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‘Teaboy of
he Western
World’

Seamus Heaney said Hartnett was
this country’s ‘most under-rated poet’

RACHAEL KEALY

O September 18 1941, in Croom
Hyspital, Co, Limerick, Denis and
Pridie Harnett were delivered of o
baby boy. Due to an error, his birth
certificate was registered with the
name Michae]l Hartne, a mistaks
he later chose 1o live with, as it was
closer to the Irish version of his
suriame, B hAirtndide,

It was an early education in dual-
iy, an knteresting start for aboy who
would grow to become one of Ire-
land's best-known poets, a man whe
would write in bath English and
Trash, and strupple with the chotes
between the two,

Michael was the eldest of eight
children, although only six would

comntined

Alcohol’s a
cunning beast,
It fools the
doctor and
the priest,
it fools the clever
and the sane -
but not the liver
or the brain’
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hichasl Hartnet in contemplative moaod

fram anan 2

survive into adulthood, [t is said
that his father = a house painter -
was inclined towards a pint or two,
and wilth 1% children o rf\l'!itl:tllrll'lﬂ_

war-time rationing, life must have
been difficult. He grew up on
Lower Maiden Street in Mewcastle
West, Co. Limerick, in a howse with
mud wallsand a leaking roof. Later
he moved, at the age of ten, to a

vans

Council house at 28 Assumpta
Park

A sickly child, Michagl was partly
raised by his grandmother, Bridget
Halpin, who lived on a farm in
Camas, a townland in Killeedy,
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MNewcastle West. Originally from
Morth Kerry, Bridget was, at that
time, oneof the few remaining Irish
F.Fr-t:'l.k.-l.':rﬁ i the f:l.“l:rll':.' Limerick
area. Asthelittle boy pottered about
by her side, he would listen to her
conversein both languages, moving
freely between the twa, In this way,
e must have become keenly aware
of the differences between bath lan

puages, and their strengths and
weaknesses in conveying feeling.
meaning and emotion,

Diespite the less-than-ideal cir-
cumstances of his youth, Michael
was a regular reader at the local
library and achieved his Leaving
Certificate at 5t. ltas secondary
school, an unusual feat at a time in
which over 50% of school-goers in
Ireland dropped out after theirIntes
Cert, The young man wasnof, how
ever. hopeful that the slip of paper
would guarantee him employment
in his own country. The day after
he graduated, he set off on a well-
trodden path to England, joining
some half a million others who left
Irclandin the 1950slooking for work
[at a Gime in which the population
stogd at around 3 million),

InLondos, he met up with afriend
called Jimmy Musgrave and settled,
like most of his compatriots, in Kil-
burn., He found work first asa fac-
tory tea-boyandthen asarestaurant
table cleaner, This type of employ-
meegt would have beenan education
im itself. as he toiled among peaple
far removed from his small town in
the south west of Ireland. One can
imagine the different faces he saw.
thedinlects he heard, the busy, noisy,

indhustrious world he had been thrust
into,

He had been writing poetry since
secoasdar ',.'Rl.'hl.ll:h],."lr.li.:|-:.|.'-.rr|:|||'|g By
hiz reminisces later in life, "earned
a guinea” for a "bad piece of verse
in the Irish Weckly Independent”
In London, hehad acouple of pieces
published by local newspapers and

journals. Hegained some attention,

teo: the Sunday Review featured an
article on hiswork, written by Donal
Foley (anuncleof limmy Musgravel,
entitled "Teaboy of the Western
Winrld,

Io 1962, when Hartnell was work
ing as a postman at home in New-
castle Wist, a young Irish poet named
Paul Durcan contacted Michael on
foot of the Sunday Beview piece.
Theyexchanged lettersand samples
ofeachotherswork, Durcan browght
Hartneits writings to the attention
of John Jordan, editor and founder
of Poetry Ireland, an English profes-
zor at University College Dublin and
a’ poet himself. The academic
arranged for and generously spon-
sored the young Hartnett during his
first year studying in UCD. Fellow
proct fanves Liddy also helped to
subsidize him with "day to 4!:_|~l."|'l||1l
money - [t was not, however, 4 atic-
cessful venture. I his own words,
Michaellatersaid, "my first and only
yoar in university was not distin-
guished. [ was more interested in
the streets of Dublin than in the
|:|hf:'l|]':|:‘l:||!:.- ol the F|.1tE;L'I|1.' Digector,

