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SORCHA DE BRUN  Creativity, Masculinity,
and Destruction in

Eiriceachtai agus Scéalta
Eile by Alan Titley

THE NARRATOR IN Alan Titley’s short story “Brollach” (Introduction)
from the collection Leabhar Noéra Ni Anluain (The Book of Nora Ni
Anluain) describes how the protagonist, “an Toitlaoch,” wreaked
havoc: “ag do6 agus ag loscadh agus ag scrios agus ag cur tithe agus
foirgneamh agus ditreabh tri thine” (burning and scorching and
destroying, and setting houses and buildings and residences alight).
Borrowing from George Orwell’s concept of the thought police from
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), the “gardai machnaimh” (thought
police) and the “péas sibhialta” (guardians of the peace) finally cap-
ture the Toitlaoch. When asked to explain his rampage, the Toitlaoch
responds that it was necessary to highlight what once existed: ““Bim
ag dul thart ag dé agus ag loscadh agus ag scrios agus ag cur tithe le
toirse agus foirgneamh le foirnéis,” ar seisean, ‘mar ni bheadh a fthios
ag aon duine go raibh struchtiir ann mura mbeadh an toit agus an
tine agus na lasracha.” (“I burn and I scorch and I set houses alight
with torches and make a furnace out of buildings,” he said, “because
if it wasn’t for the smoke and the fire and the flames, nobody would
ever know that these structures existed.”) Only through absence and
loss, the narrative appears to imply, do we feel the significance of
what has been, and do we understand what has previously existed
in our world. The narrative relies heavily on irony through images
of the opacity of smoke; it emphasizes that it is with our intellectual
rather than visual faculty—with the benefit of hindsight and through
applied clarity of thought—that we can comprehend the significance
of the past. Perceiving that which we once valued, we now better
understand that which is forever lost.!

1. Alan Titley, Leabhar Néra Ni Anluain: Céad Scéal 6 Cheartlar na Cruinne
(Indreabhan: Cl6 Iar-Chonnachta, 1998), 13. Unless otherwise stated, the author has
translated all Irish-language quotations in this essay.
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The paradox at the heart of this story is that loss leads to greater
wisdom and understanding because, the narrator implies, absence has
a presence all of its own. Indeed, loss in Titley’s work speaks as much
as existence itself. It is the search for answers, and the application
of post-destruction reasoning, that enables the characters in much
of Titley’s short fiction to reflect on existence, however seemingly
insignificant the nature of that existence may have once appeared.
The post-destruction phase indeed offers a perspective from which
to consider the nature of creativity and the centrality of physical and
intellectual adventure to creativity. Furthermore, the story’s title plays
on concepts of fertility and creation. While brollach means “introduc-
tion” or “beginning,” it also means “breast” or “bosom.” This word,
combined with the ideas inherent in “Brollach,” suggest that, as with
a suckling infant, all narrative begins with an author. But the darker
side of this allegory reflects how, far from being a benign event, a
literary work is a living thing and therefore carries within it the seeds
of destruction and creation. Indeed, it is this examination of the dark
underbelly of creativity and its twin pillar of destruction that mark
Titley as a writer of great originality. In this sense “Brollach” fulfils its
fabulist potential in revealing to the reader that the search for answers
in the form of the question asked of the Toitlaoch, “cén fath?” (why?),
is indeed an allegory, or fathscéal, in the fullest sense of the word.?

The portrayal of destruction and creativity not as polar opposites
but as part of the same process of invention is both an allegorical
device and a common feature of Titley’s writing. The importance of
“Brollach” for this essay is that it contains some of the central ideas
about creativity in Titley’s fiction, namely, that creativity of neces-
sity involves destruction; that what is present and given in the world
can only be fully understood through absence; and that central to
discovery and creativity is dialogue, the asking of questions, and the
seeking of answers. Above all else, there is the dual idea of writer as
change maker, both destroyer and creator, both hero and villain. This
representation of the writer and the creative impulse reveals a mas-
ter of Irish-language narrative in which the writer is as much magi-
cian as alchemist. Evidence of this alchemy is found, for example,
in the reference to flames (lasracha), representing both beginnings

2. Ibid.
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and endings, darkness and light, fear and wonder.? In the same way
it is no coincidence that the protagonist’s name is Toitlaoch, a pho-
netic rendering of Titley’s surname in Irish. Of course, “toitlaoch” is
a compound word, a neologism comprising “toit,” which suggests the
lighting of a flame, and “laoch” (hero). In addition, while not a strict
homophone, “toitlaoch” is phonetically close to frithlaoch (antihero)
and the concept of the antihero as heretic is central to “Brollach.”
This concept of the heretic as antihero, and the antihero as heretic,
relates in differing degrees to all of the stories in the 1987 collection
Eiriceachtai agus Scéalta Eile (Heresies and Other Stories).*

The intimate dance that Titley weaves in his stories between cre-
ativity and destruction, however, begins long before the publication
of Leabhar Noéra Ni Anluain. Indeed, it first appears in the metaphor
of adventure, or what Mairtin Coilféir describes as Titley’s propen-
sity for writing stories involving “aicsin” (action).” Among the most
salient features of Eiriceachtai agus Scéalta Eile, Coilféir contends, is
“an ¢agsulacht sin féin is tabhachtai faoin leabhar” (variety is the
most important feature of the book).® This essay posits that Tit-
ley’s exploration of masculine creativity is central in the collection.
The concepts of adventure and action are longstanding features of
his work, but if interpreted as an eachrra—the literary form in Irish
describing a tale, an adventure—it is also one of the earliest narrative

3. Ibid.

4. Alan Titley, Eiriceachtai agus Scéalta Eile (Baile Atha Cliath: An Cléchomhar,
1987). Caitlin Nic Tomhair notes, “While an outright anti-hero can work well in short
stories, in a full-length novel one quickly loses patience with a protagonist who has
nothing nice to say, and says it at length.” See Caitlin Nic fomhair, “Ldmh, Lamh Eile,
Reviewed,” Dublin Inquirer, 30 Jan. 2019. I would argue that both genres can work,
and that genre should present no barrier to either author or reader.

