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Summary

This thesis examines the work of William Allingham within its social,
cultural and historical contexts in order to clarify the true influences behind the
Donegal poet’s poems and ballads and the driving force behind his essays and
articles. Allingham’s early Irish landscape poems contained in Poems (1850)
and The Music Master, A Love Story; and Two Series of Day and Night Songs
(1855), and his efforts to establish his distinctiveness in England through a
common Celticism often inspired by Irish landscape painting are assessed - as
is the impact of the Famine, which makes its presence felt in the states and

images of marginality described in his early poems.

Acknowledging his witnessing of the suffering of the Donegal peasantry,
both during the Famine and at the hands of ruthless landlords, the thesis argues
that Allingham consequently empathised with the colonised peoples of the
Empire who likewise found themselves unfairly treated under British rule. Noting
the first appearance of the Ulster’'s poet’s anti-imperialist stance in “Irish Ballad
Singers and Irish Street Ballads” (1852) and in the later Laurence Bloomfield in
Ireland: A Modern Poem (1864), it demonstrates how Allingham’s anti-imperialist
position hardened during the penning of Rambles for Fraser's Magazine (1867-
77) and explains why it reached a climax during his editorship of Fraser’s from
1874 — 79, a period when his ideas and beliefs were often cognate with those of

Irish nationalism.



The thesis further asserts that, due to his somewhat isolated position as a
married man and father in Surrey, following his resignation from Fraser’s in
1879, Allingham sought release from a rural middle-class lifestyle by critiquing it
in his poems and by turning his attention again to Ireland. It argues that his later
Irish poems, together with his earlier Irish poems and ballads and his poems
concerned with the supernatural, in turn influenced the young W. B. Yeats in
whose early poems Allingham'’s verses, love of place, beckoning supernatural

and uncanny voices live on.

In paying close attention to Allingham’s poems, ballads and prose, the
thesis deems that, despite the fact that Allingham was often a poor judge and
editor of his own work, he created many fine poems and essays — works that
should be taken into consideration in any study of nineteenth century Irish
writing in English. Acknowledging the diverse influence of such poets, artists and
thinkers as Alfred Tennyson, William Wordsworth, George Crabbe, Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Samuel Ferguson, George Petrie and Thomas Davis on his poems,
Allingham’s finest poems and ballads are found, nonetheless, to be those that

were influenced either by the Donegal landscape or by the Irish ballad tradition.

ii



Introduction

It is a hard responsibility to be a stranger,

to hear your speech sounding at odds with your neighbours;
holding your tongue from quick comparisons;

remembering that you are a guest in the house.

Often you will regret the voyage,

wakening in the dark night to recall that other place
or glimpsing the moon rising and recollecting

that it is also rising over named hills,

shining on known waters.

From “The Search”, by John Hewitt'

William Allingham was born on 19 March, 1824, in Ballyshannon, Co.
Donegal. One of five children, he had little in common with his siblings. His
mother, whom he could only recollect as an invalid, died when he was nine
years old. His father soon remarried, but suffering from ill-health and told by his
doctor that he might die, he removed Allingham from school at age fourteen and
found him a place in the bank at Ballyshannon. After seven years service in a
job he did not like, he was offered, and accepted, a job in the Customs Service
in 1846. He was transferred on a number of occasions, serving as a Customs
official in Donegal, Ballyshannon, Ramsey, Coleraine and New Ross. Often
lonely and suffering intellectual isolation in Ireland, he established literary and
intellectual friendships by post with many of the leading thinkers and writers of
his time, including Leigh Hunt, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Samuel Ferguson,
Thomas Carlyle, and Alfred Tennyson. From 1847 onwards he made frequent
visits to London where he met in person not only those with whom he had

corresponded by post, but through them, many of the other artists and literati of



the day. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, however, was to become his closest London

friend.

Allingham'’s first volume of poems, Poems, was published in 1850. It sold
only forty copies. Disappointed with its reception, Allingham turned to the local
ballad tradition, penning broadside ballads and distributing them anonymously in
Ballyshannon. Still insecure over his lack of formal education, he also
contemplated attending a university. Ultimately, however, a literary career in
London beckoned, and in 1854 the poet gave up his job in the Customs Service
to try his hand at higher journalism. The attempt ended in failure. He did not find

himself suited to journalism, which left him little time for his own creative work.

The first series of Day and Night Songs was published in pamphlet form
in 1854. Allingham returned to work in the Customs in Ireland following his
London sojourn and, in 1855, republished the first series of Day and Night
Songs in The Music Master, a Love Story; and Two Series of Day and Night
Songs. This collection also included, for the first time, Allingham’s broadside
ballads in volume form. The poet turned his attention to production of a poetry
anthology with the publication of Nightingale Valley: A Collection Including a
Great Number of the Choicest Lyrics and Short Poems in the English Language
in 1860.2 An American volume of his lyrical poems and ballads — again entitled
Poems but made up largely of the poems included in The Music Master —

appeared in 1861. A second attempt to settle in London in 1862 — this time as a



Customs Official at the London docks — failed. The poet returned briefly to
Ballyshannon. Already engaged in writing his long poem Lawrence Bloomfield in
Ireland for Fraser's Magazine (the title of the volume editions of 1864, 1869 and
1888, would read as Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland, a spelling which this thesis
shall adhere to unless, as in Chapter Two, directly referencing the poem as it
appeared in Fraser’s), he received his final transfer within the Customs in 1863,

this time to Lymington in Hampshire.

Lawrence Bloomfield in Ireland appeared in twelve instalments in Fraser’s
from November 1862 to November 1863. It was emended by the author and, as
alluded to above, reissued in volume form as Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland in
1864 — a year that also saw the publication of Allingham’s The Ballad Book: A
Selection of the Choicest British Ballads. Anxious, apparently, to refocus his
attention on his lyrical poems, Fifty Modern Poems was published in 1865.
Allingham'’s father died in 1866 and after attending his funeral, the poet never
returned to Ireland again. The first article of his “Rambles” series for Fraser’s
Magazine was published in 1867. Consisting of twenty travelogues — mainly of
Britain but including two Irish and two French rambles — it appeared sporadically

in the magazine until 1877.

The poet finally resigned from the Customs Service in 1870, to become
sub-editor of Fraser’s Magazine, where he succeeded James Anthony Froude

as editor in 1874. In the same year he married the watercolour artist, Helen



Paterson. The couple had three children, and following Allingham’s resignation

from Fraser’s in 1879 the family moved to Witley, Surrey. Several more volumes
of poems were to follow, including Songs, Ballads and Stories (1877), Evil May-
Day (1882), Blackberries (1884), a new version of Day and Night Songs (1884),

Irish Songs and Poems (1887), and Life and Phantasy (1889).

Allingham died, following an illness, on 18 November, 1889. He had
already, however, completed a six-volume collection of his work for publication,
of which Irish Songs and Poems and Life and Phantasy form a part. The other
volumes of the series include Rhymes for the Young Folk (1887), Flower Pieces
and Other Poems (1888), Laurence Bloomfield; or, Rich and Poor in Ireland
(1888) and Thought and Word, and Ashby Manor: A Play in Two Acts (1890).
The poet’s collected travelogues and essays, likewise edited and amended for
publication before his death, were finally published, in three volumes, in
Varieties in Prose in 1893. William Allingham: A Diary, edited by Helen
Allingham and Dolly Radford, was published in 1907. Heavily edited and
selectively drawn from Allingham’s many journals, it also includes the first
passages of the poet’s unfinished autobiography, together with conversations
with Tennyson and Carlyle. Letters to William Allingham, again edited by Helen

Allingham, together with E. Baumer Williams, followed in 1911.

Allingham'’s diary, letters, travelogues, later essays and poems attest that,

although he left Ireland in 1863, he was often preoccupied with Ireland and Irish



affairs. The Donegal landscape and the poverty and suffering he had witnessed,
both during and after the Famine, remained alive in his mind, accounting, no
doubt, for his anti-imperialism and his increasing disillusionment with English
capitalism from the 1860s onwards. The final two stanzas of a poem — otherwise
concerned with the poet’s distaste for Christian dogmatism and proselytism —
published in Good Words in March 1870, reveal just how deeply the image of
the poverty-stricken Irish peasant was ingrained in Allingham'’s psyche:

Then my dream shifted somehow, and became
Different; and yet the things were still the same
A lonely hut on a moor;
A white-beard Man and poor;
Wind in the crannies whistling and sighing;
Embers dying, red in the gloom,
Sending a sluggish bleary fume
To eddy round the rotten thatch;
And the beetles and centipedes ran about
From the holes in the floor;
And the rickety door
Stirr'd its latch
At the push of some creature sniffing without.

‘Twas near midnight,
The falling flake
Had turn’d the black moor deathly white,
When this Old Man mutter'd, half-awake,
“I am supreme over every King-
My talisman’s greater than Solomon’s Ring-
All wisdom and power to me belong!”
And the fire went out as he croon’d his lingering song.
Ice-cold grew his feet;
All his limbs lost heat;
His brain ceased to think,
His eyes ceased to wink,
His heart ceased to beat;
His jaw fell, but his forehead kept a frown.
Louder the wind began to blow,
And blew the hovel down,
And hid the corpse in snow.’



The powerlessness experienced by the old man of the poem was a
powerlessness Allingham had experienced when confronted with the poverty of
the Irish rural poor. His consequent anger at England’s treatment of Ireland,
already expressed in Laurence Bloomfield, would only grow stronger during the
final years of his life. That anger was perhaps exacerbated by Allingham’s
dissatisfaction with English life and society during this period. Contemplating his
final release, he requested that, following his death, his remains be cremated
and his ashes sent back to Donegal. He was cremated, with no religious service,
at Woking. The urn containing his ashes is buried in the churchyard at

Ballyshannon.

I
The ensuing observation, with regard to the assessment and

interpretation of literary works, was found in one of Allingham’s notebooks, by

his widow, Helen, after his death:

| cannot agree with those who argue that a literary work is best
considered unconnected with the writer of it. There is no such thing as
abstract literary work. To know the vital conditions under which an
important book came into being would always be of great interest and
value. | am not in the least thinking of gossipers and interviewers, whose
details are usually altogether misleading. For me the book called
Shakespeare’s Works would be vastly increased in interest if | could know
more of the man Shakespeare.*

This thesis attempts to satisfy Allingham’s desire that the “literary work” should
be considered in the various contexts of the writer’s life (as the title indicates), by

examining “the vital conditions” under which his poetry and prose came into



being. In doing so, it hopes to present a more thorough portrait of the motivating
forces behind his finer poems, ballads, and essays than has heretofore been
presented and, in particular, to shed new light on Allingham’s anti-imperialism.
The Donegal poet’s writings are hence examined throughout this study in their

historical, social, and cultural contexts.

Alan Warner correctly observed that Allingham’s “best work is
dispersed”.® That this is so has, up to now, deterred literary critics from
assessing the poet’s finer lyrical poems and essays. Yet John Hewitt's
assessment of Allingham, in his very fine introduction to The Poems of William
Allingham, is as relevant today as it was thirty-four years ago:

[...] he stands squarely in the great nineteenth-century radical tradition

of Ruskin and Morris; compared with him, all but a very few of the

eminent literary men of the period must appear politically naive and

blandly unaware of the nature and dynamics of their socie’ty.6
The rea! Allingham - rather than the.Pre-Raphaelite imitator so frequent!y vued
forward in reviews of his poems’ — is thus given back his dissenting voice in this
thesis, and his struggle, as a middle-class Irish poet of Protestant birth, to find
an Irish tradition from which to write, examined. Furthermore, believing a study
of the poems, travelogues, and essays penned during the poet’'s years in
England, together with an examination of the true extent of his influence on both

W. B. Yeats’s early poems and his 1891 novella John Sherman, long overdue,

this study sets out to fill that void.



Allingham was a poor judge and editor of his own work but, as we shall
see, his finer lyrical poems — many of which remain unknown — more than
compensate for his less than successful work. His journey as a writer is,
moreover, a particularly interesting one to examine within the context of
nineteenth century Irish literature in English. Anticipating Yeats, Allingham had
difficulty in reconciling “within himself his ‘Anglo’ and his Irish selves,”® and while
equally influenced by English writers — especially George Crabbe, William
Wordsworth, and Tennyson — in his Irish years simultaneously sought out an
Irish tradition in poetry and ballad-writing from which to write. He accordingly
immersed himself in the Irish street ballad tradition, the ideas and ideals of
Thomas Davis, the paintings of Irish artists such as George Petrie, and the
poetry of Samuel Ferguson, while still continuing his study and perusal of
English literature. Already influenced by Tennyson’s word-music, the long vowel
sounds of the Gaelic language (introduced into Irish ballads in English by
bilingual balladeers) and of Hiberno-English enriched the musicality of his work,
while Crabbe’s satiric portraits added insight to poems such as “George Levison;
or, the Schoolfellow” (1857), and Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland (1864). The
painterly images of Irish landscape art, moreover, vivified those poems already

inspired by a Donegal landscape.

Yet the poet’s anxiety to win the hearts of both English and Irish readers
alike, that he might make his living from his pen, ultimately led to cultural

confusion: as a non-nationalist he found it no easy task to express his cultural



distinctiveness on both islands. The difficulties Allingham experienced, as a
middle-class Irish Victorian writer writing in English, were compounded,
moreover, by the fact that he lived through the Great Famine. As Coast Officer
of Customs in Donegal, he had experienced at firsthand the relief efforts of the
Customs Service and the mass emigration from his country, yet he could not
directly describe the scenes he had witnessed for fear of alienating his English
readership. Accordingly, many of the early Irish poems allude to the Famine
indirectly and are filled with images that reflect Allingham’s status as onlooker to
the crisis. A similar fear of offending his English readership is found in those
early poems that are influenced by Irish landscape art. Shying away from
nationalism, in these pieces Allingham attempted to create a common Celticism
shared by Ireland, Scotland, and Wales within the Union. In common with his
other Irish poems they signify the difficulties the non-nationalist, nineteenth
century Irish poet faced in trying to appeal to the culturally diverse reading
audience of the United Kingdom, marking his early work as important in any
study of nineteenth century Irish writing in English. With the exception of “The
Fairies”, Allingham’s early Irish poems have, however, been largely ignored by
contemporary critics. It is to these poems, therefore, that Chapter One turns its

attention.

Il
Despite the lack of attention paid to the aforementioned poems by

contemporary critics, recent appraisals of the “The Fairies” make for thought-



provoking reading. Present-day critics have tended to examine Allingham’s
poem for children in a post-colonial context. No longer are “William Allingham'’s
fairies [...] of English origin”,® or, “a stage-Irish supernatural [...] ‘wee folk’”."°
Perhaps overly-determined to make of it an Irish poem, these readings reveal
Allingham’s fairies to be the “aes sidhe, the ‘fairy’ or ‘gentle’ folk”,"" creatures of
“a contiguous world, a world coterminal with our own, into and out of which some
may move”.'? As inhabitants of “rocky shores” and “liminal locations”,' they are
“like Whiteboys or ousted Celts translated into dream-terms”." Such
interpretations by Paul Muldoon, Joep Leerssen, and Matthew Campbell, while
they do not take into account the influence of Thomas Keightley's Fairy
Mythology (1828), the ballad history that lies behind the poem, or the famine
images that pervade it, nonetheless reveal a darker side to the work and open

up new possibilities behind what, on the surface, reads as a poem for children.

The obvious influence of the poem on Yeats’s “The Stolen Child”, has, of
course, been noted. ' Yet, interestingly, it is generally Ferguson, not Allingham,
who is considered Yeats’s greatest influence'®- a theory that this thesis, while
recognising Ferguson'’s influence, will dispute. Critics such as Richard J.
Finneran and Peter Denman have, for example, looked to Ferguson’s “The Fairy
Thorn” as an influence on “The Stolen Child” without acknowledging the
influence of “The Fairies”."” In that “The Fairy Thorn” concerns a fairy abduction,

Finneran and Denman’s comparisons can be considered fair, but the fact that

10



they do not take account of Allingham’s poem as an equal, or greater, influence

on “The Stolen Child” leaves their argument imbalanced.

