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INTRODUCTION

A promising development,in recent literature 
is a movement known as the Irish Literary Revival.
Begun in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
this movement progressed rapidly and has already made 
notable contributions to contemporary Catholic liter
ature. The first work to attract widespread attention 
was Foems and Ballads of Young Ireland. This collec
tion appeared in 1888 and was succeeded by other works 
of a high literary value.1*

Among the writers in the modern Irish Literary
Revival, one of the most important poets and one of

2its best dramatists is Mr. Padraic Colum.
Besides poems and dramas, this author has writ-

*ten sketches, novels, essays, criticisms, descriptions,
fairy stories, studies in folklore, all of them mani-

3festations of a rich and fertile mind. Although our 1 2 3

1. Calvert Alexander, S. J., The Catholic 
Literary Revival, 180.

2. Ibid.. 188.
3. "The Literary Spotlight." Bookman. (June, 

1924), 446.
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author is skilled at all types, it is in his poetry 
that the comprehensiveness of the poet*s vision, the 
ecstasy and concentration of his message lies. In his 
poems chiefly we find that magic and charm of the Celt.

It is our purpose in this work to show how the 
magic and charm attributed by Matthew Arnold to the 
Celt is brought out in the works of the poet we have 
selected, Mr. Padraic Colum. We feel that any infor
mation which the writer has obtained through personal 
communication, study of the poems, criticisms, and con
versations with such as know the Irish customs and 
habits will be of interest to our readers.

The chapter following this introduction will 
deal with Celtic poetry as described by Matthew Arnold
in his criticisms showing the literary virtues and

»
characteristics of the Celt, especially his magic and 
charm. Chapter two will include a brief biography of 
Mr. Padraic Colum and the influence his life and en
vironment have had on his writings. The greater por
tion of this study, however, will consist of an attempt 
to interpret Mr. Padraic Colum*s poems in the light of 
their magic and chaim. A chapter will be devoted to 
each group of poems: Dramatic Legends. Wild Earth. 
Other Lands and Seas. Creatures, and Old Pastures.



CHAPTER X

MATTHEW ARNOLD ON CELTIC CHARM

In his literary criticisms Matthew Arnold 
brings to our attention some of tke striking charac— 
teristios of Celtic character which, in his opinion, 
render the Celt especially adapted to the writing of 
poetry, a s the objeot of this study is to apply what 
Matthew Arnold says of Celtic literature to the poems 
of Mr. Padraic Colum, it is fitting that this first 
chapter be devoted to summarizing briefly these attri
butes, stressing the magic and charm found in Celtic
poetry.

In the first place .Arnold holds that the Celt
ic nature is an organization quick to feel impres**

»

sions.^ Now these he says are not felt slightly or in 
a passing manner but very strongly by the Celt. This 
no doubt is a great advantage to the Gelt who turns 
poet, for the poet who is ^uick to feel impressions is
as a rule appealing to his readers.

The Celt too possesses a lively personality 1

1, Matthew Arnold, On the Study of Celtic 
Literature, 83.
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and is therefore, keenly sensitive to joy and sorrow —  
another poetio gift. For joy and sorrow are the ele
ments upon which all truly great poems are based, pro
ducing the mystery of laughter and tears in litera
ture.

Arnold points out that it is the essence of
Celtic nature to aspire ardently after life and emo-

2tion —  to be expansive, adventurous and gay. But if 
the "downs” of life outnumber the "ups”, the Celt be
comes shy and wounded, while a wistful regret and pen
etrating melancholy take possession of him. This mood 
also may be the mainspring of a certain rare type of 
poetry.

Again, Arnold states that Celtic genius is
3airy and unsubstantial. He probably reached this con-»

elusion from the fact that the Celt is said to be very 
sentimental. The Celt is always ready to react against 
the "despotism of fact" showing us that he is lacking 
in balance, measure and patience.

We may note parenthetically that these charac
teristics may be the result of the persecution of the 3

2. Ibid., 84.
3. Ibid., 84
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Irish race. At any rate we find a power of rebellious 
passion in Celtic poetry as a result of reaction against 
despotism:

The Celts with their vehement reaction against 
the despotism of fact, with their sensuous na
ture, their manifold striving, their adverse 
destiny, their immense calamities, the Celts 
are the prime authors of the vein of piercing regret and passion in poetry.4

Can we wonder then that Celtic melancholy is struggling
fierce and passionate? Is it not rightly so?

The Celt produces poetry with an air of great
ness, and sometimes he gives us passages and lines of 
singular beauty and power. He emphasizes style and 
employs the utmost elaboration. Yes, style taken in 
the proper sense, is, according to Arnold, the most 
striking quality of his poetry:

Celtic poetry seems to make up to itself for 
being unable to master the world and give an 
adequate interpretation of it by throwing all 
its force into style, by bending language at 
any rate to its will and expressing the ideas 
it has with unsurpassable intensity, elevation 
and effect.5

According to Arnold, »style” is a peculiar re-
1casting and heightening, under a certain condition of

4. Ibid.. 85, 126. 
., 119.5. Ibid
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spiritual excitement, of what a man has to say, in
g

such a way as to add dignity and distinction to it.
And this is just what the Gelt is especially suited 
for by nature. He expresses his ideas with unsurpass
able intensity, elevation, and effect, producing a 
sort of intoxication of style— its magic and charm.
The essence of this intoxication of style is a certain 
happy fineness and truth of poetical perception.
Celtic poetry has all through it a sort of intoxiea* 
tion of style that is unique. This power of style, 
Arnold says, has exercised an inspiring and charming 
effect upon poets of all ranks, as Shakespeare, Keats, 
Spenser, Scott, Tennyson, not to speak of the minor 
English poets who have lain under the fairy-spell of 
Celtic imagination.

»
Magic, as here used, is the power of trans

forming nature and events in such a way that all re
ality assumes added significance and value.

Charm is that indefinable quality which trans
figures even the most commonplace things and renders 
them objects of beauty and delight.

It is in connection with style that Celtic

6. Ibid., 119.
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charm and magic clearly show themselves. Arnold 
claims that the Celt’s quick feeling for what is noble 
and distinguished gave his poetry style; his indomi
table personality gave it pride and passion; his sen
sibility and nervous exaltation gave it a more wonder
ful gift still, the gift of rendering with wonderful 
felicity the magical charm of nature. Very beautiful
ly he says:

The forest solitude, the bubbling brook or 
spring, the wild flowers, are everywhere in 
romance. They have a mysterious life and 
grace there; they are Nature’s own children, 
and utter her secrets in a way which makes 
them something quite different from the woods, 
waters, and plants of Greek and Latin poetry.
Now of this delicate magic, Celtic romance is 
so pre-eminent a mistress, that it seems impos
sible to believe this power did not come into 
romance from the Celt.”

The Celt’s sensibility gives him a peculiarly
»

near and intimate feeling of nature and the life of 
nature; hence he seems attracted in a special manner 
by the secret of beauty, of natural beauty and natural 
magic, and to be close to it, and, as it were, divine 
it. In the productions of the Celtic genius nothing 
perhaps is so interesting as the evidence of this 
power. Magic is just the fitting term— the magic of

7. Ibid.. 151.
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of nature; not merely the beauty of nature that the
Greeks and Latins had; not merely an honest smack of
the soil, a faithful realism that the Germans had, but
the intimate life of Nature, her weird power and her
fairy charm. Arnold says that the Celt possessed a
special genius for handling nature; he kept his eye on
the object, it is true, but he added that all impor-

, 8tant element, charm and magic.
The same sensibility that gives the Celt a pe* 

culiarly near and intimate feeling of nature and the 
life of nature made him full of reverence and enthusi
asm for genius, learning, and the things of the mind. 
To be a poet was looked upon by Celts as a great priv
ilege. No other race possessed this characteristic
stroke of generous and ennobling ardor as they did.

»
It is true, Celtic nature is full of extrava

gance and exaggeration, but the Celt is quick and has 
delicate perception which by its penetrating insight 
gives a lofty beauty and fairylike loveliness to his
poetry. '

Love of beauty, charm, and spirituality are
the three elements which account for the excellence of

8. Ibid.. 124.
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Celtic poetry.
Furthermore, Arnold holds that the Celt is 

characterized hy love of emotion, sentiment, and the 
inexpressible. In religion the Celt is devout and emo
tional —  he has a perceptive instinct and is thus 
rendered very capable of endowing his poetry with mag
ic and charm. Arnold admits that the Celt has not the 
Latin talent for dealing with fact, dexterously manag
ing it, and making himself master of it, but he argues 
that the Celt has a peculiar aptitude for a magically 
vivid and near interpretation of nature. This Celtic 
fineness of tact, nearness to Nature and her secret
indefinable delicacy has produced that charm and per-

9fection for which the Celt is noted.
For a brief but striking illustration of this

»

Celtic touch, Arnold takes the following passage:
Gwydion wants a wife for his pupil: "Well", 
says Math, "we will seek, I and thou, by charms 
and illusions, to form a wife for him, out of 
the flowers: So they took the blossoms of the 
oak, and the blossoms of the broom, and the 
blossoms of the meadow-sweet, and produced 
from them a maiden, the fairest and most grace-, 
fui that man ever saw. And they baptized her, 
and gave her the name of "Flower-Aspect".
Celtic romance is full of exquisite touches 
like that, showing the delicacy of the Celt’s

9. Ibid., 110
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feeling in these matters, and how deeply Na
ture let him come into her secrets.

The quick dropping of blood is spoken of 
as "faster than the fall of the dewdrops from 
the blade of reed-grass upon the earth, when 
the dew of June is at the heaviest**. And 
Olwen is described in the following manner:
"More yellow was her hair than the flower of 
the broom, and her skin was whiter than the 
foam of the wave, and fairer were her hands 
and her fingers than the blossoms of the wood 
anemone amidst the spray of the meadow foun
tains. i°

Arnold also insists that high poetic truth and
seriousness which come from absolute sincerity are
earmark? of a great poem. The true poet must give
substance, a proper view of things, and a criticism of

, ,  ̂11life if he is to carry out his mission as poet.
Among the modern poets Mr. Padraic Colum of

fers a happy reflection of the characteristics which 
Matthew Arnold claims for Celtic poetry. It is our 
purpose to show how this quality of magic and charm is 
strikingly illustrated in his poems. * 11

10. Ibid., 132.
11. Ibid.,



CHAPTER II

MR. PADRAIC COLUM-THE MAN AND HIS WORK

Itfs himself he is, and no one else. It*s 
Irish he is, and no mistake. Yet his is a 
companionable self, enriched by innumerable 
and highly varied contacts; and the Irish in 
him has survived much travel, long residence 
in this country, and close exposure to cosmo
politan influence— has survived intact, being 
the unchangeable root from which the flowers 
of his art spring as naturally as the shamrock 
from its soil. And all these foreign experi
ences have fertilized the soil and made the 
flowers rich in color and fragrance.1

Mr. Padraic Colum is a native of Longford, 
Ireland, the county of Oliver Goldsmith, and like that 
master writer, ”116 has touched nothing that he has not 
adorned"• He was brought up in the counties of Long
ford and Cavan, and as he grew up he absorbed folklore 
and popular song until he became fairly steeped in the 
traditional native culture of the Irish people. The 
same county that boasts of him produced, besides Oli
ver Goldsmith, Maria Edgeworth and John Keegan Casey, 
the writer of that most stirring of Irish ballads,

g '"The Risin* o* the Moon". 1 2

1. H. Monroe, "Padraic Colum Collects." 
Poetry. 40:283.

2. Stanley J. Kunitz, "Padraic Colum", 
Living Authors. 78.
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Mr. Michael Monahan, a neighbor to our poet, 
has thus described him:

I will say Padraic is the most genuine 
Irish poet whom I have ever personally known, 
and I am gratefully beholden to the Fairies 
for letting him go and maybe prompting him to 
come and settle in our Connecticut village.
His presence enriches the landscape and poet
izes a rather commonplace environment. A 
lithe clean-limbed active man still under fif
ty (tho I hold poets should never be dated): 
of a neat figure, neither short nor tall; with 
large brown eyes full of light, of swiftly 
varied expression, and a nobly formed poet*s 
head— such as to externals is Mr. Padraic 
Colum.*