5. Mairtin Coilféir, Titley (Dublin: LeabhairChomhair, 2018), 19. In discussing
Titley’s propensity for “suiomhanna alluracha aicsin” (unfamiliar action settings;
27), Coilféir is referring primarily to Titley’s novel An Fear Dana (1993). However,
Coilféir perceptively comments on how this feature of Titley’s novel, in addition
to intertextuality (idirthéacsulacht; 27), are two of the most important aspects that
connect the novel with Titley’s earliest works: “Chomh maith leis sin, ta an saothar
lion lan le tagairti idirthéacsulachta agus le suiomhanna alltracha aicsin, dha ghné a
cheanglaionn € leis na scéalta is ttisce a scriobh sé.” (“As well as that, the novel is full
of intertextual references and strange action scenes, two aspects that connect it with
the earliest stories that he wrote.”)

6. Coilféir, Titley, 19.
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forms in Irish-language prose.” Indeed, Titley’s analysis of the impor-
tance of eachtra in Peadar O Laoghaire’s novel Séadna emphasizes
it as a form of storytelling that captivates the reader.® Louis de Paor
comments on Titley’s tendency to use “foirmli arsa an traidisian scé-
alaiochta sa nGaeilge chun treise a chur lena ionsai caolchuiseach
‘lar-nua-aimseartha’ ar nosmhaireachtai aitheanta na litriochta”
(ancient forms of the storytelling tradition in Irish to strengthen his
subtle “post-modern” attack on recognized literary conventions).® It
is adventure—physical, spiritual, and intellectual—comprising both
the fantastical and the quotidian among other manifestations, that
provides a central narrative vehicle for his exploration of the creative
impulse in which creativity has the power to change the writer, the
community and lived-in world, and our experiences of it.

This essay examines both that dynamic and Titley’s consider-
ation of the relationship between creativity and destruction in two
stories comprising different portrayals of adventure involving male
protagonists. A common framework for adventure fiction in English
literature is, as Kestner writes, a literature in which physical adven-
ture comprises “codes of masculinity,” including that of “mapping.”*°
What is especially noteworthy about Titley’s adventure fiction is the
extent to which it contrasts with the concept as outlined by Kestner.

7. For eachtra, see J. E. Caerwyn Williams and Mairin Ni Mhuiriosa, eds., Traidisiin
Liteartha na nGael (Dublin: An Cléchombhar, 2001).

8. See Alan Titley, “Séadna (1901) le Peadar O Laoghaire,” in Urscéalta na Gaeilge,
ed. Ronan Doherty, Brian O Conchubhair, and Philip O’Leary (Indreabhan: Cl6 Iar
Chonnacht, 2017): 17-34.

9. Louis de Paor, “An Scéalaiocht,” in Téacs agus Comhthéacs: Gnéithe de Chritic na
Gaeilge, ed. Maire Ni Annrachéin and Briona Nic Dhiarmada (Cork: Cork University
Press, 1998), 20.

10. Joseph A. Kestner, Masculinities in British Adventure Fiction, 1880—-1915 (New
York: Routledge, 2016), 1. While Kestner’s tome is primarily an exploration of mascu-
linity in British adventure fiction, the monograph examines the nature of adventure
in literature in some detail. Kestner notes, for example, that classic adventure fic-
tion involves characters negotiating “codes of masculinity,” namely, “rescue, heroism,
survival, courage, duty, isolation, voyaging.” If Eiriceachtai and especially “An Tuisle
Ginitnach” can be read as works of nonrealist fiction, Mairin Nic Eoin’s descrip-
tion of nonrealist fiction as “ag taisteal gan mhapai” (traveling without maps) reso-
nates with Kestner’s emphasis on the importance of mapping in this genre of fiction.
See Mairin Nic Eoin, “Ag Taisteal Gan Mhapai: An Ficsean Neamhréalaioch agus
Gniomh na Léitheoireachta,” in An Prés Comhaimseartha, Léachtai Cholm Cille 36, ed.
Aisling Ni Dhonnchadha (Ma Nuad: An Sagart, 2006), 77-111.
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For example, some of the adventures in Eiriceachtai correspond more
closely with an aspect of heroism that eschews the military hero,
depicting a heroic adventure that is at once more reflective and intel-
lectual than military.!! In addition, Eiriceachtai contains a number of
original contexts in which both creativity and heresies are explored
and where adventure is a necessary precursor to both. The narrative
form of scéal (story) in Titley’s work is multidimensional and com-
plex, but the creation of a new proto-mythology where individual
male characters create their own universes is a common thread, and
it is primarily through formal means and the use of literary devices
that Titley’s fiction represents a myriad of different representations
of creativity.

Eiriceachtai can therefore be interpreted as a series of allegori-
cal tales, or eachtrai, examining how heresies manifest themselves in
modern life and culture. In the introduction to their work on medieval
heresies, Eilean Ni Chuilleanain and John Flood note how the heretic
has always been strongly associated with medieval English literature
with its roots in religious doctrine.!? Through use of literary devices
from secular and religious texts, and a plethora of literary devices

11. Padraig O Ciobhéin, “An Bheathaisnéis Laochda agus an Chumadoéireacht
Chombhaimseartha,” in Go Nuige Seo, ed. Padraig O Ciobhain (Dublin: Coiscéim,
2004), 9. See O Ciobhain’s discussion of the many ways in which the hero in Irish-
language literature can be interpreted in “An Bheathaisnéis Laochda agus an Chu-
madoéireacht Chomhaimseartha,” in Go Nuige Seo, ed. Padraig O Ciobhain (Dublin:
Coiscéim, 2004), 41-152. As in the case of some of Titley’s works discussed in this
essay, O Ciobhain’s fictional representations of the anti- and non-military hero rely
heavily on parody and pastiche. O Ciobhain’s work also touches frequently on the
concept of the heretical, particularly with regard to questions of dissent. See also
Sorcha de Brun, “Heroism and Heroes in the Work of Padraig O Ciobhain,” in Voic-
ing Dissent: New Perspectives in Irish Criticism, ed. Sandrine Brisset and Noreen Doody
(Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2012), 226—40.

