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The Joan McBreen papers are an important addition to the Irish literary collections held in the

Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library. Composed and collected from 1979 through

2007, McBreen's papers document her career as a poet, anthology editor, and advocate for

the increased awareness of overlooked or unacknowledged Irish poets. The individual items

in this collection—some of which are displayed here—include personal and professional

correspondence, published and unpublished poetry, essay and dissertation drafts, festival and

workshop files, and private and literary photographs. Collectively, they demonstrate the poet's

unwavering desire to highlight the multiple and unique lyrical landscapes of Irish poetry.

The title of this display, "What We Have to Offer," shares its name with the introductory poem

in McBreen's Winter in the Eye. In addition to this poem, much of McBreen's work reveals

her staunch belief in the power of collaboration. This active give-and-take between writers

is essential not only to the successful composition of her individual poems, but also to the

sustainability of a visible and vibrant network of Irish poets. The cases in this display are

dedicated to this dual focus, equally divided to feature McBreen's own poetry collections and to

demonstrate her work in building an active community of Irish writers. The collection is fully

processed and now open and available for research on Level 10 of Woodruff Library.

Case Notes:

McBreen's Poetry Collections

Rediscovering poetry after her father's death in 1986, McBreen's poems frequently return

to themes of loss, renewal, family, and love. Using her poetry's unique sense of place,

McBreen highlights the lyrical contours of the surrounding Irish countryside to develop the

inner landscapes of an ever-evolving sense of self. Particularly, in the poems featured in this

display, "Ben Bulben" (A Walled Garden in Moylough), "Glassilaun" (Winter in the Eye),

and "The Gift" (The Wind Beyond the Wall), McBreen uses Irish landmarks she sees daily to

narrate the experiences and encounters that structure her life. Numerous drafts of the selected

poems are included here, demonstrating McBreen's meticulous process of writing and revising.

Beginning with the publication of The Wind Beyond the Wall in 1990, Joan McBreen has

written and published four collections of poetry, including A Walled Garden in Moylough

(1995), Winter in the Eye (2003), and Heather Island (2009).

Building a Community of Irish Writers

Joan McBreen began her poetry career at the Galway Writer's Workshop in 1986, reading to

a small group of fellow poets at a local pub. Since her initiation into a writing process built

on mutual sharing and honest discussion, McBreen continues to dedicate her time and effort

to sustaining an active Irish literary community. The "rewarding and important" friendships

McBreen has cultivated as a result of her participation in this community are depicted in her

poems "Willows" and "Memory," which are respectively dedicated to fellow poets Anne

Kennedy and Medbh McGuckian.

Small Caption:

Galway Writer's Workshop, Bridge Mills, Galway, 1997

Anthologies as Community Builders

Making a range of poetry available to readers through the creation of anthologies has always

been an integral part of McBreen's efforts to promote a visible community of contemporary Irish

writers. In her own words, McBreen notes the value of such compilations, claiming "Lovers

of poetry and of Irish poetry everywhere like to buy anthologies." Acting as editor to both The

White Page: Twentieth Century Irish Women Poets (1999) and The Watchful Heart: A New

Generation of Irish Poets (2009), McBreen takes great pride in the literary successes of her

fellow poets.

Biographical Info:

Joan McBreen was born in Sligo, Ireland to Bernard and Patricia Collery. She attended Sion Hill

Froebel College of Education and the National University of Ireland, and in 1970 married Joe

McBreen. They have six children: Brian, Jody, Sarah, Helen, Peter, and Adrian. McBreen was

a primary school teacher from 1966 to 1986, when she quit her position in order to pursue her

career as a poet.

In 1990, McBreen published her first volume of poetry, The Wind Beyond the Wall. Subsequent

volumes followed, including A Walled Garden in Moylough (1995), Winter in the Eye: New

and Selected Poems (2003), and Heather Island (2009). McBreen earned a degree in Women's

Studies from the University College Dublin in 1997, and her master's dissertation research

focused on modern Irish women poets. This research informed her role as editor of The White

Page: Twentieth-Century Irish Women Poets, an anthology she published in 1999. In 2004, she

released a CD entitled The Long Light on the Land-Selected Poems, which included McBreen

reading her poetry to a background of traditional Irish music. McBreen also edited The Watchful

Heart: A New Generation of Irish Poets, Poems and Essays (2009), an anthology featuring the

work of twenty-four Irish poets, both men and women, born in the last fifty years. Throughout

her career, McBreen has been active in several Irish literary festival and workshops, including

the Galway Writer's Workshop, Listowel Writers' Week, Clifden Arts Week, and the Yeats

International Summer School.

Paragraph for bottom shelf:

The Joan McBreen papers are fully processed and now open and available for research in

the Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, located on Level 10 of Woodruff Library.

MARBL also holds the papers of Irish poets Medbh McGuckian and Eamon Grennan, both of

whom are featured in this display. MARBL's hours are 9 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Monday through

Saturday. Please visit http://marbl.library.emory.edu/ for more information.