That Mr. Colum possesses a striking personal
ity is shown by the following quotation:

Occasionally one runs across a miracle of 
manhood, a personality which possesses no ani
mosities and would not know what to do with 
them if he had them, a naive recipient of life 
whose essential gentleness is so singular as 
to set him in the midst of all groups, the 
possessor of a mind .that is insistently cau
tioned by tolerance. Padraic Colum is such a 
person. He has been likened to a leprachaun.3 4

Thus there is a lesson to be read in the fol
lowing story of the bee. It happened at Peterboro, 
New Hampshire, where, seated on a screen-enclosed 
porch, Padraic Colum noticed a bee trying to buzz its

3. Michael Monahan, "Padraic Colum A Poet of 
Tirnan Oge". Catholic World, 127-449.

4. John Chapman Farrar, "The Literary Spot
light". "Padraic Colum". Bookman, 30:444.
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way out. He took the bee in his hand and, opening the 
screen door, flung the bee to freedom. The ungracious 
insect stung the poet on the hand during the gesture. 
"The poor little bee didn't know I was trying to help 
it**, remarked Colum, without any rancor whatsoever.
The same thing would have happened to any critic who 
tried to sting Colum. It would have happened to any 
person foolish enough to display enmity of any sort. 
His tolerance is the result of his own convictions and 
the fairness of his attitude toward life. "When the 
gods fashioned him they left out jealousy.*5

Mr. Padraic Colum is wholeheartedly a man of 
the people who walks along the common roads of his 
little island and shares the common gaieties and pri
vations. The people are poor, but no poorer than he;

»
they are humble and inconspicuous; he is on their lev
el without condescending to them. He loves their 
speech, their ways; shares their meager food and en
forced fasts; believes in their fairies and half-pagan 
dreams. And thus he gives us in his poems the very 
flavor and odor of their simple life.

Our poet entered the ranks of the writers in

5. Ibid., 445.
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Ills early youth when his first poems and essays ap
peared in the journal that Arthur Griffith was con
ducting. One of his loveliest lyrics came into the 
boy*s head as he returned late from a dance in an old 
farmhouse, "to climb over the crooked limbs of a testy 
great-uncle in whose bed he slept."0

As a young man he joined the national theater 
movement in Dublin, his plays being among the first to 
be produced by the Irish Theater.

He was one of the founders of the Irish Review 
in 1911, and its sole editor during 1912-1913. In 
1912 he married Mary Gunning McGuire of Dublin, a 
writer and critic as well. Before he was thirty he 
had won recognition as a writer of marked genius. To
day Golum is widely known as a contributor to the lead-

»
ing English and American magazines, while he has at
tracted world-wide attention by his delightful books

7of prose and poetry.
Mr. Padraio Colum is best known as a lyric 

poet. It has been said of his verse that soil under
lies it and grey Irish skies droop over it; pools 6 7

6. Stanley Kunitz, 0£. oit.. 78.
7. Ibid.. 79.
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glimmer like opals and the voices of birds are sharp 
on the road. In glowing simplicity of diction, rhyth
mic and intimate, Mr. Padraie Colum excels. He is a 
genius in the true sense of the word and pre-eminently 
a creative artist in language. He has delighted many 
large audiences by his charm as a speaker —  by his 
versatility and profound interest in any field. His 
reading of his own verse amounts to an art in itself. 
Those who have been so fortunate as to listen to him, 
say that his voice is an almost perfect instrument and 
adds to the effect of his poetry.

Our poet is one of those Irishmen who have 
never lost their childhood ability to commune with 
fairies, and who, through a vast erudition and a live
ly interest in matters cultural and political, weaves

»
a strand of poetry that touches all he says and writes 
with beauty, magic, and charm.

Some of Mr. Padraie Column best poetry has 
its source in his religious nature. With him religion 
is a natural inward growth. If he were not religious, 
he would not be Padraie Colum. His very name is reli
gious, blending as it does together in the Christian 
and family name the two greatest of Irish Saints —  
Patrick and Columeille. Truly he has «great saints

\
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for his friends" as he said of Saint Brendan in the
8poem by that name.

In connection with his name an interesting in
cident is related. When he was among the pilgrims at 
a Holy Well in Donegal, one of the devotees asked his 
name. Upon hearing it, the name was received with a 
courteous incredulity. It seemed indeed to have been 
manufactured to harmonize with the place and the oeca«* 
sion. Nevertheless Padraie Colum was the name.

Although Mr. Padraie Colum is a Catholic, he 
does not, as Father Calvert Alexander points out, wear 
his Catholicism on his sleeve. His faith is not a 
single element in his poetry, but it constitutes the 
all-pervasive soul of his poetry, which like the spir
it of man is present everywhere throughout the body

»
giving it orientation, life, and poise. This poet
does not say to himself, »»Now I'm going to write a
pious poem.« His piety is an inevitable thing, and
this it is that constitutes its chief charm, as for
example in his poem, “Christ the Comrade":

Christ, by Thy own darkened hour,
Live within me, heart and brain —
Let my hands not slip the rein!

8. Ibid.. 79.
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Ih, how long ago it is 
Since a comrade went with mel 
Now a moment let me see
Thyself, lonely in the dark,
Perfect, without wound or mark!*

Here is genuine charm —  Christ is a true lov
ing comrade to each who will own Him. He stands at 
our side ready to pour His courage into our soul and 
to place His reassuring hand under our elbows to help 
us along this world’s via dolorosa. A similar spirit 
breathes through his "Cradle Song".

Such Catholic sentiments are the natural de
liverance of an enlightened Irishman whose ancient 
faith sends him with his countrymen to the feet of 
Christ in the hour of trial. This peculiar gift of 
Mr. Padraic Colum well qualifies him for the inevita
ble task of the poet —  to interpret human life afresh 
and to supply a new spiritual basis for it. For the 
poet is a prophet, who was, so to speak, present at 
the beginning. He must be a beholder of ideas and a 
speaker of the beautiful and the true. Our poet has 
set himself zealously to this task. He is one of thè 

Olympian bards who sung 9

9. Joyce Kilmer, "Padraic Colum". Anthology 
of Catholic Terse, 25.
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Divine ideas below,
Which always find ns young,
And always keep us so*10

In his poems Mr. Padraic Colum sings in a most
charming way of the sorrow, the hopes, and the loves
of his home country. He is one who has seen not only
with his corporal eyes hut with the eyes of his soul.
He makes us feel the land from the inside through the
souls of those who live under its enchantment and its
lure.

As Professor Weygandt points out, our poet is 
concerned with elemental emotions only. His chief 
themes are love of land, of woman, and of adventure.
In his poems, for all their hardness and objectivity, 
for all their revolt against the bequeathed convention
that involves an eternal acceptance of hardship, of

»
squalor physical and spiritual, of despair, the domi
nant note is one of courage to assume the adventure of 
life and of joy in its beauty.

One of the chief elements of beauty in his po
etry is his happy use of rhythm. Mr. Padraic Colum, 
seems to use beautiful rhythm for the stress of strong 10

10. T. a . Flynn, "Irish Poetry". Catholic 
World. 129:556.
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yet serene Inspiration. Like most contemporary poets, 
he has experimented in the many phases of our experi
mental age: simple lyrics and ballads of the earlier 
volumes, somewhat Robinsonian blank verse, striking 
imagism, free verse, and prose-poems. Yet this Irish 
poet is no mere imitator. With the inextinguishable 
individualism of the Celt, he writes poems that are 
persistently his own. He once declared, "I have sworn 
my friends shall have no parrot-speech from me":

Who reads the verse I write,
Shall know the falcon’s flight,
The vision single and sure ..
The conquest of air and sun. x

This is not to be taken in a boastful sense 
but merely as the honest words of an Irishman who has 
set himself a noble ideal.

Besides the religious there are other elements 
—  love, patriotism, nature, but his poem is always **a 
little song and quiet* and always a song that acknowl
edges the Giver of its music and inspiration. The 
Catholicity to which he gives expression is that of

1

the plain man, the simple Irish folk of the land rath
er than the elite. Mr. Padraic Colum voices that 11

11. Padraio Colum, Poems. 131#
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naive faith, the complete surrender to the simple emo
tions of wonder and pity, which characterize the reli
gious experiences of the plain man. He seems to pos
sess the power to survey the world from a central, a 
truly human point of view.

To go into the essence of Mr. Padraic Colum* s 
poetry and attempt to analyze it is an impossible mat
ter; indeed, it is very much like tearing a rose petal 
from petal to disoover what makes the flower the pret
ty thing it is. Rather it is better to appreciate 
this sensitive writing, so perfectly attuned to its 
subject matter and so lifting in its connotations and 
let it go at that, admitting perhaps to one*s self 
that an admirable dexterity of craftsmanship is pres
ent, so admirable that it conceals itself.

»Mr. Padraic Colum possesses charming and rare
talent which lies chiefly in the tenseness, bleakness,
seriousness and glamor with which he clothes his poet- 

12ic products.
Besides poems Colum has written a number of 

stories. These stories are a common possession for 12

12. Creatures. "Colum*s Ark". New York 
Herald Tribune, April 1, 1928.
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young and old because of their essential poetry and 
their supple telling. He has the mastery which could 
hit upon a simple focus for the vast concourse of 
events in the two Greek epics, and which could write 
the main bodies of the Norse tales in a beautiful se
quence. He has also the invention which can play fan
tasies upon old themes, when he chooses, and unite 
fragments of many lores into new. . . . .  He has been 
faithful where he must be faithful, but he has created 
new loveliness and truth!

Mr. Padraic Colurn has now established himself 
firmly as one of the best writers for children of our 
time.13 His Celtic imagination, his abilities as a 
poet of magic and charm, his odd humor, and his com
plete familiarity with much myth and legend equip him 
with peculiar power over the written word. He brings 
the charm of mature literary style to ingenuous as 
well as ingenious storytelling. His manner of unfold
ing his narrative proves the respect in which he holds 
his young auditors. He never insults them by writing 
down to their understandings. Rather he shares with

sus”.
13, William Rose Benet, "Round About Parnas 

New York Evening Post. 6.
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them, out of spontaneous pleasure, the latest advices 
he has received from the countries beyond the rainbow, 
and in translating these exciting messages his fancy is 
amazingly colorful and fertile.

The following quotation by Mr. Banoll, English 
Master at Princeton Preparatory School, fittingly de
scribes Column skill in treating classic themes:

The author’s Celtic magic and weird simplicity 
is exactly suited for these stories. So many 
books use the conventional mythologies to pack 
the boys1 minds with the classical allusions 
necessary for an understanding of English poet
ry. I am convinced that no student of mine 
ever got much good out of them. Along comes a 
real poet-Colum does what I have always wanted 
done, and knew would take —  and these young
sters of mine have read his whole book through 
and reread it daily, though the specified les
sons have not yet reached the hundredth page .I4*

The Saturday Review of Literature for October 
9, 1926, in reviewing The Road Round Ireland, comments 
in a similar fashion:

Colum has a true poet’s ear for a phrase and a 
song, an eye for the beautiful and picturesque 
even in his prose. He quotes some of the love
liest translations of Gaelic songs and poems 
and tells us all that we should know of lepre
chauns, banshees, and fairies. Life of rural 
Ireland in its various ramifications and ex
pressions is his theme —  His memories, how
ever, are drawn upon at haphazard and perhaps

14. Mr. Banoll, Padraic Colum’s Books Re
viewed. 6.
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this best fits the spirit of the book-thinkers 
and ballad-singers that play as important a 
part as poets, and soldiers, and statesmen.
In the true perspective of Irish life the fig
ures are seen in just this proportion, and it 
is the great charm of Padraic Colum*s narrative 
that all things seem to fall naturally into 
their places.