12. Eilean Ni Chuilleanain and John Flood, eds., Heresy and Orthodoxy in Early
English Literature (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2010). In considering witchcraft within
the context of heresy and reform in the Late Middle Ages, Michael D. Bailey writes
how “witchcraft was also more than just another form of heresy,” and how “witches
appeared far more threatening to average Christians than the proponents of any other
heresy or error.” See Michael D. Bailey, Battling Demons:Witchcraft, Heresy, and Reform
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 122. In that broader
framework Titley’s narrative poem on the fate of accused witch Goody Glover in
seventeenth-century Boston in An Bhean Feasa (2014) can be read as a continuum
in the author’s oeuvre of his literary exploration of heresies and the relationship of
heretics to the religious zealot and reformer.
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described by Mairin Nic Eoin as “an scigaithris, an phaistis, an t-ime-
artas agus an fhiodéireacht focal”!® (parody, pastiche, wordplay and
the weaving of words), the stories in Eiriceachtai represent an imagi-
native journey into how doctrine and orthodoxy are not limited to
religion alone. From the protagonist’s rejection of educational ortho-
doxy in “Cibé Scéal E” (Whatever the Story) to the female terrorists
in “Don Bhliain Seo Chugainn i mBerlin” (To Next Year in Berlin),
Coilféir describes many of the stories as “turgnamhach” (experimen-
tal) in subject matter, a conclusion also reached by Gearoid Denvir
and Aisling Ni Dhonnchadha.!* Yet the lightheartedness of some sto-
ries seems to contradict that interpretation. For example, O’Leary
makes the point, in the context of the dearth of science fiction and
fantasy in Irish, as to how “few literatures in the world today could be
so top-heavy in their concentration on the serious and experimental
over the light and accessible.”’® The author of Eiriceachtai, however,
succeeds in marrying form and theme so that the experimentalism
of the style matches a subject matter that seeks to challenge con-
ventional interpretations of commonly held ideas, assumptions, and
beliefs. For example, there is no story in the collection that shares the
same name as the title, Ez'reachzaz’, a common convention in short-
story collections. On the contrary, the entire collection (in addition
to distinct stories) explores the concept of the heretic, undermin-
ing as it does in form and structure the conventional and the ortho-
dox in short-story collections. In the second instance, while the final
story is “An Tria Scéal Déag” (The Thirteenth Story), the collection
contains fourteen stories. The religious connotations of the heresies
are evident in this story in which the number thirteen is associated
with the heretic Judas Iscariot. Therefore, the title can be seen as a
deliberate miscounting and usurpation of the reader’s expectations.
In addition, it can be read as a denial of the place that logic has in
literature, the final heretical act in a body of work that encompasses
and embraces the unorthodox and the heretical from birth to death

13. Mairin Nic Eoin, Tién bhFearann Breac (Dublin: Cois Life, 2005), 395.

14. Coilféir, Tirley, 20; Geardid Denvir and Aisling Ni Dhonnchadha, eds.,
Gearrscéalta an Chéid (Indreabhan: Cl6 Iar Chonnacht, 2001), 16.

15. Philip 6] Leary, “Science Fiction and Fantasy in the Irish Language,” Celtic
Cultural Studies: An Interdisciplinary Online Fournal, captured at http://archive.today
/imbyE#selection%E2%80%9131.0%E2%80%91457.14 and archived at https:/
perma.cc/54R6-X3Gz2.
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and in a number of different ways. As in Leabhar Nora Ni Anluain—a
collection that comprises 101 stories that parodies Irish manuscripts
that often contained the word lebor (modern Irish leabhar, book)—the
author plays as much with the notion of epistemology as he does with
the concept of this type of story as misfit or outsider.

Titley’s use of humor has been noted by a number of critics, such
as Brian O Conchubbhair in his analysis of humor in the Irish-language
short story.!® Titley’s works are described as employing “bawdy
humour” by Weakliam, “rabelaisianism” by Coilféir, while de Paor
writes that Titley’s “Rabelaisian” humor is “his weapon and his shield
in his war against cynicism and despair and gloom.”'" Eiriceachtai,
one could say, is no exception. Many stories in this collection employ
what Fjellestad calls the “ludic impulse” in postmodern literature.!8
But Titley goes beyond wordplay and humor; he creates games out of
the artistic work as a whole—many of which are not clearly decipher-
able. An example of this trait is both the structure and title of Ezrice-
achtai. The word eile (other) is of equal significance to Eiriceachtai,
emphasizing how the heretical embodies the “other.” The writer suc-
ceeds in showing the infinite possibilities of the heretic potential of
storytelling through use of both terms, creating as they do a sense
of the multiplicity of narrative possibilities within the collection and
ultimately in the reader’s imagination. It is these “other” modes of
storytelling and “other” ways of being that Eiriceachtai explores. Tit-
ley’s use of different types of scéal in the story titles of the collection
points to metafiction, a literary device used consistently throughout
the collection that Riggs describes as an “outstanding example of
parody as metafiction.”!® Read in this way, these stories are heretical
both thematically and stylistically; the heretical comprises not just

16. Brian O Conchubhair, “Greann na Gaeilge: Téacsanna, Tuiscinti agus Teoirici.
An Naou Léacht Bhlianttil i ndilchuimhne ar Bharra O Donnabhain,” American
Fournal of Irish Studies 13 (2016): 27.

17. Peter Weakliam, review of Titley, by Mairtin Coilféir, New Hibernia Review 24:3
(Fall 2020): 154; Mairtin Coilféir, ““Cold, Mocking, Unmerciful?’ Rabelaisianism in
Irish Literature,” American Journal of Irish Studies 13 (2016): 209; Padraig de Paor,
“Introduction,” Na Dramai Garbha, (Indreabhan: Cl6 Iar-Chonnacht, 2011), 9.

18. Danuta Fjellestad, “The Ludic Impulse in Post-Modern Fiction,” in Ludics:
Play as Humanistic Inquiry, ed. Vassiliki Rapti and Eric Gordon (Llondon: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2021), 293-315.

19. Padraigin Riggs, “Parody as Meta-Fiction,” Irish Review 6 (1989): 119.
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the subject matter, but the idea that to tell stories is a heretical act in
and of itself.

