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Four years ago Irish newspapers reported that Queen’s University in Belfast proposed to close the Department of Classics. The poet Michael Longley who lives in Belfast, had spoken in opposition to this proposal.  At the risk of immediately boring my fellow countrymen and women in the audience, I should explain that Ireland is, for many purposes, divided in two: Northern Ireland (comprising six counties) and the Republic (26 counties). The division dates from 1922. The North is part of the United Kingdom and the Republic, of which I am a citizen, is a member country of the EEC.

Sometimes the two Irelands combine. In some sports a country called Ireland fields a team. In rugby, for example, a couple of months ago, in a thrilling encounter at Twickenham in London, a team named Ireland beat a team called England. Did the country, represented so brilliantly by the fifteen players in green jerseys, vanish at the final whistle when the ecstatic supporters, like the band of friends in Catullus 46, made their separate journeys home to Dublin, Belfast, Limerick and Sion Mills?

O dulces comitum valete coetus

Longe quos simul a domo profectos

Diversae variae viae reportant

So often that was how it seemed to people of my generation (born 1953, Dublin) and that of my parents’ generation. But things are changing. The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 places sovereignty of the island of Ireland in the grasp of the people of Ireland. From the point of view of a constitutional lawyer, the Good Friday agreement made a country called the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland vanish.

As in rugby, so with poetry. The Arts Councils north and south fund an institution named Poetry Ireland which I have served as director for six years.  In 2002, at a meeting in Belfast, I proposed that we protest the closing of the Classics Department.  At the next meeting the Board adopted my proposal that we commission a translation of Catullus into both the Irish and the English languages. The work would invoke the 14th century translation of the The Aeneid into the Irish language known as The Irish Aeneid. So here I am, to offer you The Irish Catullus or One Gentleman from Verona.

B

To close a classics department anywhere is an uncivilized act. To do so in Belfast seems ghastly. In a city whose violence has made the rivalry of Montague and Capulet seem like a tea-time contretemps between Anglican Vicars, to shut off a cultural source which nurtures both streams is woeful. To say “a plague on both your houses” might have been a viable idea in sixteenth century Verona. Other capable families were, perhaps, waiting in the wings. In Belfast, there are only Montagues and Capulets.

Latin has been a language of Ireland since the time of our national saint, Patrick, in the fourth century. We are proud of the fact  that our attachment to it and to Christianity derive not, to paraphrase an Irish ballad, from the ‘loving feet of the Roman legionaries trampling all over us’ but from the words of the great saint who came in peace from Roman Britain – with the Latin name: Patricius. The Irish have made that name synonymous with themselves. On St.Patrick’s Day Irish men and women wear, with pride, the shamrock, given to us as our national symbol by the original Paddy. And we are proud that Patrick’s followers spread the gospel – and something of classical civilization – through Europe – even to Bobbio! – when the Roman Empire fell.

James Joyce’s Ulysses could be called “the Irish Odyssey”. It moves Homer’s tale in time and place from the Mediterranean to the Dublin of 1904. If I may propose an etymology of the English word ‘translate’ from the two Latin words – trans ferre – Joyce carries Odysseus from the Mediterranean through Europe to Dublin. To translate in the true sense is to go from one place to another. It is not an exercise of moving from a language rich in meaning and cultural associations to an idiom in which the words fit semantically but are as dry as dust.

C
I grew up on Palmerston Road, Rathmines, Dublin. For some time the widow of William Butler Yeats lived across the road from us. Yeats wrote a poem which features Catullus.

The Scholars

Bald heads, forgetful of their sins,

Old, learned, respectful bald heads

Edit and annotate the lines

That young men, tossing on their beds

Rhymed out in love’s despair

To flatter beauty’s ignorant ear.

All shuffle there, all cough in ink;

All wear the carpet with their shoes;

All think what other people think

All know the man their neighbour knows.

Lord, what would they say

Did their Catullus walk that way?

