
The Proceedings of  the Barra Ó Donnabháin Symposium, 2007

Séamus Blake

Seán Ó Tuama and Irish Gaelic 
in the Twentieth Century

Seán Ó Tuama’s impressive role in the Revival of  Irish Language 
Literature, to be appreciated fully, must be viewed within 

the context of  other contemporary twentieth-century Irish 
writers’ works.  Unfortunately, during Seán Ó Tuama’s lifetime 
(1926–2006), the actual status of  the language as a vehicle for 
everyday communication had declined in the Gaeltacht, and that 
decline, in turn, problematizes our perception of  his importance.

Gaelic literary studies has been fully established by experts in the 

pathbreaking research volumes, which analyze the formative presence 

continue to provide paradigms for current scholarly endeavors by 
An Grá in Amhráin 

na nDaoine (1960), studies amour courtois in the songs of  the Irish-
speaking country people; the second, An Grá i bhFilíocht na nUaisle 
(1988), categorizes the love theme in the poetry of  the upper classes.

of  Irish literature, including The Field Day Anthology of  Irish Writing, 

144 Seán Ó Tuama and Irish Gaelic in the Twentieth Century

The Proceedings of  the Barra Ó Donnabháin Symposium, 2007

in the new two-volume, critical evaluation, The Cambridge History of  
Irish Literature, published in 2006.  Yet again, more impressively, in 
the year 2000, a Festschrift in his honor was issued by the scholarly 
Irish language publisher, An Clóchomhar, entitled Saoi na hÉigse: 
Aistí in Ómós do Sheán Ó Tuama,1 (which means The Sage of  Learning: 
Essays in Homage to Seán Ó Tuama).  The contributors to this 378-
page volume comprise some of  the most distinguished academic 
commentators in Irish about Irish Gaelic literature and culture.
 Seán Ó Tuama’s scholarly acumen, then, is unassailable.  In order 
to elucidate his successes and near-successes, I would like to offer 
brief  accounts of  some of  the major Irish language writers who were 
contemporary with Ó Tuama’s career and early life.  These accounts 
about other writers’ careers are not meant to be binary oppositions 
or interdependent comparisons.  They present suggestions rather 
than being demonstrations of  fact.  These accounts reveal, I 
feel, that even though the history of  the Revival literature is 
positive, it is deeply complicated and continues to be contentious.  

novel, Cré na Cille
creates a bleakly hilarious satire of  the value system of  a dying 
community where all the  characters are dead and buried in the “Earth 
of  the Churchyard.”  There they continue to argue as their awareness 
continues to diminish even as new corpses are deposited among them.  
This novel in Irish was known at least by reputation even among the 
English-speaking population of  Ireland.  Ó Cadhain’s fame has been 

Irish about him and his work recently won awards at International 

Cré na Cille and has just been awarded the Best Program of  the Year 

 Máirtín Ó Cadhain was born into circumstances of  severe 
material poverty in Connemara.2  The only reason he had a primary 

1   Saoi na hÉigse: Aistí in Ómós do Sheán Ó Tuama, eds.  Pádraigín Riggs, Brean-

2   An tSúir Bosco Costigan le Seán Ó Curraoin, De Ghlaschloich an Oileáin: Beatha 
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school education was that his teacher persuaded Ó Cadhain’s father 
not to take him out of  school in order to work their poor land. 
Instead, the teacher recommended that Máirtín possessed intelligence 

a scholarship, one of  those made available to Gaeltacht students, 
permitting him to pursue his studies at a teacher training college in 

train to become teachers, and their success is evident in the notable 
increase of  second language speakers of  Irish up to the 1950s.
 Unlike Ó Cadhain, Seán Ó Tuama was born into a comfortably 

had been a traveling teacher for the Gaelic League in Cork.  Ó 
Tuama’s mother, Eibhlín Ní Éigearta, was also intimately involved 
in Gaelic League, Republican, and teaching activities.3   Ó Tuama 
reports that his father gave him the backward look, but his mother 
encouraged him to be upwardly mobile.  Seán Ó Tuama attended the 

 Unlike Ó Tuama, Ó Cadhain directed much of  his writing and his 
life to reverse the erosion of  Irish speaking communities which had 
resulted from government lassitude.  In his writing and his behavior, Ó 
Cadhain could be blunt, cantankerous, argumentative, and frequently 
deliberately shocking and annoying.   An infamous example of  his 
unruly public antagonism triggering emotional displays occurred 

agus Saothar Mháirtín Uí Chadhain, Béal an Daingin, Conamara: Cló Iar-Chonnachta, 
1987.
3   Traloach  Ó Ríordáin, Conradh na Gaeilge i gCorcaigh 1894–1910, Lúb ar Phár 
3

Rogha Dánta: Death in 
the Land of  Youth
Press, 1997), 20–25;  Seán Ó Tuama, Sliocht as “M’Athair (I.M.),” An Bás i dTír 
na nÓg Saoi na hÉigse: Aistí in Ómós do 
Sheán Ó Tuama Ó hÉigearta, Eibhlín (1893–1979) [Ní Éigearta/Uí Thuama], 
in Diarmuid Breathnach and Máire Ní Mhurchú, 1882–1982 Beathaisnéis a Cúig, Leab-