One of the most frequent depictions of adventure in Titley’s work
is that of language as an adventure—an end in itself. The ultimate
representation of language as creative adventure is evident in “An
Tuisle Giniunach” (The Generative Stumble), the first story of the
collection.?® This adventure into and through language, represented
as akin to a stagger or stumble on the part of the gods, is portrayed
as both a destructive and a creative process. It is destructive because
in order to employ the ludic turn in the short story it is necessary for
the writer to destroy many well-established conventions examined in
this essay. But it is also creative because from that destruction comes
a new type of literary language created by Titley. In addition, the gods
will create humans through language, the story suggests; however,
a central element of the story is that the phonetic utterances of the
same gods—showcased by Titley in his use of literary devices such as
the apostrophe, anaphora, collocations, and polysemy—are as cen-
tral to the process as are the meanings of the words themselves. The
reader understands, of course, that the irony of the type of creativity
at the heart of “AnTuisle Ginitnach” is that the human beings whom
we never meet, for all their “meabhair” (mind), will be the ultimate
destroyers.

In their study of generative grammar Kenstowicz and Kisseberth
declare that the “ultimate goal of linguistics working within this
framework is to answer the question: what is the nature of language?
That is, what are the inherent properties of language?”?! If we read
“ginitnach” in Titley’s story as referring to generarive as well as to
reproductive, to biology as well as to linguistics, the story assumes a
new level of meaning in which the gods’ probing of the nature of their
words—both sound and meaning—is an additional feature of cre-
ativity. The phonetics of language, then, as much as the written and
spoken word are a feature of these strange characters’ creativity. The

20. Regarding the title of “An Tuisle Ginitnach,” Coilféir writes that it can be
translated as “genetic fallacy” (Coilféir, Titley, 140), which emphasizes the notion of
botun (error, fallacy). In this essay I have translated ginitinach in the title as “genera-
tive.” The concept of generative is pertinent, particularly if we read the story through
the framework of an exploration of creativity, as I have done in this essay.

21. Michael ]J. Kenstowicz and Charles W. Kisseberth, Generative Phonology:
Description and Theory (New York: New York Academic Press, 1979), I.
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story’s title offers textual evidence in this regard; taken as a whole, it
involves a homophonic wordplay on an aspect of Irish grammar, the
tuiseal ginmideach (genitive case). In the second instance the title’s refer-
ence to generative phonology implies that phonetics and sound carry
as much weight in the gods’ utterances as do the meaning of their
words and the subject matter. Ironically, as Titley repeatedly shows,
the creation of new language involves the destruction of established
forms, the parodying of old conventions, the sabotaging of other lan-
guages, and the rebuttal of established ways of thinking. In this story
the formation of new words, proper nouns, and names mark the deci-
sive adventure in the exploration of the imagination.

It is not insignificant that “An Tuisle Giniunach,” arguably the col-
lection’s most important story, reflects many of the narrative tech-
niques and thematic concerns that mark Titley’s subsequent fiction.
Here Titley takes the ruiseal ginideach of Irish grammar and imposes
a wordplay on both works of the title: tuiseal and ginideach. Since
the genitive is considered one of the more difficult facets of Irish-
language grammar, ruisle (stumble) as opposed to ruzseal (case) refers
to both a grammatical challenge inherent in the Irish language and,
simultaneously, a metaphor for the difficulty that the “déithe” (gods)
face in the creation of humans. However, as the story’s main narrator
reminds us, the gathering—or the exercise—is but a “competition” or
game for the gods to pass time:

Feacht n-aon da raibh na déithe uile go léir ar fad ag 6l is ag ceol is
ag ain is ag aoibhneas is ag amadandadaighdéireacht ar a leapacha
in airde chrom siad ar chomortas eile fos a reachtail chun an chian a
thogail diobh agus chun an t-am a chur thart.??

(Once upon a time when each and all and every one of the gods
were all drinking and playing music and playing hurling and enjoying
themselves and fooling around singing ballads on their beds up there
and they decided to organize yet another competition to shake the
blues off and to pass the time.)??

22.Titley, Eiriceachtai, 9.

23. Titley’s expression “an chian a thdgail diobh” can be transliterated as “to get
rid of their depression.” But Titley’s use of the code-mixing phrase “honcai tancai”
some paragraphs later (9) is a direct reference to honkey-tonk piano playing, a sound
and style in early twentieth-century blues music generally characterized by playing on
an out-of-tune instrument. Given this connotation, as well as the musical context of
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The story functions on several narrative levels. In the first instance
“An Tuisle Giniunach” can be read as a ludic work that, through use
of multiple categories of wordplay including extensive use of port-
manteau, describes the “generation” of humans by the gods.?* Sec-
ond, while the story offers a wholly imaginative account of human
creation, the use of polysyndeton in the narrative is also an impor-
tant commentary on the power of creativity. Such creativity is rep-
resented through the power of the gods and the imaginative ability
to create a “cruthamhir” (creator’s portion). This call to creative
arms is reflected in the apostrophe and the leizworzszil use of “an

"’

chruthambhir!” At a fundamental level, therefore, “An Tuisle Ginitun-
ach” explores whether the gods’ power derives from their creative
ability or whether they are powerful regardless. Furthermore, it is
for that reason that Titley portrays the gods as enjoying the freedom
to create as they see fit. Therefore, “An Tuisle Ginitinach” stands as
one of Titley’s most significant stories about the nature of creativity.
Indeed, the wordplay of sugradh (play) and cleas (trick)—in which the
ludic impulse evident in the story moves beyond mere humor—sug-
gests that the gods play not just with the creation of beings but also
with the notion of creativity. In this way the story appears to equate
beings—humans—with language.

An added interesting facet is the manner in which the story ends
before the gods actually create the humans whom they so disparage.
The question remains whether the creation of these beings is simply

the opening paragraphs that establish the bawdy scene in “An Tuisle Giniunach,” I
have translated “cian” as “blues,” also a synonym for “depression.”