‘Their Catullus’. Yeats’ scholars feel they own Catullus. Perhaps Latin literature in general. An eighteenth century work – A Pastoral in Imitation of the First Eclogue of Virgil – Inscribed to the Provost, Fellows and Scholars of Trinity College, Dublin by Murrough O’Connor of Aughanagraun in 1719 – reminds them that their interest is shared by those whom the writer Brian O’Nolan described as ‘the plain people of Ireland’:- 

Happy Milesian, happiest of men

That Ballyline is now your own again

Tis large enough, tho’ not a whole plowland

And has a lovely prospect to the strand

The bogs and rocks deform that spot of earth

Consider Murrough that it gave thee birth

Those bogs and rocks your cows and sheep surround

Keep them from Trepass Pledge and starving pound

Thrice happy you, who living at your ease

Have nought to do but see your cattle graze

Speak Latin to the stranger passing by

And on a shambrog bank reclining lye.

The author’s note to this last couplet reads: ‘Tis natural for the cowboys in the country of Kerry to speak Latin’.

The background to this piece is the intensifying colonization of Ireland after Catholic defeat in the contest between Kings William and James in the early 1690’s. The scope of which lies beyond my terms here.

Some English people sneered at the Irish Love of Latin. Sir Richard Cox, writing at about the same time as The Kerry Pastoral appeared, observes:

“Very few of the Irish aim at any more than a little Latin which every cow-boy pretends to and a smattering of logic, which very few of them know the use of. Yet it is asserted that Latin has been very generally studied in Kerry, even by the lowest ranks of people. I have heard more than one gentleman bear testimony to the circumstances of the bare-footed boys having been found reading classical authors in the fields. It is related of one of these poor fellows, that upon an expostulation having been made with him at such an unprofitable use of his time, he replied, with much spirit:- 

Est quodam prodire tenus, si non datur ultra.

Few writers in English would care to testify that the natives were better read in Latin and Greek that the colonists. People whom Brian O’Nolan would some time later call ‘our betters’. One who did was Charles Smith writing in his ‘Ancient and Present State of the Country of Kerry’ in the 1750’s:-

Classical reading extends itself even to a fault among the lower and poorer kinds of this country; many of whom, to the taking them off more useful work, have greater knowledge in this way than some of the better sort of other places …

In alighting to take a view of the ancient family seat at Pallice, I gave the bridle of my horse to a poor boy, who seemed to look for it with eagerness. From his manner of answering some questions I asked him, I was lead to enquire into his situation, and was not a little surprised to find that though sunk in the most abject poverty, he was nevertheless a good classical scholar. He was well acquainted with the best Latin poets, had read over most of the historians and was then busy with the Orations of Cicero. I found upon further enquiry that this classical spirit is very general among the lower sort of people in Kerry. A gentleman of my acquaintance, who was with me at Killarney, once happened to be present when a poor boy came into the inn yard, and asked for alms in good Latin; and he observed that several of the town’s folk who were bystanders replied to him in that language, and for some minutes continued the conversation in that language with apparent facility”.

Jeremiah Sheehan, my paternal grandfather, was born and raised not far from Killarney at a place called Ceannagoileann. It is a mountain which overlooks Glanmore Lake among the Caha Mountains on the Beare Peninsula. Along the path which leads from the lake to my cousin’s house there is an old – over two hundred years old – cabin which to this day is called ‘the school’. The school flourished during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The schoolmaster would row his boat across the lake to teach, inter alia, Latin to the children of Ceannagouleann, Foilcannon and Cummeengaire. In 1826, the commissioners of the British Government’s Education Enquiry found a man named Patrick Shea teaching in a little school at Clogheraun on the other side of the Lake. Neither the classics department of Ceannagaoileann nor that of Clogheraun survived the Nationals Schools Act of 1838 which sought to impose state control over primary education.

Latin was out. Irish was out. English was in.

One of the great Irish Latin prose works derives from the Beare Peninsula. It is the Historiae Catholicae Hiberniae Compendium by Philip O’Sullivan Beare, whose uncle was ‘The O’Sullivan Beare’, the last Gaelic Lord of Munster, who fled to Spain in 1602. Philips history of the Irish Catholics is dedicated to Philip of Austria and Spain, after whom he was named. Domino Philippo Austriaco, Hispaniarum, Indiarum, Aliorum regnorum atque multarum ditionum regi catholico monarchaeque potentissimo dicatum, A D Philippo O’Sullivano Bearro, Iberno. Published 1621.