   Aindrias Ó Cathasaigh, Ag Samhlú Troda: Máirtín Ó Cadhain 1905–1970 -
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was not irreversible but patently needed urgent government action 
to stem the tide of  emigration, joblessness, and hopeless  despair. 
  Ó Cadhain’s mantra is today repeated as the regular epigraph 
printed on the Editorial page of  the Belfast Irish language daily 
newspaper, Lá Nua:  “’Sí an Ghaeilge athghabháil na hÉireann agus 
is í athghabháil na hÉireann slánú na Gaeilge,” which means that the 
Irish language entails the repossession of  Ireland and the repossession 
of  Ireland is the salvation of  the Irish language, and that this requires 
action. As an example of  his taking action, Ó Cadhain famously 

a new Gaeltacht, re-locating a transplanted population from the 
rocky soil of  the West on to the fat lands of  Meath in Rath Cairn.5  
 In contradistinction to this action, Ó Tuama behaved as a 

his long poem in which he re-imagines a monk, Baoithín, who on 
the island of  Iona had served Saint Colmcille and on his return to 
Ireland, discovered his people in torpor.  The title of  the poem, 

the epilogue, Baoithín painfully reports the native Irish complaining:  
“What tears we had are shed, what desires we had are quenched . . . 

keep vigil on his own body throughout the fretting night”; and now 
the Irish: “A bhfuil againn de dheora tá siad silte, a bhfuil againn 
de mhianta tá siad múchta. . . .  ‘S níl fear againn nach fearr leis 

6 
 1956 was the year that the borders of  the Gaeltacht were 
drastically redrawn, statistically reducing the amount of  Irish 
speakers.  It was also the year that Ó Tuama returned from studying 
drama in Paris.   In the year 1956, as well, his play, Gunna Cam agus 
Slabhra Óir was staged at the Abbey Theatre.  In this play the Irish 

5   Éamon Ó Ciosáin, “An tÉireannach 1934–1937: Nuachtán Sóisialach Gaeltachta, 

6   Seán Ó Tuama, “Baoithín a d’Fhill ar Éirinn 
to Ireland (1956): An Extract,” Rogha Dánta: Death in the Land of  Youth, trans. Peter 
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jockeying for power with others of  their kind, slipping around to 
court whatever they might gain from the colonizing English in order 
to satisfy their greed and small-mindedness.  Ó Tuama’s criticism of  
contemporary Irish society is inferred in the allegorical presentation 
of  his characters as wooden historical stereotypes. Ó Tuama has 
claimed that his play has an inferred message for his contemporary 
audience illuminating the shabbiness of  Irish behavior in terms of  
selling out their heritage, in Swift’s phrase, for “a mess of  pottage.”
 Both  Seán Ó Tuama  and  Máirtín Ó Cadhain were aware that 
the Irish language was in disastrous condition and getting worse. Ó 
Cadhain, a committed Republican, was incarcerated during the Second 

that political and physical force motivation was required to ameliorate 
the condition of  the language.    Quite differently, in Ó Tuama’s lead 
article to his collection of  essays in English, Repossessions, he states 
that it took the English three hundred years to anglicize the Irish 
people and implies that it will take a comparable amount of  time to 
Gaelicize the population.7   Contrastingly, Ó Cadhain wrote scathing 
polemics8 against the government and the feeble Irish language 
movement, which he sarcastically designated as a directionless 
movement, “Gluaiseacht ar Strae.”  Ó Tuama, on the other hand, 
conscientiously described the situation in a pamphlet called Facts 
about Irish9 and in a collection of  essays called The Gaelic League Idea,10 
which presented factual, documentary accounts of  the state and 
history of  the language but little propaganda.  Ó Tuama perceived 
the deteriorating state of  the language to be a sociological dilemma.

Bhreaca,” Máirtín Ó Cadhain boasted to Cumann Merriman in 

folklore, a world that has not changed in the past thousand years.  Ó 
7   Seán Ó Tuama, “Background,” Repossessions: Selected Essays on the Irish Literary 
Heritage, (Cork: Cork University Press, 1995), 3.
8   See journalism and propaganda, for example, Ó Cadhain i bhFeasta, ed. Seán Ó 