Their neglect only serves to add further weight to the erroneous theses of
critics who argue that “the Celtic Twilight” was born with Ferguson. Malcolm
Brown has even gone so far as to state that Ferguson was the “inventor of the
Celtic Twilight"'® when — the influence of the Romantics on the Celtic Twilight
school and the contribution of poets such as George Russell (AE) aside —
Allingham, in fact, wrote many more twilight poems than Ferguson. (There are,
for example, fourteen twilight poems in the “Day and Night Songs” section of
Flower Pieces and Other Poems — a selection which Yeats recommended to
readers in his review of 1891.)'° We know that Ferguson influenced Yeats's
choice of subject matter, or more correctly, to quote John Frayne, that he gave
“Yeats an enthusiasm for the poetic possibilities of the old Celtic legends”:*°
Ferguson’s translations, and his works on Irish legend, were, after all, largely
responsible for Yeats's repeated assertion that Allingham was in “no way

national”®’'

and lacked an epic aim. But this thesis will argue that, because Yeats
empathised with Allingham’s love of place and repeated concern with the world
of the supernatural in his poems, it is Allingham’s West of Ireland settings,
Allingham'’s states of marginality, that the young Yeats used as his literary
loadstone when he strove to write out of a living Irish folk tradition tinted with a

Celtic picturesque imbued with a mystical Irish otherness. That Allingham is not

even mentioned in Roy Foster’s recently published Words Alone: Yeats and his
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Inheritances makes the task a pressing one. As A. Norman Jeffares correctly
observed in his 1980 essay, “Yeats, Allingham and the Western Fiction”:?
Just as James Thomson’s The Seasons modestly anticipated the greafer

creative achievement of Wordsworth’s evocation of nature, so Allingham’s
modest verse anticipates Yeats's greater poetry.”®

n

While earlier critics did turn their attention to AIlinghanﬁ’s other poems —
with M. L. Howe praising Allingham’s very fine “Aeolian Harp” series of poems in
1933,2* and Terence Brown and Warner later commending the clarity of
Allingham’s writing in “George Levison, or the Schoolfellow”® — close readings
of these poems, or insights on their symbolism and possible genesis, do not
exist. Moreover, the relation that exists between Allingham’s ballads, “George
Levison”, and Laurence Bloomfield has not, to date, been considered and is
accordingly examined in Chapter Two, together with Thomas Davis’s influence
upon the Irish ballads and Laurence Bloomfield, which has similarly gone
unnoticed. Paying attention to the language and character portraits of the
ballads, “George Levison” and Laurence Bloomfield, the chapter also builds
upon Linda K. Hughes’s and Campbell’s very fine studies of Laurence
Bloomfield by examining the change of tone and sentiment in the poem’s later

chapters within the context of Allingham’s move to England.

Much attention has been paid to Allingham'’s Irish ballads by Irish critics.

In observing that many of Allingham’s “best short poems have the movement of

12



song”,26 Warner, in his 1973 monograph, perhaps provides a key to his own
preference for, and subsequent superior analysis of, the ballads.?” His study in
this area leaves the reader with new questions to consider regarding the
influence of the Irish folk tradition upon Allingham’s work, and fills in the
knowledge gaps surrounding the singing of Allingham’s ballads by local people
and the history of such songs as “The Winding Banks of Erne”.?® Finally, his
pronouncement that Allingham’s “broadside ballads [...] pioneered a mode that
was later to be taken up by several writers of the Irish literary revival, such as
Yeats, Colum, and Joseph Campbell”,?® serves to accentuate Allingham’s status

as a writer of influence within Irish literary history.

Chief among other noteworthy critiques of Allingham’s ballads are those
by Hugh Shields,*’J. Lyle Donaghy,®' and Robert Farren.*? Shields, as the only
critic to consult Allingham’s manuscript book, presents the most informed study.
An expert on folk song, his assertions that, “Allingham was from early days a
connoisseur” of “the old ballad genre”,* and his “feeling for the ancient ballad
style has few rivals in English”,34 should be taken into account in any

assessment of Allingham’s ballad-writing. His essay also proves of value,

moreover, with regard to the publishing history of the poet's broadsides.
Donaghy and Farren, while their studies are less comprehensive, present

well-supported arguments for Allingham’s mastery of the ballad-form. However,

anticipating Campbell’s thesis that Allingham’s writing was enhanced by his

13



association with the Pre-Raphaelites, Donaghy, without considering Allingham’s
Irish street ballad collection and his constant contact with local ballad singers
and attendance at local ballad fairs, perhaps too hastily suggests that,
“Allingham’s close connection with the Pre-Raphaelites probably contributed to
deepen his natural interest in folk life and tradition and in the ballad.”*
Nevertheless, he makes a fair point when, referring to Allingham’s all-inclusive
studies of the ballad, he notes that his interest “was both local and national, and
universal.”*® Farren again deals with the issue of language in the ballads and
turns his attention to “The Girl’'s Lamentation”. That Allingham’s use of language
within the ballad was a success, he makes clear: “if Donegal spinners were to
spin to new versions the wording must be suited; the English must be such as
they spoke, or not too unlike it.”*” His conclusion regarding the worth of “The
Girl's Lamentation” that, “he ensured its preservation and preserved its

"3 reinforces evidence of Allingham’s expertise within the confines of

simplicity
this form. For those who were fond of citing Allingham’s desire to be an English,
rather than an Irish poet, however, the last word on Allingham’s ballads must go
to Yeats: “It is well to remember these broad sheets, for they prove his genuine

wish to be considered an Irish poet, and not a mere cosmopolitan choosing his

themes from Ireland.”®

v
The sharpest and most thorough critiques of Allingham’s work have,

despite Yeats’s lack of enthusiasm for the poem,*° been carried out on Laurence

14



Bloomfield. Chief among those who, in the past, have critiqued Laurence
Bloomfield for its historical value are Alfred Perceval Graves,*' Alison O'Reilly,*
and Séan McMahon.*® The most detailed survey of the poem as an historical
document is that undertaken by Alison O'Reilly. While O’'Reilly makes some
valid points concerning the historical accuracy of the poem and correctly argues
that Laurence Bloomfield, “has been consistently overlooked and under-valued
by critics”,** she also takes this opportunity to air her views on Irish politics in
general. This weakens the relevance of her evaluation.*® Her generalisations
concerning Irish history and politics, her reading of Laurence Bloomfield as
prophetic, and her description of the politics of Laurence Bloomfield as

“conservative”,*®are both inaccurate and uncalled-for. Although obviously not

"7 and his

intended as such, they cast a slur on Allingham’s “anti-imperialism
belief in peasant proprietorship — a belief which, as Hewitt and Brown have
noted, was “radical”® for its time. Her biased views invalidate her arguments and

negate her authority in any serious study of Laurence Bloomfield.

The most insightful analyses of Laurence Bloomfield have come from
critics such as Warner, T. Brown, Hughes and Campbell. These critiques, while
recognising the historical value of the poem, pay close attention to Allingham’s
use of language and powers of description and dialogue in the poem, thus
assessing its strengths and weaknesses as a literary work. Although some rate
the poem as being of greater importance to Irish literature in English than others,

all of the aforementioned critics are agreed that, despite its weaknesses, the



verse in Laurence Bloomfield has, on occasions, “an authority, seriousness and

weight that appears but rarely” in Allingham’s “other writings”.*°

Warner and Brown draw similar conclusions at times with regard to the
strengths and weaknesses of Allingham’s verse-writing.>° Both concur, for
example, on the poet’s powers of observation and on the painterly qualities of
his descriptive writing — for good or for ill. Both conclude that the writing in the
account of the Ribbon Lodge is weak. If comparisons can be drawn between
similarities of response in their assessment of the poem, however, there is a
marked difference to be found in the writing styles of the two critics and in their
methods of interpretation. Warner is more speculative than Brown.®' His
assessment of the work itself is also unsatisfactory at times. Brown’s argument
regarding the moving force behind the poem is stronger. He cites Allingham'’s
liberalism as both the strengthening and weakening agent in his depiction within
the poem of the “political problems that faced the country",52 and rightly concurs
with Hewitt that, in his desire for peasant proprietorship, Allingham ultimately
belongs to a radical tradition. Warner, on the other hand, shies away from
politics. Allingham’s desire for peasant proprietorship is stated without
considering its ideological genesis or its radical implication. Further, he attributes
the poem’s “underlying strength” to Allingham’s “emotions”,>® which weakens his
argument. In tracing the source of the writing back to Allingham’s emotions he

sentimentalises him. Nor is he prepared to carry out an assessment and

analysis of the poem’s weaknesses. He glosses over them.**
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Despite these failings, Warner does provide the reader with a lot of
factual information and offer insightful remarks on the strength of Allingham’s
writing when depicting “the state of the countryside”.>® Furthermore, he makes
an astute observation on the disparity between the poet’s lyrical poems, with
their “mostly feminine qualities of musical sweetness, grace and charm”,*® and
the “realistic scenes” and “character sketches” of Laurence Bloomfield, with their
obviously “masculine qualities” %" Nevertheless, although Brown is more critical
of the work in general, his readiness to engage with Allingham’s beliefs, and to

assess how Allingham’s painterly style of writing weakens the plot-line of the

poem, provides a more thorough and intelligent analysis overall.

\Y

More recent analyses of Laurence Bloomfield focus on the poem in fresh
but disparate ways, ways that serve to enhance Allingham'’s status as the author
of a “quite astonishing long poem”.*® As mentioned above, the chief studies
undertaken have been those by Hughes and Campbell, with Hughes paying
close attention to the publication history of the poem and arguing that its original
issuance in twelve monthly instalments makes it “a far more radical poem than
[...] the whole-volume edition.”® This is an interesting study, one which opens
new avenues of investigation and poses new questions for the researcher of
Allingham’s work. There is certainly merit in Hughes’s reading of the implications

of the poem in this light. That the endorsement of “reform of the extant power
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structure” in the last two chapters of the poem®® was delayed, due to its monthly
publication, must surely, as Hughes has asserted, have left the Victorian reader
posing many questions of her or his own regarding Irish affairs, and engendered
a fuller understanding of “the perspective and values of the Irish tenantry”.®’
Hughes’s argument that the serialised version is more “radical” than the whole-
volume edition is, however, as we shall see in Chapter Two, questionable.
Nonetheless, her inclusion of a notice regarding the sixth part of the poem,
“Lough Braccan”, originally published in the Guardian on April 1, 1863, adds to
our knowledge of how the serialised poem was received in England. The

language and tone of the review clearly reveal the unease it caused among

English reviewers.®?

It would be fair to say that Campbell’s studies® on Laurence Bloomfield
present the most important contemporary assessment of Allingham’s long poem.
In paying close attention to the form of the poem, Campbell is the first critic to
note that “Laurence Bloomfield works in two poetic registers, English and Irish,
in the English language”.®* It is, accordingly, an assessment which this thesis
endorses. His analysis of “the narration of the state of mind”®® of Neal Doran
before he joins the Ribbon Lodge, in Book VI, where he notes that Allingham
“breaks the metre with an unstressed syllable and late pause [...] allowing in the

» 66

anapaestic roll which matches the quickening Gaelic metre”,” is both perceptive

and enlightening.
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In a later essay included in The Cambridge History of Irish Literature: Vol
1 to 1890, Campbell comments that,
Not only does Laurence Bloomfield picture Ireland between the famine
and the rise of Parnell in frequently harrowing detail, it also suggests an
Irish verse form open to the varying currents of Victorian poetry and
culture, pre-Raphaelite and realist as much as Celtic: its subtitle is A
Modern Poem. Laurence Bloomfield is the one successful formal break
from the lyrics which dominate the Irish mode.®’
After decades wherein doubt was cast over the value of many of Allingham’s
poems by Irish reviewers who found fault with his echoing of English or pre-
Raphaelite styles, it is refreshing to read a critic who not only allows for these

influences but also stresses how Allingham incorporates the different strands of

culture available to him within the poem.

The response of other contemporary critics, such as Justin Quinn, to
Allingham’s poems — and to Laurence Bloomfield in particular — is puzzling.
Quinn’s decision to virtually ignore Allingham’s attempts to write within an Irish
tradition — both in his Irish ballads and in Laurence Bloomfield — and to speak
openly and honestly about England’s mistreatment of Ireland while proposing a
solution to the land question, may have been prompted, in part, by Allingham’s
address to his readership in the preface to the second edition of Laurence
Bloomfield (1869):

Seven centuries are nearly finished since the political connexion began

between England and Ireland; and yet Ireland remains to this hour not a

well-known country to the general British public. To do something,

however, small, towards making it better understood, is the aim of this
little book.®
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That Allingham states on this occasion that the poem was written for an English
readership perhaps leaves him open to misinterpretation. But his statement
appears to have been a half-truth: he was undoubtedly also capitalising on the

Irish people’s “antagonism towards the existing agrarian order”®® and the
consequent concentration by Irish newspapers of the 1850s and 1860s on the
Irish land system, and “questions of tenancy, land ownership and landlord-tenant
relations.””® Quinn has, accordingly, marginalised Allingham within the canon of
Irish literature by describing him as a “Unionist” writer.”" Relying wholly on the
poet’s eight-line description of the “Kelt” in the later, and weaker, Chapter XI| —
and apparently missing the ironic tone created by the enjambed first line and the
caesura in the second line of the couplet: “He looks with somewhat of a childlike

n72

trust/ To those above him, if they're kind and just”“ — Quinn claims that

Allingham “wishes to assure the English reader that the true Irishman, if treated

weII will be an adornment of the Empire, and not the thorn in its side.””® As an
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anti- |mpenallst Allingham clearly did not envision the Irishman as “an adornment

of the Empire”. Like Bloomfield he “Small nations to conglomerates”’*

preferred
and “nowise” allowed that “there is any natural incapacity in Irishmen to govern
Ireland”.”® Fearing that Ireland’s taking “absolute control of things” without
preparation, “would be to confer an evil gift indeed”,76 he called for an economic
and intellectual partnership between Ireland and England, “mutually learning and
teaching many things, marching together in the vanguard of human progress"77
until such time as Ireland was prepared for, and educated in, “the principles” of

“self-government”.”®
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Had Quinn read Allingham’s many travelogues and essays he might have
drawn very different conclusions over his political sympathies. But “Irish Street
Singers and Irish Street Ballads” aside, Allingham'’s prose has generally faded
into oblivion. Chapter Three thus examines Allingham'’s series of travelogues,
Rambles (1867-1877), while Chapter Four concerns itself with Allingham’s
editorship of Fraser’s and his essays and poems published in the magazine
during that period. Studied in conjunction with the poet’'s poems and ballads,
Allingham’s travelogues and essays throw light on his literary intent and refute
accusations by still earlier critics, such as Taylor, Ernest Boyd, and Lionel
Johnston, that Allingham'’s literary ambition “was to be entirely and essentially
English”,”® or that he “had an entirely English distrust for the Anglo-Irish idiom”,*
and was “nothing of an Irish scholar, able to draw inspiration from Gaelic
literature”.®" As Graves argued in Allingham'’s defence in 1908:

Allingham has not been done justice to [...] He is spoken of as no Irish

scholar and therefore unable to draw inspiration frorn Gaslic literature: .

Allingham’s essays distinctly show that he was a student of Gaelic

literature, even to the extent of wading through The Four Masters.®
Moreover, there is a haunting beauty in many of the travelogues: the valuable
insights they offer into the writer’s character and beliefs and his changing views
on Ireland over the years aside, collectively they present a vivid picture of the
Victorian way of life of ordinary men and women. His Irish essays are of

particular historical importance to a contemporary Irish reading audience,

recording, as they do, a rural way of life that has long since disappeared.
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Allingham’s editorship of Fraser’s, his year-long “lvy-Leaves” series
(1878), and those other essays published in the magazine during his term as
editor, present a very different writer and thinker to the dreamy and sentimental
pre-Raphaelite imitator who, as mentioned earlier, has repeatedly been made to
represent the poet in past reviews of his lyrical poems. As we shall see in
Chapter Four, Allingham’s anti-imperialism and his anti-Empire sentiments,
together with his disdain for the capitalist system, came to the fore during this
five-year period — as did his non-Unionism and his tendency to share the beliefs
of Irish nationalism with regard to Empire. Although not referring either to
Allingham'’s editorship of Fraser’s or to the prose or poems of this period, but to
his Irish poems and ballads, Yeats’'s statement, in his 1891 review of
Allingham’s collected works, that “we have been wrong to neglect this man”®
holds true. Having, some one hundred and sixteen years later, studied
Allingham’s writings, it is a belief from which this thesis was born. It is perhaps
fitting, therefore, that the final chapter 6f this th_esis should tur;1 its attentior; to

Allingham'’s influence on the young Yeats: it is in Yeats’s early poems, after all,

that the neglected Allingham lives on.