/



CHAPTER H I

REMINISCENCE, DRAMATIC LEGENDS, DRAMATIC IDYLLS

Dramatic Legends and Other Poems is a selection 
rich with the personality, not only of an individual 
but of a race. One feels in it that touch of Celtic 
madness which civilization cannot conquer:

You’ve wildness; -- I’ve turned it to song; 
You’ve strength; —  I’ve turned it to wings;

The welkin’s for your conquest then,
The wood to your music rings.

Till your salt shall lose its savor,
And your virgin soil be cropped;
Till you own like other peoples,
And the breath of your need be stopped.
Throughout these selections we find rare bits 

of magic and charm reflected in homely and apparently 
insignificant objects.

In reviewing Dramatic Legends and Other Poems
Mr. Weaver, a friendly critic, says:

Padraic Colum writes the best verse of all the 
professionally Irish poets. . . .  Indeed, Colum 
has made a distinct place for himself in Ameri
can letters, and deserves it. His children’s 
stories are little masterpieces, and many of his 
poems possess rare magic and charm. *Dramatio ' 
Legends and Other Poems- is excellent, and I 
heartily recommend it. Even when he is most self-conscious Mr. Padraic Colum has a wistful, 
sad music which is pleasantly disturbing.1

1. John 7. A. Weaver, "Padraic Colum". Liter' 
ary Digest International Book Review.
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A poem that is "pleasantly disturbing" is pos
sessed of a hidden power. A. E. (George Russell), 
writing in The Irish Homestead when Dramatic Legends 
was published, said:

Moods treasured in the heart of the people,
"the pride of long ago", the love of wild 
earth, of natural persons and things fill 
the book, and there is about it the fragrance 
of the open air, the open door, and then a 
heart also open.2 3

Throughout these legends there is a tenseness, 
bleakness, seriousness, and glamor which show charming 
and rare ability to come close to the things of nature 
and treat them familiarly. This serves to substantiate 
the contention of Arnold that the Celt possesses the 
poetic gift of "catching and rendering the charm of na-

3ture in a wonderfully near and vivid way.""
Mr. Padraic Colum fitly opens his book of verse

»

with a dedication to Mary Gunning McGuire Colum, his 
wife. This little song illustrates the poet's power of 
transforming objects the most ordinary into a product 
of exquisite beauty. He takes things as commonplace as 
stones, and tree trunks, and barks, and roots, and sets

2. A. E. The Irish Homestead. 40:3
3. Matthew Arnold, On the Study of Celtic Lit

erature , 112.
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them in a background which vitalizes them by revealing
their indirect influence on the life of man. Just as
the natural elements, the trees and plants and "the
valley-filling cloud* sustain the material life of man,
so these same elements form the warp and woof of Mr.
Padraio Colum’s poetry. These elements from the well
of the poet’s mind he offers in tribute to the devoted
companion of his labors and his triumphs:

Sweetheart and comrade, I give you
The waters* marches and the forest’s bound,
The valley—filling cloud, the trees that set 
The rains beneath their roots, out of this well.

In the composition of the first series of poems 
comprising Dramatic Legends Colum made use of a verse 
form similar to the cantata of Burns. He strung to
gether in verse dialogue, traditional snatch, and merry 
ballad, honey-sellers, spinning girls, road-singers and 
tinkers. These are orowded together from the past, and 
for a few pages balladry lives once more.

The translations contained in this collection 
are faithfully reproduced. He has retained not only 
the thought of these old Irish songs and medieval poems 
but has preserved their spirit as well. Hence the note 4

4. "Mr. Colum’s Poems”. New York Times Liter
ary Supplement, March 19, 1931.
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of spontaneity in such a song as "At the Fore of the 
Year*.5 6

"The Miracle of the Corn* is a legend reminis
cent of the rose-filled cloak of Saint Elizabeth, Hun
gary’s queen. And just as this shower of roses sof
tened the heart of Elizabeth’s royal consort, so did 
the miracle of the fragrant corn transform the heart of 
Sheila’s lord. Moved by the prodigy his harsh words 
die before they are uttered and he confesses:

nI am greatly changed,And often I am strange even to myself;
What good’s in what I’ve gathered? It’s between 
Myself and her; but when she rises now 
Nothing will be between us; at what she’ll say 
All I have gathered I shall give away".5

The poem entitled "Swift’s Pastoral" is an in
genious rendition of Swift’s lay, "Cadenus and Vanes
sa". It is a story within a story by means of which 
an important issue in the lives of Esther and Swift is 
decided. The outcome of the dialogue is well concealed, 
and it is only in the last stanza that the parallelism
of the two tales is revealed.

The final verse is a masterly stroke, giving
both the sequel and the purpose of the poet in a single

5. Jessica Nelson North, Mr. Colum Again, 225.
6. Padraic Colum, Poems, 37.
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line:
"You’ve told a double story, Doctor Swift"•

In a similar happy fashion Golum treats a much 
older and sacred legend, "The Bird of Jesus". Ancient 
as this pretty legend is, our poet imparts a degree of 
newness from his manner of telling. Thus he does not 
directly mention the names of Jesus and Saint Joseph, 
but he alludes to them as the "wiser lad" and "the car
penter". This pleasing device of half-concealing and 
half revealing a thought lends interest to this tale, 
even for those who are already familiar with the quaint 
legend. Here again the poet’s power of lending a touch 
of subtle beauty and appeal is in evidence.

There would be nought to tell
Had not the wiser of the lads took up
The clay he shaped: a little bird it was;
He tossed it from his Ijand up to his head;
The bird stayed in the air.
0 what delight we hadTo see it fly and pause, that little bird,
Sinking to earth sometimes, and sometimes rising 
As though to fly into the very sun;At last it spread out wings and flew, and flew,
Flew to the sun.
1 do not thinkThat we played any more, or thought of playing,
For every drop of blood our bodies held 
Was free and playing, free and playing then.

7

.

‘‘- W O  /  /

7. Ibid., 45
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Four lads together on the bench we sat:
Nothing was in the open air around us,
And yet we thought something was there for us —
A secret, charmed thing.8

Not only has Mr. Colum the gift of renewing a 
song of long ago, but he succeeds in weaving about it 
the peculiar atmosphere of a bygone time. He does this 
at one time through the stark simplicity of his verse, 
at another by means of a quaint phrase or an unusual 
position of words. Thus in "The Burial of St. Brendan" 
he has Saint Brendan order his men to yoke up the wagon 
"between the night and the day". He speaks of "voice
less anchorites" of "ice palaces upon the seas", and of 
whales that "snort". The last line of this poem adds 
such a touch of finality to the tale that it is more 
affective than the dropping of a curtain at the dose
of an act.9 This same deft touch enables the author to

»

impart a sense or feeling of aloofness in time to "The 
Ballad of Downal Baun" and "Polonius and the Ballad 
Singers". The latter offers a glimpse of the poetfs 
attitude toward his chosen profession in the triumphant 
closing lines:
"A song is more lasting than the voice of the birdsl

8. Ibid.. 4:5.
9. Ibid.. 48.
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A word is more lasting than the riches of the worldl"10 
The lines just quoted testify to the fact that 

Mr. Padraic Colum realizes that a poet has a mission.
His calling is to minister to the well-being and hap
piness of mankind. How does the poet do this? By sof
tening the harsher realities of life with the light of 
faith, and thus transforming them into treasures for 
eternity. Here again Columns art prevents his poems of 
an instructive nature from becoming didactic. While he 
teaches, he does it so skillfully and so unobtrusively 
that the reader is unaware that he is being taught. It 
is only after pondering over the words of the poet that 
the import of his message is borne in upon his audience. 
A good example of this is the poem "Old Men Complain
ing'* • The poet gently indicates both the reason and 
the remedy for their thoughtless complaints in the con
cluding lines:

"I heard them speak-- —
The old men heavy on the sod,
Letting their angers come
Between them and the thought of God l*1

Had these "old men" remembered God, they would have' ex
perienced less bitterness in their lot. *

10. Ibid., 59.
11. Ibid.. 62.
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It is often thought that some subjects lend 
themselves more favorable to poetry than others, A 
beautiful scene, majestic waters, blue skies, and rain
bows would seem certainly to be more fit inspiration 
for a song than a knife grinder. But Mr. Padraio Colum 
chooses a subject as prosaic as “Blades* and writes a 
good poem. It is seemingly all very simple. A knife 
grinder breaks in upon the monotonous life of certain 
townsfolk, sharpens their knives, and —  sings a song. 
When he leaves, everything apparently resumes its usual 
humdrum state: the men go back to their cards, the 
boys to their game of pitch and toss, the women to 
their household tasks. But there is a difference. The 
knife-grinder disappeared over “the hilltops and the
shades“ but the memory of his song lingered with the

»butcher's daughter whose thoughts “were lost on the
hills”. With consummate art Mr. Padraic Colum here
shows how the humblest and most unpromising occupations
afford an opportunity of ennobling our own life and

12that of others. ,
While Mr. Padraic Colum uses his own imagina

tion in writing his poems, he also exerts a power over

12. Ibid.. 70
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that of his readers. Like a wizard of old in "Sander- 
berg" he suddenly transports one from the oalm routine 
of the present to the din and clash of "battles long 
ago". Standing on the banks of the River Shannon, he 
spreads before the reader’s vision the far-off banks 
of the Danube, the walls of Constantinople, and the 
mountains of Albania overrun with soldiers of all na
tions and strewn with the accouterments of war. Then
just as suddenly he brings one back to the present by

X3the simple mention of a curlew crying over head. In 
"Minoan" the poet again dips into the past. This de
scription of a hunt in the freshness of early morning 
with the straining hounds and the champing steed is a 
forceful illustration of youth eager for the seemingly 
rosy future life holds out to it.

0 what a hound he has l ’ A hound so high 
Might follow Talos, him, the Eronzen Man,
And fill the Labyrinth with just a cry.As bronze-topped spear his height, and there, besides, 
A horse that bends a neck that's like a bride s.
The slim horse stands behind! the horse’s mane 
Is dizened into little candle flames,And you can tell the hound’s not yet a-strain -•
He dreams of chasing eagles in the wind;But thin-flanked bulls are on his master’s mind.
The sun is up; the grasses trampled o’er 
Still keep the freshness of the creature gone;

13. Ibid., 71.
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He holds the leash; clear spaces are before!
Oh, Youth will be away with all he sees.14 15

This group of songs by Mr. Padraic Colum pro
claims him a genuine poet. For the true poet is a 
"maker", a "doer". From the rich mine of his intellect 
he draws the ideas which he weaves into songs for his 
fellowmen. The humbler the objects of his song the 
greater the skill required. It is only through the aid 
of that illusive thing called genius therefore, that 
Mr. Padraic Colum could have composed the selections 
just reviewed. Throughout this group there is abundant 
evidence that our Irish author possesses the traits at
tributed by Arnold to the Celt. "He kept his eye on
the object, it is true, but he added that all important

15element, charm and magic".

14. Ibid., 73.
15. Matthew Arnold, 0£. cit.. 124.



CHAPTER IV

WILD EARTH

The group of poems to he reviewed in this chap
ter originally comprised Mr. Padraic Colum’s first hook 
of poetry under the caption Wild Earth. It was pub
lished in 1908 and brought fame to the poet, who was 
immediately looked up to as one of the most outstanding 
of those who were writing the verse of the future. An 
examination of some of the selections will serve to 
prove that these early efforts were a worthy presage of 
what was to follow.

In this collection perhaps the most famous is 
"The Plougher". In a certain sense this poem is an
epitome of the author’s style as well as of the sub-

»jects on which he writes. It has all the rugged sim
plicity which characterizes his verse, while the content 
indicates the multiplicity of subjects treated. For 
this writer has touched upon subjects ranging from the 
"earth-broken" or even from "hell’s depth" to the 
"height up to heaven". The following stanzas will serve 
to substantiate this statement.

Sunset and silenoe! A man; around him earth 
savage, earth broken;

Beside him two horses, a plough!
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Earth savage, earth broken, the brutes, the 
dawn-man there in the sunset,

And the plough that is twin to the sword, that 
is founder of cities!