24. In her discussion of portmanteau in Joyce’s work from Ulysses to Finnegans
Wake, Elizabeth M. Bonapfel describes it as a literary device by which “it merges
and assimilates words to describe a new, third thing.” Bonapfel also notes that the
technique “extends our lexical range to name new objects as they arise in a particular
time, culture, and society.” The same extension of “lexical range” discussed by Bonap-
fel can be seen in Titley’s prosodic use of portmanteau in amadanadaighdéireacht. This
describes the “third thing,” namely, the act of tomfoolery while attempting to sing
ballads in a social setting. An additional aspect of Titley’s portmanteau is the pho-
netic mirroring evident in the word adaighdéir, as it comprises a nonlexical vocable
characteristic of the ballad form, as well as introducing accents on the repeated “d.”
Furthermore, the phonetics in Titley’s portmanteau also clearly reflect the performa-
tive element of the ballad form. See Bonapfel, “Joyce’s Punctuation and the Evolution
of Narrative in Finnegans Wake,” Journal of Modern Literature 42:4 (Summer 2019):
59—60.
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a facet of the imagination—a mere adventurous game in the imagina-
tion of the gods. While the gods are involved in creating beings with
a “meabhair” (mind), the story shows how creativity begets creativity
and how the act of creativity entails a chaotic process as much as a cre-
ative outcome. The concept of generation has connotations of the evo-
lution of inventiveness and the furnace, or “fuirnéis,” of creativity—a
term used byTitley in “Brollach.” Indeed, these adventures in dialogue
and imagining of language by the gods, and the pushing of its bound-
aries, are highlighted in a later story, “Wittgenstein i gConamara”
(“Wittgenstein in Connemara”). “Wir stehen tm Kampf mit der
Sprache. Ta muid gafa 1 gcoraiocht le teanga” (We are wrestling with
language), the narrator writes.? This wrestling with language recalls
further “The Lava of Imagination and the Secret History of Words”
(2009), Titley’s essay on the centrality of imagination in literature.?®

Intellectual curiosity connects with this idea of creativity. Inter-
estingly, it also shows that if adventure is a central condition of cre-
ativity, then that is frequently a collaborative rather than a solitary
process. Coilféir comments on how individualism is centrally impor-
tant to much of Titley’s work.?” Yet it is worth noting that much of
Titley’s fiction, including “An Tuisle Ginitnach,” is reflective of
what Anthony Storr, following Bertrand Russell, calls the “relativ-
ity of personality,” in which “attempts at individuation must include
relationships with others.”?® The relational aspect of individuation in
Titley’s work is thus evident in the text. In the first place the gods are

25. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 65.

26. Alan Titley, “The Lava of Imagination and the Secret History of Words,” in
The Fire I’ the Flint: Essays on the Creative Imagination, ed. Mary Shine Thompson
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009), 77-93.

27. Coilféir, Titley, 107. Colféir discusses various categories of “indibhidiulachas”
(individualism) in Titley’s work, among them individualism as a “téama scéalaiochta”
(a theme of storytelling). Coilfeir writes that Titley’s stories are “breac le carachtair
ata eiriceachtuil, fiartha, misniuil no ar buile, iad ag cur i gcoinne céras maireachtala
éigin nach dtugann cead a chinn doibh faoi mar ba mhian leo. Ar cheann de na
habhair is mé aige ta an duine aonair ag streachailt chun é féin a chur in iul in ainneoin
rialacha na sochai” (full of characters who are heretic, crooked, brave, raging, at log-
gerheads with some way of life or other that does not allow them the full expression of
their selves as they would like. One of the main subjects about which he writes is the
individual struggling to express himself despite the rules of society.)

28. Anthony Storr, The Integrity of the Personality (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1960), 31.
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unique individuals with unique names, but they function primarily
as a collective. Second, creativity in “An Tuisle Ginitinach” is a social
pursuit and takes place through dialogue, as in O Cadhain’s novel
Cré na Cille.?® Third, this myriad of gods, as opposed to one specific
god, engages collectively in the creative process; they imitate each
other’s language and have a common purpose, namely, the creation
of human beings. By doing so, they reaffirm their own distinctiveness,
eccentricities, and foibles, which Titley draws with much panache.
Dialogue and speech are the vehicles through which this collec-
tive creativity is realized. Titley’s emphasis on speech in its various
manifestations, from the inner voice to dialect, can be compared to
O Cadhain’s narrative strategy in Cré na Cille, in which, according to
Denvir, speech drives the narrative.>® Paradoxically, while the gods
in “An Tuisle Ginitnach” lie immobile on their beds, they adventure
imaginatively beyond the realms of the unknown place where they
live, “in airde” (above), with their words.?! Titley creates a textual
juxtaposition between movement on the one hand and a static, fixed
state of being on the other. This static state appears to be a literary
homage to the graveyard setting of O Cadhain’s Cré na Cille, where,
despite the illusion of movement, nothing actually happens.?? While
the gods in “An Tuisle Ginitnach” are literally situated above the
personages who will inhabit the space beneath them, O Cadhain’s
characters inhabit “riocht reoite na reilige” (the frozen kingdom of
the graveyard).*® Similarly, the apposition of these states of being is
evident in the number of “déithe” (gods) who are involved in creating
the humans who argue, fight, and talk, as O Cadhain’s characters do
in Cré na Cille, over what form they will take. Ultimately, however, the
greatest topic of conversation in “AnTuisle Giniunach” concerns who
will win the prize for creativity, while the repetition of “cruthamhir”
emphasizes the gathering’s competitive nature.>* Mirroring the com-
petition among the dead in Cré na Cille for the best spot in the grave-
yard, cruthamhir is a homophonic wordplay on curadhmhir, a literary

29. Mairtin O Cadhain, Cré na Cille (Dublin: Sairséal and Dill, 1949).

30. Geardid Denvir, Cadhain Aonair: Saothar Liteartha Mhdirtin Ui Chadhain
(Indreabhan: Cl6 Iar-Chonnachta, 1987).

31. Titley, Erriceachtai, 9.

32. O Cadhain, Cré na Cille, 49.

33. Alan Titley, An tUrscéal Gaeilge (Dublin: An Cléchombhar, 1991), 296.

34. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 11, 15.
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motif in early Irish literature, particularly in early narrative texts of
the Ulster Cycle. George Henderson, in his version of Bricrit’s Feast,
translates an curadhmhir as “the champion’s portion.”? Titley there-
fore draws on a term from Irish heroic literature, but fundamentally
alters its meaning and context by emphasizing the competition for cre-
ativity as opposed to warrior skills (in the case of the Ulster Cycle) or
the best grave (as in the case of Cré na Cille). Indeed, there are echoes
of the early Irish fled (festival), common in literature of the period, in
the description of the gathered personages “ag 0l is ag ceol is ag ain is
ag aoibhneas is ag amadandadaighdéireacht ar a leapacha” (drinking
and playing music and playing hurling and enjoying themselves and
fooling around singing ballads on their beds).>® Perhaps the inten-
tion of the neologism and onomatopoeic amadandadaighdéireacht is
to reflect some of the bawdy atmosphere of these parties of early Irish
literature.