Altanna san 

9   Seán Ó Tuama, Facts about Irish
10   The Gaelic League Idea -
cier Press, 1993).
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11

this unique community had been and could still be the bedrock of  a 

have offended  Seán Ó Tuama’s sensitivities when he dismissed the 

claimed that there was little of  importance in poetry today.  Nothing 
was left of  it in Irish except short lyrics (my translation of  “Is beag 

gearra”).  This claim must assuredly have cut negatively into the very 

mBlaosc Bheag Sin,” by his student, Louis de Paor.   It is a study 
of  the psychology in the stories of  Máirtín Ó Cadhain.   Ó Tuama 
is cited in the published volume asserting that Ó Cadhain had 
not been successful in creating a believable urban idiom in his 
short stories.12

criticism, which  notes a general lack of  a psychoanalytic focus in 
Modern Irish literature,  the novelist and scholar Liam Mac Cóil13 
singles out one play by Ó Tuama and six short stories by Ó Cadhain 
that have a sensitivity to psychological considerations.  Ó Tuama’s 
approach was almost purely aesthetic, especially in regard to poetry, 
and he tells us he didn’t feel the need to study Irish prose at the 
beginning of  his career.  In 1985, he still felt that contemporary 
Irish Gaelic prose was not as healthy as its poetry.  Both writers 
respected each other’s work but entertained widely different 
attitudes towards the language in which they created their works.
 Seán Ó Tuama focused his attention on literature as the creation 

this view from his mentor and Professor of  English at University 
11   Máirtín Ó Cadhain, Páipéir Bhána agus Páipéir Bhreaca
for Cumann Merriman, 1969), 7.
12   Louis de Paor, Faoin mBlaosc Bheag Sin: An Aigneolaíocht i Scéalta Mháirtín Uí Chad-
hain 
13   Liam Mac Cóil, “An Chritic Shiocanailíseach,” Téacs agus Comhthéacs: Gnéithe de Chritic 
na Gaeilge,
Chorcaí, 1998), 109.
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Patrick Maume’s biography,
generations of  Cork-city, English-speaking craftsmen and only 
discovered Irish Gaelic literature through enthusiastic promotions 
like those of  the Gaelic League.  Corkery’s appointment as professor 
at UCC was controversial because his scholarly productivity had 
been weak at best.  Actually, his background as a primary school 
teacher molded much of  his educational judgment.15   
 In 1925, Corkery had published The Hidden Ireland: A Study 
of  Gaelic Munster in the Eighteenth Century.16  This was a sympathetic 
account of  a remarkably sophisticated literature produced by and 
for people being pressured to stop using Irish.  Corkery emphasized 
that eighteenth-century poetry was produced by moderately 
well-educated poets, not by mere folk rhymers.  Indeed, many 
of  them are cited in Seán Ó Tuama’s study, An Grá in Amhrain 
na nDaoine.  Nevertheless, Corkery’s emphasis on peasant rural 
poverty coincides with the sentimentalizing of  Irish literature 
that occurred among the early Gaelic League enthusiasts, who 
were in the main, oddly enough, middle-class city-dwellers.
 Patrick Maume, Corkery’s biographer, divides his career into two 

gist of  Maume’s narrative infers that Corkery was essentially positive 
before the Civil War but became totally negative after it, having lost all 
hope for an Irish Ireland. Maume’s insight is borne out in the contents 
of  Corkery’s Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature,17 originally his M.A. thesis.  
It was published as a book in 1931.  In it, Corkery dismisses the 
entire Irish literary revival in English because the writers were upper 
class, landowners, Protestant, and they wrote in English.  To be an 
Irish writer, one could only come from a background of  oppression 
and poverty, could only be rural tillers of  the soil, write in Gaelic, 

   Patrick Maume, Life that is Exile: Daniel Corkery and the Search for Irish Ireland 
(Belfast: Institute for Irish Studies, Queen’s University, Belfast, 1993).
15   Máirtín Ó Murchú, review of   Life that is Exile: Daniel Corkery and the Search for 
Irish Ireland
16 A Study of  Gaelic Munster in the Eighteenth Century
Gill, 1925).
17   Daniel Corkery, Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature: A Study (New York: Russel and 
Russell, 1965; rpt. 1931).

150 Seán Ó Tuama and Irish Gaelic in the Twentieth Century

The Proceedings of  the Barra Ó Donnabháin Symposium, 2007

as the result of  this inaccurate and narrowly nationalistic stance. 
 Unfortunately for Irish Gaelic literature, Corkery had earlier 
funneled his spleen into the pages of  an Irish language periodical, 
Humanitas,18 which had been launched in 1930.  In the pages of  this new 
Irish language journal, Pádraig de Brún (1889–1960) had presented 
his arguments about the humanizing qualities of  great literature, its 
aesthetic form, its call to beauty.  In the next issue Corkery attacked 
de Brún’s universalizing claims, often vulgarly propagandizing the 
supremacy of  nativist Gaelic expression.  Ironically, Pádraig de 

Irish as well as completing numerous translations into Irish. The 
excellent quality of  the translations was enhanced by de Brún’s 
consulting with his rural, native-speaking Gaelic interlocutors at 

Iliad,  the New Testament, three Sophoclean tragedies and many 
other classical Greek and European Renaissance plays which he 
also had staged.   In addition, de Brún translated into Irish Gaelic 

Odyssey, An Odaisé, which was published posthumously 
from his manuscripts that had been languishing among his papers at 