Slowly the darkness falls, the broken lands 
blend with the savage;

The brute-tamer stands by the brutes, a head’s 
breadth only above them,

A head’s breadth? Aye, but therein is hell’s 
depth and the height up to heaven,

And the thrones of the gods and their halls, 
their chariots, purples and splendours.1
An important feature to note is the spirit of 

hearty, vigorous cheer that breathes through his work. 
This may be best seen by comparing the Irish bard’s 
"Plougher" with Charles Edwin Markham's "Man with the 
Hoe". The poem of the American writer also treats of 
a man of the soil. But how different from the Irish
man’s "plougher" is this laborer who has the "emptiness 
of ages in his face"; who is "a thing that grieves not 
and that never hopes"; who is "stolid and stunned, a 
brother to the ox!" The plougher has suffered hardship 
and vicissitudes like his fellow worker, but in contem
plating him Mr. Padraic Colum does not put him on a lev
el with the ox as did the American poet. Colum*s 
plougher is master of the earth and a "brute-tamer". 1

1. Padraic Colum, Poems. 79
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However hard his lot, it cannot strip him of the great 
dignity which accrues to him as a human being. This is 
brought out strikingly in his simple query: "Is it 
praying you are as you stand there alone in the sun
set?"

"The Plougher" is also significant in that it 
comprises the essence of Mr. Padraic Colum’s reaction 
to the life of his country. Like the dawn-man with his 
horses, our author is also a "plougher". Just as the 
plower changes the face of the earth, so does the poet 
refresh the age-old topics he touches.

In regard to the mechanics of the poem, its 
rugged meter, repetitions, and straining after the un
usual smacks of the New Poetry, but it contains none of 
the soft symbolism of the Celtic twilight. From the 
start he purposely avoided the feminine charm of Roman
ticism and directed his writings into the opposite chan
nel. About Mr. Padraic Colum’s Romanticism there clings 
something manly and robust which reminds us of Robert
Burns, the famous poet who combined both classic and

2romantic attitudes in their best light.
Again, while Mr. Padraic Colum's verse is well

2. Ibid.. 270



tinged with a classical flavor, it has about it nothing 
of the pedantry of the modern anti-Romantic set. This 
Irish writer’s verse is natural, spontaneous, and not 
at all a reaction. Its classicism consists in the por
trayal of delicate feeling with strength and vigor.
This quality results from "rigid concentration, the ab- 
sence of rhymes, and a rhythm almost quantitative". 
Moreover, while some of his verse is attuned to a mel
ancholy strain, it never sinks to morbid brooding or 
sentimentality. An analysis of one of his songs will 
illustrate his trait of singing of struggle, hardship, 
and even rebuffs, yet always steering clear of anything 
like despair.

In the "Beggar’s Child" we have an example of 
two forlorn wanderers scorned by the townsmen; yet be
cause of the love between this mother and her child, 
little do they miss the society denied them by men.
The plaintive note is mingled with the dignified sense 
of triumph over their adverse lot:

Mavourneen, we’ll go far away
From the net of the crooked town
Where they grudge us the light of the day. 3

3. Calvert Alexander, Catholic Literary ReviV'
al. 269.
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Around my neck you will lay 
Two tight little arms of brown.

And what will we hear on the way?
The stir of wings up and down
In nests where the little birds stay!
Mavourneen, we*11 go far away
From the net of the crooked town
Where they grudge us the light of the day.

Here the indomitable spirit of Celtic genius rises 
above seemingly insurmountable obstacles, not so much 
through its defiance as its patience. The beggars 
calmly accept their privations and quickly forget them 
to listen to little birds.

On a parallel with the poem just quoted is "The 
Poor Girl’s Meditation". This beautiful country rhyme 
was adapted from the Irish by the poet. Only a poet 
keenly sensitive to impressions could feel so realis
tically the griefs of this girl who realizes that her 
only fault is lack of worldly goods: "Undowered I was 
born". Another element that serves to heighten the ef
fect of this poem is the author’s use of idiom. Such 
expressions as "since the moon rose in the night", a 
"three-month", and "lie my lone" produce an effect of 
strangeness and testify to the presence of distinctive

4. Padraic Colum, op. oit., 113
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genius in composition.
Colum here shows that poverty is dear in the 

sight of heaven and that his lowly characters are se
renely contented with their fortune. A like tender
ness and depth of feeling is contained in the poem of
two stanzas, "No Child”.

I heard in the night the pigeons 
Stirring within their nest:
The wild pigeons* stir was tender,
Like a child’s hand at the breast.
I cried -0 stir no morel(My breast was touched with tears).
0 pigeons, make no stir -- 
A childless woman hears.”5

Of a similar lowly truth and pathos, devoid of 
any literary trick and without any strain for effect 
is his ”01d Woman of the Roads". This has been re
garded as Mr. Padraic Colum*s masterpiece. In it he 
makes use of images in a iyrical fashion peculiar to 
himself to reveal to his reader the homely emotions of 
a poverty-stricken or homeless old woman. The fact 
that these are true images of articles that are neces
sarily found in simple cottages and are held in esteem 
by simple women everywhere, serves to impress the poem 
on the consciousness of the reader, because it imparts

5. Ibid., 114
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a sense of actuality.
This character of the "Old Woman" is one that 

is not so readily grasped by the people of this coun
try, but the poverty which she symbolized is not alto
gether unfamiliar to them. Mr. Padraic Colum and his 
fellow countrymen were only too well acquainted with 
her unhappy lot. For even as a boy, Colum had seen 
these pitiable creatures roaming up and down the lanes 
and byways of the Midlands where he was reared. And 
with a masterly power he has traoed for us an immortal 
picture of the poor wayworn tramper vastly superior to 
the beggars of the Dutch Masters in the quality of ten
der compassion.

In his treatment of this poem Mr. Padraic Colum
has convincingly proved himself a realist, but his re-

»

alism is so warmed and softened by sympathetic compas
sion that the reader too comes to sympathize most real-

g
ly with the old woman’s ill fortune.

This poem echoes the primeval and universal 
longing for the safe shelter of a home. The "hearty 
and stool and all”; the "pile of turf against the 
wall”; the "clock with weights and chains"; the "shin-

6. Ibid.. 90
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ing delph” all speckled and white and brown; all these 
are inklings of the desire in every old woman’s heart. 
Thus the first three stanzas indicate its quality, 
voicing the all but inexpressible love poor women have 
for each stick of furniture and every article in their 
household:

0, to have a little house!
To own the hearth and stool and all!
The heaped up sods upon the fire,
The pile of turf against the wall!
To have a clock with weights and chains,
And pendulum swinging up and down!
A dresser filled with shining delph,
Speckled and white and blue and brown!
I could be busy all the day
Clearing and sweeping hearth, and floor,
And fixing on their shelf again 
My white and blue and speckled store!
The images in this poem come very close to be- 

7ing symbols. Very beautiful poetry can be made by the 
images, but a more subtle skill is required of the poet 
who would make the reader perceive, through his imagery 
something greater and more important than the images he 
presents. Now, our Irish bard has most successfully 
done this in this touching poem which may be taken as 
symbolic of Ireland’s condition among the nations and

7. Margaret Wilkinson, New Voices. 91.
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her dream of security.
It is interesting to note that while most of 

Mr. Padraic Colum's poems are simple and unsophisti
cated, an atmosphere of learning is supplied hy his 
"Poor Scholar of the Forties". Despite this learned 
atmosphere, his poem has about it no tinge of the ped
antry of the anti-Romantic clique as is well exempli
fied by a passage in which the hedge schoolmaster, who 
knows his Homer better than the Munster poets know 
their Ossian, is questioned in a matter of fact way:

"What good to us, your wisdom stores 
Your Latin verse, your Grecian lore?"
"I teach these by the dim rush-light 
In smoky cabins night and week."
"But what avail my teaching slight?"
"Years hence, in rustic speech, a phrase,
As in wild earth a Q-recian vaseI"°

The poet here shows us that he is interested 
mainly in the cultivation of the intellect —  in the 
higher things of the soul. What people make of them
selves in years to come is his vital concern.

The Gelt, for the most part, sees life through 8

8. E. A. Boyd, Ireland*s Literary Renaissance.
263.
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a mist as Arnold has indicated.9 Sometimes it is 
through the mist of tears; again it is through the 
mist of laughter; oftener than not the mist is the 
aura of sanctity. Holiness and sanctity permeate the 
most ordinary things of life and the supernatural is 
but a step removed. "A Saint", shows us that our 
author can also feel and make us feel the sacrifice re
quired on the part of the noble youth who sacrifices 
his all to take up Christ’s yoke and follow in His 
footsteps:

Music you could have made would make our land 
Of noble note and join our different breeds,
And make your name endeared 
On roadside and in hall.
All this was changed, as when the warm stream 
Setting through ocean toward vine-bearing isles, 
Turns its flow toward capes 
Where heather only thrives.

Next our author gives us a glimpse of the magnificent
reward that crowns such a sacrifice:

That day that was of battles and hard pledges 
Has all been changed into this whitened morn —  
Music and holiday,
And benediction bells.

It is the privilege of the true poet to sound 
the gamut of all human emotions. One is struck by the

9. Matthew Arnold, On the Study of Celtic Lit
erature , 84.
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diversity of moods in Padraic Colum's work. He seems
to feel acutely the miseries of age and the helpless
dependence of poor derelicts of time. Several of his
most striking poems illustrate this phase of the poet's
sensitive humanity —  none more poignantly than the
little piece which he names "Garadh". "It is of a
Swiftian bitterness, but for compensation the last two
lines of the fourth verse seem to offer that incredible
treasure-trove —  a new poetic simile":^

For the poor body that I own 
I could weep many a tear:
The days have stolen flesh and bone,
And left a changling here.
Four feeble bones are left to me,
And the basket of my breast,
And I am mean and ugly now 
As the scald flung from the nest.
The briars drag me at the knee,
The brambles go within,
And often do I feel him turn,
The old man in my skin.
The strength is carded from my bones,
The swiftness drained from me,
And all the living thoughts I had 
Are like far ships at seal11

#In dealing with humble subjects especially, the 10 11

10. Michael Monahan, "Padraic Colum A Poet of 
Tirnan Oge", Catholic World, 127:454.

11. Padraic Colum, o£. cit.. 101
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common human concerns of "life and death and all that 
lies between", consider these verses —  simple even to 
ruggedness, which give us the thoughts of a man fore
casting his own wake and the praise and grief of the 
mourners:

It’s my fear that my wake won’t be quiet,
Nor my wake house a silent place:
For who would keep back the hundreds 
Who would touch my breast and my face?
The old men will have their stories 
Of all the deeds in my days,
And the young men will stand by the coffin,
And be sure and clear in my praise.
But the girls will stay near the door,
And they’ll have but little to say:
They’ll bend their heads, the young girls,
And for a while they will pray.
But ’tis my grief that I will not hear 
When the cuckoo cries in Glenart,That the wind that lifts when the sails are loosed, 
Will never lift my heart.12

That Mr. Padraie Golum’s art consists primarily 
in his naive simplicity is shown in the poem "Interior". 
This little bit of verse truly indicates that its crea* 
tor was fostered by the fairies. One can almost see the 
phantastic passing of the magic wand over the head of 
the old woman as "she sits by the fire.” The most crit
ical reader cannot fail to appreciate the art that un-

12. Ibid., 86
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derlies its apparent simplicity. Is not this truly a 
bit of the rare charm which Arnold ascribes to Celtic 
poetry?

The little moths are creeping
Across the cottage pane;
On the floor the chickens gather.
And they make talk and complain.

Padraic Colum’s own method of portraying emo
tion is much more simple and stark than one expects 
from an Irishman. He retains the sentiment without re
taining the long lilting meters and typical phrases of 
his forbears. "A Man Bereaved" gains in effectiveness 
from the short lines and bare statements of tangible 
fact:

My house is encumbered,
Unswept my hearth-stone,
The cows low for their milking 
In the full height of noon,
No garb is jnade newly,
No wool is yet spun;
On the floor and untended ..
Stands the youngling, my son. 4

"One of the most skillful lyrics of Wild Earth
is ’The Tin-Whistle Player*, which half utters the un-

15utterable and leaves the reader agitated."