22



Notes

' John Hewitt, “The Search”, Poets from the North of Ireland (ed) Frank Ormsby, p. 35.
? Signed “Giraldus”, it was reprinted under his name in 1862.
® Final two stanzas of “Two Dreams”, “Dream the Second”. Good Words, 11 (1870: Aug.) pp.
554 - 556, p. 556. Signed William Allingham. Republished as two separate poems, entitled “A
Dream” and “Another Dream”, in Blackberries (1884), pp. 40 — 43, pp. 42 — 43.
* William Allingham, By the Way: Verses, Fragments, and Notes, p. 100.
® Alan Warner, William Allingham, p. 58.
6 John Hewitt, The Poems of William Allingham, p. 16.
" See, for example, M. L. Howe, “Notes on the Allingham Canon”, Philological Quarterly, Vol XII
(3 July 1933), pp. 290 — 297, pp. 291 - 92; Ifor Evans, English Poetry in the Later Nineteenth
Century, p. 135; Ernest A. Boyd, Ireland’s Literary Renaissance, p. 83.
® G. J. Watson, Irish Identity and the Literary Revival: Synge, Yeats, Joyce and O'Casey, p. 31.
° Stopford A. Brooke, Introduction to A Treasury of Irish Poetry in the English Tongue, p. xvi.
'% Loreto Todd, The Language of Irish Literature, p. 108.
" Paul Muldoon, To Ireland, I, p. 7.
"2 Ibid.
'3 Matthew Campbell, “Letting the Past be Past: The English Poet and the Irish Poem”, Victorian
Literature and Culture, Vol. 32, No. 1, p. 67.
" Joep Leerssen, Remembrance and Imagination: Patterns in the Historical and Literary
Representation of Ireland in the Nineteenth Century, p. 167.
(- See, for example, A. Norman Jeffares, “Yeats, Alingham and the Western Fiction”, The
Canadian Journal of Irish Studies, Dec. 1980, Vol. VI, No. 2, pp. 2 - 17, pp. 2 — 3; John P.
Frayne, Uncollected Prose by W. B. Yeats, Vol. |, pp. 208 — 09; Matthew Campbell, “Letting the
Past be Past: The English Poet and the Irish Poem”, Victorian Literature and Culture, Vol 32, No.
1, p. 67, & Nicholas Grene, Yeats's Poetic Codes, p. 81.
¢ See, for example, Mark Storey, Poetry and Ireland Since 1800: A Source Book, p. 32; Marjorie
Howes, Yeats’s Nations: Gender, Class and Irishness, pp. 25 — 28; Richard J. Finneran, Yeats:
An Annual of Critical and Textual Studies, Vol. 12, pp. 90 — 93.
' See Richard J. Finneran, Yeats: An Annual of Critical and Textual Studies, Vol. 12, p. 92, and
Peter Denman, Samuel Ferguson: The Literary Achievement, p. 177.
'® Malcolm Brown, Sir Samuel Ferguson, p. 30.
" W. B. Yeats, “A Poet We Have Neglected”, Uncollected Prose by W. B. Yeats, Vol. |, pp. 208 -
12, pp. 211 - 12. First published United Ireland, Dec. 12, 1891.
%% John Frayne, Introduction to Uncollected Prose by W. B. Yeats, Vol. |, p. 45.
2 W. B. Yeats, “The Poet of Ballyshannon”, Letters to the New Island, pp. 74 — 78, p. 74. (First
published in the Providence Sunday Journal, 2 September 1888.) See also “A Poet We Have
Neglected”, Uncollected Prose by W. B. Yeats, Vol. |, p. 212.
2 A Norman Jeffares, “Yeats, Allingham and the Western Fiction”, The Canadian Journal of Irish
Studies, Dec. 1980, Vol. VI, No. 2, pp. 2 - 17.
% Ibid, p. 2.
M. L. Howe, “Notes on the Allingham Canon”, Philological Quarterly, Vol. X1, 1932, pp. 290 —
97, pp. 293 - 95.
% Terence Brown, “William Allingham: Cultural Confusion”, Northern Voices: Poets from Ulster,
g .42 - 54, p. 52, Alan Warner, William Allingham, p. 59.

William Allingham, p. 39.
77 Although Warner makes some incisive observations in his assessment of Allingham’s early
and later lyrics, his analysis of the ballads is altogether more thorough and informative. His
argument with regard to Allingham'’s first collection Poems (1850) that, “we become aware that
he lacks a central creative impulse and this lack is what keeps him a minor writer” (p. 29) is, for
example, an important one, raising as it does new questions about the disparity between
Allingham'’s finer poems and those which fall into the category of Victorian poesy. His further
noting of the fact that the mood and mode of “A Dream” “was to be echoed frequently by Yeats in

23



his early poems” (p. 25) is also of relevance in any study of Allingham’s work. However,

Warner's praise of such cloyingly sweet poems as “The Wayside Well” and “Sweet Sunday

Bells” is unhelpful — as is his bypassing of the “Aeolian Harp” series and poems of such haunting

beauty as “Moonrise”.

%8 Surmising that the ballad in question “must have been “The Winding Banks of Ere”, Warner

includes a post-script from a letter to Mrs Tom Taylor, wherein Allingham writes: “| enclose a

local ballad of mine which has been sung in the street here [...] One day, finishing a letter for a

woman to her daughter in America, | said: ‘Is there anything more?’ on which she pulled out a

crumpled copy of the ballad. ‘Aye, we'll send her this, and it might make her come home.’ |

Z§9hou|d have said that the letter was an entreaty to her daughter to come home.” (Warner, p. 34.)
Ibid, p. 34.

¥ Hugh Shields, “William Allingham and Folk Song”, Hermathena: A Dublin University Review,

No CXVII, pp. 23 — 36.

3 J. Lyle Donaghy, “William Allingham”, The Dublin Magazine, April-June 1945, pp. 34 - 38.

%2 Robert Farren, The Course of Irish Verse in English, pp. 47 - 53.

¥ Hermathena: A Dublin University Review, No CXVII, p. 27.

 Ibid, p. 23.

% The Dublin Magazine, April-June 1945, p. 34

% bid, pp. 34 - 35.

" The Course of Irish Verse in English, p. 51.

% Ibid, p. 50.

¥ W. B. Yeats, “A Poet We Have Neglected”, Uncollected Prose by W. B. Yeats, Vol |, (ed) John

P. Frayne, p. 210.

0 See “The Poet of Ballyshannon”, Letters to the New Island, pp. 77 — 78. First published in the

Providence Sunday Journal, 2 September 1888.

* Alfred Perceval Graves, “William Allingham”, Irish Literary and Musical Studies, pp. 70 — 100.

2 Alison O'Reilly, “Allingham’s ‘Laurence Bloomfield’ — An Historical Document”, Donegal

Annual, Vol IV, No. 2, pp. 101 - 10.

3 Séan McMahon, “The Boy from His Bedroom Window”, Eire-Ireland: A Journal of Irish Studies,

Vol 5, No. 2, Summer 1970, pp. 142 -153, p. 151 - 53.

* Donegal Annual, Vol IV, No. 2, p. 102.

5 Astonishingly, O'Reilly is seemingly aware of the irony and imbalance at play within her own

writing. Having early on stated that Allingham, “has a rare impartiality which reassures readers

that his facts are trustworthy and that he is a competent historian” (p. 102.), she later adds:

In the light of subsequent events Laurence Bloomfield is not without elements of
prophecy. The bloodshed that followed on Home Rule, the problem of Partition, the
troublesome activities of the I.R.A. then and now, Eire’s aloofness from Britain and
international affairs and what is to many people her exclusiveness in general, certainly
bring to mind Allingham’s doubts about the good results of independence and justify to
some extent his fear of Home Rule. ...it is a moot point whether the Irish are better off by
themselves. (p. 109).

*® Ibid, p. 107.

:; John Hewitt, The Poems of William Allingham, p. 16.

Ibid.

4 Terence Brown, Northern Voices, p. 48.

%0 See Alan Warner, William Allingham, pp. 43 - 55, and Terence Brown, Northern Voices, pp.

47 - 51.

%" One cannot but be puzzled, for instance, by Warner’s decision to pose hypothetical questions

in an appraisal of Allingham’s work, such as, “Would he [Allingham] have felt more at one with

the people of Ireland” if he had been born into a “Catholic family?” (William Allingham, p. 43.)

%2 Northern Voices, p. 47.

%% William Allingham, p. 55.

> A clear example of this tendency is to be found when Warner, having acknowledged “the large

element of day-dream within the last two books” (William Allingham, pp. 50 - 51), fails to account

24



for this — simply stating that “despite this the story is an absorbing one.” (William Allingham, p.
51.)

% Ipid, p. 51.

% Ipid, p. 55.

" Ibid, p. 53.

% Anthony Cronin, Heritage Now: Irish Literature in the English Language, p. 64.

*° Linda K. Hughes, “The Poetics of Empire and Resistance: William Allingham’s Lawrence
Bloomfield in Ireland”, Victorian Poetry, Vol. 28, No. 2, pp. 103 - 117, p. 109.

% Ipid, p. 103.

®" Ibid, p. 109.

%2 Ibid, p. 110. “The subject is repulsive, nor is there anything in the style or diction to redeem it
from vulgarity.” (The Guardian, April 1, 1863, p. 315.)

8 Both in “Irish Poetry in the Union: William Allingham’s Lawrence Bloomfield in Ireland”,
European Journal of English Studies, Vol. 3, No. 3. pp. 298 — 313, and as part of his essay,
“Poetry in English, 1830-1890: from Catholic emancipation to the fall of Parnell”, in The
Cambridge History of Irish Literature: Vol 1 to 1890, pp. 500 - 543.

i European Journal of English Studies, Vol. 3, No. 3, p. 306.

® Ibid, p. 307.

% Ibid.

% The Cambridge History of Irish Literature: Vol 1 to 1890, pp. 531 - 32.

% | aurence Bloomfield in Ireland: or, The New Landlord (1869), Preface p. iii.

@ R. V. Comerford, The Fenians in Context, p. 28.

" Ibid.

" See Justin Quinn, The Cambridge Introduction to Modern Irish Poetry, 1800-2000, p. 43.

72 “awrence Bloomfield in Ireland: A Modern Poem”, Ch XI, “Lord and Lady”, Fraser’'s Magazine,
68: 405 (1863: Sept), pp. 364 — 74, p. 365.

" The Cambridge Introduction to Modern Irish Poetry, 1800-2000, p. 42.

7 “_awrence Bloomfield in Ireland”, Ch XII, “Midsummer”, Fraser’'s Magazine, 68: 407 (1863:
Nov.), pp. 63547, p. 637.

"® Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland (1869) Preface, p. vii.

"® Ibid, p. viii.

" Ibid, p. ix. :

"8 Ibid, p. vii. '

i Geoffrey Taylor, Irish Poets of the Nineteenth Century, p. 8.

% Jreland’s Literary Renaissance, p. 82.

®' Lionel Johnston, A Treasury of Irish Poetry in the English Tongue, p. 366.

8 Alfred Perceval Graves, Irish Literary and Musical Studies, p. 86.

B w.B. Yeats, “A Poet We Have Neglected”, Uncollected Prose by W. B. Yeats, Vol |, (ed) John
P. Frayne, p. 210.

25



Chapter One

“The Early Irish Poems: States and Images of Marginality”

Where, seldom by an ear surprised,
The little stream soliloquised,

In songs and murmurs of delight,
Heard clearest of a starry night,
Amid the hush of all the hills.

Untitled, by William Allingham’

The problems William Allingham encountered as a non-Catholic
provincial Irish poet writing in English — hoping to impress an educated British
and Irish readership with ballads and poems, and the Donegal peasantry with
ballads set to music — resulted in his trying on of several different identities
before his transfer within the Customs Service to Lymington, Hampshire, in
1863. Accordingly, there is evidence, in the poems of his pre-Laurence
Bloomfield in Ireland period, of attempts to build his image as a poet writing
within the Romantic tradition, as a local poet inspired by Irish art and the
Donegal landscape, as a Celtic Poet, and as an Irish balladeer. In 1857 he
would further attempt to sound the note of a respectable rural gentleman in
“George Levison; or the School Fellows™, later imagining himself into the role of

benevolent Irish landlord in the aforementioned Laurence Bloomfield (1864).°

Already an outsider in the Protestant community in Ballyshannon
following his abandonment of the Protestant religion, due to his aversion to the
“Theologian” whom he considered the “Chief Liar”,* Allingham found himself

equally marginal to his British readership following poor sales of his first volume,

26



Poems (1850).° Subsequently trying his hand at Irish broadside ballads and
seeking an audience in the Irish rural poor, The Music Master. A Love Story, and
Two Series of Day and Night Songs (1855)° — which includes his previously
published broadside ballads — reveals the difficulties Allingham faced as a
middle-class Irishman marginal to both the centre of the British literary world in
London and to the Irish oral tradition. Seeking approval of his Irish ballads from
an educated English readership and the Donegal peasantry alike, his frustration
at being unable to communicate with both culturally distinct groups
simultaneously is evident in the volume’s preface which this chapter shall

examine.

The chapter will, however, largely confine itself to Allingham’s early Irish
landscape poems contained in the aforementioned Poems and The Music
Master, both compiled during the years of Allingham’s greatest creative output
v 1850-1855,7 and to his efforts to establish his dictinetiveness in. Englarnd,
through a common, and easily accessible, Celticism, in his case often inspired
by Irish landscape painting. Attention will thereafter be turned to the poet's
immersion in the Irish oral tradition and Irish ballads in Chapter Two. States and
images of marginality in these early Irish landscape poems, suggesting
Allingham’s peripheral social and literary position in the Ireland of the Union, will
be noted. It will be argued that these states and images mirror not only the
poet’s solitary status as an English-speaking, non-Catholic poet in Donegal, but
also his sense of powerlessness regarding the Famine and the potential threat

of an Irish revolution. The overthrow of King Louis Philippe in 1848 and “the
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subsequent inauguration of a French republic”, had, after all, “created in Ireland
as elsewhere the illusion that revolution was easy”,® with Young Irelanders such

as John Mitchel calling “repeatedly for instantaneous insurrection.”

Having revealed how the Donegal landscape was the place — for the poet
who believed, “that Nature is poetic: Nature [...] is a Poem, and every part of
Nature™® — of his greatest inspiration, it will be argued that in looking directly to
this landscape Allingham created his most successful early poems. However,
because almost all of the poems published in the 1850-55 period evade direct
mention of the poverty, deaths, and threat of Ribbonism and violence during,
and in the wake of, the Famine,"" they will be seen to reflect both the poet’s
suppression of the harrowing scenes he witnessed as Coast Officer of Customs
and his fears of possible insurrection. Arguing that the landscape poems offered
an escape for Allingham from the ugly rebarbativeness of Irish life, it will
describe how a division between life and landscape emerged in his poems. The
“atmosphere of art’" that Allingham self-confessedly strove to incorporate in his
verse will be found to pertain mainly to his landscape poems, with Irish life most
often confined to the ballads, “George Levison; or, the Schoolfellows”, and the
later Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland - which will likewise be assessed in Chapter

Two.

An amateur artist and art lover, whose poetry notebooks contained
“beautiful colour effects”*® and “pen and pencil sketches”,'* Allingham was

attracted to the art world all his life. Perhaps unsurprisingly then — his remapping
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of the Donegal landscape aside — Irish landscape and topographical art proves
to be one of the strongest Irish influences in his early poems. Images drawn
from Petrie’s artwork, and the paintings of his fellow landscape artist, George
Barret, are pervasive in such works as “Wayconnell Tower"'"® and “The Ruined

Chapel”'®

where, echoing Edmund Burke’s theory of the sublime, the human life
that appears on the landscape is made subservient to the vastness and
timelessness of the scenery that negates its presence. Wishing his non-Catholic
Irish status to be respected both in Ireland and England, Allingham often failed
to include place-names or the names of local landmarks in such poems in order
to stress a common lIrish, Scottish and Welsh cultural heritage symbolised by
picturesque ruins and found in remote seascapes uncontaminated by urban and
industrial society. In so doing, and writing sixteen years in advance of Matthew
Arnold’s On the Study of Celtic Literature (1866), it can be said that Allingham —
also influenced by the Romantic cult of nature with its celebration of the Celtic
“other” — was the originator of an easily accessible, passive and painterly
Celticism shared by Ireland, Scotland and Wales within the Union."” Unlike
Ferguson, he evaded the ominous atmosphere and physicality of such poems as
“The Fairy Thorn”,"® or the mythic and legendary themes of Ferguson'’s later
work. Devoid of characters with a history, or allusions to nationality, the
unidentified countryside of his poems portrays a homogeneous Celtic landscape
where national and cultural distinctiveness is lost. His efforts to please both an

Irish and an English readership in this way, however, had its disadvantages. In

denying the actuality of the countryside that had shaped him — whose every
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“brook and waterfall”'® he knew — Allingham also experienced a weakening of

his Irish identity.

It will be argued, furthermore, that collectively the landscape poems
undermine Allingham’s attempt at a common Celticism. Repeated images of
death, and of dying figures, arise in an often dark and depopulated post-Famine
landscape. In the night poems included in both Poems and The Music Master,
lone figures or small groups of people are either threatened by the darkness
outside or are shut out from the security of a lighted room. Moreover, Irish life in
general is made insecure by the presence of ghosts and the power of the sea. In
these poems, nonetheless, Allingham was at least prepared to hint at the land of
uncertainty he inhabited, while continuing to describe a brighter Ireland, where
he was at one with nature, in those poems he termed his “Day Songs” within
Day and Night Songs.?° Only in a scenery stripped of sunlight could the poet
imply that all was not right with the land of his birth and present a painterly
moonlit landscape whose cold beauty was indifferent to both his isolation or the
suffering of others. The moonlight in Allingham’s Irish poems is therefore always
revelatory, reinforcing the permanence of the landscape in opposition to either
the poet’'s own marginality or that of his characters, with the moon itself acting as
a painterly eye, freezing in time, as we shall see, the land that he found so

difficult to leave.