An Odaisé was edited by Ciarán Ó Coigligh 

Divina Comedia
translation of  the Inferno was published, posthumously, in 1963, 
edited by Máire Mhac an tSaoi; then, in the year 1997, the entire 

An Coiméide 
Dhiaga by Ciarán Ó Coigligh and published by An Clóchomhar.
 In addition, Pádraig de Brún had developed his public 
career, not as a literary man but, instead, as a major scholar and 

in the intellectual life of  his country, having been appointed the 
18   An tAthair Pádraig de Brún, “Ars Scribendi,” Humanitas

Amhráin Humanitas, Meitheamh 
1930: 7–8;  “‘An Sean-Rud Séidte: Freagra ar Dhomhnall Ó Corcora,’” Humanitas, Meán 

Véarsaí as Leabhartha Hómér,” Humanitas
Na hEorpaigh Seo Againne,” Humanitas, Márta 1930: 2–6; 

“Buailim Sgiath:  An Sean-Rud Séidte,” Humanitas, Márta 1931: 3–8.
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President of  University College Galway, the Chairman of  the 

Humanitas was simply that, because of  the oppression of  Irish 
Gaelic following the sixteenth century, it had missed out on many of  

of  such masterpieces into Irish would greatly enrich the language.  
 In regard to de Brún’s translations of  ancient Greek plays, for 
example, his Irish translation of  Sophocles’ Oidiopús i gColón19 was 

of  Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus,20 not an original translation.  The 
diverse emphases of  de Brún’s and Yeats’s work are interesting.  Yeats 
supports the strong man’s (in his own words) “tragic joy”; de Brún, 

rebuking the authoritarian drift of  the new Irish state.  Unfortunately, 
Corkery’s rude cackling that Irish writers needed to be only Irish won 
the day for some time and also won covert government approval as 
part of  the apparatus of  state construction.  To isolate writers further, 
the new government instituted a notorious censorship act in 1929.
 According to Máire Mhac an tSaoi, Pádraig de Brún’s niece and 

depression upon him as an individual and as a writer in Irish.  She claims 
that the parsimonious state exploited the Corkery-de Brún debate as a 
good excuse to rescind further funding to the Irish language periodical 
Humanitas.  It, in fact, ceased publication after only a few issues.
 It is a puzzle to try to understand Seán Ó Tuama’s extravagant 
praise of  Corkery in the light of  Corkery’s verbal assault on de Brún.   
Pádraig de Brún was also a creative poet in Irish.  Indeed, Ó Tuama 

21 in his anthology Nuabhéarsaíocht.   
Both writers were cosmopolitan.  Seán Ó Tuama had studied 
theatrical techniques in Paris in 1955–1956, had staged all of  his own 
nine plays, and had founded Compántas Corcaí, an Irish language drama 
19   Sophocles, , trans. Pádraig de Brún, Maynooth: 
Cuallacht Chuilm Cille, 1929.
20

The Collected Plays of  W. B. Yeats
21   Louis Aragon, “Thar Lóire Ó Dheas, 1940,” trans. Pádraig de Brún, in Seán Ó 
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company.  In his study of  amour courtois, he would have been a kindred 
spirit of  sorts with de Brún in terms of  his intellectual sophistication 

Gaelic artistic productivity.  Indeed, Ó Tuama’s study of  the shared, 
transnational connections of  earlier Irish literature and current folk 

pre-existing enrichment of  Gaelic literature by foreign models as a 
normal sub-stratum of  the literature, both learned and folk. This is 
precisely what de Brún was recommending in the twentieth century.

judged as a well-nigh xenophobic call to arms to writers in Irish. They 

hundreds of  years of  literary expression in Irish merely needed to be 
accessed to inspire any right-thinking Irishman worthy of  the name.  
 In his apologia for Corkery, Seán Ó Tuama does not dwell on the 
Humanitas contretemps. Yet, many of  Seán Ó Tuama’s intellectual 
attitudes have been traced by Ó Tuama himself  to Corkery.  Ó 
Tuama believed that verbal art entails creative and formal expression 
that is aesthetic and emphatically not the expression of  an artist 
engagé.   Seán Ó Tuama praised his old professor in an essay in Irish 

Philosopher, Literary Critic: A Memoir.”  Both versions have been 
published a number of  times in various journals and collections.  Ó 
Tuama reproduces his Irish article praising Corkery in his collection 
of  essays Cúirt, Tuath agus Bruachbhaile: Aistí agus Dréachtaí Liteartha,22 
and his English version in his collection of  essays Repossessions: 
Selected Essays on the Irish Literary Heritage.23

the rubric of  “Cultural Philosopher,” he glides over Corkery’s 

in these passages Corkery was not conducting literary criticism.
 This apparent cognitive dissonance within Ó Tuama has him 
22

Litríochta,” Cúirt, Tuath agus Bruachbhaile: Aistí agus Dréachtaí Liteartha 
Clóchomhar, 1993), 57–83.
23 -
oir,” Repossessions: Selected Essays on the Irish Literary Heritage (Cork: Cork University 
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seeing Corkery only as a sensitive appreciator of  literary excellence 
but, concomitantly, not ready to see him also as a viciously arrogant 
propagandist.  A variation of  this dissonance also seems to inform Ó 
Tuama’s own conduct in his essay “Leabhar Conspoideach,”  (which 