13. Ibid.. 91.
14. Ibid., 89.
15. New York Times Literary Supplement. March 

19, 1931,
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The sense of mystery and tradition in wandering 
occupations is expressed in this poem of the player 
whose halfpenny tunes might have been heard before an
cient abbot and king ruled:

He has hare’s eyes, a long face rimmed 
Around with badger-grey;
Aimless, like cries of mountain birds 
The tunes he has to play —
The tunes that are for stretches bare,
And men whose lives are lone —
And I had seen that face of his 
Sculptured on cross of stone,
That long face, in a place of gravesWith nettles overgrown.16
«There is another little song which would do

17credit to a Shakespeare." Here the rhythm goes far to
ward reproducing the defiant spirit of the thought:

Shall I go bound and you go free,
And love one so removed from me?
Not so; the falcon o’er my brow 
Hath better qupst, I dare avow!
And must I run where you will ride,
And must I stay where you abide?
Not so; the feather that I wear 
Is from an eyrie in the airll®

To further illustrate the magic and charm of

16. Padraic Colum, oj3. cit.. 104.
17. John Y. A. Weaver, Literary Digest. Inter

national Book Review.
18. Padraic Colum, op. olt.. 108.
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Mr. Padraio Colum, take this very brief poem which we 
may believe the fairies whispered in a happy hour to 
their kinsman. There is nothing in his work which more 
felicitously conveys his most precious and distinctive 
gift, and that other-world sense which is so character
istic of the best Irish poets. But the message of the 
poem is so clear that it needs no elucidation:

0, men from the fields!
Come gently within.
Tread softly, softly,
0! men coming in.
Mavourneen is going 
From me and from you,
Where Mary will fold him 
With mantle of blue!

There is nothing better in kind among the miracles of
19Yeats, says Michael Monahan than this Cradle Song.

In such poems as "A Cradle Song", "No Child" 
and "Interior" —  things nearest to his hand, 
dearest to his heart —  we get the "fairy gold" 
of Mr. Padraic Colum’s inspiration, the wonder 
sense which cannot be suggested in other speech 
than the poet’s own. Humble as these verses 
are in theme and without rich garniture of 
fancy, the Celtic renaissance can offer us 
nothing more precious —  nothing I would say 
that more validly establishes the spiritual 
heritage of such an Irish-born poet as Colum.

19. Michael Monahan, "Padraic Colum A Poet of 
Tirnan Gge", Catholic World. 127:453.

20. Ibid., 454.
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The poem "Across the Door" is a good example of
the author’s skill in securing the desired emotional
tone for a particular incident. In the first stanza he
leads a couple from the music and brilliance of the
dance hall out into the mysterious quiet of a summer
evening. Having thus secured a hamnonious setting the
climax follows naturally:

The fiddles were playing and playing,
The couples were out on the floor;
From converse and dancing he drew me,
And across the door.
Ahl strange were the dim, wide meadows,
And strange was the cloud-strewn sky,
And strange in the meadows the corncrakes,
And they making cryl
The hawthorn bloom was by us,
Around us the breath of the south —
White hawthorn, strange in the night-time —
His kiss on my mouth!*1

This poem truly touches the chord of penetrating passion
for which the Celt is noted. As Arnold has pointed out
in his criticism of Celtic poetry, the repression of the

22Irish race accounts for this note in Irish poetry.
The poem which more than any other seems typical 

of Mr. Padraic Colum himself is "The Poet". In hantony
d

with Celt nature his poems show that he possesses a

21.
22

Padraic Colum, o£. clt., 110 
Matthew Arnold, oj>. cit.. 126
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magically vivid and near interpretation of nature, as

he was reared in such close proximity to the soil, he
has a peculiarly near and intimate feeling of nature
and the life of nature:

I heard a poet say it,
But close to the ground are reared 
The wings that have widest sway,
And the birds that sing best in the wood,"
"Were reared with breasts to the clay.
You’ve wildness —  I ’ve turned it to song;
You’ve strength —  I ’ve turned it to wings;
The welkin’s for your conquest then,
The wood to your music rings.”

Is not this a true likeness of our poet? Mr. Padraic 
Colum’s "wild earth” is not so very "wild” after all. 
This group of poems about "wild earth" is beautiful and 
dignified. It is filled with racial emotions, homely, 
appealing, strong. It is concerned with nature, to be 
sure; but with nature tamed or subdued to meet the needs 
of man. There is a rugged strength and charm in Colum’s 
poems about ploughers, sowers, and herdsmen, admirably 
reflecting the author’s skill in treating commonplace 
subjects. No poem of this group is marred by mere 
striving for literary effect. In all Wild Earth there 
is not an allusion which betrays the background of lit
erature other than we expect of one reared in the Irish 
countryside, in an Irishman’s Ireland.



CHAPTER V

OTHER LANDS AND SEAS

That Mr. Padraie Colum is truly a cosmopolitan 
is shown by his group of poems called Other Lands and 
Seas. Most unmistakably he has the power of carrying 
his reader to any country, locality or people. From 
far Arabia to the northern islands, from the southern 
islands and all that lie between to Ireland, to Hawaii, 
and back to the Carolina woods he transports his read
ers in just the dozen poems of this collection. With 
our author one hears the "Arab Songs", the island leg
ends, and admires David Ap Gwillamfs Irish hound, 
Dante’s woods, the triumphators and the charm of Ha
waii. One meets such personages as Frederick of Prus-

•

sia, Barbarosa, Boabdil, Czar Lazar and Charlemagne, 
Arthur and Gaelic Finn. All are familiar persons, 
places and things to Mr. Colum. He possesses an intu
itive power to make them his familiars.

According to Matthew Arnold, the Celt’s quick 
and delicate perception with its penetrating insight 
gives lofty beauty and a fairylike loveliness to his 
poetry. His style consists in a peculiar recasting and 
heightening of what he has to say in such a way as to



50

add dignity and distinction to it.*- That Arnold had 
correctly estimated the Celt and his poetic powers is 
attested in this group of poems by our Irish author. 
Here again Mr. Oolum shows his power of transforming 
the most commonplace objects into creatures of magic 
and charm.

In "The Parrot and the Falcon", the first of 
the "Arab Songs", a bit of advice is given to poets who 
choose subjects upon which other authors have written. 
"Make them your own —  write familiar things; to your 
hundred add a score and your name will be kept abreast 
of the newer names," he advises« Our poet,s attitude 
in this matter is shown by the following lines:

I have sworn my friends shall have no parrot- 
speech from me;

Who reads the verse I write 
Shall know the falcon’s flight,

The vision single and sure, the conquest of 
air and sunl2

The second division "Umimah” is no doubt in
tended for those who make use of satire, especially 
biting satire and sarcasm.

Saadi, the Poet, stood up and he put forth his '
living words; 1

1. Matthew Arnold, On the Study of Celtic Lit
erature, 119.

E. Padraic Colum, Poems, 131
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His songs were the hurtling of spears, and 
figures the flashing of swords!

With hearts dilated the tribe saw the creature 
of Saadi*s mind:

It was like to the horse of a king —  a 
creature of fire and of wind!3
The third called "The Gadfly" is a little more 

simple in language and tone. The fly referred to in 
this poem is apparently a species of horse fly which 
the author says God has bestowed on the horse, "a lust
ful and venomous bride!" lest the horse should sink in
to ease and lose his fervor of limb. From brute ani
mals Mr. Colum infers useful lessons and shows that 
often animal instincts and passions of men are the
sources of inspiration for the poet: "Your malice be-

4comes my song!" he says.
Mr. Colum*s power and genius in portraying the 

emotional is forcibly exhibited in the poem "I Shall 
Not Die for Thee". This poem bears testimony to Ar
nold* s claim that the Celt*s quick feeling for what is 
noble and distinguished gave his poetry style, and his 
indomitable personality gave it pride and passion. The 
woman "shapely as the swan" is painted by our poet as a 
physically perfect being, yet because Mr. Colum meas- 3 4

3. Ibid.. 132.
4. Ibid., 133.

♦
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ures beauty not by outward appearance only, but by true 
inward virtue and godliness, he declares "I shall not 
die for you.” Men, he says, have been slain by you —  
a trivial, sensual, carnal band, bent on gratifying the 
senses, not the sturdy, fire-tried souls whose gaze 
penetrates and sees beyond the beauty of form and face.

The poet musingly asks himself, "Shall I die 
for these?" Then he enumerates all the physical charms 
of woman which men have loved, for which their souls 
have been tarnished, and he resolutely declares that 
for "these he cannot die." Mr. Colum was "hard-reared 
in a cunning house," in a house where he was taught to 
die rather than sell his soul for sensual gratifica
tions.5

Matthew Arnold, when contending that the Gelt 
has a firm conception of the facts of human life —  an 
intimate knowledge of Nature’s secrets, had spoken 
truly. Mr. Colum has not only conceived the facts of 
human life, but has understood them; he has felt them; 
he has made them his own, as his works testify. /

How well Mr. Colum depicts youth in the "Idyll"! 
He understands the very essence of youth with all its

5. Ibid.. 134.
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charms and attractiveness, its tenderness and simplic
ity. The comparisons Mr. Colum here uses, though seem
ingly homely, are evidence that he can view things with 
a certain fresh, all-consuming curiosity which lends a 
specially naive charm to his work. This substantiates 
what Arnold has attributed to Celtic character. Our 
poet always seems at his best when he is simple. How 
charming and fresh and artless are the phrases: "Brow 
fair and young and tender where thought has scarce be
gun,” ”Hair bright as the breast of the eagle when he 
strains up to the sun!” ”The fawn beloved of the hunter 
in the panther Ts broken cage I” liihat worlds of thought 
our poet's lines contain! He writes with an unaffected 
simplicity that charms the reader.

In the "Legend", as in many of his poems, Mr.
»

Colum, unspoiled by urban sophistications, responds to 
the deeper race tradition which still survives from the 
days of the Connacht poets. He brings the peasant mind 
into Celtic poetry, which is thus renewed at the stream 
from which Irish national traditions have sprung, fo,r 
it is the country people who still preserve the Gaelic 
element in Irish life —  the beliefs, the legends and 
the usages which give to the Celts a national identity.
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There is an hour, they say,
On which your dream has power: 
Then all you wish for comes,
As comes the lost field-bird 
Down to the island-lights;

A herd-boy in the rain
Who looked o’er stony fields;
A young man in a street,
When fife and drum went by, 
Making the sunlight shrill;
A girl in a lane,
When the long June twilight 
Made friendly far-off things,6

In his poem "Men on Islands”, our poet seems a 
sort of prophetic, world-poet. In it, he exhibits a 
kinship with all men and also shows an awareness of 
changing times, a condition many have felt. He seems 
to ask, ”Will factories, and iron and brass and gold
rule men to such an extent that the beauty and charm

»

and magnificence of culture, and the men and women who 
give it to the world, shall dwindle and fade from the 
earth?”

Must it be that never more 
Men will flower on Islands?'

In the homely picture "Branding the Foals", Mr.

6. Ibid.. 136.
7 Ibid 137
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Colum exhibits great possibilities of interpretive 
power:

Why do I look for fire to brand these foals?
What do I need, when all within is fire?
What need have I for what is in her hands,
If I lay hand upon a hide it brands,
And grass, and trees, and shadows, all are fire!°

What need has our poet for coals and branding- 
tool, when he is all afire with poetic passion and when 
a single touch of his makes aflame the earth and all 
its creatures, grass and trees, and animals -- when 
creation speaks to him and through him? Here again we 
see why Matthew Arnold held that the Celt has the power 
of transforming events in such a way as to add signif
icance and value.

The lithe and graceful Irish hound is the recip
ient of our poet1s praise in the verses, "Imitation of 
a Welsh Poem", praise for his devotion and faithfulness 
to his human friends. Mr. Colum in his simple, unpre
tentious way makes love for God's dumb animals enter 
and nestle within men's hearts.