Focusing too on Allingham’s hesitancy in writing directly about death and

~on his inability to let go of an idealised past, the chapter will further explore how
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these issues are made manifest in the poems through the poet's repeated
representation of the sea and of windows as thresholds between either life and
death or past and present.”" Yet by dividing his poems into Day and Night
Songs* Allingham — who separated his own personality into light and dark, or
public and private, and who would later own that “What most he felt, religion
‘twas to hide"® — created the opportunity to voice his insecurities over a post-
Famine Ireland. (Even in his own home, after all, it seemed to the poet “not at all
improbable that our man-servant — a very civil, attentive fellow — is a
Ribbonman”.)** An intensely private person,® the landscape of Allingham’s night
poems — with its recurring themes and images — hence only takes shape as a
whole when the poems are read collectively, and the “dumb darkling grotto™® of

the inner, marginalised self, that the poet held so sacred, emerges into the light.

I

Peripheral to the English literary world and something of an outsider in his
own community of Donegal, Allingham’s main means of communication with
other writers and thinkers at the centre of the literary or art world in London — or
with Irish writers and artists based in Dublin, such as Ferguson and Petrie - was
through the post. As an idealistic young man, he seems, to the consternation of
his family, to have envisioned making a living for himself as a poet.” But the
young writer lacked the social background, family connections, and university

education common to most English poets of the time.”® He therefore sought to
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educate himself — studying the work of such writers and thinkers as Dante
Alighieri, Emanuel Swedenborg, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Emerson, William
Barnes and Robert Burns — and to introduce himself to other writers by letter
before eventually taking summer trips to London to greet them in person. By the
age of nineteen he was already corresponding by post with Leigh Hunt. At age
twenty-three he began correspondence with Emerson and, a year later, with the
minor poet and journalist, Henry Septimus Sutton. To these writers, and those
poets and artists whom they, in turn, introduced to Allingham — men such as
Coventry Patmore, Thomas Woolner, and Bryan Waller Procter, (who
“practically give him introduction to all the literary London of that day”)*® —
Allingham could request criticism of his poems, confess his loneliness as a poet
and thinker in a remote provincial town, and seek advice on further reading. His
eagerness to relate to others of like mind, and his joy in having his literary

ambltlons taken seriously, is evident in his correspondence. Lacklng an artlstlc
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or mtellectual friend in Donegal, he early considered Hunt and Emerson to be his
friends long before they had even met, so pleased was he that they chose to
reply and showed an interest in his work. One introduction led to another and
soon Allingham was spending a few weeks every summer in London visiting —
among others - Patmore, Tennyson, Carlyle and Arthur Clough, and befriending
Dante and William Rossetti and other members of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood. But the disparity between his fleeting London visits and his life in
Ireland could not have been greater. Having worked in the bank for over seven

years - after his bank manager father, who was ill at the time and worried he
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might not survive his iliness, removed him from school at age fourteen — he
became Principal Coast Officer of Donegal in 1846. It was an unusual career for
an lrishman at the time. James P. Murray tells us that,
The Coastguard was regarded locally as just another arm of the law sent
to spy on them [the local people] and prevent them from enjoying their
traditional rights, such as smuggling, the plundering of wrecks and
especially the illicit distillation of potheen (poitin).*
Accordingly, most coastguard stations were manned by Englishmen. In his diary
Allingham includes visiting wrecks as part of his duty which, despite the mutual
affection that existed between the Ballyshannon locals and “Masther Willy”*' and
» 32

his insistence on his “popularity”,” can only have served to isolate him from the

Donegal peasantry outside his own town.

Although his diary contains no mention of it — either because he chose
not to include it or because his wife Helen Allingham, who heavily edited his
diaries and ietters, excluded the entry - the coastguard was alscinvalvedin the -
administration and distribution of famine relief during Allingham’s time as Coast
Officer in Donegal. As Principal Coast Officer he must surely have been
involved, both directly and indirectly, in their operations:

The Preventive Services consisted of three cordons: shore stations with

patrolling customs officers under the direction of the Treasury; small

revenue cutters which could negotiate narrow sea-inlets and channels
between the islands; off-shore were larger cruisers (gunboats) manned by
the Navy which could, when necessary, carry up to 50 tons cargo and
serve the larger islands such as [...] Tory in most weathers. Those larger

cruisers also provided transport for Local Government and other officials
to the outlying islands.®

33



As we shall later see, despite Allingham’s difficulties in writing about the Famine,
images from his experiences as Coast Officer were to find their way into such
poems as the “Aeolian Harp”, “Is it all in vain?"** and “A Dream”.** That he chose
not to draw attention to his involvement in famine relief is, however,
understandable. R. V. Comerford has noted, after all, that, “the dominant feeling
left behind by the famine in Ireland was [...] a sense of embarrassment and
inadequacy.”* Furthermore, the fact that “its deeply socially destructive nature to
all classes made it repellent” to Irish artists and patrons alike,” implies that the
same sense of shame over the spectacle of malnourished and poorly clad Irish
peasants was not confined to the Irish art world. Yet Allingham'’s diary records
visits to the infirmary® and the poorhouse® during the Famine, and his letters
express his fear that there seems to be no end to the crisis in sight. In a letter to
Carlyle in 1850, the poet stresses, “There are bad symptoms in the potato crop

in this nelghbourhood every field black" “* His sense of powerlessness and
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concern for the Iocal people is evrdent “There is no surplus capital among the
peasants to buy India meal with as there was when the former failure
happened.™' Despite their hunger, however, foodstuffs such as “bacon and

lard™*

continued to be exported from Ballyshannon. Accordingly, Allingham
experienced feelings of guilt over his own financial security while others
suffered. In a letter to Hunt in February 1847, alluding to the cold weather and
his wish for a “turf-fire” rather “than a coal one”, the writer immediately

recognises the selfishness of his preference: “but fuel as well as food is much

harder to the poor in this unfortunate time than usual.”** As Coast Officer he also
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witnessed the mass emigration that took place during and after the Famine, part
of his duty being, in his own words,
[...] the examination of the fittings and provision of Emigrant ships, and
the calling over, when ready for sea, of the lists of Passengers, who came
forward one by one, men, women, and children, to pass the doctor and
myself.*
Several of these ships left from his hometown, Ballyshannon, at the height of the
Famine, including the Caroline, bound for New Brunswick, on 1 May, 1847, and
the Brig Brazilian, bound for Boston, on July 26, 1847.%° Despite inspection by
doctors, many deaths occurred when these ships reached their destination.

Allingham was surely aware of it. In 1847 alone, nine Donegal people died

shortly after arrival at New Brunswick.*

Ireland’s crisis and his longing for interaction with “articulate™” men and
women aside, however, the young poet does seem to have occasionally enjoyed
the compary of both Protestant and Catholic middie-class. frisnds - withewhorm
he dined, sang and played ballads.*® But in the five-year period from 1844-49,
his “inner mind was also “brimful of love and poetry”, and his “greatest thrill” was
in reading letters from a “love-correspondent”,* referred to in his diary as only
“F.” A cousin, “F” was probably Florinda Allingham, daughter of Edward
Allingham who was involved in a long-standing land dispute with the poet’s
brother, John Allingham.®" Both families accordingly opposed the relationship.
By 1849 it was over. In February of that year Allingham was forbidden to
communicate with his cousin, and the following month his “love-correspondent”

confessed that “her heart perhaps” belonged “to another.”
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Despite the great sorrow this caused him, Allingham continued to write
letters for illiterate neighbours, rowed or waded out “barelegged to the fishing

"% and,

boats”* with local youths, “never failed to attend the Ballyshannon Fairs
as evidenced by his essays on Lough Derg® and on St. John’s Eve,* partook of
the rituals and customs of the local people. As we shall see in Chapter Two he
was also an avid fiddle player and collector of Irish broadside ballads, playing
Irish airs on his fiddle and writing his own versions of Irish ballads in order to
partake of Irish oral culture. Yet even these relationships and ways of interacting
with the local community were disturbed by his constant moves within the
Customs Service. Between 1846 and 1854 he was moved four times: to
Ramsay, Isle of Man, in 1849, to Ballyshannon (where he was Customs-Officer)
in 1850, to Coleraine in 1853, and to New Ross, Wexford, in 1854. Like Gerald,

the romantic hero of his poem “The Music Master”,*® he feared “unlook’d-for

change and the mstability it caused. Unable to settle anywhere outside of
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Ballyshannon when removed from it he managed each time to organise an
exchange back home. Allingham’s insecurity can perhaps be traced back to his
mother’s death, following the birth of a stillborn son, in 1833. The poet'’s father
remarried® two years later and Allingham does not seem to have seen eye to
eye with his stepmother.®’ Nor was he particularly close to his siblings:*
anticipating his later anxiety at being removed from Ballyshannon, as a child he
found “more reality” in “places” than “persons”.®® Nonetheless, although he only
recollected Margaret Allingham as “an invalid”,** he could recall that she was

165

“gentle in voice and movement™ and sang at the pianoforte from time to time. A
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“mild presence”,*® as we shall later see he often dwelt on her “shadowy

memory™ within his poems. Haunted by memories of her,* Allingham seems to
have subsequently constructed the Donegal landscape as nurturer and healing

force in her place, making of Ballyshannon and its environs a motherland where,
having abandoned organised religion, he found God in nature and inspiration for

his lyric poems.

Allingham would later recall, in a letter to Carlyle in 1866, the stress
caused by the constant moves he was obliged to make “against” his “will" in his
early working life. In the letter the poet describes to his friend how, out of a sheer
longing for a “sense of permanence”,”® he “stuck” to the Customs in
“Ballyshannon as long as | could — longer than anyone else would — and so long
as to surprise everybody; losing many a chance of promotion by my
adherence.””" So insecure was he when removed from the familiar world of
home that as a young man he even insisted that the climate of that great .
Victorian literary centre, London, did not “suit” his “constitution.”” For all his
marginality at Ballyshannon “everybody” was “glad” to see him, and he was

»73

“glad to see everybody.

Yet elsewhere Allingham confessed that “a great part” of his life was
“solitary”,” and his letters, diary, and early essays confirm this. Although the
poet shared an interest in music and local ballads™ with the local people and

knew “everybody”, he also was self-consciously aware that there was “nobody””®
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with whom he could discuss poetry or literature. A diary entry for Tuesday, May
2, 1850, reads, for example:
Down the Mall with Thoreau’s book, Week on the Concord and Merrimac
Rivers, green slope near the Coves. Boat, floating. Thoreau’s nature and
freshness, mixed with impatience. Back to town and sit on wall to watch
the fair.”
Accepted by Catholics and Protestants alike, he must nevertheless have cut a
mysterious figure carrying Thoreau’s book down the Mall and watching the
goings-on of the fair from afar. Although appearing content with his own sense of
isolation in the above diary entry, in his essays, “The Irish ‘Stationers” (1850)
and “Around the Midsummer Fire” (1852), Allingham’s unease at his solitariness
is apparent. Fully empathising with the peasantry on a one-to-one basis or, as
we shall see in the following chapter, on those occasions when he immersed

himself in Irish broadside ballad lyrics and mingled among them at the fair, he

became self—conscnous of his status as a social and rellglous outsider without the
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unlfymg force of music. Joining the barefoot Catholic pilgrims, as they wait for a
boat to take them to Station Island to do their penance in “The Irish ‘Stationers”,
he is self-conscious over his everyday middle-class attire — complete with hat
and gloves — and his non-Catholic status. Having visited the island and provided
an account of the various rituals undertaken by penitents during their three days
of penance on Saint Patrick’s Purgatory, he is “ashamed to receive various

"™ on his return to the mainland.

blessings” from a new group of “Stationers
Similarly, in “Round the Midsummer Fire”, wherein he recalls visits to some of

the bonfires of the “little town"”® (presumably Ballyshannon) on St. John's Eve, a
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gulf opens up between himself and his fellow townspeople: the “black figures” of
the local peasantry “assume a novel and mysterious aspect™ for him, so far

apart does he stand.

These states of marginality are echoed in the many poems in Poems, and
the two series of Day and Night Songs contained in The Music Master,®' where
the speaker is physically removed from human contact, gazing down on the
landscape or his hometown from a distance or a height.®? Unable to relate to the
local people on an intellectual level and at times ill at ease regarding their
silence on political matters,®® he was nonetheless, as we have seen, “‘perpetually
drawn back as a cat to her corner”® to Ballyshannon. A picturesque town from a
distance, “on closer inspection, signs of poverty and neglect” were “manifest in
dilapidated houses, rows of hovels shutting up the river bank, and [...] roads,
footways, and other public works, of rude and careless construction.” It was
not @ busy, port. A szandbar lay cutside the harbour preventing the.antrance of
larger vessels - at high tide sometimes “presenting a serious difficulty to the
navigation of vessels crossing” it.®® This was to cause problems during the
Famine. On 23 April, 1847, the Ballyshannon Herald reported, “a ship with
breadstuffs for Ballyshannon and Enniskillen is still waiting for a fair wind to get
into Ballyshannon Harbour. It is hoped that she will arrive today as people
discharged from the Workhouse are in great distress.”®” The local newspaper

also kept accounts of “the Custom’s Receipts and the number and tonnage of

vessels inward and outwards, ‘from the port of Sligo, subport of Ballyshannon
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and creek of Donegal’ for the years 1851-52."% As John Cunningham rightly
comments, “These make dire reading from the point of view of Ballyshannon”:
Sub Port of Ballyshannon. Customs Revenue - 1851 - £115-5-4 — 1852
- £338-7-5. Vessels inward 1851 — 23, tonnage 1443 tons. Vessels Inward
1852 — 26, tonnage 1841 tons. There are no outward figures which
suggest that there are no local Ballyshannon ships operating and all
departed in ballast.
Creek of Donegal. Customs Revenue - 1851 - £1,031-17-1 — 1852 -
£1196-17-0. Vessels inward 1851 - 116 vessels, tonnage 9,716 tons.
Outward 39 vessels — 5,067 tons. Vessels inward 1852 — 90 vessels,
tonnage 8,193. Outward 41 vessels, tonnage 5,607.°
While the figures of Donegal Town “dwarf those of Ballyshannon”, both are
“miniscule in relation to Sligo™ “1851 Custom’s Duties c£20,000 on 238 vessels
coming in and 170 vessels going out.”®® Nonetheless, Allingham was happier
working in Customs at Ballyshannon, where he sought to improve conditions at

the port by becoming “secretary of the Ballyshannon Harbour Improvement

Committee”.”’ Donegal Town did not provide the same inspiration for his poems.

The importance of his local landscape as a source of inspiration to
Allingham cannot be underestimated. Its familiar scenery, peace and solitude
offered a temporary escape from contemplation of the plight of the rural poor
which Allingham would confront in his article “Irish Ballad Singers and Irish
Street Ballads” (1852),% and in his long poem, Laurence Bloomfield. Here
Ireland’s social and political problems could be cast aside in a synthesis
between poet and land. Its significance is highlighted in an early letter to
Emerson in which Allingham states, “I| mean to try something like Irish Idyls — but

not to be efforts at Irishism, but at Nature with the (necessary) local colouring”.*®
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His statement is of particular interest in that it also serves, in part, as a definition
of those Irish poems, penned by Allingham in the 1850s, that portray a common
Celticism of ruins, wild scenery and seascapes. But, with its depopulated and
dramatic scenery, the Donegal coastline also complemented Allingham’s
passion for high art and, in particular, romantic Irish landscape painting and
topographical art. Influenced by Dutch and English landscape artists, there was
nothing particularly Irish about the paintings and drawings of such Irish
landscape and topographical artists as Petrie, Barret and James Arthur
O’Connor - other than the fact that they appealed to the Irish love of landscape
and place while simultaneously satisfying a British audience already familiar with
such a style. No in-depth studies appear to have been carried out into Celticism
within nineteenth century Irish art but it can be argued that these classically
trained artists, shying away from scenes of Irish poverty, likewise portrayed a
passive common Celticism within the Union and that Allingham consequently
looked to th‘is tradition in his Irish landscape poems. Fintan Cullen has, for |
example, noted how Barret’'s View of Powerscourt (1760-2) compares with The
Falls of Clyde (1771) by Scottish artist Jacob More. In both paintings “the image
of the Celtic Fringe conveyed to the London spectator is that of wild yet noble

landscapes.” *

Il
Although he wrote many poems and ballads inspired by both the Donegal
landscape and its people between the late 1840s and 1855, Allingham would not

gather a selection of this work into one volume until the publication of Irish
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Songs and Poems in 1887. But even at this late stage he failed to include many
of the finer earlier lyrical poems included in Poems and The Music Master which,
although not mentioning place-names, were clearly inspired by an Irish
Iandscape.95 It is hence left up to the reader to collate the early Irish poems from
Allingham'’s pre-Laurence Bloomfield collections: no easy task, as the young
poet’s anxiety to appeal to as wide a readership as possible led him to produce
a diverse mixture of poems in volumes that lack harmonization and structure.
His first volume, Poems, contains no overall theme or mood and mixes Victorian
poesy, lyrical landscape poems, ballads and poems for children haphazardly.
The Romantic influence of Keats and Coleridge is evident in poems with a
Gothic influence, such as “Lady Alice”,* and those poems and ballads of the
supernatural such as “The Witch Bride”,®” “The Maidens of the Mere”®® (Retitled

“The Maids of Elfen-Mere” and revised to include the refrain, “Years ago, and

years ago;/ And the tall reeds sigh as the wind doth blow” in The Music Master),
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and “The Pale Image",99 all of which — excepting the last — were reprinted in The

Music Master. Nor, as we shall see, is the influence of Wordsworth absent in
such poems as “Wayconnell Tower”.'® But, as is also the case in The Music
Master where many of these poems would be republished, Allingham’s greatest
non-Irish influences are Tennyson — particularly in the “Aeolian Harp” series of
poems — and Emerson. In his best Irish landscape poems, however, he comes

closer at times in voice to Emerson than to either the Romantics or Tennyson.
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The minor poet, essayist and journalist, John Reade, who likewise lived in
Ballyshannon as a child, recalled in 1872 that one book Allingham “appeared to
be never without was ‘Emerson’s Essays™.'”' We also know, from the
correspondence between the two men, that Allingham had read Emerson’s
Poems (1847) prior to the publication of his own Poems.'" The same clear,
unforced tone and love of place and nature found in Emerson’s “Each and
All”,'® “Good-Bye”,'™ and “The Apology”'® are thus found in Allingham’s “Sea-
Side” (later retitled, “On the Sunny Shore” in The Music Master),'® and “A Burial
Place” (revised and retitled “Under the Grass” in The Music Master)."”’ In fact,
direct comparisons can be drawn between Emerson’s “Good-Bye” and

Allingham’s “Under the Grass”, where both poets eulogise their sylvan homes:

| am going to my own hearth-stone,
Bosomed in yon hills alone,—

A secret nook in a pleasant land,

Where groves the fialic fairies planned,
Where arches green, the livelong day,
Echo the blackbird’s roundelay,

And vulgar feet have never trod

A spot that is sacred to thought and God.