Four descendants of the Latin students of Glanmore contribute to ‘The Irish Catullus’: myself, my son Luke, my friend Gerard Lyne, the Keeper of  Manuscripts at the National Library of Ireland, Historian of Kerry and poet and Max McGuinness, son of Gerard’s cousin Paul – who manages a rock star with a Latin name: - Bono!

It would be facile to make a direct analogy between the circumstances of 1838 and those of today. Yet once again, in my submission, the ideology of a foreign elite is being imposed upon the Irish people – and upon people in the other countries too. We are advised that we must serve a ghastly abstraction called ‘The Knowledge Economy’.

Plato is out. Virgil is out. Bill Gates is in.

The people Brian O’Nolan described as ‘our betters’ have spoken. It must be so.

We must all “bow low and low and kiss the quiet feet”, not of Kathleen, the daughter of Houlihan, the embodiment of Ireland, but of Bill Gates and various cowboys who speak microchip.

D
My father knew Brian O’Nolan at University College, Dublin in the 1930’s. I have a first edition – a modest affair – of a work by O’Nolan which he gave my father during the war. Brian was, as they say, ‘noted’ among Dublin people from his student days. He liked to contribute to the Debating Society at the University. My father would tell me of an evening there when his friend, half drunk, entered the Physics Theatre at Earlsfort Terrace and solemnly indicated that he wished to speak. When his turn came he positioned himself at the podium with as much decorum as he could manage. “Mae West is dead”, he announced. “And she’s screwed in her coffin”.

At Swim Two Birds, his novel, appeared in 1939. It is read and re-read by Irish people throughout the world. Among its characters are three students of University College, Dublin who meet regularly in Grogans public house. One is a fan of Catullus:- 

‘What about another jar?’ said Kelly.

‘Ah Lesbia’, said Brinsley. ‘The finest thing I ever wrote. How many kisses, Lesbia, you ask, would serve to sate this hungry love of mine? – As many as the Libyan sands that bask along Cyrenes’s shore where pine trees wave, where burning Juppiter’s untended shrine lies near to old Kind Battus’ sacred grave’.

‘Three stouts’, called Kelly.

‘Let them be endless as the stars at night that stare upon the lovers in a ditch  -  so often would love crazed Catullus bite your burning lips, that prying eyes should not have power to count nor evil tongues bewitch, the frenzied kisses that you gave and got’.

‘Before we die of thirst’, called Kelly. ‘will you bring us three more stouts. God’, he said to me, ‘it’s in the desert you’d think we were’.

‘That’s good stuff, you know’, I said to Brinsley.

A picture came before my mind of the lovers at their hedge pleasure in the pale starlight, no sound from them, his fierce mouth burying into hers.

‘Bloody good stuff’, I said.

I suspect that was my father’s introduction to Catullus but I cannot be certain for I have no memory of him making the point himself. He did tell me, more than once, of his first encounter with Ulysses.

E

In 1936 or 37, aged 22, he made a pilgrimage to Rome with his mother. He heard Mussolini speak. He met Pope Pius XI, from whom he obtained a plenary indulgence. If at the hour of his death he uttered the word ‘Jesus’ his sins would be forgiven and he was on his way to heaven. On their return journey they stopped in Paris. While his mother slept, my father set out to savour something of the city. At a bookstall by the Seine he purchased a first edition of ‘Ulysses’, the author of which was a graduate of his university. Later that night came a period of reflection. Although Ulysses was not banned in his part of Ireland, customs’ officials notoriously confiscated it on the basis of some discretionary power they felt entitled to exercise. It was a dirty book. How would his mother – the widow of a policeman, a teacher in Haddington Road School, holder of the organ at the Star of the Sea Church in Sandymount – respond if a copy of Ulysses were confiscated at the end of a pilgrimage to Rome? Clearly, not even the plenary indulgence could have saved him. Next morning, my father rose early. He returned to the bookstall by the Seine. He exchanged Ulysses for a biography of Saint Francis Xavier.