Central to “An Tuisle Ginitinach” is the representation of creativ-
ity as neither a pretty, pleasant adventure bound by time nor some-
thing with a definitive outcome. On the contrary, it is an ambigu-
ous, multifaceted, and—above all else—unreliable endeavor that
can, as in the case of “an bhanna cheoil” (the music band) end in
“teip” (failure).?>” That unreliability and failure, denoting as it does
the title’s zuisle (stumble), can also be understood to be the author’s
parody of different religions, mythologies, and disciplines particu-
lar to patriarchal societies and, on occasion, to the male form. For
example, the “Boda” is present here: a homophonic reference to the
Buddha, his new name is a wordplay on bud (penis). The practice of
philosophy is revered, yet the male “Foll Subh” (an appropriation
of poll, or hole), a homophonic rendering of fealsamh, is reduced in
one fell swoop despite Foll Subh’s pronouncements on the impor-
tance of reflection.?® The art of learning, perhaps learning too much,
is rendered male by Titley’s depiction of “a lan foghlama” (a lot of
learning) as “Alain Olum,” thereby inserting the male name into the

35. George Henderson, Fled Bricrend (Cambridge, Ontario: Parentheses Publica-
tions, 1999), 2.

36. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 9.

37. Ibid., 10.

38. Ibid., 15.
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text.>® The reader meets “Eiros” (Eros), “Sts” (Zeus), and the poet
“Horus” (Horace) at this party of the gods; but perhaps the ulti-
mate in destructive impulses is indicated by the appearance of
“Crom” (Cromwell), who emerges from under the table (bent over
no doubt, as would benefit this particular character and the Irish verb
Titley has clothed him in, crom, to bend) “6na bhaoithréim baoise
agus reabhraidh” (from his foolish reign and his sporting career).*
“Papar,” or Karl Popper, and his stance against the bomb is noted,
as is the god “Luibh 1d6” (libido) and “Raomas” (Remus), one of
the mythological founders of ancient Rome.* As in many stories in
the collection, male socialization and masculinity are referenced in
the text primarily through use of homophonic collocations such as
“bullai fior” (a great truth) and “buailfimid bub ar fhearaibh!” (we
will place a boob on men!).4 Through use of “boob” a “non-male
subjectivity” as described by Reeser is introduced into the text, and
there are more than hints of a metrosexual masculinity in the refer-
ences to designer clothes such as “P616,” “Gugai,” “Glam,” and “Jin,”
so that the gods appear to resemble contemporary celebrities.*> As
in “Brollach,” images of fire and flame symbolize new beginnings.
It is noteworthy that “Splonc”—a homophonic wordplay on splanc
(spark)—is the first character to speak.** Central here is the idea that
creativity and destruction are two sides of the same coin. As the char-
acters, if they can be so called, in “An Tuisle Giniunach” proceed to
mangle existing proverbs and phrases, they also forge new meanings
from that process of destruction.

Intertextuality, as noted by Coilféir, is a constant feature of Titley’s
work, and it forms part of the linguistic creativity so consistent in his
writings.* The above examples, however, while incorporating inter-
textual references, are perhaps more akin to ludic wordplays and
games of cross-cultural transliteration. For example, “is sraoillin

39. Ibid., 9.

40. Ibid., 11, 13.

41. Ibid., 14, 10.

42. Ibid., 15.

43. Todd Reeser, Masculinities in Theory: An Introduction (West Sussex: Wiley
Blackwell, 2010), 13; Titley, Eiriceachtai, 15.

44. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 13.

45. Coilféir, Titley, xv. Coilféir notes that “cleasaiocht idirthéacsulachta” (intertex-
tual playfulness) is one of the most noteworthy features of Titley’s work.
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0 chois tiuire €” (he is a ragged string of a thing from the banks of
the Suir) appears to be a reference—a truncated one—to “is cailin 6
chois na sitire mé,” a line of a refrain that Shakespeare appropriated
for Henry V' as “Calin o custure me.”* In the same vein “caithfear
éisteacht” is a direct intertextual homage to Cré na Cille.*” However,
Caitriona Phaidin’s catchery in O Cadhain’s work is altered radi-
cally here. Whereas the original refers to a female voice, Titley’s line
is spoken by a male who describes himself in deprecating terms as a
“sraoillin” (a ragged string of a thing). Similarly, while Shakespeare
borrowed from the Irish, Titley takes the musicality of the line back
again, firmly returning it to the Irish language and investing it with an
entirely different meaning in the process. Incorporating references to
songs, musical forms, and individual song lines is a technique that Tit-
ley uses frequently, for example, in his novel Lamh Lamh Eile (2018).

Literary and chronological time also play a central role in much
of Titley’s work. The language used immediately draws attention to
the passing of time, in particular when its significance is only under-
stood through the present. Malcolm Hebron draws attention to how
archaisms in modern literature “can seem especially literary.”*® What
makes Titley’s work highly original, however, is how archaism and
satire are inextricably linked. For example, literary time is suggested

46.Titley, Eiriceachtai, 13. Gary Taylor notes how “Calin o custure me” is an “Eliz-
abethan corruption of an Irish refrain, cailin og a’stor’ (‘maiden, my treasure’); the
corrupt refrain is used in a song—addressed to the maiden, and cataloguing her phys-
ical charms—oprinted in Clement Robinson’s Handful of Pleasant Delights (1584); four
Elizabethan melodies for it—one by William Byrd—are reprinted in W. F. Sternfield
in Elizabethan and Facobean Studies, ed. Herbert Davis and Helene Gardner (1959),
163. Sternfield also lists thirteen references to the song in Shakespeare’s lifetime—
‘a frequency that suggests a reasonable amount of general popularity’ (152).” See
William Shakespeare, Henry the Fifth, ed. Gary Taylor (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982), 4.4. The significance of Titley’s wordplay on the refrain discussed by
Taylor, with its gender-switching from feminine to masculine and the technique of
thematic defamiliarization, is both pastiche and parody of the Elizabethan corruption
in Shakespeare’s English play as well as of the Irish song. Titley’s use of language sug-
gests layers of heresy and encapsulates the idea that heresy generates heresy. In this
example Titley’s language draws our attention to what can be read as the heretic use
of the Irish phrase by Shakespeare in Henry I, followed by Titley’s bastardization of
Shakespeare’s usage in “An Tuisle Ginitinach,” which in turn includes Titley’s own
modern Irish wordplay on the original Irish and the English used in Henry V.

47. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 14.

48. Malcolm Hebron, Mastering the Language of Literature (Bristol: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2004), 129.
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in the opening archaism of the narrative, feacht n-aon da raibh (once
upon a time),* a commonly used phrase of early modern Irish texts
that appears in the opening lines of Pairlement Chloinne Tomais (The
Parliament of Clan Thomas), the seventeenth-century satire. Signifi-
cantly, the setting of “An Tuisle Giniunach” is reminiscent of Pair-
lement. In Titley’s work the gods gather to discuss the creation of
humans and to generate people. The seventeenth-century text, as its
editor Nicholas Williams notes, is a portrayal of the Gaelic aristoc-
racy, who gather to deliver a “savage satire on the labouring classes of
Irish society.”*° Similarities between the setting of Pairlement Chloinne
Tomais and “An Tuisle Giniinach” would seem to place this story
firmly in a satirical framework, as does its use of archaic language.
Such a beginning lulls the reader into thinking that this is an eachtra
or a conventional narrative. The wordplay that follows—and the dia-
logues, disagreements, and rows that ensue between the multiplicity
of gods regarding their plan for the cruthamhir—ensure that in keep-
ing with the title of the story itself, the reader is, in literary terms,
tripped up by the contrasting styles that unfold within the narrative.

In contrast to the idea of ludic masculinity and creativity that is
the subject matter in “An Tuisle Giniunach,” “An Siscéal de réir
Eoin” (The Fairy Story According to John) is narrated as a series
of sketches of a life from birth to death. The use of homophone in
the title, including siscéal (fairy story) and soiscéal (gospel), indicates
that this work is a parody of the gospel form as much as the content
of the Gospel of Saint John: a dual lampoon—or literary heresy—of
both the fairy-story form, the siscéal, and the gospel form (“Soiscéal
Naomh Eoin,” the Gospel of Saint John). “An Siscéal de réir Eoin”
is in part a satire on orthodoxy and ideology from youth to old age.
Denvir and Ni Dhonnchadha note how this experimental approach
“cur chuige turgnamach” (experimental approach) introduces us to
the narrator’s “mana” (mantra) that insists that rules and regulations
are eschewed.”® As in the case of “An Tuisle Giniunach,” the story

49. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 9.

50. See Nicholas Williams, ed. Pairlement Chloinne Tomdais (Dublin: Dublin Insti-
tute for Advanced Studies, 1981), and Nicholas Williams, “Literature in Irish,” The
Oxford Companion to Irish History, 2nd ed., online ed., ed. S. J. Connolly (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007), accessed 1 Sept. 2022.

51. Denvir and Ni Dhonnchadha, Gearrscéalta an Chéid, 16.
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is replete with religious imagery and connotations. The story begins
with a series of instructions, some of which include intertextual ref-
erences to modern Irish-language texts such as Diarmuid O Suil-
leabhain’s novel Caoin Tu Féin.>? This device, which depends on the
repeated use of the imperative, is a feature of Titley’s poetry in par-
ticular in the collection Rabhadh: Danta (Warning: Poems). In this
analysis of Titley’s poetry I have commented how “is chuig ceistiu
seachas ordu a usaidtear an modh ordaitheach sna linte seo” (the
imperative in the lines is used as a device for questioning rather than
ordering).”® In the same way “An Tuisle Giniinach” lampoons and
questions grammatical rules and draws on the biblical story of cre-
ation by presenting us with “Jia,” a phonetic rendering and homo-
phonic literary device involving the Irish word for God, Dia. In its
portrayal of poetry, parable, prophecy, proverbial wisdom, and gene-
alogical narrative “An Siscéal de réir Eoin” shows Eoin attempting to
live as he sees fit, to fulfil his desires and to do so with dignity “ar son
ar ndinite féin” (for the sake of our dignity). Death is presented as the
greatest of all hyperboles: “nil aon amhras na gurb € an bas an dul thar
foir is géire ar fad” (there is no doubt that death is the greatest exag-
geration of all).>* If we interpret “An Siscéal” as primarily a parody of
religious doctrine, perhaps the most important aspect of the story is
not, as Denvir and Ni Dhonnchadha write, Eoin’s questioning of “an
bonn ata leis an loighic, leis an réalachas, leis an uile theagasc agus
bhéascnaiocht” (the basis of logic, reality, of all teaching and norms
of conduct), but his questioning of cultural doctrine. In a sense, while
accurately described by Denvir and Ni Dhonnnchadha as necessitat-
ing the suspension of disbelief, “cealti id an dichreidimh” (suspen-
sion of disbelief), the story’s power derives from Titley’s representa-
tion of Christ’s teachings, particularly the Gospel of Saint John. In
this way the narrative requires as much suspension of disbelief as
a fairy story. Furthermore, Titley succeeds not merely in extending
what Denvir and Ni Dhonnchadha note are “teorainneacha traidis-
ianta genre an ghearrscéil” (the traditional limits of the short-story
genre), but also in questioning the orthodoxy of both the gospel and

52. Diarmaid O Stilleabhéin, Caoin Tu Féin (Dublin: Sairséal agus Dill, 1967).
53. Sorcha de Brtn, “Rabharta Danta, Rogha Léitheora,” Feasta 69:10 (2016): 9.
54. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 122.
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folklore.>® The gospel, of course, functions here as a metaphor for
orthodoxy itself. The word si refers to fairies but also to the feminine
“she,” thereby gendering the fairy story and—when combined with
the ambiguity concerning Eoin’s masculinity—alerts the reader to
the heretical content to which the story alludes.