O, when | am safe in my sylvan home,

| tread on the pride of Greece and Rome;

And when | am stretched beneath the pines,
Where the evening star so holy shines,

| laugh at the lore and the pride of man,

At the sophist schools, and the learned clan;
For what are they all, in their high conceit,
When man in the bush with God may meet?'%®

Where these green mounds o’erlook the mingling Erne
And salt Atlantic, clay that walk'd as Man
A thousand years ago, some Viking stern
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May rest, or chieftain high of nameless clan;
And when my dusty remnant shall return

To the great passive World, and nothing can
With eye, or lip, or finger, any more,
O lay it there too, by the river fall.

The silver salmon shooting up the fall,
Itself at once the arrow and the bow;
The shadow of the old quay’s weedy wall
Cast on the shining turbulence below;
The water-voice which ever seems to call
Far off out of my childhood'’s long-ago;
The gentle washing of the harbour wave;
Be these the sights and sounds around my grave.'%

»110

Furthermore, stanzas two and four of Emerson’s “Dirge” ™ anticipate the march

of the dead in Allingham’s “A Dream”:"""

In the long sunny afternoon,
The plain was full of ghosts;

| wandered up, | wandered down,
Beset by pensive hosts.'"?

But they are gone,—the holy ones

Who trod with me this lonely vale;

The strong, star-bright companions
Are silent, low, and pale.""

William Irwin Patrick McDonogh has said of Poems that,
It is as though he made poetry too much its own object, so that the verse
became inbred; as though [...] he were too much aware of being engaged
in writing, too persistently anxious to find an audience and acquire the
status of a literary man.""
Although the volume contains a number of very fine poems — “Evening (A Close
View)”,"® “By the Shore”,'"® “Moonrise”'"” and “A Burial Place”,’"® to name but a

few — his assessment is correct when the collection is considered as a whole.

Allingham’s anxiety to gain instant respect as a poet, and make a living for
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himself as a writer that he might prove his disapproving family wrong, lec to the
creation of many poems that lack a distinctive poetic voice. But the speed with
which they were written — there are one hundred and fifteen poems in the
volume in all — also needs to be taken into account. In a letter to Sutton,
Allingham states that most of the poems contained in Poems were written during
the winter of 1849-50."" Leaving no time to rewrite and edit before publishing,
Poems can be read almost as the notebook of a young poet who, stili
experimenting with voice, allows for an uninterrupted outpouring of verse within
which his weaker poems act as stepping-stones to finer ones. There was hence
little time for the poet to consider his hybrid identity as an Irish poet writing in
English: comparing it to the volumes that follow, one is struck by Allingham’s
lack of self-consciousness over his Irishness and the ease with which he
combines Irish poems, such as “The Goblin Child of Ballyshannon”'?° and “To
the Castle of Donegal”,'?' with poems and ballads clearly intended for an
English reading audience.'“* While in rhe ‘I.\;fusic; A;fasfé} he Would Ibetray his |
consciousness of his status as an Irish poet writing in English, no distinction is

drawn in his first volume between his Irish and English poems.

Despite the presence of a significant number of poems from both Poems
and his 1854 pamphlet Day and Night Songs, The Music Master is more
successful than Poems in that the number of poems is reduced,'? and there is
an attempt to keep the reader’s mind focussed by dividing the shorter poems

into songs of day and night.'?* With its nine woodcuts designed by Allingham’s

45



friends, Arthur Hughes, Rossetti and John E. Millais, it is also a more attractive
volume than the former. The preface of this volume is what ultimately sets it
apart from Poems, however. In it Allingham attempts to assert his Irish
nationality through attention to his “ha’penny ballads”,'* an endeavour which
ultimately fails, resulting instead in an exposure of his hyphenated identity as an
Irish poet writing in English. Seeking to “employ a diction”'? familiar to the Irish
peasantry, but also understood by an English reading audience, Allingham finds
himself literally at a loss for words. Irish-English, he explains, equates different
meanings to common English words — “distress”, for example, signifying “bodily
want’ and “misery” meaning “penuriousness”."?’ If he is true to the native Irish
dialect his additions to Irish ballad fragments will not be understood by an
English readership. In immersing himself in the Irish ballad tradition, while
unable to speak the native Donegal dialect or Gaelic, he is reminded of his
status as outsider in the country of his birth. But equally, through his efforts at
translation, he finds himself at a remove from his English readership. Despite his
love of his home place and his fascination with the local ballad tradition, he is
faced with the realisation that, because the native Irish dialect is virtually
untranslatable, he will never be an Irish Burns. It was to be, perhaps, his
deepest regret and the problems he encountered in trying to write an Irish-
English understood by both Irish and English alike is a subject to which he would
return in Rambles,'?® and one which shall be discussed in more depth in

Chapters Two and Three. But despite his inadvertent disclosure of his

hyphenated identity, Allingham’s glossing of his Irish ballads creates added
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interest in them for an English reading audience. For the reader willing thereafter
to take the time to peruse both these ballads, and those poems influenced by an
Irish landscape and Irish locations in Poems, a clear disjuncture between life
and landscape begins to emerge: human life is generally found consigned to
Allingham’s ballads while his nature poems, or poems of landscape, are notable

for its absence.

For confirmation of Allingham’s acknowledgement of the division of life
and landscape in his poems, however — and the primacy that nature took in that
divide — it is necessary to refer to a letter the poet would write to his friend
Ferguson some thirty years later.'? Attempting to bring his Irish poems —
including Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland — together within one volume, he
informed Ferguson that he had already considered Poems of Irish Life and
Landscape as a possible title."** The title proves revelatory for the student of
Allingharﬁ’s work. It is here — with the clarity of hindsight — that the poet not only
offers a definition of his Irish verse as a whole and alerts the reader to the two
very different themes at play within it, but also lays emphasis on the painterly
quality of his work. While, as a title in itself, Poems of Irish Life suggests a
realistic depiction of Irish life in verse and provides an adequate description of
the scenes of social realism the reader will later encounter in Laurence
Bloomfield in Ireland — as well as accommodating those ballads which give a
voice to Irish coﬁntry life — the additional “landscape” blurs its meaning. The

reader, conscious that the word “poems” could just as easily be replaced by
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“paintings”, cannot help but draw a parallel between the title and the world of art.
The “Irish life” involved hence becomes ambiguous, overshadowed by the more
definitive and visual “landscape” which robs the former of its ugly realism.
Furthermore, because human life has already been described in the first class of
poems there is a suggestion that this life is hence either absent from, or
subsumed in, the landscape poems with their ostensible connection to romantic
landscape painting where human figures were usually added as mere decoration

and frequently by an artist other than the painting’s creator.™"

Regarding Allingham'’s lyrical Irish poems of the pre-Laurence Bloomfield
period, and those nature poems which Allingham himself didn’t categorise as
Irish but which were inspired by an Irish landscape, the suggestion in the title of
the disjuncture of life and landscape generally proves correct. In keeping with his
experience of the mass deaths and emigration caused by the Famine, the early
Allingham landscapes tend to be void of people,'*? who, when they do appear,
are diminished by the vastness and permanence of that landscape or returned to
the land or sea through death. Hence, in poems such as “Autumnal Sonnet” the

"133 is represented as

life of the friends who sit “together in the glimmering eve
fleeting and under threat from “the monitory blast” which, “Wails in the key-hole,
telling how it pass’d/ O’er empty fields, or upland solitudes,/ Or grim wide

wave”."** Similarly, in “M.C” “the fall's deep base” is “left on the air
young man is laid to rest in his grave. Following the pattern of Allingham'’s life in

Donegal the sense of wholeness that he sought but never found — due to his
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intellectual isolation, his literary preoccupations and his early rejection of
organised religion — is pursued in the poems but never realised. In “In the
Dusk”"*® and in the untitled, “Still in my prayers and in my dreams”"*’ love is
denied or lost, and when the poet turns his mind to the coastal scenery for
recompense it is indifferent to him, the unchanging condition of land and ocean

reinforcing his transient position upon the earth and shutting him out.*®

That Allingham evaded mention of emaciated bodies and a poverty-
stricken peasantry — in his case by turning to landscape poetry — was not
unusual at the time. As Melissa Fegan has noted, “The task of representing the
Famine was an onerous one, a duty performed with no expectation of reward.
Publishers and readers could be hostile.”"*® Even William Carleton was careful
to assure his readers that “the principle interest” of The Black Prophet was not
“so gloomy a topic as famine” (...) and built his plot around a murder mystery
and love triangle to prove it.”'*’ There were, furthermore, “reports that relief
money was being used to buy arms for the assassination of landlords and a
future rising”"*' during the Famine years. What could be interpreted in England
as “the politicisation of [...] poverty”'** by Irish writers and artists who overtly
depicted famine images in their work, made those who hoped to capture the
English market shy away from such scenes. Catherine Marshall has remarked
that, “For most Irish artists” of the nineteenth century “any obvious identification
with Ireland made success, especially in London, problematic, and the picture-

buying public at home was too small and too provincial for artists with
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ambition.”'** The same could be said of ambitious Irish writers during the
Famine, a time which saw “the bankruptcies of many Irish publishers and
printers”.'* While “natural delicacy may have prevented” them from portraying
“the indignity of death from famine”, an instinct “accompanied [...] by a desire to
show their countrymen in the least unflattering light possible”, " the simple
desire of writers under the Union to make a living by their pen additionally needs
to be taken into consideration when considering the work of the writers of the

ti‘me.

Christopher Morash’s argument that the Irish poet was handicapped by
“poetic models” which came from “a country in which famine was a foreign
concept”’, and did not “sit comfortably in any of the established poetic idioms of
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the English tradition”, ™ is also relevant with regard to Allingham’s work. His

best Irish landscape poems are visual, a series of frozen photographic images

e L

that stay in the mind. But the same is equally true, as we shall see in Chapter
Two, of his portraits of people in “George Levison” and Laurence Bloomfield. He

had that “peculiarity of utter non-sympathy with the subjects”'*’

of his poetry, a
non-sympathy that Coleridge attributed to Goethe and Wordsworth: “They are
always the spectators ab extra — feeling for, but never with, their characters.”'*®
For a descriptive writer, intent on portraying vivid painterly images of his
characters, there was no way to describe the bodies of the emaciated Irish

peasantry in his poetry without being misinterpreted by an English reading

audience. As someone who paid close attention to the Irish art world, Allingham

50



must have been aware of R. G. Kelly’s 1847 painting of an eviction scene, “An
Ejectment in Ireland” or “A Tear and a Prayer for Erin”, which was exhibited at
the British institution in 1853 (see Appendix 1). While the peasants of the
painting do not look particularly malnourished and we do not see the faces of the
pleading women in the foreground, “Strickland, in his Dictionary of Irish Artists,
nonetheless records that the painting (...) was ‘much criticised as a political
picture, which the artist never intended, and was actually discussed in the House
of Commons.”"* As a consequence Kelly “avoided such subjects for the rest of

his career.”"°

[

Seeking the middle ground, Allingham sought to overcome his marginality
to Irish and English readers alike by portraying the landscape of many of his
Donegal-inspired poems as Celtic rather than Iristi. i a way, it was an act of
defiance: an assertion to Irish nationalists, who defined nationality by blood,
religion or language, of his right to a shared heritage, and a declaration to his
English readership of his Celtic distinctiveness. But as Leerssen has noted
“Celticism came in the course of the nineteenth century to be treated with a
great deal of sentimental condescension and tolerance” in Wales, Brittany and
Scotland “but not in Ireland”, where nationalism complicated the idea of Celtic
separateness and gave it “a far more radical political potential.”’>" Accordingly,
by his portrayal of non-threatening Celtic landscapes, Allingham also demanded

respect from his English reading audience for that very Celtic “separateness”.
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A concept which was still developing, Celticism had been given impetus
not only by the Romantic championing of the mystical and imaginative
“otherness” of the Celtic peoples within the British Isles, but also by the
translation of Gaelic literature from Ireland, Scotland and Wales into English. It
was, in other words, “an attempt to create, re-create or assert, a cultural identity
for the peoples of Ireland, Scotland and Wales” which would “distinguish
them”'? from the English. Allingham, however, took the concept one step
further: anticipating Ernest Renan, Henri Martin and Arnold, he demonstrated
the melancholic spirit of the Celtic writer and his ability to describe with ease the
“life of nature”."®® In contradistinction to Renan and Arnold, however, who would
later interpret the Celtic tradition as, “something which was dead and which
belonged to the past",154 Allingham, as an Irish poet engaged in creating poems
that evoked a Celtic landscape, proved that the Celtic tradition and Celtic poetry
lived on through his writing. Nonetheless, capitalising on “the Romantic and
Victorian vogue for sublime locations”,'*® the Celtic landscape of the poems was
dreamlike and painterly: as unthreatening as the subjugated Highlands after
Culloden; a periphery where time moved slowly and where the Celt was
seemingly incorporated peacefully into the Union. Deliberately courting the
Romantic interpretation of the Celt as creative “other”, the Celtic poet — in the
form of Allingham — was seen to be “true to nature” and to be ruled by

“imagination” rather than “reason”.'®

That the poet strove to simultaneously retain his Irishness and seek

integration into the English literary world through a Celticism distinct from the
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divisive issues attached to Irish politics and the stereotypical nineteenth-century
image of Ireland as a land, “eternally torn by faction, and a constant prey to

distress and turbulence”'®’

is understandable considering his background.
Although Allingham was familiar with the oral tradition of the peasantry, he was
nonetheless also part of an Irish Victorian middle class who had grown up
listening to, and reading, the tales and poems of Walter Scott'®® rather than
immersing themselves in native Irish culture.'®® Furthermore, as an ambitious
young writer he could not afford to ignore market trends and demands by being
“formally innovative”.'® It was essential that he subordinate “his poetic forms to

cultural expectations”'®"

if he was to win the respect of English journal and book
publishers alike. In opposition to Irish nationalism, the expression of a shared
Celticism of “exotic, romantic regionalism” which was “different from, but not
opposed to mainstream English culture”, and added “a dash of local colour at
the national periphery",162 stood a better chance of acceptance in England than
poems that highlighted Ireland’s poverty or mass emigration. Accordingly, many
of Allingham'’s pre-Laurence Bloomfield poems of Irish life and landscape
embrace the Celtic spirit and stress a remote and “Fairy-haunted Isle”'®® dotted
with ruins, where the culture of the people can be interpreted as one of the past,
“one without future, with a mystic otherworldliness, exiled from the mainstream

of historical progress”."®

Allingham’s Celticism is complicated, however — as we shall see in the

following chapters — by his anti-imperialism. Characterised by his disdain for
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Britain’s unjust treatment of Ireland in his essay “Irish Ballad Singers and Irish
Street Ballads” (1852)®° and in Laurence Bloomfield, Allingham would later
express outright opposition to Britain’s expansionist policies, colonisation of non-
white countries, and support for the Turkish or Ottoman Empire as editor of
Fraser’s Magazine. That he developed a homogeneous Celtic identity during the
same period he advocated — as we shall see in Chapter Two — freedom of
speech for the Irish, even if that speech be seditious, casts his Celticism in a
somewhat different light. With this and his later fully developed anti-Empire
stance in mind, Allingham’s Celticism can equally be viewed as “a counter” to
the “imperialist ethos” that “sought to minimize the Celtic past or eliminate it from
the record of British history.”'® Katie Trumpener, in her book Bardic
Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire, has described how the
“artifact is of value not so much in its own right but because of its ability to
represent synecdochically the culture and the historical moment that produced
it.”'%” Hence although the ruins of Allingham’s poems, in such poems as “The
Ruined Chapel”, “The Music Master: A Love Story”,'®® and “Wayconnell Tower”,
represent a culture long .since past, they also strike an anti-imperialist chord,

serving “as a reminder of all that has been effaced or swept away.”"®®

Allingham’s Celticism did not always result in success, however. In
poems such as "The Music Master: A Love Story", the mystical “otherness” of
the Celtic land is weakened as the poet finds himself unable to break completely

free of English Victorian literary models of idyllic rural life. Despite some fine
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descriptions of nature, the “Irish vale”'’® has been prettified to appeal to the
English penchant for the picturesque. While Celtic scenery and landmarks are