How beautifully the charm and the secrets of 
nature and nature's children may be revealed to one who 
seeks them, equipped with the necessary gift of vision

8. Ibid.. 138.
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and sympathy! Highly cultivated art and intuitive 
simplicity combine in our poet to give us poetry which 
soothes and satisfies our sense of natural and artifi
cial perfection.

That the Celt had a great reverence for the
bard is very vividly brought out by the fact that Mr.
Colum has included a poem concerning the bard in nearly
every book of poems he has published. There is a great
diversity in the manner in which he handles these poems
from "Polonius and the Ballad Singers", of the first
collection to "Ballad Maker", and "The Poet" in Wild
Earth. This bit of verse entitled "To a Poet" excels
in its brevity and in the strength of descriptive
strokes by means of which the poet brings out the fact
that multitudes are eagerly looking up to the poet for

»an inspiration to the nobler things of life. In the 
simplicity of their heart they are ready to follow the 
inspiration, but he (the poet) does not satisfy their 
longing and in thus refraining from putting his thoughts 
into form he is depriving the "white-faced throng", of 
the dreams he once dreamed and forgot. They had the 
intentions, but these did not fructify into good works 
because the poet failed in his duty.

"First East to West Atlantic Flyers" was writ-
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ten about the German-Irish airmen who were the first to 
cross the Atlantic from east to west. This poem may be 
looked upon as a stirring tribute to the German-Irish 
airmen, Baron von Huhnefeld, Captain Kohl and Major 
Fitzmaurice.

A soldier, not of Fortune, but of some 
Idea laboured by philosophers:
A soldier always, though there’s monk in him,
And poet also: watch how he salutes 
The anthem, or the ensign, or the line 
Of marching men: his hand upraised, his eyes 
Salute a drill, salute a chivalry:
Vision must becomeReadiness, wakefulness, and unfailing craft 
To burst through longitudes, to beat the winds,
And fog and squalls make light ofl This is he 
Who fronts a course the arc-Atlantic widel
Soldiers of fortune born, who were wont 
To put all skill and spirit in a charge —
The men who followed where the Wild Geese went:  ̂
Fortune still counts, and with them she will be I

The Irish spirit and genius are here forcibly portrayed.
Our poet, true to Celtic nature, is greatly con

cerned with what is not seen, the inner reactions of 
men. The history of the Irish race is ever before his 
mental eye. He frequently refers to the traditional 
Irish poetry which voices the injustice Ireland has suf
fered. This he puts into symbolic poetry with the in-

9• Ibid., 141.
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definable delicacy, charm, and perfection of his Celtic 
touch. How exquisitely beautiful and sublime are the 
poems included under the title "The Wayfarer"! What 
worlds of thought well up within us as we read:

There is no glory of the sunset here!
Heavy the clouds upon the darkening road,
And heavy, too, the wind upon the trees!
The trees sway, making moan
Continuous, like breaking seas.
0 impotent, bare things,
You give at last the very cry of earth!
1 walk this darkening road in solemn mood:
Within deep hell came Dante to a wood --
Like him I marvel at the crying trees!10

Such is the picture in which his wayfarer moves.
Human beings, the wayfarers, are like the sway

ing trees agitated by every wind of thought, word and 
deed. Groaning or moaning beneath the cross we needs 
must carry, we plod on step by step to our home above. 
Then a mighty Star appears, the Star of the East, the 
Savior. Our poet asks himself what he shall be at the 
second coming of the star:

To-morrow I will bend the bow:
My soul shall have her mark again,
My bosom feel the archer’s strain.
Ho longer pacing to and fro ,
With idle hands and listless brain:
As goes the arrow, forth I go.

10. Ibid.. 142
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My soul shall have her mark again,
My bosom feel the archer's strain.
To-morrow I will bend the bow.H
Captive within this body of clay —  the soul 

aims again and again at its mark —  heaven. Each day 
the soul aims anew, and each day the soul is more cer
tain to attain its goal. The triumphators are in the 
race made possible by the Tree and are hastening on to 
victory.

The drivers in the sunset race 
Their coal-carts over cobble-stones —
Not draymen but triumphators:
Their bags are left with Smith and Jones,
They let the horses take their stride,
Which toss their forelocks in their pride.
Not blue nor green these factions wear 
Which make career o'er Dublin stones;
But Pluto his own livery 
Is what each whip-carrier owns.
The Caesar of the cab-rank, I 
Salute the triumph speeding b y . 2

In this group of poems there seems an under
lying note of the sorrows of Ireland, her trials and 
troubles, and also her amazing faith and hope and trust. 
All personal trouble is to Irish poets only a vestige of
the vaster trouble of the whole land. And yet a tinge/
of that characteristic hopefulness and Irish joy beams 11

11. Ibid., 142.
12. Ibid., 143
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out in the midst of the gloom and depression that per
vades all, for victory and triumph must be theirs.
Here again we see that the indomitable Irish character 
is a source of poetic power.

In the little collection of poems, Hawaii, we 
note Mr. Columfs art in depicting the intimate relation 
of the primordial factors of civilization and his abil
ity to grasp mentally and fully understand the feelings 
and struggles of people with whom he comes in contact. 
There is somewhat of a rugged strength in the first of 
the collection where the poet pays tribute to Hawaii*s 
warriors. The meter and verse too contribute to bring 
out beautifully the poet’s sympathetic feelings for 
these island peoples. Mr. Colum never loses that charm
and simplicity that makes his poetry so satisfying.

»

This charm and simplicity appear also in that sweet 
little poem, "I ku anu ei" and in the "Long-rolling 
Wave from Tahiti". In the latter the meter and rhythm 
have a soothing, wavy effect upon the reader. One can 
easily vision the billowy, ruffled and plumed waves as 
they rock to and fro upon the great Pacific.



CHAPTER 71

CREATURES

"There is nothing particularly Franciscan about 
Padraic Colum," says John Eglinton in The Dial for Feb
ruary, 1928. But his sympathetic, even fraternal af
fection for bird and beast is very striking. The Irish 
bard paints these creatures very realistically, without 
undue sentimentalizing or affectation. The mind that 
would enter into the life of animals must be an inno
cent mind; it must be at a pause of all the egoistical 
impulses that urge the human mind in search of suste
nance and of the satisfaction of its desires. It must 
at times achieve moments when it itself like an animal
lies fixed in effortless contemplation.

»

In this group of poems entitled Creatures, Mr. 
Colum had the idea of bringing together those of his 
poems which relate to the life of animals. The animals 
are not for the most part those which from time to 
time, in our daily walks at home, we gaze upon in ad
miration, but creatures of which the interested travel
er brings home tales; macaws, monkeys, the bison, the 
humming-bird, the bird of Paradise, though when he
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meets with crows, plovers, swallows, foxes, he seems
1glad to have fallen in with compatriots.

Mr. Padraic Colum, true to the spirit of the 
traditional balladmakers, is also fascinated by what is 
strange and distant. The richly colored Mexican birds 
flying up from the Fountain of Youth, the Wild Ass un
troubled by the "tombs of Achaemenian kings", the con
dor, mysterious even in captivity, interest him. Near
er home, the night creatures arrest his attention —  
night fliers, owls, bats and the like. Throughout this 
group of poems one is amazed at the imaginative strength 
with which Mr. Padraic Colum can delve into the myste
rious regions of both wood and water.

This group is fittingly introduced by a bird 
symphony, "David Ap Gwillan at the Mass of the Birds”• 
Like St. Francis of Assisi who preached to the fishes 
and tamed the wolf of Gubio, our poet sees the Creator 
in His least creatures. Here again the Irish writer 
secures a strong effect by assigning different offices 
to the feathered worshippers. Thus the flute-voiced 
little bird that was "clerk" struck his silver bell, 1

1. John Eglinton, "Padraic Colum". Dial,
February, 1928



63

while the thrush held up a dew-circled leaf for the 
monstrance:

The Thrush, the Lark, and, chief, the Nightingale, 
With one small bird whose name I do not ken,
Offered a Mass; the little bird was clerk,
At intervals he struck his silver bell.
The stars above that were but whitened then 
The candles were; the altar was a stone;
Myself was there, with meet observances 
Hearing the Mass the birds said in the dell.
It was the Lark who sang in dark’s decrease 
Kyrie Eleison; then the Nightingale 
The Consecration chanted solemnly.
(The silver bell was rung for him in chief.)
And then the Thrush, the dweller in the vale,
Orate Fratres sang —  how near, how clear!
The Thrush it was who, as the sun appeared,
Held up the Monstrance, a dew-circled leaf!^

In the case of his "Jackdaw" the poet’s reflec
tions follow another trend of thought. This bird is 
the simpleton among winged tribes. To heighten the ef
fect attached to his pedigree the writer represents

»this sorry jackdaw as a changeling and a vagabond, one 
whose entail had been broken. In a few brief stanzas 
he illustrates how futile and meaningless are the ef
forts of one out of communion with his own kind:

The entail broken ,
What had he?
The humour of one 
Out of his degree.

E. Padraic Colum, Poems, 153
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The franchise of one 
Without kith or kind, 
And only the pauper1s 
Single mind!

Rags were there —
He fluttered to these:
Held a bright rang up 
Like a banner won,
And went and hid it 
Behind a stone!3

Our author used the jackdaw to represent a be
ing out of its environment. In another bit of verse he 
compares himself to a crow. Just as the crow flying 
unseen through the darkness gains a knowledge of the 
hidden life of other creatures, so the poet in conver
sation with the characters in his poem gained an insight 
into their lives. Like the crow that is noted among 
birds for its intelligence, so the poet's soul must be 
sensitive to the least impressions from without. It is 
this faculty of feeling deeply, this ability to pierce 
the veil of life which makes the poet an interpreter of 
life and a seer.

If this keenness of vision is required for the 
interpretation of human life, a far greater degree is 
necessary for the writer to adopt an outlook on life

3. Ibid., 154.
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comparable to, or suited to that of the animal world. 
The facility with which our poet interprets the life of 
dumb creatures is only another proof of the breadth of 
his genius. This it is which enables him quaintly to 
portray the pride of an otter over his skill in captur
ing prey for his furry dependents.

I hold him up —
The glittering salmon that smells of the sea:
I hold him up and whistlel
Now we go
Back to our earth; we will tear and eat 
Sea-smelling salmon: you will tell the cubs 
I am the Booty-bringer: I am the Lord 
Of the River —  the deep, dark, full, and 

flowing Riverl4
This happy faculty of envisaging the reactions 

of animals is even more apparent in his "Pigeons”. The 
very meter of the first two stanzas suggests the state
ly strut of these "Queens of the Air", while the grace 
of their movements is described with a masterly stroke 
in the few words:

Gyring in light 5
As nymphs play in waters — ° /

4. Ibid., 157.
5. Ibid., 162
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The two following lines because of their abrupt 
close are suggestive of the sudden swoop and alighting 
of the birds:

Then down on our doorsteps,
Gretchen and Dora. • .

•Then cones a radical change in meter. Where 
before the verse was measured and even, it now becomes 
wide and sweeping. The scene represents some one at 
the seashore idly watching the goings and comings of 
the pigeons and other birds there. Throughout this 
passage the lines ebb and flow with the sequence of the 
poet*s reflections, that is to say, the rhythm of the 
words is an echo of the thought contained in them.
Thus in describing the doves running along the seashore, 
the poet uses monosyllabic words to secure a sense of 
swiftness:

And now you run along by the waves, taking 
more grains of sand into your crops!

