
Gerald Dawe on The Watchful Heart*

Nearly thirty years ago Blackstaff Press published an anthology I edited - The Younger Irish Poets which went on in various reprinted editions through the 1980s. That book included twenty one poets, many of whom established international reputations. In what might be called a follow-up operation in 1991 Blackstaff published The New Younger Irish Poets which had as epigraph the following statement from Derek Mahon in 1970:

The act of writing is itself political in the fullest sense. A good poem is a paradigm of good politics – of people talking to each other, with honest subtlety, at a profound level.

In Joan Mc Breen’s fascinating collection of poems and essays, The Watchful Heart Derek Mahon is called upon again, this time as the source of her wonderful title, taken from Mahon’s memorable poem of reassurance, ‘Everything is going to be alright’:
How should I not be glad to contemplate

The clouds clearing beyond the dormer window

And a high tide reflected on the ceiling?

There will be dying, there will be dying,

But there is no need to go into that.

The lines flow from the hand unbidden

And the hidden source is the watchful heart.

The sun rises in spite of everything

And the far cities are beautiful and bright.

I lie here in a riot of sunlight

Watching the day break and the clouds flying.

Everything is going to be alright.

The differences which separate those earlier anthologies from today’s could not be more dramatic. The sheer volume of work that appears in Ireland and in Britain, and the range of opportunity for poets, is starkly contrasted. Back then dedicated publishers of Irish poetry were establishing themselves in a bookselling environment that was largely independent; the cultural and intellectual atmosphere in Ireland was different too, with issues of literary worth discussed in the public media,, while the all-powerful influence of marketing and promotion had not quite taken on such extraordinary significance as it has become, almost to the exclusion of literary discrimination of any kind. 

Poets in the nineteen seventies and early eighties lived in a different world – politically, culturally, and quite possibly, emotionally. Many of these changes are to the good – the liberating effect of the internet, for instance; the underwriting of The Arts Council of crucial cultural institutions such as Poetry Ireland; the proliferating options of poetry being published, or co-published, in Britain and the US, and in translation via the good offices of Ireland Literature Exchange; the numerous awards, prizes, bursaries, residencies and fellowships. This all means that opportunities abound for the younger, and not so young, poet writing in the early decades of the 21st century and it is all to the good.

One question that has surfaced in recent years, concerns the ‘authority’ of the poet in contemporary Irish (and British) society and whether or not poetry has  lost some of its unique un-paraphrasable significance as a form of art since the very notion of ‘art’ has itself diminished over time and become just another way of saying something in a language people will understand. In other words, a way of entertaining ideas and feelings and thoughts that occur to an individual with desire and sufficient self-belief to write it down in lines of verse, and make a life or career out of so doing. Perhaps some of the mystery and voltage has gone with the increased ease of communication and visibility; I don’t know. Certainly the critical coverage of Irish poetry abroad has slackened off and there is much less reviewing of new work than heretofore.

Reading Joan Mc Breen’s timely and thought-provoking cross section of 24 poets, published by the indomitable Salmon Poetry from County Clare, I recognized several names – indeed a few, familiar from that earlier anthology who are now fully fledged figures in the contemporary  Irish literary scene- while many more are new to me.

With its concentration around poets born in the 1960s and 1970s, and spread geographically across the country and also based further afield – in Britain, Europe and North America – there is a sense in The Watchful Heart of a particular moment being recorded, if not strictly speaking of ‘a new generation’. But what Joan Mc Breen has achieved in this anthology is to capture the fleeting transitory nature of the past twenty years or so, a time of flux and change. As she says herself, the making of poetry and its reception has undergone social change:

Ireland has always had a lively interaction with her writers, especially her poets. The last two decades and more have seen a great many poetry readings, literary festivals, poetry workshops, radio and television interviews and feature programmes with writers and poets. The names, work and faces of many of the poets in this anthology will be familiar to readers, some more than others. It is also interesting to me as editor to be made aware of the many different hats the included poets wear. Careers in universities, publishing, arts administration and broadcasting are noted. A remarkable number have been honoured with prestigious literary prizes nationally and internationally (IV)

Interesting too that Joan Mc Breen should identify two particular characteristics of this period for particular mention – a ‘European’ sensibility and sense of ‘humour’: ‘There is a sense of a European rather than a national sensibility in the air around much of the work. Humour features, too, and is not striving for effect’ (IV). While in concluding her introduction, she remarks (as all editors do, hastening to exit the stage), that ‘the twenty-four poets featured’
…do not represent a complete picture of the poetic scene in Ireland today. They can, however, be taken as representative of the broad range of poetry being written and published in the recent past and at present. It is a range that reflects variety, technical competence and attention to the world…One way or another these twenty-four voices should be heard as part of a conversation, in a long and often vexed tradition, in Irish poetry as in politics. Ultimately, like all serious, thoughtful poets writing against the silences of their time and location, they strive to make our world intelligible (V).

The ‘conversation’ I hear through The Watchful Heart is instructive. This, for instance, is Eileen Sheehan picking up on Joan Mc Breen’s notion of ‘a lively interaction’ when she discusses the ‘proliferation of open mic sessions’:

Located in pubs and libraries around the country, they are serving to re-engage poetry with a wider audience: a much-maligned audience who in the main are appreciative and discriminating in their tastes…Because of the goodwill and sense of co-operation fostered by the various organizers around the country, Ireland now has a reading circuit, which is there to serve established as well as emerging poets: there is a sense of a poetry community in operation. This spirit of openness and inclusiveness is vital for the survival and development of poetry on our small island (167-68).

While Justin Quinn closes his astute prose contribution ‘Baggage Reclaim’ with a provocatively clear-minded vision of multi-cultural Ireland and its implications for literary writing and the future meaning of ‘Irish’ poetry:

[T]here’s a corresponding ambition that the category of “Irish Poetry” itself will go up in a puff of smoke. No decent poet would ever wish to be merely an “Irish” poet (just as he or she wouldn’t want to be merely an American or Australian poet).You want to have readers wherever the language is spoken, for it is to language itself that poets belong (160).

The notion of poets ‘belonging’ to language makes me think of the great Greek poet, Constantine Cavafy and his famous remark, quoted by James Longenbach in his review of Daniel Mendelsohn’s newly published translation of Cavafy’s Collected Poems, ‘to the effect that there is nothing more detrimental to art… than succumbing to “how the public thinks and what it likes and what it will buy”’ (New York Times April 19, 2009 p. 19).
I hope the public buys lots of copies of Joan Mc Breen’s anthology. For ‘The Girl Upstairs’ by Leontia Flynn, for a start, or for John O Donnell’s ‘A Wedding Guest’ but also because in so doing all twenty four poets in The Watchful Heart will have contributed towards the healing work of Cancer Care West in University College Hospital, Galway, where our sisters and brothers, wives and mothers, ’lie in a riot of sunlight/watching the day break and the clouds flying’, hoping ‘that ‘Everything is going to be alright’. 

Thanks to Joan McBreen’s diligent work, the human stories, the humour, the self reflections of each and every one of her contributors, make The Watchful Heart a valuable and important book and one which should stay the course for the next twenty years. 

*This is an edited version of Gerald Dawe’s opening remarks in launching The Watchful Heart: A New Generation of Irish Poets Poems and Essays edited by Joan Mc Breen and published by Salmon Poetry. Gerald Dawe’s Country Music: Uncollected Poems 1974-1989 and The World as Province: Selected Prose 1980-2008 will be published later this year. 