» 171 «

present in the backdrop of “emerald hills”,'”" “ruin'd” convents'’?

and “ancient”
abbeys '~ where “spirits” stand “near” their living offspring in “the twilight”'”* —
the poet, over-conscious of the unromantic face of the rural village and its
hinterland in post-Famine Ireland, reinvents its landscape and exaggerates its

vitality. English-sounding “green meadows”'"®

are transplanted into a remote
Irish valley, together with glee-clubs and little “cottage gardens”.'”® While the
village is filled with the sound of music, and fiddles “glide”"”’ through jigs and
reels, playing “Colleen Dhas” and “The Hawk of Ballyshannon”,'”® the Irish airs
mingle with pianoforte’s sound so that “In the sweet links of one harmonious

any division that exists between those who inhabit the “lowly” cottage,
and those whose dwelling place is beneath a “lofty” roof,'® is erased. In direct
opposition to the divisive class divisions and gritty realism we shall later
encounter in Laurence Bloomfield, the air of unreality here attached to his
imagined community affects the writer’s ability to create credible characters, and
the storyline suffers as a consequence. In his attempt to express an “exotic,
romantic regionalism”, Allingham was clearly happier working with either lone
characters or supernatural beings and nowhere was the poet more successful
with this than in “The Fairies”.'®' While the poem acts as a metaphor for
Allingham’s cross-cultural upbringing within the Ireland of the Union, within it the

poet's marginal position, to both native Irish culture and the British literary

market of the time, is also temporarily erased.
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Written in early 1849 when Allingham was only twenty-four, the uneasy
atmosphere created by the marriage of human to unknowable-other in “The
Fairies” is prettified to appeal to the Victorian penchant for the picturesque.
Splashed with colour thevwriter’s “vellow tide-foam”,'®? “black mountain lake”, '

“white mist"'84

and brightly dressed little men suggest painterly scenes or
storybook illustrations — the red of the little men’s caps perhaps coincidentally
mirroring the red caps and capes of James Arthur O’Connor’s “little figures” in
his landscape paintings (see Appendices 2 and 3).185 The young poet was
clearly taking full advantage of “the acceptance and rapid growth of fairyland as
fit subject matter for literature, painting and the stage"186 in Victorian England.
Hoping to add Celtic mystique to the poem, however, he blurred the line
between “good”'® fairies and changelings with his tale of a child stolen by “little
men”,'® giving credibility to the existence of a contiguous world which poses a
threat to the human world with his referral to actual Irish locations within the
p‘c.Jlem. But there is a mischievous twist to the poem. While Allingham’s
inspiration may well have come from the final stanza of Burns’s, “Charlie, He's
My Darling” (“It's up yon hethery mountain,/ And down yon scroggy glen,/ We

189 _jtself a version of the old

daur na gang a milking, / For Charlie and his men”)
Jacobite song beginning, “It's up the rosy mountains, and down the craggy glen,/
We dare not go a-milking, for Charly and his men”'®° — it's also possible the
poem was inspired by the 1798 outlaw ballad, “Shane Crossagh”. A

highwayman, Shane Crossagh O’'Mullan was “the Robin Hood equivalent for

Northern [sic] Ireland”,"" robbing the rich and sharing his goods with the poor.
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There were numerous stories and songs of his exploits and it is likely that
Allingham had heard at least some at the ballad fairs. Crossagh was eventually
caught and hanged with his sons in Derry in 1722. The opening two stanzas of
the ballad read:

It's up the heathery mountains and down the rushy glen,

Squire Staples has gone a-hunting Shane Crossagh and his men,

And forty mounted yeomen that galloped in a stream,

They swear they'll 'gin the gallows work when they come back again.

Shane Crossagh was a ploughboy that ploughed at Ballynascreen

But now he is an outlaw for the wearing of the green,

For the wearing o’ the green, oh, the wearing o’ the green,

But now he is an outlaw today at Ballynascreen.
The ballad ends:

It's bound now is Squire Staples, you'll find him in the glen,

The outlaw force consisted of seven gallant men,

Of seven gallant men, my boys, of seven gallant men,

And with despair he tore his hair and wept for Shane amain.'%
But whichever ballad the poet looked to for inspiration for his poem its
subvarats wrigmns remain: secreted under Allingham's tale.of faarylies sithgr -
Jacobite ballad or a tale of rebellion from a patriotic Irish outlaw. Although
engaged in writing a poem to appeal to an already extant market of newspaper
reports of changelings, the apprehension that the wild mountain world instils in

the mortals of the poem, who daren’t enter its environs, echoes the threat

inherent in both potential original sources.

Nevertheless, although perhaps secretly pleased with his child-like
revision of his original source, Allingham’s intent does not seem to have been to

create a poem for children with a hidden meaning. Hungry for literary
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recognition, his objective was most likely to capitalise on the Victorian obsession
“with the question of changelings”, and the constant reports in newspapers and
journals of “the widespread survival of belief in such beings, as well as
numerous cases of death or injury causes by the practices used to exorcise
them.”'® Furthermore, in utilising material from the Irish, English and Scottish
sections of Keightley’'s already popular, Fairy Mythology,194 Allingham found a
way to align himself with an Irish authority on folklore and mythology.195 It was
surely here that Allingham'’s “little men” and child abductors were born, for
Keightley stresses that, “the proportions of the fairies” of the north of Ireland “are
very minute, approaching to those of Titania’s ‘small elves”,'® while the Gaelic
fairies of Scotland make their “raids upon the low country, and carry off women
and children”."®’ In keeping with the taste of his time, however, the poem also
apes James Hogg’s, “Kilmeny",198 a poem which enjoyed popularity in Victorian
England. There can surely be no coincidence that “The Fairies”, in the fashion of
Hogg’s poem, concerns a girl who is abducted by the fairy-folk and who, like
Kilmeny, returns to the world after a seven-year absence, or that “little
Bridget”'®® is similarly immersed in water by the fairies,?®° and that in both
poems there is confusion as to whether the human child is dead or sleeping.?”"
Yet taken within its historical context, it is hard to dispel the image of the dead
Bridget as either that of a child famine victim or an emigrant child returned home

only to find her friends dead or departed to other shores. Sixteen female

orphans from the Ballyshannon workhouse were, after all, selected for
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emigration to Australia under the Earl Grey scheme just two years before

Allingham penned his poem?*>— one of them perhaps a cousin.?*

Giving voice to the cross-cultural nature of Ulster at the time, “The
Fairies” is thus fused with Scottish and English influences (e.g. it also contains
echoes of John Keats'’s, “La Belle Dame sans Merci”, and Tennyson’s “Sleeping
Beauty”). For Allingham there was no anomaly in such a conflation: “The
Fairies”, with its mix of Irish, Scottish and English folklore and literary influences
— together with its mention of Irish place-names — makes whole his middle-class
Ulster status more potently than any of his other poems. That this hybridization
of cultures left Allingham in a peripheral position to the Nationalist poets of The
Nation is evident: writers such as Leerssen have observed that fairies “were not
to be found in The Nation whose frame of cultural reference” was “historical and
ancient-Gaelic”, but were rather the stuff of “the Dublin University Magazine and
similar cdnsﬁervative reviews”.?* Be that as it rﬁay, “The Fairies” is no less a
poem of the hybrid culture of the middle-class Irish of Allingham’s time — or

indeed no less Irish — for that.

Y
While “The Fairies” was a success, Allingham nevertheless still ran the
risk that an over-emphasis on his Irish identity could ostracise him from English
readers. However, his attempt to merge Irish culture with an all-embracing Celtic

heritage negated Allingham’s Irish roots in poems such as “Wayconnell
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Tower”?® and “The Ruined Chapel”,>® where Irish ruins and the Irish landscape
became interchangeable with British ruins and Welsh and Scottish landscapes
due to his suppression of Irish place-names. In his effort to throw off his state of
marginality and assert his identity Allingham found himself betraying the very
place he identified himself with. Consequently, there is, on occasion, a conflict
either between the titles of poems and their content or between the content of
the poems and their later-added notes in Irish Songs and Poems, as the poet
seeks, with hindsight, to reinstate the Irish landscape that had originally inspired
his work. The tension that a shared Celtic heritage imposed upon the young poet
was ultimately to be relaxed with the serialised publication of Lawrence
Bloomfield in Ireland in Fraser’'s Magazine in 1862. Until then, however,
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Allingham still found himself peripheral to “an authentic native tradition”,
one remove from the culture of his own country. His self-identity —always bound

up SO strongly with Ballyshannon and Ireland was leftin a precarlous posmon
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The compulsnon to reassert both his Irlshness and the presence of the Donegal
countryside into a poem originally written in the spirit of a shared Celticism is

perhaps most evident in “Wayconnell Tower”.

This landscape poem, describing a tower in its rural setting, first appeared

208 and the second, and

anonymously in Charles Dickens’s Household Words
finer, version — to which we shall turn our attention here — was republished under
the same title in the first series of Day and Night Songs.?*® Allingham

immediately sets the scene in the first stanza in the realm of the picturesque by
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dehistoricising the tower, which has blended back into verdant scenery. The
atmosphere of a warm June evening, with its profusion of new leaves and
growing things, is portrayed vividly in order to draw a distinction between it and
the decaying ambience of the tower the speaker of the poem is about to enter:
The tangling wealth by June amass’d,
Left rock and ruin vaguely seen;
Thick ivy-cables held them fast,
Light boughs descended, floating green.?'®
Once inside the tower, emphasis is placed on the view of the sea from its top,
propelling the reader from the picturesque to the romantic in the space of one
four-line stanza:
Slow turn’d the stair, a breathless height,
And, far above, it set me free,
When all the golden fan of light
Was closing down into the sea.
The sudden transition from ground-level to dizzying height is successful and
given greate: force by Allingham’s description of tha: sinking sun . bacausgadihs
long slow climb up the winding stair the speaker only catches the sunset’s final
moments and is shut out from the last light of day which is “closing down”. All the
elements of Burke’s idea of the causes of the sublime are here: the tower,?'" the
sea’'? — and, in stanza four, the stars?'® and the gathering darkness:*"
Aloft within the moulder'd tower
Dark ivy fringed its round of sky,

Where slowly, in the deepening hour,
The first faint stars unveil'd on high.?'®
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But Allingham is anxious to strike a balance between the Romantic and the
picturesque and quickly lapses back into Victorian sentimentality in stanzas five
and six:
The rustling of the foliage dim,
The murmur of the cool grey tide,
With tears that trembled on the brim,
An echo sad to these | sigh’'d.
O Sea, thy ripple’s mournful tune!-
The cloud along the sunset sleeps;
The phantom of the golden moon
Is kindled in thy quivering deeps;
The distinction between the “tide” in stanza five, and the “sea” in stanza six, is
a skilful one, and it is made by Allingham in other poems to create a state of
conflict within the natural elements that corresponds to the poet’s mood. (Hence
in “In the Dusk”?'® “Cloudy fire dies away on the sea”, while the innocuous “tide”

» 217

of the same poem is compared to a “full, happy heart”,“’" and in “Moonrise”?'®

S il e gpakerasonfomts while away fromi humeiscentrasted v

219 The speaker of the poems is thus torn

the rolling of the “Atiantic water”.)
between a desire for simplicity and the sublime to which he is drawn but also

fears.

7220 _ where “Day and Night

As in “The Ruined Chapel” by its “lonely seas
and Day go by;/ And stars move calmly overhead” — the vastness and
timelessness of the starry sky and the permanence of the ocean emphasise the

poet’s mortality. He is left feeling diminished and alone with thoughts of his own

death, a death which is symbolised by the “closing” of the day as the sun sinks
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and the sea sounds its subsequent “mournful tune”. But the dread induced in the
speaker by the sight before him is not only of the final darkness that must come
with death. As sole witness to, and lone recorder of, the sublime moment
(removed as he is from any signs of human life with only the “rustling” of the
foliage and the “murmuring” of the tide for company), he fears becoming trapped
in art itself:
Oh, hournfully!-and | to fill,
Fix'd in a ruin-window strange,
Some countless period, watching still
A moon, a sea, that never change!®*’
In entering the inner world of the tower, which acts as a symbol for the inner self
and the world of imagination and creativity, the speaker is snared in a frozen
painterly moment, and for an instant fears he may not be able to return to rejoin

the scenes of “stress and strife” that belong to the quotidian round. It is

interesting to compare the two versions of the poem. In the first published

version igderisehold Werds??2 the ending 8 fanlsssamhiguous,; Thassneakers, . <

departure from the tower is filled with optimism for what he has yet to create:

And other clearer voices call
To towers that are not builded yet;
And, stepping from the perished wall,
My feet on steadfast earth | set.

In the second version, however, while the speaker still looks to a new day, the
tower is nonetheless equated with life itself:
Farewell! dim ruins; tower and life;
Sadly enrich the distant view!

And welcome scenes of toil and strife;
Tomorrow’s sun arises new.%%>
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Perhaps anticipating Allingham’s planned move to London in 1854 to make his
living in highefjournalism — a plan which subsequently resulted in his return to
Ireland??* — in this version the impression is created that the speaker has
determined to leave what he considers to be a meaningful existence, or “life”,
behind, in order to make his way in the world. This decision is also alluded to in
the preceding stanza when the speaker’s shadow is left behind in the tower:

The guided orb is mounting slow;

The duteous wave is ebbing fast;

And now, as from the niche | go,
A shadow joins the shadowy past.?

5

Bearing these details in mind, “Wayconnell Tower” can be interpreted not only
as a poem in the same vein as “The Ruined Chapel”, where man’s temporal
existence is in conflict with the timelessness of the universe and his life hurrying

to its close, but as an exploration of the theme of artistic marginality where the

choice the struggling artist faces is to either develop his own creativity — at the
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But, taking Allingham’s later expressions of distaste for colonialism and
imperialism into account, another reading of both versions of the final stanza
imposes itself: refuting the idea that both Celt and Celtic landscape existin a
state of stasis, the speaker, taking life from his ancient culture, moves forward
into action and a new day. Enriched by his heritage, he is prepared to overcome

whatever obstacles lie in his way.

When Henry Wadsworth Longfellow read the poem he was so impressed

by Allingham’s capturing of mood and evocation of place, in what at face value
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appeared to be an Irish ruin poem, that he included it in his collection, Poems of
Places. Ireland, in 1876.%?° Wayconnell is an Irish-sounding name after all, and
Allingham was from Donegal whose original Irish name was Tir Connell. Despite
the implication, and the fact that the poem is set in a coastal location similar to
that of Allingham’s other Irish landscape poems, Longfellow’s assumption — and
no doubt that of Allingham’s readers — was incorrect. The following year — some
twenty-seven years after its original publication in Household Words —
Allingham, now editor of Fraser’'s Magazine, changed the title to “In a Broken
Tower” for his volume, Songs, Ballads and Stories (1877). Therein he owned
that he was sorry Mr Longfellow had been “misled by the name”.??’ It was, he
admitted, “a fancy name, the ‘locus in quo’” being in reality “one of the towers of

Conway Castle™?®

in Wales. Wishing to clear up the confusion, he deemed it
“better fitted with a less special title, — like ‘The Ruined Chapel’ [...] and a great
many other pleces in the volume whose actual Iocatlon was altogether
subsndlaryr“” Unlike “The Wlndmg Banks of Erne and “Abbey Asaroe these
poems were not, he now claimed, “local pieces proper”.?*° Allingham later
contradicted this statement by recasting “The Ruined Chapel” in the mould of an
Irish poem when he included it in Irish Songs and Poems. Placed between “The
Girl's Lamentation” and “The Fairy Hill, or, the Poet’'s Wedding”, it there serves
to accentuate the picturesque and remote Donegal landscape that the mortal

and fairy creatures of the collection inhabit. As a singular poem it may not qualify

as a “local” piece “proper” pandering, as it does, to a common Celticism, but, like
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“‘Wayconnell Tower”, when read alongside the other Irish poems, the mood,

atmosphere and setting that it describes undeniably makes it one with them.

