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Introduction

by MARY O’DONNELL

In recent decades, Irish poets have been accustomed to being
the focus of literary research and scholarship from abroad. It has
become an almost unquestioned aspect of being an Irish writer,
and the work of a significant number has been translated to
other languages, analysed, researched and/or the subject of
literary conferences and summer schools the length and breadth
of Europe, not to mention the all-welcoming, parental interest
of universities, colleges and institutions in the United States. To
be an Irish writer has often meant that our concerns became the
scholarly concerns of others, that our lines and paragraphs were
open to interpretation world-wide, our issues, themes, narratives
and socio-cultural insights the material for academic investment
and dialogue. One could argue that we have been pampered by
such attention, and indeed until recently that appeared to be the
prevailing response in our greater island neighbour across the
Irish Sea, where finally a kind of Sonnenuntergang regarding Irish
writers and prizes, Irish writers and favourable comment seems
partially underway. ,

In this context, it struck me 3ftel a visit to Santiago de
Compostela in summer 2006, that there was a dearth of
information and interest in Ireland regarding Galician poets.
My awareness had been stirred almost imperceptibly. The
purpose of my visit had been to give a lecture on the journey
from imagination to print for Irish women writers from the
1980s to the present. It was a sultry, humid few days during
which I wandered the city, absorbing something that initially I
could not quite identify. There was a sense of something being
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out of kilter, and yet something falling rightly into place.
Threads of a recognisable music caught me off-guard—pure
Celtic, wavering on the air from some of the shops, or rattling
the guts of the casual passer-by wherever young people played
beneath shaded, ancient archways as the reverberations of what
I could only call bodhran and uilleann pipes followed me
everywhere,

Then there were the images—simple, recognisable—Celtic
knots, circles, trees and triads, in jewellery and shop signs,
wherever the casual visitor might wander. There was a sense
that, in Galicia, Celticism—the easily digested fourist brand that
includes silver, tea-towels and CDs—was alive and well in a
manner easily matched by any Irish town or in the summer
throng of Dublin’s Nassau Street. '

Out of these impressions and further reading, one year later
the idea for this anthology was born, and at the time it seemed
relatively uncomplicated. Thanks to the enthusiastic response
from my co-editor and collabordtor Manuela Palacios in
Santiago and also, significantly, from Jessie Lendennie of Salmon
Poetry in Co. Clare, things slid into place very quickly at first
and the decision to proceed was made. It was then a matter of
securing our poets —on both sides of the equation— and
inviting them to participate in this project.

I read more about Galicia and Celticism. As I suspected,
sceptical arguments have also been mounted regarding alleged
Celtic roots in Galicia and an ancient co-Celtic, utopian brother
and sisterhood. Galicia and Ireland have traditionally shared
various other social circumstances that have characterised their
identity. Both have been strongholds of Catholicism in Europe
and—despite declining religious observance, (and the current
rupture in the Irish church, itself a cause of ongoing
investigation)—Catholic morality continues to be decisive in
tamily and sexual politics for significant numbers of people.

Both communities have two official languages, Irish and
English in Ireland, whereas in Galicia they have the vernacular
and Spanish. Both English and Spanish are traditionally viewed
by many as having been imposed on two communities which
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already had complete and developed languages, themselves a
naturally evolved repository of considerable enriching
historical, mythic and social inheritance. Admittedly, attitudes
towards the languages vary and some differences apply: Irish and
English are linguistically much further apart than Galician and
Spanish (both derived from Latin), and Galician is much more
widely spoken than Irish is today Is there a danger that
notwithstanding the fluency of some three million Galicians, the
language of both our communities may eventually disappear off
the fragile linguistic world map and remain—as it so often does
in Ireland—as a sanctified code to be pulled out and dressed up
on official and formal occasions?