On one level the five phases of Eoin’s life in “An Siscéal de réir
Eoin” appear devoid of the creative forces evident in other stories, and
they stand in contrast to the terrorist’s adventures in “Don Bhliain
Seo Chugainn in Berlin,” the gods’ creativity in “An Tuisle Giniun-
ach,” and Wittgenstein’s linguistic drafts in “Wittengenstein i gCona-
mara.” Nevertheless, Titley shows how creativity in Eoin’s life lies in
the re-creation—indeed, reclamation—of Eoin as ordinary man, of a
life lived in dignity, and of the narration of his life. Divided into five
sections that deal with different life stages, the story represents Eoin’s
creative and human impulses as an ongoing battle in which author-
ity figures challenge his freedom and dignity at every turn. A school-
teacher’s brutality is narrated in a stream of consciousness that moves
from the third to the first person, where death, an “aisteoir maith”
(a good actor), makes its presence felt for the first time in the young
child’s mind.’® In addition, there is no “dioltas ar bith chomh milis
le dioltas an bhais” (no revenge as sweet as the revenge of death).”’
This first section, written in the second person and relying heavily on
asyndeton for rhetorical impact, manages paradoxically to question
the wisdom of the proverb. The proverb is first parodied and then Tit-
ley deals ironically with the adult world, exposing the hypocrisy and
the emphasis on materialism of a doctrine that preaches spirituality:
“foghlaim do bhéasa . . . foc do leithscéalta td4 mo chuid airgid uaim
.. .na labhair fad is ata do bhéal lan . . . na cuir do shuil thar do chuid”
(learn your manners . . . fuck your excuses I want my money . . . don’t
speak when your mouth is full . . . don’t be greedy).’® The third sec-
tion marks a change in style and tone. Through use of anaphora and
repeated sentences beginning with agus (and), it assumes the tenor of
a religious text while describing an all-male hurling match in which
supporters raise hosannas to the players:

55. Denvir and Ni Dhonnchadha, Gearrscéalta an Chéid, 16.
56. Titley, Eiriceachtai, 122.
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Agus an séu 14 bhi cluiche le himirt acu sa Phairc agus bhi Eoin ann.
Agus bhi cuireadh faighte ag na buachailli eile, leis, chun an chluiche.
Agus bhi an bainisteoir ann os a gcomhair amach agus fearg air. Agus
duirt sé leo: Cad ¢ sin daoibhse n6 domsa ¢ ma dhéantar caolaois ar
dhuine daichead slat amach?*°

(And on the sixth day there was a match to play in the Park and John
was there. And the other boys had also received an invitation to the
match. And the manager was there before them and he was angry.
And he said to them: What is it to you or to me if one deceives some-
body forty yards out?)

Parodying the exile of his namesake, John the Baptist, Eoin must leave
the field and be banished to the hills, since “thug siad fionraiocht sé
mhi do agus ghabh sé amach ina aonar ar an gcnoc chun urlacain”
(they gave him a six-month suspension and he ventured out on his
own to the mountain to vomit). Titley shows that there is not one
Eoin but many, and that his lives are many and varied, full of pas-
sions both sporting and sexual, and replete with mistakes and fail-
ings. In the final sections Eoin’s lovemaking with the “bean rua” (red-
haired woman) and the lessons that he learned throughout his life
again contradict what he has been told. Despite everything, he is not
a fool: “D’thoghlaim sé narbh aon doichin é féin” (he learned that
he was no fool). This revelation that can be read as the story’s most
important message, showing how the individual regains his creative
power and self-belief; Eoin, despite the judgment of those around
him, learns “go bhfuil cead oilc agus mhaitheasa aige” (that he has
permission to be bad and to be forgiven). It is his passion and his
fallibility—reflected in the first story and in the many ludic mistakes
that Titley places throughout the collection—that add another tex-
ture of creativity to the story. As Eoin ends his days in a state of
cognitive and physical decline, Titley portrays the vagaries of old age
and the arrival of death—the “fabhra ag dunadh” (the eyelid clos-
ing), the “aisteoir maith”—as the final line of defense against a hostile
series of systems intended to strip Eoin of dignity and self-belief. In
this way Titley shows that Eoin’s life still contains elements of poetry
and beauty, and that Eoin did things in his life “a chuir an croi ag

59. Ibid., 123.

Eire-Ireland 59:1&2 Spr/Sum 24 Eiriceachtai agus Scéalta Eile by Alan Titley

87



88

léim ann” (that made his heart leap within him).%° Rare as they are,
it is these moments of near-mystical disclosure in an ordinary life—
poetry, lovemaking, dancing, his flight to the hills, his understand-
ing of what and who he is, and what he has learned—that reveal the
burgeoning of creativity in a destructive, hierarchical, and controlling
environment.

The linguist-philosopher Wittgenstein writes in “Wittgenstein i
gConamara” that “Ernst ist das Leben, heiter ist die Kunst” (Life is
serious, art is fun).®! Highly creative and experimental as individual
works of fiction, the stories in Eiriceachtai agus Scéalta Eile mirror
that sentiment. These stories are a unique portrayal of the dichotomy
between life and art, in which adventures in creative imagination bal-
ance themselves against the injustices of the world. Yet if Titley offers
us a nuanced portrayal of that balance between life and art, he also
provides us with a representation of a creative impulse that never
holds back in its depictions of the destruction that can be part of
creativity.

Much critical work on Titley has rightly focused on subject and
theme. Such a focus can obscure a careful exploration of the literary
devices that shape those themes. “No more separate spheres!” com-
ments Rita Felski in her discussion of literary interpretation and the
combination of “social” and “literary” aspects of literature: “Their
singularity and their sociability are interconnected, not opposed.”®?
This essay has attempted to show how the use of literary devices is
one of the most salient features of Titley’s short stories. It is a key
not only to interpreting the Titleyan text but also to opening the
complexities contained within it. Regarded by many critics, readers,
and writers as among the most prolific and protean of Irish-language
writers, Titley surpasses even Mairtin O Cadhain in literary inven-
tion. Maybe it is no surprise then that creativity is a central subject in
his writings. It is this, above all else, that not only puts Titley among
the greatest living Irish-language writers of the last hundred years,
but arguably also establishes him as one of the greatest Irish writers
of our time in any language.
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