F

My introduction to Catullus was through a translation which appeared in our school magazine – over thirty years ago. It was about Lesbia’s sparrow:-

You gods of love, you lovely things

Of man, lament the end

Of a simple creature; sparrow

Who was my darling’s friend.

I was instantly taken by the lightness, the fun, the spring in the writing. A question occurred to me then which I have never answered. Why was a young man – Philip MacDonagh – whom I knew to be obsessed with horses suddenly disclosing an interest in sparrows? Dead sparrows. The author, now Ambassador to the Holy See, is with us today. Perhaps he can throw some light on the matter.

I studied English and Latin at University College, Dublin from 1971 – 1975. It was a three year course. The reason I took four years was on account of Catullus. In second year the late Professor O’Meara taught a course entitled Lyric Poetry: Catullus, Propertius, Tibullus. It quickly became clear that he intended to ignore any poem of Catullus with a sexual dimension. This made me angry. The professor was, I felt, obliged to teach Catullus as he was, not censor him. I insisted upon giving a talk to the Classics Society about the matter. The professor was worse than the customs officials of the 1930’s. Of course, I didn’t actually say that, but I wish I had.

At the end of the year, in my Roman History paper, I wrote some observations in that vein. The professor was not amused. And I had to repeat the year. A year in which I posed as a Catullan revolutionary among the twelve or so students taking Latin in my year.

Two poems of Catullus struck me with great force: The elegy for his brother beginning with the line Multas per gentes et multa per aequara vectus and the ode to spring which for me is a companion piece: Iam ver egelidos refert tepores. Since my student days I have recited them countless times.  After thirty years I came to realize that the reason I loved the first so absolutely was that it articulated a sense of loss inscribed upon my psyche by a trauma suffered in early childhood. I asked my son Luke – until recently a student at Trinity College, Dublin – to translate it:-

I’ve come through many crowds and over oceans

To deliver this farewell to you, my brother

Sad to be speaking to you in death

To have to lay my pleas in passive ash

Because the turning wheel has taken you

From me – poor brother! – gone too soon and gone

Away from Me. Now in our parents’ name 

And in that ancient line that speaks to us

Although they’re sodden with a brother’s tears

And make a sorry gift, accept these words in passing

Now and forever, hello and goodbye, O my brother.

The separation in my case was from my mother. I was three. Suffering from depression, she was snatched away to hospital.

In due course she returned. And as the years unravelled, I grew close to her and would accompany her to different places around the city. And hear the stories of her families history. In these Latin sometimes featured.

G
The tradition she cherished most was descent from Jan Sobieski, the 17th century King of Poland, who had saved Europe from a Turkish invasion by raising the siege of Vienna in 1683. The descent came via her father’s mother, like her Georgina Adye-Curran, who lived in Esker House, one of the grandest houses in Rathmines in Victorian times. In the eighteen-eighties, when stationed with British army in the Bahamas with her surgeon husband, she performed what was considered to be a Sobieski-like deed. She had funded – and personally laid the cornerstone of – a Catholic cathedral in Nassau. She is the only woman in Christendom known to have done this.

Jan Sobieski was a fluent speaker of Latin as well as Polish, French, Italian, German and Tartar. Latin made sense. On May 21st 1674  he was crowned in the Wavel Cathedral, Cracow. His title was Joannes III, Dei Gratia rex Poloniae, magnus dux Lithuaniae, Russiae, Prussiae, Masoviae, Samogitiae, Livoniae, Smolensciae, Kyoviae, Volhyniae, Podlasiae, Severiae, Czernichoviaeque. Only Latin could unify the polyglot Polish empire.

The king was the grandfather of Maria Clementina Sobieska who, in 1719, married Prince James Stuart who claimed title to the kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland by birthright. Her son was Charles Edward Stuart. 