Filíocht Ghaeilge na Linne Seo,25 

(meaning Irish Gaelic Poetry Today), particularly the subject matter 
advanced in the sub-title Staidéar Criticiúil, a study relying on literary 
criticism as it was taught in the United States.  Ó Tuama reproduces 
this negative article only in his Irish language collection of  essays but 

basis of  it being American criticism, but not going so far as Corkery 
had done in his attack on de Brún, where he disparagingly named the 
Americans “Puncánaigh,” a slang word like “Yank,” but pejorative.

United States and who received his graduate education and doctoral 

models that came under the heading of  “The New Criticism,” back 
in the 1950s.  Essentially, the New Criticism attempted to diminish 
the almost solipsistic subjectivity that had prevailed in the study 
of  literature on the college level and to replenish it with standards 
approaching objectivity in order to investigate the art work in itself, 
diminishing the importance of  references to the author’s life or 
to contemporary background.  In his dismissal of  this “foreign” 
approach, Ó Tuama employs something like the mockery that Corkery 
used when he attacked de Brún, but without the insulting excess.
 A systematic literary critical approach was anathema to Ó Tuama.  

creative artist and the subjectivity of  the college professor using his 

accepted terminology in the discussion of  poetry, particularly his use 

   Seán Ó Tuama, “Leabhar Conspóideach,” Cúirt, Tuath agus Bruachbhaile: Aistí 
agus Dréachtaí Liteartha 
25 Filíocht Ghaeilge na Linne Seo: Staidéar Criticiúil, assisted by Aodh 
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about him- or her-self, but constructed this effect with careful 
efforts similar to the construction of  patterns of  metaphors and 

 Seán Ó Tuama held on tenaciously to his sense that the 
individual voice of  the speaker of  the poem was that of  the poet 
him- or herself.  The concept of  persona seemed to him to be an 
outré extravagance of  literary criticism focusing on its own domain 
development rather than being the servant of  the creative work and 
its creator.  Ó Tuama in fact privileges the employment of  metaphors 
and images, almost entirely isolating the imagination alone as the 

Corkery.  Ironically, Corkery’s creative works were primarily in 

his creative writing workshop as an inspiration to the aspiring 

(1916–1977) as the exemplars of  the new, modern creativity in 
Irish language expression, the same two poets that Ó Tuama had 
highlighted in his selection of  poems in Nuabhéarsaíocht in 1950. 

Máire Mhac an tSaoi. The emphasis on her work may have caused 

because of  her negative review of  poems by Seán Ó Ríordáin.
 Seán Ó Tuama was a friend of  Seán Ó Ríordáin, and he had 
published a forty-nine-page pamphlet for high school and college 
students studying Ó Ríordáin’s poetry in the educational series, 

26

matter, he enthusiastically claimed that Ó Ríordáin was the single 
paradigm of  a truly modern poet in contemporary Ireland.   Ó Tuama 
emphasized the modernist notion of  alienation from society, religion, 
and self  in Ó Ríordáin’s verse.  In fact, Ó Tuama’s sensitive reading of  
Ó Ríordáin’s poems intimates his own personal practice as a lyric poet.

26   Seán Ó Tuama, Seán Ó Ríordáin: Saothar an Fhile
1975).
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Eireaball Spideoige in 1952, Máire Mhac an tSaoi produced a slashing 
attack on Ó Ríordáin for being a feeble poet expressing the narrow, 
negative sentimentality of  the ordinary, poorly educated, lower-class, 
Roman Catholic male, plagued with doubts and a sense of  puritanical 
sin and unworthiness. She further disparaged Ó Ríordáin’s ability 

as to negate any poetic achievement.  Seán Ó Ríordáin knew that 
his Irish was wobbly and, following Mhac an tSaoi’s attack, it has 
been proposed, he stopped publishing poetry for some time. Ó 
Tuama knew of  the personal angst of  Ó Ríordáin, his illness, his 
tuberculosis, his agony over the loss of  his mother, his painful 
bachelorhood, and felt Mhac an tSaoi had gone too far.  In his 
authoritative work, Filí Faoi  Sceimhle: Seán Ó Ríordáin agus Aogán Ó 
Rathaille,27 Ó Tuama pictures Ó Ríordáin as a major modern poet 
because he was writing in the tradition of  agonized alienation that 
was the hallmark of  modernist expression. The second poet studied 
in this work, the eighteenth-century poet, Ó Rathaille, I would 
claim, is pictured in a way comparable to the twentieth-century 
prose writer, Máirtín Ó Cadhain, as a creative artist imploding 
from the collapse of  the very civilization that had nurtured him.
 As to Máire Mhac an tSaoi’s denigrating review of  Seán Ó 
Ríordáin, the nub of  the problem, many felt, was Ó Ríordáin’s 
saying that it would seem odd for a woman (in Irish Gaelic: “B’ait 
Leo Bean”) to write creatively or to produce folk works creatively.  
Incidentally, this perjorative phrase, “B’ait Leo Bean,” will later 
become the title of  a feminist history of  women’s writing as we shall 
see below. Máire Mhac an tSaoi came from a distinguished family of  
highly educated people on her mother’s side.  Indeed, her mother 

