
It is a privilege and an honour to introduce Joan McBreen’s latest collection, “Heather Island”, this evening. Again there is that lovely, gentle touch about her work, that stillness at the edge of the world she writes so beautifully about. Reading this book I am conscious of something Joan may have been totally unaware of when she was writing it. It is seldom that a book can be summed up in six words; it is even rarer when those six words alliterate. This book, it appears to me, concerns itself with the big themes of leaving, loss, love, learning, listening and light in all their various manifestations.

If in certain poems there is a gentle sadness, the poet can begin again like roses that take their battering, resisting November, like winter trees that turn towards what light is left, like the bridal hawthorn fragile to touch yet strong enough to endure.  Indeed, that word “endure” appears in the book again and again, and it sums up the poet’s resolve to weather all that the heart must accept. 

If in her poem “Winter at Lissadell” she senses loss – loss of the familiar, loss of people, loss of childhood; if in her MacNeice poem the childhood road is closed, nonetheless she has the vision to see childhood redeemed by other children “now” She will not wallow in the past. Her poems are essentially about the now. She can do this because she learns from experience that looking is not enough – we must learn. If we learn from our experience even winter can be coloured red, gold, ivory.

Joan sings her own song; her songs are ministers of hope and love.  If poems are essentially about naming experience, hope, love, Joan knows instinctively that they must go beyond, they must draw close to the nameless, the doráite, at the heart of things. For, when all is said and done, poetry, like prayer, is rooted in mystery, it is our attempt to say the unsayable. In “Heather Island” Joan McBreen succeeds in saying the unsayable in poems that are beautiful, accessible, gentle yet tough enough to live and express a life that could have been a valley of tears, as it can be for all of us. But in Joan’s hands, she not only endures, she transforms that life, she redeems us in her six “l’s”, leaving, loss, love, learning, listening, light. She achieves this with a lightness of touch that is simply delightful. Joan McBreen is the kind of poet that gives poetry a good name, and heaven knows, we could do with more of those.

Which brings me to another book. In May here again in Kenny’s, Joan McBreen and Salmon Poetry will launch an important new anthology of Irish poetry. The book is entitled “The Watchful Heart” and it includes poems and essays from twenty four of the best of the new generation of Irish poets. Judging by Joan’s previous venture into the risky business of compiling anthologies, her magnificent “An Bhileog Bhán/The White Page”, her new anthology will, once again, be a thing of beauty and a joy forever. There is a tremendous generosity about Joan’s anthologizing. In “An Bhileog Bhán/The White Page” she gave voice to the women poets of Ireland, ban fhilí na hÉireann at a time when such an anthology was not only valuable; it was necessary. Ban fhilí na hÉireann can be justly grateful to Joan McBreen and Salmon Poetry who published it. In looking forward to “The Watchful Heart” I can only hope that the poets included realise how privileged they are to be considered by such a discerning poet and critic as Joan McBreen. 

Finally, in congratulating Joan on the publication of “Heather Island” I must commend, too, Salmon Poetry on a stunning production. Simply put, their production standards are as high as the best you will find anywhere in the poetry world today. To sum up the book in Joan’s own words: here is poetry where much is possible, crossing over the ordinary into the beyond. Enjoy!