One Saturday afternoon in 1959 or 1960, when we were supposed to be shopping in Rathmines, my mother brought me the Classic Cinema in Harolds Cross. There we saw a British film about Bonny Prince Charlie and his Highland flight with Flora MacDonald after the failure, at Culloden, of his attempt to snatch his throne back from the Hanoverians. To this day I retain a vivid memory of my mother’s face in the semi-darkness of the cinema, beaming with pride and joy, as the strains of ‘over the sea to Skye’, the great Jacobite anthem, filled the auditorium. As the Prince – her prince – made his escape in a boat. 

Being a Sobieski – a Sobieski descendant rather – in Dublin did not always involve plain sailing. In the nineteen-eighties a Polish commercial attaché established his office in a house a few doors away from my mother’s. After two years of silence, the neighbours were invited to a social event with high officials from the embassy. My mother politely showed up at the appointed hour, delighted at the prospect of talking to someone who knew who Jan Sobieski was. She was ushered outside again before she had finished her first cup of tea. Not everyone, it seemed loved the Sobieskis. 

From Esker house came two portraits from the 1830’s. John Adye-Curran, barrister. His wife Frances Dolman. Frances Dolman was English and brought her family tree to Dublin with her, as ladies did in those days. John Dolman, Doctor of Canon and Civil Law, founded a grammar school in Pocklington, Yorkshire in 1522 and six sizarships to St John’s College, Cambridge. Grammar meant Latin grammar. The school is still there. He is buried in St. Paul’s Cathedral. Among the alignments and misalignments of six centuries, the tree highlights an extract from the Elizabethan state papers. John Dolman, a barrister, had accompanied the Jesuit martyr Edmund Campion to his execution at Tyburn on the 1st December 1581. He had taken notes of his words and manner of execution. Dolman thus helped establish Campion as the cornerstone of English Catholicism.

In 1569, Campion was in Dublin. There was a possibility that he might have played a part in the new university that was promised there. That which became Trinity College. He wrote a Latin work ‘De Homine Academico’ which set out ‘the desirable qualities and responsibilities of a student’ with a view to promoting his candidacy. It has not survived. In the mid 1570’s he was in Prague. There he wrote and produced Latin dramas. On Abraham, King Saul, St Ambrose and the emperor Theodosius which was performed at the Imperial court in 1577. In 1580, while on his mission to England, Campion wrote Decem Rationes. Ten reasons. Ten reasons why the Anglicans were wrong. It was published in Latin and the vernacular at various places in France, Germany, Italy and Poland. It did not improve his chances of getting a job in Trinity College, Dublin. It was, rather, a passport to martyrdom at Tyburn.

H
In Dublin, my mother went to school to the nuns at Beaufort in Rathfarnham which is set near to ‘The Priory’, the country house of John Philpot Curran. Few people in Ireland now recognize that name. Or that of his daughter Sara, or her sister Amelia. The one the lover of the patriot Robert Emmett, who studied Latin and Greek in Trinity. The other the friend of Percy Bysshe Shelley whom she painted at her house in the Via Sistina in Rome in 1822. Shelly, had translated Pliny’s Historical Naturalis by the age of nineteen.

John Philpot Curran, a native speaker of the Irish language, was barrister, poet, orator, wit member of the Irish Parliament in the eighteenth century. He was the friend of William Godwin, Madame de Stael and Lord Byron, who wrote two verses about him in Don Juan.

Harriett Beecher Stowe quotes him at the head of a chapter of the anti-slavery classic Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He was the defender in court of many Irish revolutionaries of the 1790’s, famously his friend Theobald Wolfe Tone, their leader. He died on the 14th October 1817. The British Press said that he was a native of County Cork and that his parents had nothing to bestow upon him but the rudiments of a classical education which he completed in Trinity College, Dublin. The great Daniel O’Connell said that his ‘very soul was Republican Irish’. His tomb in Glasnevin cemetery, Dublin, is modelled on that of Lucius Cornelius Scipio Barbatus, consul of the Roman Republic in 298 BC.