Another difference is an environmental one. The oil tanker
Prestige split in two in November 2002 releasing millions of
gallons of oil along the wildlife-rich Galician coastline. There
exists a more heightened consciousness of the fragile nature of
the eco-system than in Ireland, and some of its literary writers
have engaged with this aspect of connection to landscape.

Yet what became apparent was the amount and quality of
articles, books and pamphlets which demonstrated a
categorically clear interest in Irish writers by Galician scholars
and poets over the years. The interest from there to here has
been unstinting. Whether or not one argues that the Celtic link
between our two countries is real or idealised is, in a way, very
much beside the point. The evidence of a need to connect
with a culture Galicia dreamed of, both fact and imagining, was
evident.

Further back Galicia’s interest in Ireland had peaked several
times, especially during the second half of the nineteenth
century, with writers Eduardo Pondal and Manuel Murguia.
The latter based his Galicia and his Historia de Galicia in a
regionally-oriented Celticism and in a romantic ideology which
were of literary and cultural importance. One of the
outstanding figures of his time, Murguia’s marriage to the iconic
poet Rosalia de Castro, and his friendship with Manuel Curros
Enriquez were significant, to the extent that his Celticist ideals
gave rise to a group based in A Coruifia called “A Cova Céltica”
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[The Celtic Lair]. Galicia’s literary and cultural revival peaked
earlier than that of Ireland, but a resurgence again followed in
the 19205, and in 1926 the first translation of fragments of James
Joyce’s Ulysses was rendered into Galician by Otero Pedrayo.
Today, many researchers in the three Galician universities are
working on Irish studies.

Kbk

By proceeding chronologically through this volume it is
possible to discern a trail of interests, issues and concerns in the
work of these Galician poets (outlined by Manuela Palacios in
her introductory essay). In a sense, it can be read as unfolding
in three movements, and this division is reflected in the selection
of the Irish poets. Thus one of our greatest poets, Nuala Nf
Dhomhnaill, translates the myth-enriched and explorative
vitality of Luz Pozo Garza; Anne Le Marquand Hartigan, Celia
de Fréine, Mary O’Malley, Catherine. Phil MacCarthy, Lorna
Shaughnessy, Maurice Harmon, Caitrfona O’Reilly, Maighréad
Medbh, and Paddy Bushe follow on a trail of discourse which
embraces political struggle and identity, feminism, literary
tradition and the interrogation of these subjects. Each Irish
poet 1s, in their own lives, distinguished by differing approaches
to technique, thematic schema and vision, but all are imbued
with an ear for the music of language.

Aided initially by the indispensable work of Minia
Bongiorno Gareia, who provided the cribs which enabled the
Irish writers to create their versions, it was decided that of the
five poems contributed by each Galician writer, one of these
was to be rendered to Irish—a minimal way, perhaps, of
acknowledging the still living presence and identity of our
original cultural language. Six of the Irish writers selected are
Irish speakers, and for those who are not, the bilingual writer-
poet, linguist and scholar Rita Kelly secured the Irish
translations, with one from Martin Nugent.

Styles and interpretations vary from the literal to the re-
imagining of certain poems. Several of the Galician poets
expressed willingness to having their poems freely explored in
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these versions. Therefore, in some instances, literalism is not
necessarily to the fore. It remains one of the essential questions
whenever translation is in the air: how should it be done—an
attempt at a literal transposition, an attempt to capture the spirit
of the poem, regardless what gymnastics of language and
phrasing, or is it a bit like making a dog stand on its hind legs?
In other words, can it be done at all?

As 50 often in translation, it remains a matter of discernment,
personal  approach and—sometimes—political ~ strategy
(conscious and unconscious) on the translator’s part. The
translator needs, ideally, to find some sense of the originator’s
identity with which s/he can uncover a linguistic resonance in
the host language. There is also, then, the matter of cultural
identity itself, and the translator’s understanding of it. As Prof.
Michael Cronin, Director of the Centre for Translation and
Textual Studies at Dublin City University, remarks in the
opening page of his work Tianslation and Identity (Routledge,
2006), “identity is one of the most important political and
cultural issues of our time”, and in this context he examines the
manner in which translation has played a critical role in shaping
discourse “around identity, language and cultural survival in the
past and in the present”.