 Quite different, Ó Ríordáin was from a family that was 

27   Seán Ó Tuama, Filí faoi Sceimhle: Seán Ó Ríordáin agus Aogán Ó Rathaille
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journalism,28 often prose-poem columns for the Irish Times, seeming 
to abandon poetry for a while. In his poetry, Seán Ó Ríordáin had 

 Máire Mhac an tSaoi’s outburst caused a literary tempest. 

series of  magisterial studies of  the historical and the contemporary 
role of  women as a subject and as a creator of  Irish language literature.  
Singularly enough, these works, such as Máirín Nic Eoin’s 366-page 
B’Ait Leo Bean: Gnéithe den Idé-Eolaíocht Inscne i dTraidisiún Lireartha na 
Gaeilge,29 (which means It Would Seem Odd for a Woman: Aspects of  Gender 
Ideology in the Irish Language Literary Tradition
theory that Ó Tuama noddingly acknowledges but distances himself  
from.  Ó Tuama does not distance himself  from women writers but 
from conceptualized literary theory.  In fact, his early essays on the 

on her acceptance as the major woman poet in Irish.  Also, in the 
year 2000, one of  his last publications at Cork University Press was 

Rogha Dánta (or Selected 
Poems by) Biddy Jenkinson,30

 What seems hard to fathom are the intricacies and the heated 
quality of  these literary disagreements that erupted during the 
twentieth century.  In earlier periods of  the literature, when decline 
and annihilation of  the language also seemed imminent, the poets 
would invent Iomarbhágh na bhFilí, or a “Contention of  the Bards,” 
to stoke up energy among the poets to keep them at their task.  
Amidst the twentieth-century activity we have been witnessing 
only bad temper and envy seems to account for a decidedly low 
motivation.  The antagonism against what is seen as an American 
critical invasion gets a vehement defense from the novelist and 
scholar Alan Titley in an essay emblazoned “An Cogadh in Aghaidh 
na Critice,”31 meaning “The Battle against Criticism.”  Titley’s style 
28   Stiofán Ó Cadhla, Cá bhFuil Éire?: Guth an Ghaisce i bPrós Sheáin Uí Ríordáin, Leabhair Thaighde 

29   Máirín Nic Eoin, B’Ait Leo Bean: Gnéithe den Idé-Eolaíocht Inscne i dTraidisiún Litear-
tha na Gaeilge
30 Rogha Dánta
(Cork: Cork University Press, 2000).
31   Alan Titley, “An Cogadh in Aghaidh na Critice,” Chun Doirne: Rogha Aistí (Belfast: 
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is often broadly hilarious, his intention being to shake things up, 
promulgated in the title of  these selected essays where this battle cry 
appears Chun Doirne

and scholarly explosion of  works has taken place.  A variant 
example is evident in the publications of  the work of  Breandán 

fashioned intimate reading of  works and the search for sources and 

literary criticism by introducing whole cloth the conceptual 

Ó Tuama dismissed such efforts as sub-literary and linguistic.

periodical Irisleabhar Mhá Nuad, creating a school of  criticism that had 
profound effects on the conduct of  reviewing literature, particularly 
literature being created during the Revival.  In these pages, he 
encouraged the study of  living or fairly recently deceased authors 

explication du 
texte

accurate discussion of  literary works in his Litríocht agus Léitheoireacht,32 

that also published Ó Tuama’s study of  Seán Ó Ríordáin.  Then, in 
Aistí Critice agus Cultúr,33 he offers twelve 

essays as model examples of  how to handle literary discussion à la 
Française, including the essay “Seán Ó Ríordáin agus an Spiorad Barocach” 
(meaning “Seán Ó Ríordáin and the Spirit of  the Baroque”).  

criticism with well-practiced terminology and pre-“theory” 

Lagan Press, 1996), 1–32.
32 Litríocht agus Léitheoireacht
1973).
33 Aistí Critice 
agus Cultúr
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criticism into a professional discipline transferable among 
university courses and personnel in any third-level institution. 

of  two novels, Néal Maidine agus Tine Oíche (1960; reprinted 
1998)  and An Branar gan Cur (1979).35  The latter novel was 
experimental, for example, using the second person pronoun 
“you” as the functioning pronoun employed by the narrator-
protagonist.  As well as this, the naturalistic aspect of  the plot 

become part of  the university curriculum in Modern Irish literature. 
 Seán Ó Tuama downplayed the weight of  technically adept 
literary criticism to adopt for himself  a stance of  the gentleman 

with intense attention to detail to elucidate the artist’s product. 

techniques but, in addition, he published a raft of  masterworks 

cherished by Pádraig de Brún a generation earlier. The list of  Ó 

36; the 
Pensées of  Pascal37 38 in 
1997; a selection of  essays by Montaigne39 in 2001; Rabelais’s 
Gargantua

 in the same year; and, most recently, 

Néal Maidine agus Tine Oíche: Fáithscéal 
agus Ó Marcaigh, 1998, rpt. 1960). 
35 An Branar gan Cur: Úrscéal 
36 Ón bhFraincis: Aistriúcháin 
37   Blaise Pascal, Smaointe
38 Fabhalscéalta
39   Montaigne, Deascán as na hAistí
2001). 