There is a monument to Curran in St. Patrick Cathedral, where one may find one of the best known pieces of Latin in Ireland, the epitaph of the great eighteenth century Dean of the cathedral, Jonathan Swift:- 

Hic iacet loannes Swift

Ubi saeva indignatio cor lacerare nequit

Abi, viator, et imitare si poteris

Hunc strenuum pron humanae libertatis vindicatorem

Here lies Jonathan Swift

Where savage indignation can lacerate his heart no more;

Go, traveller

And imitate if you can

This champion of human liberty.

Of Swifts many-sided relationship with Latin I remember, from my student days, his brilliant and subversive use of Lucretius to satirize religion in general in “The Mechanical Operations of the Spirit”. He was the champion of the oppressed people of Dublin, the poor. Who hold him dear in their memory and who named a public house in the Liberties district after him long before the Irish Tourist board determined that every pub in Dublin should display the images of at least ten writers.

I
Few Irish writers now could be said to consciously identify with and speak for the poor. If you walked west from the Cathedral, up the river Liffey – in Latin, Anna Livia – you would come to the suburb of Inchicore. At some point you would trace the footsteps of the poet Michael Hartnett who lived there in the 1970’s. Inchicore was not fashionable then. It still isn’t. Here he wrote ‘Inchicore Haiku’, one of the great poems of modern Ireland. The poet articulates and assumes the impoverishment of the people – his people.

83

Tell the people ‘Yes’

And the state will grant you a crucifixion

84

To give all I am

A reflection is worse than

The worst of loneliness

85

The empty pockets

Old bills pounding on the door

Are these my people?

86

All divided up,

All taught to hate each other

Are these my people?

87

My dead father shouts 

From his eternal labour:

These are your people.

In 1996 or 1997, a couple of years before he died, in a solemn contractual ceremony in our local public house, O’Brien’s of Upper Leeson Street, Dublin, I commissioned Michael Hartnett to translate Catullus. He said he would do it. There and then I wrote him a cheque for forty pounds. Two mornings later at 7.30am I received a phone-call from Michael, the only phone call I ever got from him.

“Ronan, I’ve done the first four Catullus poems. Can you leave another cheque into O’Briens?”

When he died we put his photo up on the wall in O’Briens. His partner Angela Liston – who can’t be here today – told me that he had left some thirty versions of Catullus behind him. I am delighted to be mentioned in the dedication which accompanies this suite which appears in a posthumous collection entitled Translations. 

Born in County Limerick, raised in an Irish language speaking home, Michael epitomized the stress upon the psyche of Ireland made by the rival claims of the Irish and English languages. In the 17th century Gaelic society was collapsing under the English Colonialist onslaught. Three great poets of that era were O’Bruadair, Haicead and O’Rathaille. Michael Hartnett translated them. Who else had the calibre to delve into the crucifixion of our culture and recycle the moment? 

Michael was always full of fun, wit, mischief, erotic play, poetic learning, morality, mysticism and madness. He brings Catullus on a journey to his native Newcastle West, County Limerick, in style.

LXXIX

Lesbius is beautiful. And why not? Lesbia prefers him

Catullus, to you and all of your kindred

If from three of his friends he could get kisses

This lovely boy would sell Catullus and all of his kindred.

J
To conclude, let me go back to the beginning. In the Royal Irish Academy in Dawson Street, Dublin where I love to sit doing as little as possible, you may find the oldest Irish manuscript in Latin. It is a Psalter which dates from the sixth century. Tradition holds that this was the copy made by St Colmcille from a manuscript owned by Saint Finnian in the monastery at Clonard in County Meath. It is likely the oldest surviving example of what is called the insular majuscule script. Colmcille was a member of a powerful Ulster family, the O’Donnells. For a thousand years the O’Donnells kept the manuscript in a kind of book-shrine called in Irish The ‘Cathach’, which translates as the ‘battler’. Before the O’Donnells went into battle a priest carried the Cathach around the army, to bless it. Now the Cathach is in the National Museum.