Despite hiz scholarly struggles
Michael became ever moreenmeshed
in the literary miliew of Dublin, He
wasintroduced to Patrick Kavanagh

Drinking was part
" ofhim and necessary
for writing
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Suitcase full

of the collected,
and mostly
unpublished
works of
Michael
Hartnett

in a puby, a meeting which did not
go altogether well, given the young-
ster's unabashed confidence and
|:l|.uELﬂ|,:lr||1:.|:: ‘artistic I!rmlrl::rmnrnl'.
The confrontatiog wWas notorionsas
a‘young prodigy confrontingan old
master’ among the set, according to
Pat Walsh, author of the compre-
hensive A Bebel Act; Michae! Heari-
melts Barewell fo Banplich, However,
the two poets were later reconciled
and aften shared a drink or two.
Together with James Liddy and Liam
(YConnor, Michael co-edited the
litgrary magazing Arena” from 1963
to [965, [n 1964 the magazine pub-
lished an extract from a short noviel
he'd written, entitled "Golgotha, Gen-
temen, Flease’ He aloo travelled to
Madrid and Morocco and enjoyed
a brief stint a3 caretaker of Jovee's
Tower in Sandycove during this
thrme,

He returned to London, and after
a bricf courlship including visits 1o
Kilkee and Moweastle West, mareied
Englishwoman Rosemary Grantley
on the 4™ April 1966, Hehad, Rose
mrary later recalled, arrived for theis
first date toting a “suitcase full of
the collected, and mostly unpub-
lished works of Michael Hartnett”
The marriage was initially 2 happy
1:||1!\',|.|‘]|.'.:|.'h|.'1l'|"|'lr|'| |'¢'¢'-|'|l;1"||.|1jﬂ_'|.'|;.|.|'|]'|'l.,
bornin 1968 and Miall, bornin 197 L.
Michael charted this contented time
in his life in a book of love poetry
cntitled Amarommyafa Cliche, which
waz dedicated to hiz wife. [t was
published in 1968 and received
critical acelaim

Thie fxrmily myoved back 1o Dablin
fhat vear and Michael, Bike many
artists both then and now, had o
balance a regular paying job — asa
night telephonistatthe cxchangeon
Exchequer Street and o reviewer for
thee irish Tinges - '_'.||l:ll.g:u-.il_'h'it.j'-n:_":'.'
Druring thistime be publizhed three
ks with New Wrbters Presss The
e Hug of Reare (1969), Scleched
Focms [1970) and Tao (1972). e
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later worked with Goldsmith Press,
publishing with them histranslation
ofthe Rewnancero Gilana of Federico
Ciarcla Lorca, entitled Gypsy Ballods
(1973).

I 1974, when Michael wasthirty-
three (“the age Christ died”), he
underwent something of an epiph-
any. Hetookaleave ofabsence from
his job with the telephone exchange
and left Dublin with his family, buy-
ing a small cottage and an acre of
land in Templeglantine, near his
grandmother’s home, five miles
from Meweasthe West, [n Jume of
that vear, he announced from the
Peacock Theatre that he would
no longer wrile poetry in the
Englishlanguage, choosing Irish
instead. The Irish Independ-
ent, interviewing him on the
subject, proclaimed:“Heisdoing
it not just because hefinds Gaelic
a beautifully rich and flexible
tanguage and the language of
his ancestors, but alsoas a pro-
testagainstlong-held attitudes
towards the language”

According to Pat Walsh, it
was famed poet Brendan Ken-
nelly whoadvised Michael that
“ifhe was going toguit writing
in English, he should do it in
style! He did so, with the
publication of *A Farewell fo

English’in 1975, with the title
poem dedicated to Kennelly.

