more than others. 
 Affect then is that realm of feeling that describes our innate value preferences in our experience of emotional connection: our gut reactions and the kinds of experience and particular forms of connection that we seek.
 The seventeenth-century Dutch philosopher, Baruch Spinoza was one of the earliest and most influential theorists of affect which he discussed in Volume III of his work, Ethics. Spinoza’s affect relates to our innate ability to affect and be affected, a quality he defines as being integral to that fundamental essential drive we have to ‘preserve in our being’. Spinoza’s affect is any change in the power and force of that drive. As Brian Massumi  explains it: ‘It is a pre-personal intensity corresponding to the passage from one experiential state of the body to another and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body’s capacity to act…Spinoza’s affection is each such state considered as an encounter between the affected body and a second, affecting, body…’. 
 There is a fascinating debate in the realms of psychology as to whether affect or cognition is primary in the formation and change of attitudes.
  Cognitive scientists have shown that in the brain’s anatomy the neuronal circuits that support emotions are inseparable from those that support cognition.
 Even if we take affect to be a pre-personal hardwiring, neuroscience demonstrates that emotions appear in the context of action and thought and Keats’ declaration that the only knowledge we need is that Beauty and Truth are the same register, and Burke’s proposal of a shared faculty of ‘Taste’ seem less fanciful than might be supposed.
   

On the last page of his Enquiry Burke remarks that: 

in general the languages of most unpolished people, have a great force and energy of expression; and this is but natural.  Uncultivated 
people...admire more, and are more affected with what they see, and 
therefore express themselves in a warmer and more passionate manner.”
 

The ‘great force and energy of expression’ in the ‘language of the unpolished people’ that Burke was most familiar with was, of course, Gaelic.  In an unguarded moment in the Enquiry Burke declares that: 

In the morning of our days, when the senses are unworn and tender, when the whole man is awake in every part, and the gloss of novelty fresh upon all the objects that surround us, how lively at that time are our sensations, but how false and inaccurate the judgments we form of things? ...I despair of ever receiving the same degree of pleasure from the most excellent performances of genius which I felt at that age. ...The most powerful effects of poetry and music have been displayed, and perhaps are still displayed, where these arts are but in a very low and imperfect state.
 

The morning of Burke’s days was spent immersed in the Gaelic world of North Cork among his mother’s family, the Nagles, where a rich Gaelic poetic tradition survived, albeit in a ‘low and imperfect state’ without the grand patronage of former ages.  In this memory of his childhood Burke twins poetry and music; it is the only instance in his treatise of this pairing and its significance lies in the fact that the transmission of eighteenth-century Gaelic poetry depended on music.
  Burke’s despair of “ever receiving the same degree of pleasure from the most excellent performances of genius” that he experienced in his childhood is a poignant moment in the Enquiry, which is a text energised by a personal exploration of a universal psychology. The Enquiry, written at the start of Burke’s career, is a portent of Burke’s future political practice and argument; like the politically engaged gentlemen-poets of Munster, Burke combined the roles and duties in being both a man of letters and politics.  

On the publication of …Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful and A Vindication of Natural Society in 1756 Edmund was employed as private secretary for a few years by a politician known to history by the unfortunate sobriquet of ‘single speech Hamilton’ in memory of his stirring maiden speech (now presumed to be composed by Burke) whose heights were never hinted at in his subsequent political performance. Lord Hamilton was the Chief Secretary to Halifax, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland and so we see Burke at the start of his public life being well placed at the nerve centre of Irish government in Dublin Castle. His relatives were to be thankful that he was in such an influential position when the Protestants of Cork and South Tipperary seized on the disturbances caused by the Whiteboys, reading their clandestine protests against landlords, who were changing established farming patterns, as symptoms of a wider Jacobite plot.  By May 1762, two hundred and thirty-seven ‘suspects’, including one of the Garret Nagles, were in jail. Burke was instrumental in taking the response to the Munster Whiteboy scare out of the hands of the local Protestants and instigating a special commission of John Aston and Anthony Malone (who, like Burke, was the son of a convert) to investigate the matter.  Aston’s much quoted report, which is preserved in Burke’s papers, decided that the Whiteboy activities were local agrarian disturbances and were not aimed at the subversion of national government. 

More than most historical figures, ‘Burke’ has captured the imagination, hearts and minds of those academic, political and literary men who have often spent a working life involved with him. He has proved a particularly potent figure for men who have combined literary and political careers: he was the primary icon, a constant inspiration, for Disraeli and was also the most important historical figure for Woodrow Wilson. But the figure ‘Burke’ is a very contested construction: there are many different versions, with each man defending his version of ‘Burke’ against all-comers. One of the animating impulses in writing this contribution is to contend with those scholars who ignore, dismiss, pardon or utterly misunderstand Burke’s Irish background. Until the end of the twentieth century it was common for majority of scholars working on Burke to presume that Eighteenth-Century  Gaelic culture was a peasant folk culture whose highest achievement was drinking parties with maudlin songs and inane dancing; and they thereby assume that such a culture could have had no impact on their hero. In the wake of work of by Conor Cruise O’Brien, Seamus Deane and Luke Gibbons it is much more difficult to proceed with these unexamined assumptions. My work on Burke takes issue with such views and shows that the Gaelic culture of eighteenth-century Ireland was the culture of a dispossessed elite who had strong on-going political and familial connections to the culture of Ancien Regime Catholic Europe, who were, of necessity, sophisticated in their knowledge and understanding of European power plays, and who had a dynamic literary culture that was primarily poetic, transcribed in manuscript form by a professional class of scribes and also circulated through performance at select gatherings. This poetry combined a vibrant engagement in resisting the colonial oppression of Gaelic life with a consummate command of the music and metaphor required of lyric poetry. Historians have considered it noteworthy that the Gaelic-speaking militia recruited from North Cork were instrumental in quelling the Republican revolutionaries in Wexford in 1798. We might have expected that these recruits would have understood their fortunes as best served by overthrowing the government of Westminster and the devolved rule of the Irish Protestant Ascendancy. After all Paine’s Rights of Man had much more circulation in Ireland than Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, yet neither was translated into Irish and these Irish-speaking soldiers were raised in a culture that expected deliverance by the Catholic monarch of France and the exiled Gaelic elite who held positions in the armies and service of the Catholic courts of Europe. We can see in Burke’s Reflections a fantasia of Marie Antoinette which can be considered the first English-language rendition of an Aisling Gheár. Every philosophical innovation with which Burke is credited such as his discussion of the sublime and beautiful, his depiction of the British constitution, his description of the ethics of political parties, his defence of India and attack on Hastings, his analysis of the French Revolution (and his fantasia depictions of the Revolution) can be seen to have their origins in this political and literary culture. 
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