Saint Finnian objected to Colmcille making a copy of his manuscript. He demanded that it be handed up to him. Colmcille refused. The first copyright law case ensued, before the High King of Ireland, Diarmuid. He gave a famous judgement in favour of Finnian : ‘to every cow its calf, to every book its copy’. This seems to prefigure modern European/American law: the owner of the original is entitled to the copy. Colmcille objected. According to a biography written by Manus O’Donnell in the sixteenth century, the grounds were that the words in the manuscript were divine words. Finnian had no right to stop their progress. Moreover he, Columcille, intended to pass the words on to the people.

There was no court of appeal to a decision of the High King. Colmcille appears to have staged a bloody putsch at the battle of Cuil Dreimthne in County Sligo. Disgrace ensued. Colmcille was ostracized. He left Ireland for Iona, an island off the west coast of Scotland, where he founded a monastery which proved to be the cradle of Christianity in Scotland and the North of England. 

Iona, or perhaps a related monastery in Kells, County Meath, produced in the 8th or 9th century, the Book of Kells, which is also known as ‘Leabhar Columba’ or Book of Columcille.  It is an illuminated manuscript of the four gospels which is on display in the library of Trinity College, Dublin. While the book’s awe-inspiring visual dimension make it a wonder of the world it is essentially a Latin gospel and as such may be regarded as the cornerstone of Ireland’s Latin heritage. The images lead into the words. Like many citizens of Dublin, I regularly go to experience what was long ago described as the work of angels. And to make sure it is still there.

Trinity College was founded in 1598 upon ground once occupied by a monastery, All Hallows. Dublin tradition has it that the high altar of All Hallows lies beneath the campanile in the Front Square. Whatever the truth of that, it is sure that what Queen Elizabeth was proposing was a protestant university for a catholic people. The constitution of the college, at least in its original form, was clear that it was concerned to extirpate popery. None of this appears nowadays upon the notice board outside the front gate. There the visitor reads directions to the location of The Book of Kells. For the college collects quite a few euros from the display of this quintessential expression of the Irish monastic tradition which it once sought to destroy.

Colmcille, who turned over the High King of Ireland for seeking to limit copyright in the Psalms, should he return to Ireland in some form, might not be impressed to discover that the Board of Trinity College, Dublin upon postcards and other places claims a copyright interest in the Latin gospels made in the monastery he founded and may be using the cash collected therefrom to advance a coercive ideology like that associated  with the phrase ‘The knowledge economy’.

Here in the Royal Irish Academy one can find a copy of The Irish Aenied. It is in prose. Solomon O’Droma, who wrote it, probably came from the Cavan/Fermanagh district. He, in his way, reshapes the Aeneid for his people just as Joyce reshapes The Odyssey. The material of Virgil’s epic is pared down. O’Droma omits genealogies and speeches of the gods. He often adds in well known passages from Irish literature. Aeneas sometimes sounds like the Irish hero Cuchulainn. The pain of the defeated, the sorrow of parting, jewellery, the beauty of the landscape:- he heightens those aspects of it.  

Last summer I made a small pilgrimage through the Cavan countryside to honour the long forgotten Solamh, invoking the spirits of the countryside as I wandered, reading his work. On the road from Drom to Cootehill Immram Aniasa, the voyage of Aeneas, or The Irish Aeneid, made perfect sense. It is not the work of an angel. But it is the work of an independent mind.

Padraig O’Snodaigh, poet and publisher, has been the instrument of  gathering much of the work in the Irish language so far involved in this project. Coisceim, his company, recently republished a translation of the Odyssey into Irish by Padraig DeBrún. I want to thank Padraig here.

I want to thank Carla DePetris for all she has done to make this occasion happen.

I have tried to attract people of different backgrounds and ages to this project. By invoking The Irish Aeneid I place the emphasis on the spirit of Catullus rather than a quiz in semantics. Some who answered the call are Latinists. Others are not. To all I tendered a literal translation of the work into English from the standard Loeb edition. Some young people of Dublin I approached because I felt that, well, they had in them something of the spirit of the young man from Verona who has walked with me for many years, in whose home place it is now my privilege to stand and speak. The flower of Dublin listens to the flower of Verona. And answers. 

Flos Dublinensis florem Veronensis audiet. Et Respondat.

Ronan Sheehan. Dublin. 19 May 2006
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