His meeting with
the poet Patrick
Kavanagh was
notorious

"-‘-"'I e

- ' o 5 =k

Stoevteller Micheal Rgwsome strikes a pose in hanour of the poet Michael Hannet - in Mewcasthe West, County Limerick, where the poet ks permanenitly honoured
¥ ¥ pe

He peturned to Dublin and based
himself in a bed-sit in Inchicore, It
was there that he wrote one of his
mast famous works, Inchicore Haiki,
containing the lines My English
dam bursts [ and out srell all my
bastards. / Irish shakes its head.
Published in 1985, the book details
the difficulties within his personal
life over the previous years. It was
ales dedicated to his mew partner
— with whom he would enjoy a lov-
ing relationship until his death -
Angela Liston, “who

saved my life. He

continwed to write in

English, later com-

pleting and collating

A Necklace of Wrens

(1987), Collected

Poems, Volume [l

(19687}, Poems to

Younger Womer( 1985)

and The Killing of
Direarms (1992),

That &5 not to say he
had abandoned Irish,
or Irish literature, as he
also published various
volumesof translations
of important Gaelic
works into English,
including O Bruadair,
Selected Poemsof Deibhi
¢ Bruadair {1985) and
O Rathaille, The Pocms
of AodhaghinORathaille
{(1999). His New and

The poem makes it clear that
English, for Michael, was the per-
fect language 1o sell pigs in, while
Gaelic was ‘our final sign that / we
are human, therefare not a herd:

In Limerick, hebegan lecturingin
creative writing at Thomond Col
lege of Education. He was awarded
abursary from the Arts Counciland
2£2 000 grant by the lrich- American
Cultural Fellowship. He published
a number of books in Irish, incluwd-

ing: Adharca Broic [1974), Anr
Phurgdid (1983) and Do Piznalin;
in 1984,

Foighne Chrainn (1984]).

his first vol-

ume of Collected Poems appeared,
with a dedication, "For Fosemary,
whom | do not deserve,

By then, Hartnett's marriage was
introuble, The cause ofthe break-up,
Rosemary wrote, was “alcoholism
and its effect on family life". The
artist had succumbed to that terrible
clichéofthe profession; “he justified
all hiz actions)” sherecalled, " by say-
ing that he wis a poet and drinking
was part of him and necessary for
WY LI.iJ!lE."

Sefected Poems appeared
in 1995, and a new Cellected Poemns
was published in 2001. He was
elected to the Aosdina, receiving a
Crnuas, an annual benefit of £5,000
granted to enable him to concentrate
on his art full-time.

For the last few years of his life,
Hartnett énjoyed a relatively struc-
tured life with Angela, although he
struggled with financial difficulties
and continued to drink to excess.
His health suffered as a result, and
he marked in his diary in 1989 that
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he had been diagnosed with cirrho-
sis of the liver. He wrotes ‘Alcchol’s
acunning beast. / 1t fools the doctor
and the priest, [ it fools the clever
and the sane - [ but wol the liver or
the brain’
Hecontinued tobe involvedinthe
Irish literary scene, giving poetry
readings and attending writers' fes-
tivals, It was at one such event -
Listowel Writers' Week - that he
became quite ill. He died on Octo-
ber 12 1999, He is buried in his
home town of Newcastle Wiest
In his essay, The Double Vision of
Michael Hartnett' as partof Rensem-
Dbering Michael Hartneft (edited by
john MeDonagh and Stephen Few-
man), Declan Kiberd writes that
‘Hartnett was. .. this country’s most
under-rated poet” That situation
may well be rectified in years to
come, and great efforts have been
made to see this change affected.
Each year Newcastle West plays
host to Eigse Michacl Hartoett Lit-
eraryand Arts Festival: distinguished
guests speak and perform (this year's
list inchsded Donal Ryan and Colum
SdeCann) at thelocal school, library,
art gallery, hospital and, of course,
pubs, celebrating the legacy of the
town's famous son. In addition, for
some fifleen years now, 3 gEnerous
prize had been awarded to a poet of
special merit, writing in ¢ither Eng-
lish or Irish. A bronze statue of
Michael Hartnett by sculptor Rory
Breslin was urrveiled in 2011
Pagesand pages have beenwritten
about the man referred to by hisson,
Miall, as a "poet, frdend, punster,
seer, scholar and satirist’. But per-
haps it is best to leave the final word
to another great master of the Eng-
lishlanguage, and a feltow Irishman,
Nobel Prize-winning poet Seamus
Heaney, “Michae] Hartnetts inspi-
rations” he once wrote, “affected
Irish poetry the way 4 power surge
affects the grid: things quickened
and shone when he published.”
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