Gargantua

Dalta an tSeoighigh, trans.
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The Little Prince  in the year 2007.

masterworks it missed out on during the period following the defeat 

of  education and of  the clergy during the Penal Laws. In addition, Ó 
Manuail de Litríocht na 

Gaeilge (meaning A Handbook of  Irish Language Literature) presenting 
extracts from many texts originally composed in Irish and many 

earlier sophistication of  Irish Gaelic letters which had normally 

process which later came to a halt as the result of  unnatural historical 

Tuama, but he also is an enthusiastic partisan of  an objective discourse 

criticism to nurture the reader’s enjoyment of  a rich literary treasury.

Irisleabhar Mhá Nuad from the seventies on 
with what appeared to be a new-fangled handling of  contemporary 
Irish-Gaelic writers’ works, including those of  Seán Ó Tuama.  

professors encouraging their own students to probe literary works 
not merely through an individual emotional appreciation but also 
by means of  a science-like investigation of  the internal wellsprings 
of  literary expression. Indeed, Antain Mac Shamhráin has studied 

in a full length volume, Litríocht, Léitheoireacht, Critic: Príomhghnéithe 
na Critice in Irisleabhar Mhá Nuad, 1966–1978,  which means 
Literature, Reading, and Criticism: The Main Aspects of  Criticism in the 
periodical Irisleabhar Mhá Nuad, 1966–1978.”  Quite frankly, Seán Ó 
Tuama would hesitate to think criticism was a school; instead, he 
emphasized the tutored subjective nature of  its study.  Breandán 

An Prionsa Beag -

   Antain Mac Shamhráin, Litríocht, Léitheoireacht, Critic: Príomhghnéithe na Critice in 
“Irisleabhar Mhá Nuad,” 1966–1978 -
har, 1986).
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Irisleabhar Mhá Nuad in the years 1996 and 1997 as a festschrift 
in his honor: Féilscríbhinn an Doibhlinigh in 383 pages, including 
a bibliography of  his published works and sharp critical analyses 
by various hands of  sundry aspects of  contemporary writing.   
 Seán Ó Tuama’s students, on the other hand, created an explosion 
of  dynamic poetry in the pages of  their annual journal, Innti.  Both 

Irish Gaelic literary scene of  the 1970s, ‘80s, and ‘90s, including such 
popular annuals as Scríobh, Oghma, Blíainiris and An Aimsir Óg.  Ó 

the highly scholarly Léachtaí Cholm Cille which prints the annual 
series of  lectures at the University at Maynooth and published its 

has recently participated in An Cutltúr Gaelach (or, The Irish Gaelic 
Culture) series of  brief  position papers sponsored by the publishers 
Coiscéim and An Aimsir Óg Cosaint 
na Daonnachta,  proposes that the Irish language and its culture 

 These activities have provided a welcoming platform for Irish 

well-respected increased the propensity of  scholars to write their 
studies in Irish. The increasing number of  publishing houses 
and periodicals encouraged younger creative writers to take the 

 Irish language revival literature was clearly becoming an 
exciting success. Many of  the language happenings facilitated the 
increasing normalcy of  the growth of  Irish writing on the creative, 

in 1953. The standard, or An Caighdeán, only regulated the written 
language. The spoken language devolved to the dialects.  No 
standard spoken pronunciation has been regulated even to this day, 

Lár-chánúint” which has 
not been universally accepted.  Also, by adopting works written 

“Cosaint na Daonnachta,” An Cutltúr Gaelach, Aimsir Óg 
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in Standard Irish in the schools, the native speakers in the three 
main Gaeltachtaí perceive their dialects as second class.  This puts 
native speakers under additional pressure not to use their language.

equivalently compromised. The English-Irish Dictionary was published 
in 1959 by Tomás de Bhaldraithe, and the Irish-English (Gaeilge-Béarla) 
Dictionary
Irish-Irish dictionary (although one on the Internet is in the works).  
Students, teachers, and all speakers must rely on references to English 