Perhaps the dominant note of these verses is their
naturalness. Take for example these lines in which the
poet describes the fright and the flight of the pigepns;

A wave-break startles you. You take to your 
wings again. Now you see the dove-cotes beyond

6. Idem
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the orchards, and you fly towards them.
The brevity of the first sentence suggests the 

sudden noise of the breaker that startled the pigeons. 
The following sentence is also short to accord with the 
rapid rise of the birds into the air, while the third 
is somewhat longer to denote the continued flight to
ward the dovecotes. While this entire scene is one of 
motion, there is a certain monotony throughout it.
This is secured by the repetition of the verse describ
ing the pigeons taking sand into their crops. This 
repetition occurs four times, and because of the same
ness of the idea, it imparts that sense of happy day
dreaming, a mood which would naturally come over one 
while watching a flock of birds in motion near ever-
moving waters. When the poem ends, the imagination of

»

the reader is still following the "Pigeons that run 
along the beach, taking sand into your cropsJ"

In "Pigeons" the poet conjures up a mood large
ly by means of the matter used. In VSwallow" he im
parts an atmosphere through his choice of words. Swal
lows are found in many countries and therefore might 
seem a commonplace subject for poetry. Yet there is

7

7. Ibid.. 163
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nothing drab in Mr. Padraic Columns description of this 
graceful bird. On the contrary, through connotation of 
the words used he introduces all the battles and tri
umphs, all the superstitions, beliefs and practices, 
all the witchery, wonder and voluptuous splendor of a 
bygone Orient. This gorgeous pageant is called up from 
the past by the judicious interspersion of such terms 
as Kaf, Allah, Giaour, Dervish, Saracens, scimitars, 
and genii. And all this is done with the art that con
ceals art.

As into Giaour lands
With Dervish faith and rite,
Hueless, a Saracen,

He flies.
Like scimitars his wings,
And, all unluminous,
Black, like a genie’s thought,

His eyes.8 »
When reading poems like "The Little Fox” and 

"Monkeys”, one can understand why Matthew Arnold main
tained that the Celt possesses a sensibility which gives 
him a peculiarly near and intimate feeling of the life 
of nature. It is this quality that enables our poet <to 
sympathize with, nay, to view the world with the eyes of

8. Ibid., 165
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a lonely young fox or of timid little monkeys*
It is his delicacy of perception which aids him 

in portraying so clearly the distress of these fright
ened little creatures of the wild and their feelings of 
strangeness and dismay at finding themselves in sur
roundings so alien to their nature and habits. The 
poet would offer comfort to Reynard:

Would that a lad from Irrus now was here 
To tell his gossip that a human creature 
Has heart for him, and fain would cover up 
His bowels of dread, and find some way to bring 
His rainy hills around him, the soft grass,
Darkness of ragged hedges, and his earth —
The black, damp earth under the roots of trees! 
Would that a lad from Irrus now was here 
Where houses tower and where horses rear!»

And the little monkeys, nthe apes lilliputian, 
with voices as "low as the flow of my blood!" How fu
tile are the efforts of men to quiet the fears of these

»

tiny creatures!
Have they not builded 
Streets and playhouses,
Sky-signs and bars,
To lose the loneliness
Shaking the hearts
Of the two little Monkeys?
Yes. But who watches 
The penny-small faces 
Can hear the voices:
"Ah, do not leave me;

9. Ibid.. 167
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Suck I will give you,
Warmth and clasping,
And if you slip from 
This beam I can never Find you again.*10

But pity is not the only emotion evident in our 
poetfs songs of his dumb friends. Sometimes he ad
mires them as he does the bison with its «great front" 
and its "earth-shape" and "strength of stone!" The 
poet emphasizes the majesty of this huge beast by com
paring it with that of the king of beasts. Thus the 
bison is a "lake of majesty" in which the famed great
ness of the lion is "drowned".

A lake of majesty —
The lion's drowns in it!
And thy placidity —
A moon within that lakelH

One of the most important qualities for the poet 
of our time is the ability to say old things in a new 
way. It is just this felicitous trait which vivifies 
the age-old topics treated by Mr. Padraie Colum. For 
him the equator is the "navel of the world"; water is 
the "ancient element"; swallows are "Saracens"; vultures 
are "angels of foulness"; pigeons are "odalisques" and

!0. Ibid., 169.
11. Ibid.. 171
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night is a "day-lost world". Touches like these clothe 
his work with freshness and give it that spontaneity 
which is the distinctive mark of true poetry. This is 
what Arnold signifies by his definition of Celtic 
style. "A heightening of what a man has to say in such 
a way as to add dignity and distinction to the common
place ."12

One of the offices of the poet is to search out 
beauty and to show it to mankind. More gifted than his 
fellowmen, he acts like the guide who conducts tourists 
about and points out historic landmarks or natural won
ders. Like these guides the poet holds up to his read
ers not alone the eternal verities butthe wonders and 
marvels of this transitory world. Our poet acts in this 
capacity in a number of his songs. The "Bird of Para
dise" is nothing more than a beautiful picture of a bird 
of brilliant plumage in a primeval forest:

With sapphire for her crown,
And with the Libyan wine 
For lustre of her eyes;
With azure for her feet 
(It is her henna stain);
Then iris for her vest,
Rose, ebony, and flame, 12

12. Matthew Arnold, On the Study of Celtic 
Literature. 119.
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She lives a thing enthralled,
In forests that are old.
As old as is the Moon.1*

Although only a picture, it affords the reader 
pleasure just as do poems replete with glad messages or 
lofty sentiments. Other poems of this type are "The 
Resplendent Quetzal-Bird” and "The Humming-Bird". In 
these two poems the poet not only presents the likeness 
of two brilliant-hued inmates of the forest to the de
lighted reader, but journeys with him through the lux
uriant tropics "charted by flowers", and bordered with 
the glowing waters of the sea.

This is typical of that passage in Arnold’s 
criticism:

Celtic poetry seems to make up to itself for 
being unable to master the world and give an 
adequate interpretation of it by throwing all 
its force into style,, by bending language at 
any rate to its will and expressing the ideas 
it has with unsurpassable intensity, elevation, 
and effect.13 14

The entire collection Creatures. is a good il
lustration of the space covered and the countries 
touched upon by our poet in his writings. He very apt
ly compares himself to a plover:

13. Padraic Colum, o£. oit., 176.
14. Matthew Arnold, o£. cit., 119.



73

My thoughts are like the Plovers’ flight, 
Unguided, nestless, without bourn,
Wandering and impetuous,
Turning and flying to return.113
Like the plover, Mr. Padraic Colum is a cosmo

politan, for the thoughts in his verse range from Ire
land to rugged Tartary, and from the equator past the 
northern limits. He cleaves the thinnest air with the 
condor and explores the deeps with that "most rootless 
of all things, the Fish". For he is not content with 
the "To and Fro" of mankind; he must essay the "Up and 
Down". And this latter route leads him from the caves 
of the ocean’s depths to the highest point of the blue 
dome towering above the world. 15

15. Padraic Colum, o£. cit., 181.



CHAPTER VII

OLD PASTURES

The ties of blood and chords of love that had 
ever held the soul of Mr. Padraic Colum fast-bound to 
the image of his beloved brother prompted him to dedi
cate as a memorial this appealing collection of poems. 
Each poem in this collection, Old Pastures, is a worthy 
tribute to a noble soul.

Pastures, generally speaking, are grazing lands 
where flocks may wander ait will. The poet’s intimacy 
with Nature prompted him no doubt to call the collection 
of poems "Old Pastures” as fit grazing lands for thought 
and memory.

The first poem in this collection entitled "Dub
lin Roads", with its wide sweep of nature’s surround
ings, at once arouses memories of a carefree boyhood —  
boyhood that "lacked a trade", spent in dear old Ireland 
with its "hawthorn-hedge-lined" roads".^

The lad goes trudging down the road with ivy- 
covered cottages to the right and to the left, and here 
and there a briary ditch, and a quiet goat cropping the 1

1. Padraic Colum, Poems, 185
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sweets of nature*s green. On a wayside bench the lad 
wearily stops to rest.

So clear and realistic is the poet’s descrip
tion of the sounds and things about, that one can al
most see and hear the "craw-creeing" of the hen as she 
lets all the world know of her contribution, and the 
cock stretching his neck for his "mighty crow". Then 
one can almost feel the old cumbersome ox-drawn cart 
come jogging lazily along the country road, the **clip- 
clap” of the hoofs beating time with the rhythmic rattle 
of the cart. Sven the strokes of the stone-breaker’s 
hammer with their long even-measured swing mingle harmo
niously with the cackling of the hen, the crowing of the 
cock, the tread of the men, and the creaking of the
cart. We feel that the picture would be incomplete

»without every element as it is.
The poet changes the scene in the seventh stanza 

to a "quiet road”, a road with "briars and stones along 
the way”, with dozens of last year’s nests hung in 
thorny branches by the roadside. The silence and soli
tude of the scene are broken by the living cry of the 
peacock and the fluttering of a pigeon gone astray as 
pigeons will do. What a harmonious picture! What mar
velous enchantment produced by such lowly creatures!
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Then the poet gracefully introduces human be
ings into this roadside vista, a pair of "basket-carri
ers” coming down from the hills, "a straight-walking 
man” and a woman beside him carrying ferns in a basket. 
They return bearing baskets filled with cockles from 
the larder of the sea. The poet then clothes the lone
ly tin-whistler by the wayside with the rig of the 
scarecrow and places him solitary and alone on a common 
roadway where he with a mighty effort attempts to bring 
out of the old tin whistle the best that is in it, 
though it is heard by God and His angels only.

For the commonplace scene of the men on the 
ledge of the bridge, puffing away at their pipes, Mr. 
Colum conjures up the sweet melodious song of a robin 
In the hawthorn bush nearby, and music of the bird 
floats over the breeze peacefully and rhythmically, 
mingling with the fleecy volumes from the pipe. Or 
again, the scene becomes a noisy one when the babble of 
the bird-catchers about "points, and tails and half
moons", breaks the monotonous "pitter-patter" of the, 
rain. The poem ends with the familiar setting —  a cart 
heavily‘laden with hay, slowly going homeward, a lad 
walking beside it —  and there the poet leaves him to 
"go back along the road". The single-end line leaves a
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sort of vacancy that suggests the loss of his brother.
So delightfully has Mr. Padraic Colum described 

"Dublin Roads" with the varied scenes of persons and 
things that the reader invariably concludes that noth
ing human, animal, vegetable, or mineral is alien to 
this writer. No matter how commonplace, homely, or in
significant a being, place, or thing may be, this Irish 
genius's rare ability and power to transform all into
a most delightful picture full of warmth and life and

2feeling is apparent.
This ability is quite evident in "Laburnums", a 

touching nature poem dealing with beautiful bright yel
low flowers that grow out of grey mould in old gardens. 
What art our poet displays in fashioning such a poem
out of such apparently disagreeable things as mould and

»

old gardens. Here he shows that sometimes the bright
est and best things in life have sprung from the hum
blest origin. Because of their bright color he styles 
them "cones of fire". Amy Lowell, commenting on Mr.
Padraic Opium*a poetry says that they (his laburnums)

3are charming.

2. Ibid., 186.
3. The Bookman, August, 1921, 53:533.
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In this poem we likewise have an example of our 
author’s practiced touch in handling various meters and 
rhythms. No douht it is this turn of his —  to pass 
dexterously from meter to meter according to change of 
mood —  that helps to give his songs their effective
ness. One is forced to marvel at the skill with which 
he can sympathetically treat any flower, tree, bird, 
beast, or human being. This adeptness results from his 
Irish «notional reaction to nature, with her secret in
definable delicacy, charm, and perfection of touch.
Matthew Arnold had pointed out this Celtic trait in his 

4Critioisms.
The magnitude and range of Mr. Padraic Colum's 

erudition in handling nature and nature's creatures 
strikes us in "Lilac Blossoms”. This poem depicts the 
intimacy existing between Mr. Padraic Colum and all na
ture. The picture of the "rain-laden" blossoms and the 
stin—burned blossoms and the blossoms that were only 
py^vets, is so real that one can almost sense their 
odor. And how true the line "whether by the ash-heap 
or the spring-well, we were ever fresh and ever radiant,

4, Matthew Arnold, On the Study of Celtic 
Literature, 122.
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and fragrant more than grass is"! The closing lines of 
this poem have a strain of sadness permeating them that 
again reminds one of his departed brother.