If Longfellow had not included “Wayconnell Tower” in his collection it is
possible that Allingham would not have changed the title and both poem and
tower would have retained their perceived Irish status. The fact that Longfellow
did so clearly forced Allingham to reconsider his original poetic intentions
regarding not only this poem but other earlier poems of a similar nature. His
declaration that the settings for “Wayconnell Tower” and “The Ruined Chapel”
are “altogether subsidiary”, implies that the poet desired the Celtic landmarks in
question to be considered mere symbols of man’s temporal existence when set
against the timelessness of the universe, a theme not only explored in these
poems but several others included in Songs, Ballads and Stories.?®' But in
denying the importance of place, Allingham detached not only particular
landmarks ‘or places but also himself, as a writer, from an individual hisfory. If
Irish ruins and locations lost their local identity and blended into a homogeneous
Celtic landscape, then so too did Allingham. Reclaimed by nature, Welsh ruins
were deemed synonymous with Irish ruins, indicative of a mutual Celtic identity
where, within the United Kingdom, “the frightening sublimity of actual historical

"232 \was masked in much the same way as the poet’s Protestant Irish

event
status. Despite Allingham’s desire to submerge his nationality and to centre
himself within the Union, with the publication of “Wayconnell Tower” his effort at

integration failed. There was an air of desperation in his decision to re-christen
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the tower of a Welsh Castle with an Irish-sounding name: it was an illogical
attempt to retrieve a specifically Irish identity from an all-inclusive Celticism and

to re-associate his name with the land of his birth.

Allingham rightly worried that the poem bore the mark of Tennyson’s
influence.?*® Furthermore, an echoing of Book VI of Wordsworth’s Prelude,
which was published in the same year, is evident in the work.?** Hence, for the
critic prepared to look no further than literary influences, the poem fits neatly into
the category of an English-influenced poem. But when Allingham’s passion for
painting and drawing®® is taken into consideration, it becomes obvious that the
poem falls under the sway of Irish landscape art whose images it reproduces.

Barret's “Sunset and Ruins"?*®

(where once again the “locus in quo” is
apparently “subsidiary”), with its decayed tower covered in ivy, immediately
springs to mind. Examining Barret’s other paintings, however, and those of
O’Connor énd Francis Danby, the influence of Petrie’s paintings and drawings —
and the engravings after Petrie’s drawings that appeared in such topographically
illustrated guidebooks as Excursions through Ireland,>>” G.N. Wright's three
guides to Ireland,?*® and The Beauties of Ireland®* - is by far the strongest. An
Irish landscape of round towers, ruined castles, rugged mountains and
coastlines, complete with dramatic skyscapes shot with shafts of light, lies

behind Allingham’s common Celticism (see Appendix 4). Once more the poet

stands on a threshold, but this time on the threshold of Irish art. It was another
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means for the poet to re-locate himself from the margins of his own culture, this

time by leaning on an Irish art authority.

Due, perhaps, to his lack of a university education, the young Allingham
tended to hero-worship those artists, writers and thinkers who seemed to him
the most gifted in their field. By his own admission he “worshipped”?*° Tennyson,
whose word-music he consequently imitated, not only in “Wayconnell Tower” but
also in such early poems as “Therania”®*' and the “Aeolian Harp” series of
poems. Petrie held no less a place in his esteem and in his affections than
Tennyson, and the young poet, already striving to incorporate art into literature,
was clearly anxious to learn from him.24? Proving Ferguson was not unique (Eve
Patten tells us that Ferguson’s “literary style and imaginative conception of
Ireland”?*® in the Hibernian Nights’ Entertainments was influenced by Petrie’s

Pedsef Ireland), he hence set out to paint word

“picturesque representation
pictures of an Ireland that had already been captured in etchings and on canvas
by an Irishman whose contributions to Irish culture were, indeed, impressive.
Petrie’s contribution to the Ordnance Survey had been considerable, and his
writings on early Irish archaeology and architecture were of no less significance,
particularly “An Inquiry into the Origin and Uses of the Round Towers of
Ireland”.?*® Furthermore, he was, at the time of the second publication of
“Wayconnell Tower” in 1854, president of the Society for the Preservation and

Publication of the Melodies of Ireland and already putting the finishing touches to

The Petrie Collection of the Ancient Music of Ireland, which would be printed the
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following year.?*® That, as we shall see, a figure of such note in Irish society
valued Allingham'’s talents as a poet and ballad-writer must have been extremely

flattering to the young writer.?*’

Hence, inspired and perhaps a touch over-awed by Petrie, who was a
Romantic painter by nature but obliged to produce picturesque etchings for his
commissioned guidebook work, Allingham moves back and forth between the
picturesque and the romantic not only within the second version of the poem
itself, but also in his two different versions of “Wayconnell Tower”. The rewritten
version for Day and Night Songs — with its comparison between the life-giving,
idealised past of the tower and the toilsome and stressful modern life that exists
outside it — inclines more towards the romantic than the original. In this version
the tower begins to sound more like a Round Tower than the turret of a castle in
Wales, having grown so tall that the adjacent “tallest trees” are “not so tall/ That
they could reach to where | sat”.“*® Both poems, however, share Petrie’s
fascination with fans of light**® depicting, as they do, a “golden fan of light [...]

closing down into the sea”,?*° and both, aping the figures of romantic landscape

paintings, convey the speaker of the poem as “dwarfed” by the “landscape”.?"

In addition, Allingham adds to the painterly quality of the poem by freezing his
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images: the speaker filling “years of sadness”,?*? or some “countless period”,?**

“Fix’d in a ruin-window strange”,?** creates the illusion of a painting or an

engraving of a figure frozen in time. Interestingly, Conway Castle itself had been
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painted several times by such artists as J.M. Turner and Francis Danby, with

Petrie himself painting it in the late 1820s°*° (See Appendix 5).

While pre-Laurence Bloomfield poems such as “Wayconnell Tower”
partake of a common Celticism, however, the portrait of a dark and depopulated
famine, and post-famine, landscape begins to emerge when the early Irish
poems are read as a whole. It is a landscape imbued with death and loss, one
that fills the speaker of the poems with sadness or unease. We have already
noted the difficulties Allingham faced in writing about the Famine. It is thus of
prime importance that the early poems are considered collectively, paying close
attention to recurring images and symbols, so that the overall picture presented
by the poet is grasped. While it can equally be argued that the romanticisation of
death — through the works of such poets as Edgar Allan Poe and Tennyson -
had a strong bearing on Allingham'’s work of this period, this influence is found to
extend only to those poems in which the poet deals with the power that mystical,
dead, or other-worldly women wield either over the speaker of the poem or
others,?*® and does not account for the lone drifting figures, to whom all hope

seems lost, of the landscape poems.?*’

Despite the painterly and literary influences in his early Irish work, and his

efforts to please a particular market, read collectively the early Irish poems
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reveal the influence of the social conditions that Allingham witnessed as
bystander to the Famine and his fears of possible insurrection.?*® When the

259 «

“Aeolian Harp” poems, “What saith the river?”,** “Is it all in vain?”,%** and “O

pale green sea”,?! are considered as a group, for example, the sense of
hopelessness and despair that he witnessed as Coast Officer of Customs during
the Famine becomes evident. Divided from each other in The Music Master and
apparently placed at random among his other poems, read individually they
register as the work of a Romantic poet who either mourns for his past youth or
lost love. Taken together, however, in each poem the poet appears to be the
sole survivor in a landscape that has robbed him of his companions, thus
making for a very different reading. In “What saith the river?” “Life and light”

1262

have “fled away””“ as a man floats downriver on a skiff to meet his death at sea.

"263 i3 left marooned on a boat at sea. In “O

In “Is it all in vain?” “One survivor
pale green sea” the speaker of the poem awaits a message or a sign of hope on
a shore where only the dead have “rest” and there is “constant silence”.“**
Ireland’s difficulties can no longer be ignored: there is no release but in death, a
death that is found either at or by a sea that has itself become a symbol of
death. Of this group, “Is it all in vain?” can be considered the key poem, echoing,
as it does, the plight of the emigrant onboard the emigrant or famine ship in “The
Emigrant’'s Dream”.?®® Like the speaker of the latter poem, who is carried across
the “death-dark waters”,?®® the speaker of “Is it all in vain?”, in common with the

speakers of “What saith the river?” and “O pale green sea”, has no future to look

forward to. He can only look back. Moreover, he is so disorientated that he
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doubts the very reality of the ship on which he is a passenger. The poemis
worth quoting in full:

Is it all in vain?

Strangely throbbing pain,
Trembling joy of memory!
Bygone things, how shadowy
Within their graves they lie.

Shall | sit then, by their graves,
Listening to the melancholy waves?
| would fain.
But even these in vapours die:
For nothing may remain.
One survivor in a boat
On the wide dim deep afloat,
When the sunken ship is gone,
Lit by late stars before the dawn.
The sea rolls vaguely, and the stars are dumb.
The ship is sunk full many a year.
Dream no more of loss or gain.
A ship was never here.
A dawn will never, never come.
~Is it all in vain??®’
The poet'’s reference to economics and opportunity costs (“Dream no more of
loss or gain”) in the final stanza of the poem perhaps draws a comparison
between the Irish emigrant ships and slave ships: Irish people are being
exported. As in “The Emigrant’'s Dream”, they are “Driven by the wandering gale/
Over wastes of sea.”® Like “The Emigrant’s Dream”, “Is it all in vain?” and its
companion poems, “What saith the river?” and “O pale green sea”, thus
acknowledge Allingham’s peripheral position as onlooker to a catastrophe

beyond his control which his poems of a common Celticism do not allow him to

describe. Pushed further and further onto the periphery as onlooker and member
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of a Protestant middle class, and overwhelmed with feelings of powerlessness,
the Ireland of Allingham’s “Aeoclian Harp” poems is accordingly a land of no

future and certain death.

When security is found by the characters in those other early poems that
likewise undermine the idea of a common Celticism, that security is
consequently challenged and shaken. As a writer Allingham infers that those
who attempt to shut out the darkness of the Famine, and its possible bloody
aftermath, will eventually be overcome by the very thing they deny. Gathered
indoors or inland in little circles, the futility of their efforts to evade the darkness
by lighting candles, or forming rings in the light, is exposed. A series of cognate
images hence repeat themselves in such poems as the “Aeolian Harp”, “A
traveller wendeth over the wold”,*®® “The Music Master: A Love Story”, and “The
Young Street Singer”.270 While these images can equally be said to reflect
Allingham'’s solitary status in Ballyshannon, it is intimated that those who are
living, or have lived, through the Famine seek to deny it. Yet the Famine,
together with possible agrarian violence, impinges itself on them and threatens
to extinguish their light. In “A traveller wendeth over the wold”, where a couple
huddle around the fireside, and draw “the window-curtains” against the black
night to form a “tranquil ring”,?’" the pair are nonetheless made unsafe by the
approach of an injured stranger staggering across the moor and are surrounded
by a darkness that threatens to consume them. In “The Music Master”, where

the speaker gazes at a “group of girls” at needlework placed “round a candle”,?’
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Allingham infers that all is not well by drawing attention to the “half-lights”*"* o

n
their faces. In “The Young Street Singer” the “careless window’s happy glow”?"*
is negated by the suffering of the homeless and hungry boy outside whose song
surely infiltrates “the lighted room.”?”®

In dividing his poems into Day and Night Songs in 1854 and 1855%"°
Allingham thus resolved, to an extent, his dual desire to describe both the
Ireland he wanted and needed to believe in for his own self-esteem as an

Irishman, and the land of uncertainty that he actually inhabited. Although he

found it difficult to admit to himself,?”” he was aware that the picturesque Ireland
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of “colour'd season” and “human mirth”,“"® portrayed “with cheerful heart
his “Day Songs”, was largely a simplistic one. Forever uncomfortable with
revealing his true self and his deepest feelings, and wishing to present a positive
picture of the country of his birth to English readers more used to reading in the
British press of an Ireland “inflicted with an incurable disease” and subject to
“mad fits”,?®° he was nevertheless ready to hint at his trepidation over the true
state of his country, and his status as an outsider therein, in his songs of night.
The night in Allingham’s Irish poems therefore provides a truer image, not just of

the Ireland the poet inhabited, but also of the poet’s isolated position as observer

of a disaster beyond his control, than the idyllic poems of day.

In his songs of the night the dead are a significant preoccupation,

intimating the land of uncertainty the poet inhabits. They are either sighted from
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a window, which acts as a threshold between past and present and the human
and ghost world, or are associated with the sea which itself forms a border
between life and death. As in real life the poet — on the one hand anxious to
protect himself from being overcome by the suffering of others and to remain
optimistic about his literary future, and on the other mindful that he cannot shut
reality out — swings between denial and acceptance of the events that are taking
place in the poems: the watcher from the window either closes his eyes on his
fear and grief or acknowledges it. This disparity can be found when one
compares the “Aeolian Harp”, “A traveller wendeth over the wold” ?®" and “A
Dream”.?®? In the first poem where the “black” moor, over which the dying man
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staggers in the cold, is contrasted with the “blaze”"" inside the house, the

“whispering pair®® by the hearth evade reality. They close the “window-
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curtains”” on the darkness and lull themselves into a false sense of security by

the “dusky glow”%%®

of the fire. By comparison, the speaker of “A Dream”, on
hearing “the dogs howl in the moonlight night”,*®’ deliberately moves to the
window. He is intent on seeing “all the dead” that he “ever’?® knew parade
before him. The window is a confluence between past and present for the
speaker of this poem, through which the familiar dead, who are “Townsfellows
all"?® — the speaker’s mother included — flow into the present. But Allingham is
not content to include just one threshold on this occasion. The speaker’s old
schoolmates, who take part in the march, not only traverse the border between

death and life but also cross the border between sea and land in their return

from the waters that have drowned them. As in the two “Aeolian Harp” poems,
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“What saith the river?” and “Is it all in vain?”, where all hope is lost and the sea
claims the lone, drifting characters for its own before washing clean their
memory,?® the sea is once more tellingly represented as a negative force.

Allingham is clearly marking a distinction here between the innocuous tide in
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“Wayconnell Tower”, “In the Dusk” “*" and “Moonrise”, and the “glittering deep

of such idyllic day songs as “On the Sunny Shore”, where the poet’s relaxed and

dreamy mood is at one with the “watery gleam”.?** The ocean is referred to as
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an “awful sea”,”™ comparable to the “death-dark waters™" that strip all hope

from the voyager in the “The Emigrant’s Dream”, who is “broken” and
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d"?*® and whose weary heart is “out-worn with grieving”.

“banishe

That the sea was associated in Allingham’s mind with a threshold
between life and death is understandable — as we know he witnessed the
distress that the mass emigration on overcrowded ships, whose passengers did
not always make it to America or Canada, caused both to those who departed
and those who were left behind. But on a more personal level, he had mourned
the loss of a local child, Mark Coane,?®® in a boating accident, and his mother's
death was irrevocably connected in his mind with the sea. Her death is
illustrated in the unpublished, “My Mother’s Death (At Portobello by the Sea)”:

There was a gathered stillness in the room,
Only the breathing of the great sea rose

From the shingle, aiding that profound repose,
With regular break and hush along the gloom
Of Twilight, as if some impending doom

Was nigh and waited for. | sat long there

Watching with tears and thoughts that were like prayer;
Till the hour struck, the thread dropt from the loom,
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And the ship passed on which freed souls are borne;

That breaking weary sea, that sound forlorn

Continued, and | rose not but sat by.

And oft at night | hear that tidal shore;

Now she is on the other side, and |

Wait the dread sail returning yet once more. ?*
Here the fading life breath mimics the hush of the sea on the shingle but, as in
the “Aeolian Harp”, “What saith the river?”, where following the death of the
poem’s protagonist the “wave” “moans” up “the cave”,*® the sound of the sea
continues after death serving as a constant reminder of man’s departure into the
unknown. Mimicking the emigrant ships that carry the rural poor from the shore
in the hope of a new freed life in America, the ship that arrives for his mother’s
soul threatens to return for Allingham. The ship as a symbol of death is a
poignant one for the poet. For the sea, while accentuating Allingham’s remote
island status, also provides a threshold between Ireland and England. He must
learn to cut his emotional ties with Ballyshannon — for Allingham in itself a kind of

death — and take that ship if he is to move ahead and begin a new life across the

water.

Allingham’s early efforts to settle outside Ballyshannon were, as we have
observed, doomed to failure. His 1854 attempt to try his hand at literary life in
London ended in despair. Determined not to demean himself by journalistic
work, which he found to be “desultory and ephemeral writing”,**! he chose to
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“return into quiet exile in the Customs in Ireland, far removed from an

“anxiety” that was to him “unendurable.”% The real reason for Allingham’s
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return from London was probably, as we have already observed, his apparent
inability to live outside Ballyshannon for any prolonged period of time. His later
declaration, in a letter to Tennyson from Ballyshannon in 1861, that he often
wished that, “I might be sure of staying here all my life”,*** held more than a
grain of truth: despite his solitariness Allingham took his security from the world
of nature he encountered in Donegal and was consequently unhappy when
away from it. Furthermore, when he holidayed in London during the summer
months he lived a very different life to the one he lived at home, and was unable
to find a way of communicating this home life to his English friends outside of the
lyricism of his poems. A constant conflict thus emerged between Allingham'’s life
in Ireland and his life in England: “the gulf” between Ballyshannon and his

» 305 3 gulf that Allingham

“English friends’ experience” remained “unbridged”,
ironically seems to have almost encouraged so deep was his love for his home

place 3% When Allingham was in Donegal his thoughts were often turned across
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tﬁe; water as his many existing letters from Ballyshannon to England attest. aor
When he thought of England, however, his Ionging was for friends and
intellectual companionship. Looking back to Ireland from abroad the longing he
experienced was of a very different kind: it was for the landscape and environs
of his birthplace, the space that provided the inspiration for his finest poems of
nature and landscape. Removed from it, Allingham mourned the loss of the

known and the familiar home-world that in his mind was also, ironically,

associated with the sea whose destructive powers were forgotten when the poet
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remembered Ballyshannon from abroad. Of his early poems, “Moonrise™**

portrays this sense of occlusion most eloquently.