 The Linguistics Institute of  Ireland (Institiúid Teangeololaíochta 
Éireann) was established in 1968 to inaugurate professional 
government language planning, especially for the regions where 
Irish was still the everyday community language. Consultants were 
brought in from the various universities.  Instead of  addressing the 
planning mechanics, a turf  war developed among the professors as to 
which of  their universities would be accorded the largest amount of  

ugly jockeying for funds, and he blew the whistle on this academic 
chicanery.  An internationally famous sociolinguist specializing in the 

 
of  Yeshiva University in New York, presented a report based on 

commissions that have pumped out reports in the most elegant 
academic manner have done next to nothing to institute actual 
efforts to advance language usage.  The teacher training colleges 
were also closed by the government.  Seán Ó Tuama, in conversation 
with me long ago, indicated that it was becoming increasingly 

because his students lacked ordinary competence in the language.
 When Ó Tuama was appointed Chairman of  Bord na Gaeilge 
in 1982, he was immersed in this governmental non-action 

The Irish and Irish: A Sociolinguistic Analysis of  the Relation-
ship between a People and their Language

Reversing Language Shift: Theoretical and Empirical Foundations 
of  Assistance to Threatened Languages, Multilingual Matters 76, (Philadelphia: Multilin-
gual Matters, 1991).
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mentality, waiting for the populace to simply shift to Irish of  

Plean Gníomhaíocht na Gaeltachta (An Action Plan for the Irish-speaking 
Regions), was published: a lovely document, but next to none of  
the recommendations were put into practice.  Much later, another 
government report, Treoir 2000, makes it explicitly clear that an 

especially in the Gaeltacht, concerning the government and its 
seriousness about effecting anything positive in regard to the Irish 
language. The government is seen as corrupt and hypocritical.
 When Seán Ó Tuama sat for an interview with his students 

annual poetry journal, Innti, he was continually pressured by his 
students to mention some effort — any practical action — that was 
going to be implemented by the government to stem the erosion of  
language usage.  The interview was published in 1985, the year Ó 
Tuama stepped down from Bord na Gaeilge

in one instance they prompt (in my translation), “You have special 
powers as the Chairman of  Bord na Gaeilge and as a university 
professor.  You could pull a couple of  strings and accomplish 
discrete changes in the teaching system” — in the original Irish, 
“Tá cumhachtaí áirithe agat mar chathaoireach ar Bhord na Gaeilge agus mar 
ollamh ollscoile.  D’fhéadfá cúpla sreang a tharrac agus athrú discréideach a 
dhéanamh sa chóras múinte.”  Ó Tuama’s reply is consistent with his 

the question, saying curtly, “I have intentions of  doing that in a 
gradual way” (“Bheadh sé sin i gceist agam a dhéanamh de réir a chéile”).   Ó 
Tuama was handling the issue as he might handle an academic crux 
— analyzing and expatiating on it with no forthcoming solutions.
 As the interview proceeds, the student-poets’ frustration becomes 

new freedoms that had been demanded in the sixties in Paris and the 
United States, and by the civil rights movement in Northern Ireland 
and the Cearta Sibhialta na Gaeltachta efforts in the 1970s.  Ó Tuama 

   “‘Slabhraí Óir . . .’: Comhrá le Seán Ó Tuama, Corcaigh, 30 Nollaig 1984,” Innti. ed. 
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characterized by professorial objectivity and caution, perhaps made him 
hesitate against acting more robustly when he took on governmental 
administrative positions guiding Irish language maintenance agencies.

quotes the expert on language planning, Pádraig Ó Riagáin, from his 
1997 book, Language Policy and Social Reproduction: Ireland, 1983–1993,  
where Ó Riagáin states, “The emphasis on public attitudes [rather 

that the major constraint on policy development was the absence 
of  sustained public support and not state action per se.”    Ó 
Tuathaigh’s essay appears in the recently launched English language 
publication from the Irish language publisher, Cois Life, entitled A 
New View of  the Irish Language.  The commentary in this volume is 
thoroughly comprehensive and brings up to date the actual state 
of  the language from a local and a global perspective.  There are 
three excellent essays on literature:  “Prose Writing in Irish Today” 

 In conclusion, the greatness of  Ó Tuama’s literary status and 
achievement is undeniable.  As a public gesture of  homage to him, 
University College Cork, in 2008, named the student residence for 

achievement happens to be made manifest in the students he lectured 
there.  They founded and edited the annual poetry periodical Innti and 
now promote their verses in pop songs.  Ó Tuama’s importance may 

historian, researcher, and essayist.  It is a commonplace of  linguistics 
that a language’s survival hinges on   accommodating a discourse 
that engages with the current ideology, events, and intellectual 
expressions of  the people using the language if  it is to persevere.

state of  letters in Irish with the weakened state of  the spoken language 
gives pause for thought.   Tomás Mac Síomóin, who by the way was 

   Pádraig Ó Riagáin, in his 1997 Language Policy and Social Reproduction: Ireland, 

A New View of  the Irish Language, ed. 
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because of  the ineffective efforts supposedly in favor of  the language 
and moved to Barcelona, Spain.  Mac Síomóin has incisively broached 
the idea that there are now more writers in the Irish language than 
there are readers of  the language — a mixed message indeed.

Note: This article also appears in volume one of  the American Journal 
of  Irish Studies published 2011.