In "Fuchsia Hedges in Connacht" the poet’s mys
tic powers are forcibly brought to light. He charming
ly points out that although "most alien", the fuchsia 
is most Catholic. The well-chosen comparisons the poet 
makes are rich in thought:

Your purple is the purple that enfolds,
In Passion Week, the Shrine,
Your scarlet is the scarlet of the wounds:
You bring before our walls, before our doors 
Lamps of the Sanctuary;

And he has woven the mystery of the Incarnation into 
the last line:

Through your bells rings the Angelus!
While Mr. Padraic Colum is endowed with that

»

rare gift of handling lowly creatures in a most strik
ing manner, he likewise possesses rare skill in carry
ing his reader to ruins and ancient places of pilgrim
age. In the poem "At Cashel" one stands with the bard 
at the "cashel" or fence enclosing the Church property, 
living over again all the events enshrined there or the 
memories hanging about the ancient place. Our poet has

5. Padraic Colum, 0£. oit.. 190.
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his Irish way of forcing one to see and feel all that 
may have taken place without actually enumerating in
cidents, occurrences or circumstances. It is another 
of his secret powers whereby he enhances his writings 
and grips the hearts of his readers. This is shown 
also in "The Old College of the Irish, Paris". Here 
our poet portrays a sad and touching picture of times 
when schools were prohibited and the Irish were foroed 
to have their boys educated for the priesthood in for
eign lands because of England1s persecution and cruel
ty. The meter is the solemn, slow movement which in 
itself seems to indicate sorrow and grief.

Again, the tender, sweet, plaintive, flute-like
whistle of "Starlings" vividly and poignantly brings
memories of old Ireland and the old home and loved ones.

»

It recalls the fact that the Irish were exiled because 
of their faith. As the starlings sing "unvarying songs 
that are their memories" into the hearts of the Irish 
exiles, there come memories of "other cities, other cu
polas, other cornices, other tree tops, and bleak mo
notonous fields". Here again are present the strains 
of sadness and melancholy to which Matthew Arnold al
ludes when he says that they are the result of "reac
tions against the despotism" of fact, adverse destiny
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and immense calamities.6
Not only has Mr. Padraie Colum the power to 

transport one to the w01d College of Irish at Paris" 
he entices one to follow him making the "Way of the 
Cross" in his "Verses for Alfeo Faggi*s Stations of the 
Cross".

These verses, written for the bronze stations 
in St. Thomas Church in Chicago, are a source of in
spiration as well as of meditation. Here one notes the 
depth of Mr. Padraie Colum*s faith and his secret power 
of enhancing and spiritualizing whatever theme he un
dertakes to touch. One is struck immediately with the 
realism of the pictures he here so forcibly paints. He 
spares no detail, is ashamed to record no disfigure
ment. His dolorous way is the ground and inspiration

»

of a love that expresses itself in tenderest terms.
The tortured figure of Christ, punctured by wounds, 
with streams of blood pouring from hands and feet and 
side, would touch the coldest and the most obdurate 
heart. The contemplation of these realistically de
scribed sufferings feeds a love that is passionate and 
ecstatic. We admire not only the realism of this oo-

6. Matthew Arnold, op. oit., 126.
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cult poem but the tender and naive pleading with which 
Our Lord is addressed at the conclusion of each sta
tion:

0 Lord
Silence in us the condemning word!

The Father's will
May we know also, and may we fulfil!

May we, too, wait,
Like her, and help, and be compassionate!

May we
This Body in its glory come to see!
There is freshness, spontaneity, unconvention

ality about the religious poetry of Mr. Padraic Colum, 
especially that dealing with the Passion. It comes 
straight from the heart of an Irishman whose faith is
still childlike. His songs are especially full of per-

7sonal devotion to Jesus' sufferings.
• *The poem "Before the Fair" is just another in

stance of Mr. Padraic Colum's range of poetic powers and 
moods. There is a diversity of moods in the poem, in
dicative of the close intimacy existing between the poet 
and the animal world and the world of men.

In the first stanza he feels the fate of the 
poor brute beasts who are at the mercy of buyers and 7

7. Padraic Colum, 0£. cit.. 195.



sellers. They are lowing "to the lightless sky", and 
as they sadly moo the plaintive, "lost," "lost," one 
cannot help "being sympathetic. This distress-laden 
mood changes to that of the lighthearted oarefree song 
of the "blackbird perched high upon a tree-top where he 
is safe from the bargains of men. In the hedge-row the 
beautified redbreast sings, "Content," "content." Why 
worry about gathering and hoarding when an all-wise 
Father in Heaven cares for His own? The poet then 
turns upon himself and confesses that he "will fare like 
all the rest" and is filled "with thoughts of lust and 
labor and bargain" in spite of the fact that freedom and 
liberty and contentment are within his power.

This power of emotional change is also very well
depicted in the pathetic little poem "Breffne Caoine",

»in which Mr. Padraie Colum contrasts the sentimental 
Irish with the cold, stoic EngLish. He pictures an 
English woman "weeping over a lord of the English, with 
a cry that scarcely stirs the heart," but the whole 
Irish neighborhood mourn and lament "as it is in th^ir 
blood to lament" over a leader who in his day had "bro
ken the English." The poet, to make the contrast more 
effective, compares the weeping of a woman, who is gen
erally considered more sympathetic and tenderhearted,

83
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to a group mourning over a leader.8
In "Two Sisters Whose Deaths Were Together* the 

Irish genius of our poet reveals itself in another 
light. He beautifully compares these two Sisters to 
doves "of the mountain hollows", who keep aloof from 
the abodes of men. Speaking of them as retired from 
the world, living in the cloister, they "were aliens in 
the barnyard-world; they were doves in the cleft of the 
rook" —  the Sacred, Wounded Heart of our Lord. Our 
poet seems to have within himself the feelings and nat
ural tendencies of Nature’s creatures, and he has also 
the power of soul to see the spiritual symbolism of 
these creatures. He marks their flight from earth to 
heaven as in one breath, from "mountain hollows" to the 
"Wounded Heart.*9

»

That Mr. Padraic Colum possesses not only a pe
culiarly near and intimate feeling of nature and the 
life of nature but that he was likewise full of a rev
erence and enthusiasm for genius, learning, and the 
things of the mind is shown by the following poems. '
"In Memory of John Butler Yeats" is a memorial to a

8. Ibid., 200.
9. Ibid.. 201.
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brother poet with whom he had personally labored for a
time. The song of the imitative birds, the curlews,
contains a message —  the notice that a human songster
—  a poet has passed away and no new product of his pen
will challenge the wisdom of men. Here again Mr.
Padraic Colum makes use of the long, slow-moving lines
to portray this emotion. In other poems he uses short,
light lines and gets the effect he wishes to set forth.
He has the power to play with any style of meter, and
when he has completed his playing the desired effect
has been marvelously produced. This is apparent in
"The Rune-Master". "^One of the noblest poems written in
our times, one that in the opinion of critics would
have honored any time is Mr. Padraic Colum’s elegy on
the death of Kuno Meyer, the extraordinary German

»

scholar. He had mastered the ancient language of Ire
land beyond any of her sons and had labored for its 
complete revival with a zest that was unsurpassed. This 
man went to live in Ireland, the better to further the 
project. His presence imparted a great ardor to the 
movement and dignified it in the estimation of scholars 
the world over. Mr. Padraic Colum’s tribute to this 10

10• Ibid.. 203.

i
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hero is truly worthy of Ireland, of the poet, and of 
his own theme:

Arch-scholar they'll call you,
Kuno Mayer,
Who know the word 
Behind the word —
The men of learning . . .
But who will tell them 
Of the blackbird 
That your heart held?
On an old thorn-tree 
By an ancient rath 
You heard him sing,
And with runes you charmed him 
Till he stayed with you,
Giving clear song.
He sang o'er all 
That Maravaun 
Told King Guire;
And he told you how 
Bran heard the singing 
Of a lovely woman 
And sailed for Faerie;
And of how slain princes 
Kept tryst with women 
Loved beyond 
The pain of death,
In days when still 
The boat of Mananaun 
Bore towards Eirinni
Arch-scholar they'll call you —
Nay, Rune-master!
You read in texts 
Not words only,
But runes of old time;
And when you spoke them
A curlew cried
Over grass-waste Tara,
And a cuckoo called 
From the height of Cashel,
And an eagle flew 
From Emain Machai
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Gchone, ochone!
That we’ll see no more 
In the Eastern or 
The Western World 
Your great head over 
The lectern bending,
Nor hear your lore 
By a pleasant fireside.
But the runes you’ve read
Have given us more
Than the sword might win us:
May kind saints of Eirinn 
Be beside you 
Where birds on the Living 
Tree sing the HoursJll

The power of seeing humanity in a traditional 
or heroic light is shown in the eloquent and clearly 
stated "Odysseus", a poem written in memory of the late 
Arthur Griffith. It will be remembered that it was 
Griffith’s magazine that first published the poems of 
our young Irishman. It is no wonder then that Mr. 
Padraic Colum looks upon*him with a certain sense of 
awe, and gives him the great hero Odysseus’s name.

That Griffith was Mr. Padraic Colum's youthful
inspiration may be gleaned from the following passage:

You had the prose of logic and of scorn,
And words to sledge an iron argument, '
You were the one who knew 
What sacred resistance is in men 
That are almost broken; how, from 

resistance used, 11

11. Idem
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A strength is born, a stormy, bright
eyed strength . . .12 13

Through every poem in the collection, Old 
Pastures, there is a touch of sadness, sorrow, grief, 
or loneliness which seems indicative of how keenly Mr. 
Colum felt the loss of his cherished brother. The im
age of this dear one seems so indelibly impressed upon 
the poet*s memory that the songs he dedicates as a me
morial to him, no matter what simplicity of theme he 
uses or quality of imagination, he, with his magnitude 
of genius, touches with his magic wand, and through the 
poems run sweet, sad memories of his dear Francis. Mr. 
Colum*s spell has here produced a wonderfully rich and 
varied group of poems, full of that naturalness and 
simplicity, that bleakness, and wierdness that are dif
fused through his writings and constitute his magic and 
chaim.

Thorough waters, thorough nations I have come 
To lay last offerings at your low abode,
Brother, and to appeal To ashes that were you.13

12. Ibid., 205.
13. Ibid., 209



CONCLUSION

The study of Mr. Padriac Colum's poems has 
been most interesting and enlightening. The author’s 
pleasing personality is reflected throughout his works. 
His poems are not something arbitrary, but replicas 
of life itself and often Irish life at that.

In Dramatic Legends, old ballads and tradi
tional folk live again through the genius of Mr. Colum. 
If Dramatic Legends brings to life the Ireland of a 
bygone time, Wild Earth pictures in harmonious colors 
the calm, typical, mild life of the children of Erin's 
soil today.

Not only has Colum proved himself a master in 
depicting the life of his own country but in Other 
Lands and Seas his art paints a faithful copy of for
eign shores. Perhaps his genius has been put to the 
greatest test in the collection of his poems entitled 
Creatures. It is here particularly that his poetic 
gifts enable him to add that subtle element which 
makes poetry of such seemingly unpoetical subjects as 
otters, crows, Jackdaws, bats, monkeys, and snakes. 
Finally the lyric note and delicate sentiments in the 
poems dealing with bygone memories make them linger 
in the mind of the reader, testifying to the author's 
ability to represent and beautify all events of life.
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That Mr. Colum possesses the gifts which 
Arnold attributed to the Celt is unmistakably shown 
in every group of poems here discussed, as the writer 
has endeavored to point out. Colum's poems possess 
that special power or charm springing from close inter
pretation of nature, a style all their own in form and 
content, and touches of the Irishman's indomitable 
pride and passion.

All his poems are filled with the beauty of 
nature, an honest smack of the soil, a faithful realism, 
a bleakness and wierdness, as well as a spiritual atmos
phere. Bht besides all these there is the delicate charm 
of the poet's unique touch which constitutes their magic. 
All these traits added to his firsthand knowledge of the 
Irish soil, customs, ideals, and aspirations, together 
with his knowledge of other lands and his personal touch , 
give his poems an irresistible appeal.

The writer feels convinced that a study of Mr. 
Colum's poems with their peculiar and singular beauty 
will be efficacious in making men wiser, better, and 
happier.
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