VI

A poem that, in its love of place, anticipates both Yeats's “The Lake Isle

»309 » 310

of Innisfree and Allingham’s own “Under the Grass”,” ™ “Moonrise” was

written while the poet was stationed in Ramsay in the Isle of Man in 1849.
Moving from an initial portrait of the moon over an unnamed shore to a

description of the shadows and light it casts on and through city streets,

“skylights” and “pleasure-gardens”,*'! and arriving, in stanza seven, at a

reflection on its “pensiveness”,312 the fragile beauty of the poem’s early stanzas

is eclipsed by the strength of Allingham’s writing when he turns his attention to
home. As in “A Dream”, the moonlight is presented as revelatory and
assimilated int the landscape of the poem.in a painterly way. The modmiight o
the water, opening a pathway to the writer's past and the town he has left
behind, reads like a description of a painting. But if the dead are “Born in the
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moonlight™ = in “A Dream”, here it is Ballyshannon that is given birth to in the

“moon-stream”.*'* Removed from its environs, the writer calls up his hometown
before him and remaps it from another shore:

Art thou truly looking down

Into the streets of the little town,
Where | know every chimney's place,
Every door's and window's face?—
Thou hast set before thee clear,

As in many a by-gone year

'Fore the years begun to change,
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One small roof, familiar-strange,
Roof that oped to many a vision
Grim, fantastic, or elysian:

On the river dance thy beams

To the tune that swayed my dreams;

Swallowed in the gloomy arches
Where beneath the bridge it marches;
Shining unopposed and wide

O’er the harbour’s mingling tide;
Striking with a wand of power,
Landmark grey, the old church-tower,
Yet disturbing not its sleep;

Nor the slumber far more deep

Its solitary precincts claim,

Paved with many a well-known name.

There the Fall for ever tolls;

And the Bar, through nights and days,

Booms from sand-hills by the sea,

When th' Atlantic water rolls

Solemnly and heavily,—

Now whitened with thy rays.

The narrow tide | gaze on here,
—iththee . © Moon, lees kiggly greels .

My pensive eye than that which beats

The fierce Atlantic cliffs along;

Its stranger voice, though far less strong,

Less soothes mine ear. *'°

The division between life and landscape that Allingham marks in his early poems
is perhaps at its most acute here: the people of the town, like the town itself, are
sleeping; the only names the poet recalls are those of the dead who lie in the
graveyard. But Allingham is careful to state that the Ballyshannon he re-
imagines is not the town he has recently left behind but, “childhood’s home of

vanished bliss”, which he terms “the heart's metropolis”.>'® As in his childhood,
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“places” have “more reality than persons”:*'" the poet knows, “Every door’s and

window’s face” and fails to visualise or recall his neighbours or his family. Acting
like a telescopic eye, the moon finds what Allingham himself most longs to see:
“One small roof, familiar strange”. The poet is as shut out from the lost world of
his childhood as he is from Ballyshannon, yet he longs to return to taste once

more those “recollections full and sweet!” *'®

of the dearly loved places which
have nurtured him. Retreating into the past in order to cope with his own anxiety
at leaving Ballyshannon, the Ireland Allingham mourns for from abroad is a
nurturing motherland who stands in his own lost mother’s stead. In leaving the

land of his birth the writer has not moved ahead but is drawn even further back

into the past.

Leerssen has noted Allingham’s conflation “between peripherality and

timelessness™'®

in his depiction of the west of Ireland in his diary, and stressed
how this is;%one of the: dominant mode¥ of minatearth serdun: Celtiziem™ > 0 The
same tendency can be said to exist in “Moonrise” and in many of Allingham’s
other Irish landscape poems. But while Allingham deliberately constructed a
certain number of his early poems within the genre of a common Celticism it
cannot be argued that the poet stressed timelessness as a positive condition.
On the contrary, timelessness is almost always equated with death and fear in
his poems. In the two “Aeolian Harp” poems, “What saith the river?” and “Is it all
in vain?”, the drifting characters are swallowed up by it, and in “The Ruined

Chapel” man’s life is made to seem inconsequential in the face of it. In

“Wayconnell Tower” the nightmarish frozen state of the speaker of the poem
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“fix'd” in the window, observing a “moon, a sea that never change",321 makes

palpable the writer's belief that the frozen state is the worst death of all. Again
and again, the frozen image, or marginal condition, is made symbolic both of
Allingham’s own isolated state of cultural conflict and insecurity within Donegal,
and of Ballyshannon itself. The people of the poems, the town and the
landscape they inhabit, exist in a dream-like condition: the speaker of
“Wayconnell Tower” is frozen in his window; in “Moonrise” the townsfolk of

Ballyshannon (who resemble the sleeping courtiers in Tennyson’s “The Sleeping
Beauty”) sleep; the child in “The Fairies” is presumed to be sleeping and then
proclaimed dead, although it is intimated that her body remains in a state of
perfection; and the two children of “The Lullaby”,*?? rather than being lulled to
sleep, are “hush’d to death” in the lap “of One with silver wings”.>?* Like the poet
himself, his characters are caught on the threshold either between life and death

or past and present, and hover there, unable to break free into a meaningful

existence.

That Allingham’s identity was bound up so closely with the Donegal
landscape was, in a way, his tragedy: love of home-place did not sit easily with
his heightened consciousness of the literary market-place and his desire to
create a name for himself in the English world of letters. As has been observed,
in trying to throw off his provincialism, Allingham only succeeded in increasing
his marginal status. Only in poems such as “The Fairies” was his hyphenated

cultural identity made whole and his marginality lost — or in those idyllic poems of
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day, such as “On the Sunny Shore”,*** where natural description and the poet’s

mood are one. It can be stated, therefore, that Allingham’s aspiration to create
an “atmosphere of art” in his poems succeeded in those poems which either
directly or indirectly describe an Irish landscape, and that of the early poems, the
poems of landscape and the poems of night are the young poet’s greatest
success. But despite their success and the fact that Poems (1850) won high
praise from poets like Tennyson — who believed “they are the best first book we

1325

have ever had”*“” — Allingham’s first volume received poor reviews and neither it

nor The Music Master sold well.**® He gave over the remaining one hundred
copies of Poems to Frederic G. Stephens to be destroyed “without mercy”,**’
and revealed in a letter to Sutton of 1852 that he had turned his attention to a
more sympathetic “audience”. His letter enclosed his “first shot” at an Irish street
ballad, “The Ballad of the Milk Maid”.*?® His immersion in the traditions and
concerns of the Irish peasantry - to which we shall turn our attention in the
following CH;pter — after what he perceived as the failure of his first volume in
England, was to be repeated following equally poor sales of The Music
Master.**® By March 1860 he had already completed the first six hundred lines of

Laurence Bloomfield,** which the following chapter, having analysed

Allingham’s ballads, will assess.
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Notes

1 By the Way, p. 30. Untitled.

% Household Words, XVI (Dec. 12, 1857), pp. 562 — 64. Unsigned. Republished in Fifty Modern
Poems, pp. 17 — 29. Henceforth, FMP.
® First published in twelve parts, as Lawrence Bloomfield in Ireland, in Fraser's Magazine from
November 1862-63. Subsequently published by Macmillan as the revised Laurence Bloomfield in
Ireland: A Modern Poem in 1864. Republished, with a new preface, as Laurence Bloomfield in
Ireland, or the New Land-Lord in 1869, and as Laurence Bloomfield in Ireland, or Rich and Poor
in Ireland in 1888 and 1893.
* William Allingham, “Modern Prophets”, Varieties in Prose, Vol lll, pp.180 — 218, p. 181.
(Henceforth VIP Ill). First published in Fraser's Magazine, 16: 93 (1877: Sept), pp. 273 — 292.
Signed Unus de Multis.
> Poems (1850). Allingham gave over the remainder of the voiumes — about one hundred — to
Frederic G. Stephens to be burned. (See Samira Husni, Unpublished Correspondence of William
Allingham, Letters No 14, 23, & 50, pp. 34 — 35, pp. 62 — 66, pp. 136 — 38, & Note 1, p. 138.)
® Published in 1855 and reissued as Day and Night Songs and the Music Master, a Love Poem
in 1860. Henceforth MM. Regarding the many poems in Poems which were republished in The
Music Master, this thesis will refer to their publication in the latter volume unless otherwise
stated.
" During the following six years Allingham produced only a few new poems. These poems
appeared chiefly in The Athenaeum.
" ® R.V. Comerford, The Fenians in Context: Irish Politics and Society 1848-82, p. 13.

Ibid, p. 14.
19«On Poetry”, VIP lll, p. 274. First published, Fraser’s Magazine, 75:448 (1867: Apr.), pp. 523 -
36.
" In the account of his childhood in his diary, Allingham stresses that although he was witness to
an army of ‘Whiteboys' (Diary, Ch. |, p. 19) marching through the town as a child, “Ballyshannon
was a sort of island of peace in my day” (Diary, Ch. |, p. 20). Despite this assertion, however, his
fears of an uprising are clear in his letter to Patmore of 10 February, 1852 (see Note 25), and
were certamly not unfounded. Thomas Campbell Foster, in Letters on the Condition of the
S e s L aad (1848), stresses ihig diskurbed statg, G YL eitrim i 1946, and gondirms_that! “Moily
Maguireism” was widespread in Cavan and Longford (Letter Il — 1841, p. 67), while W. Steuart
Trench's Realities of Irish Life (1868), records that in 1851 “the country was very disturbed” (p.
174), and provides evidence of Ribbonism in Monaghan and Armagh. Allingham must surely
have worried that the rebellion and violence would spread to his county of Donegal.

"2 Unpublished Correspondence of William Allingham. (Henceforth UCWA). Letter from
Allingham to Henry Sutton, 16 Dec 1850, Letter 17, p. 42.
:i Dr. Phil. Hans Kropf, William Allingham, (translated by L. J. Passmore), p. 19.

Ibid, p. 31.
> MM, pp. 69 - 71. First published in Household Words: A Weekly Journal, No. 24, Saturday,
Nov 15, 1850, p. 81. Republished in Day and Night Songs (1854), No. XXVIII. (Henceforth DNS.)
Retltled “In a Broken Tower” for Songs, Ballads, and Stories, pp. 31 - 2. (Henceforth SBS.)

& MM, pp. 23 - 24. First published, untitled, in Poems (1850), and republished in Leigh Hunt’s
Journal, 14 December, 1850, under the title “The Lonely Ruin”.
' While Allingham may also perhaps have been influenced by Alfred Tennyson'’s fascination with
Cornwall, Wales, Scotland and Ireland (Tennyson visited both Cornwall and Ireland in 1848), it
should be noted that he was writing in advance of “The Idylls of the King” (published between
1856 and 1885), and at no time depicted the anonymous Celtic region of his poems as disturbed
bg/ agrarian unrest.

Flrst published 1834. Poems of Sir Samuel Ferguson, pp. 62 — 64.

9 Cited in “Recollections of William Allingham, The Poet”, by John Reade. Allinghams, by L.S.
Loomer, p. 52. Originally published in The New Dominion Monthly (Montreal: John Dougall &
Son, July 1872), pp. 1 -

84



% See poems such as “Windlass Song”, “In a Spring Grove”, and “The Wayside Well’, MM, pp. 8
-9, p. 38, & pp. 48 - 51.
" For examples of the sea as a threshold between life and death, see the “Aeolian Harp” poems,
“What saith the river?”"& “Is it all in vain?” (MM, pp.15 - 16, & pp. 62 - 63), & “The Emigrant’s
Dream” (Poems, pp. 178 - 80). For examples of the sea as a threshold between past and
present see, “Moonrise” (Poems, pp. 172 - 77), & “In the Dusk” (MM, p. 160). Examples of the
window as a threshold between life and death can be found in “A Dream” (MM, pp 25 - 27), “The
Young Street Singer”, and the Aeolian Harp, “A traveller wendeth over the wold” (Poems, pp.
244 — 45 & pp. 259 - 60). The window as a threshold between past and present is most apparent
in “Wayconnell Tower” (MM, pp. 69 - 71).
%2 The division of his poems into day and night poems is also apparent in several poems
included in Poems (1850) which were not included in Day and Night Songs. (The 1884
collection, likewise entitled Day and Night Songs, is made up of later poems together with those
?3ublished in 1854 and 1855.)

“A Singer”, Life and Phantasy, p. 47. Henceforth, LP.
# Letter to Coventry Patmore, 10 February, 1852. Memoirs and Correspondence of Coventry
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Chapter Two

“Writings from the Periphery: Irish ballads for the Irish people and Angry Words
in an English Poem”

Island of bitter memories! thickly sown

From winding Boyne to Limerick’s treaty-stone,
From Connaught Hills to Dublin Castle Wall,

From Wexford shore to furthest Donegal,

Through six long centuries of hostile sway,

From Strongbow fierce to cunning Castlereagh;
These will not melt and vanish in a day;

These can yet sting the patriot thoughts which turn
From Erin’s past, and bid them weep and burn.

From Lawrence Bloomfield in Ireland, by William Allingham'

This chapter will examine Allingham’s attempts to find solidarity with the
Irish people through music and ballad-writing and his effort to address and find
solutions to the land crisis through his portrayal of the eponymous Lawrence
(later Laurence)? Bloomfield. Answering Davis’s call to write ballads® and
sharing, as we shall see, his belief in peasant proprietorship,* Allingham was
nonetheless less didactic than Davis and the Young Irelanders whose songs he
claimed remained within “the Repeal Meeting-room and the Club-room” and had
never become “in the true sense, popular.” He believed that “Songs for a

"6 and

people must find their natural element beside the cottage hearth
accordingly wrote his ballads out of an already extant ballad tradition in order to
be one with the Donegal peasantry who played and sang popular songs. While
his immersion in local Irish ballad culture and his ballad-writing also provided a

means to assert his cultural distinctiveness from metropolitan English culture, to

use that tradition for political ends, as Davis had done, would have seemed a
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travesty to the poet. Yet he had no such reservations in Lawrence Bloomfield in
Ireland (1862-63), his social commentary in heroic couplets. His long poem, both
as it appeared in Fraser’s Magazine and in subsequent volume editions,’
chastises the British for their colonial history in Ireland and for their lack of
concern for the rights of the Irish peasantry. Here his objection to British
“‘imperialism” — a term initially used in Britain as “a derogatory way of describing
the ‘despotic’ government of France under Louis Napoleon”,® but appropriated
by Irish nationalists to describe the British government’s “despotic and foreign”
rule® — is made clear. (The term was only used by the British as a “positive
description of Britain’s overseas obligations”'® from the late 1860s.) Lawrence
Bloomfield reveals he shared with the Young Irelanders the nationalist “tendency
to identify with other peoples, European and non-European, who were under

imperial systems of government”."”

Yet because the friends with whom Allingham could relate on an
intellectual and creative level were mainly British writers and artists based in
Lbndon, tensions began to emerge within his writing. England’s treatment of
Ireland may have grieved and enraged him but it is equally apparent that,
anticipating Yeats, George Bernard Shaw and Oscar Wilde, Allingham feared
what Robert Crawford has described as “the marginalised status of being

labelled dismissively as parochial or provincial”'?

in London, a fear that grew
stronger when he made his final move to England in 1863 and which, as we

shall see, affected the continuity and coherence of Lawrence Bloomfield.
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Composing his final chapters of that work in Lymington, he seems to have
become conscious of the at times subversive tone of his long poem, striving to
tame its tenor and mood and to once more present a picturesque Celtic

landscape in his work.

Analysing both Allingham’s fidelity to Ireland and his fears of rejection in
Engiand as centre-periphery tensions in “Irish Ballad Singers and Irish Street
Ballads” and in Lawrence Bloomfield (as it appeared in Fraser’s),13 the chapter
will argue that only through his ballad-writing did Allingham escape
marginalisation and become united with the land of his birth. In seeking literary
credibility for those ballads in England, however, Allingham found it necessary to
infer a tradition of ballad-writing among the educated Protestant Irish,
anticipating Yeats by placing himself within a canon of Anglo-Irish writing which
echoed the work of Oliver Goldsmith, the ideas and ideals of Davis, and the
translations and poems of Ferguson. It was a tradition he would seek to stress
again in writing Lawrence Bloomfield where, despite his mirroring of Crabbe, he

similarly echoes Davis'’s ideals and looks to the work of Goldsmith.

A reading of Allingham’s broadside ballads will reveal the influence of
Hiberno-English (as spoken in Ballyshannon and as opposed to the Ulster-Scots
of Ea