With this in mind, this anthology hopes to contribute to the
further shaping of such discourse, given the commonality of
socio-cultural and to some degree, political histories, shared by
Ireland and Galicia. It is hoped that in Galicia the work of the
Irish poets will be seen as a reciprocation, an unequivocal
answering-call to the sometimes visionary work of our sister-
poets further down the Atlantic seaboard as they too wrestle
with diverse challenges—each to her own time—and that
finally it can be said that in literary terms a two-way channel
between our cultures has been forged.

My thanks to the Galician poets who contributed poems to
the project. Without them nothing would have happened.
Thanks and admiration also to the Irish poets who engaged
with them, sometimes for months on end, who have lived with
the poems and made decisions regarding best choices, line-
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breaks, punctuation, interpretation, revising them often, deeply
involved in an enterprise the aim of which throughout has been
to do justice to the poems made by the women of Galicia.

In a time when the local and the global are so often
igterchangeab]e as concepts, when cosmopolitanism can be
Twewed as surging uprootedness instead of something which
indicates evolving exchange and mutual dialogue, it seems vital
now to make steps towards the latter brand of cosmopolitanism,
remembering what it has emerged from in this case—two
histories of struggle, two histories almost assimilated by greater,
cloquent cultures that communicate in what are decisively
termed world languages (meaning incontestable Ianguagé
presence).

Thanks to the advances of technology, the world may be a
village as a village is the world, but that does not automatically
signify an absence of connectedness. On the contrary, we find
ourselves in the contemporary world at a nexus of héiqhtened
awareness of what is other and samerand the ability to rc;:ognise
both, in this instance especially, in the inter-webbing of the
cultures of Galicia and Ireland. )

MARY O’DONNELL
Dublin 2010
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Galician Women Poets Today:
Moving from Strength to Strength

by MANUELA PALACIOS

In the last three decades, Galician literature has experienced a
radical transformation which has undoubtedly benefited from
the cultural and linguistic policies furthered by the 1981
Galician Statute of Autonomy. Fran Alonso, assistant director of
Edicions Xerais, provides us with some revealing figures: “the
total of 68 titles published in Galician and Castilian in 1975 rises
to 1,665 books published in the Galician language in 2006”
(2010:37). At present, when we speak of Galician literature, we
usually mean writing in the Galician language, since a majority
of Galician writers have chosen the vernacular as their means of
artistic expression. The conspicuous growth of the publishing
industry has certainly been favoured by the economic
prosperity of recent decades, which has allowed some substantial
public funding for the advancement of Galician culture.

In this dynamic cultural context, poetry has been a cherished
genre, in part because of its roots in the prestigious Galician-
Portuguese secular and religious lyric which reached its zenith
in the thirteenth century-—the Cantigas that Nuala Nji
Dhomhnaill relishes in her poem “Ceol” (1999). The Galician
literary revival in the second half of the nineteenth century had
a woman poet as its figurehead, Rosalia de Castro (1837-1885),
who—for better or worse—has been appropriated as an icon of
national identity. As the poet Chus Pato suggests, Galician
women poets today need to renegotiate their pact with this
literary foremother on new conditions that may let the
daughters breathe (2008b: 128).
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Since Rosalia’s times, other(,WDm‘en writers have worked
vigorously for the advance of Galician poetry, and this
anthology includes writers such as Luz Pozo Garza, Marfa do
Carme Kruckenberg and Xohana Torres, who began publishing
in the 1950s—in the extremely hostile conditions of General
Franco’ dictatorship. A second wave of writers, influenced to
various degrees by feminist discourses, the struggle for
democracy and Galician national identity in the 1970s, is also
represented in this anthology by Marilar Aleixandre, Luz Pichel,
Chus Pato and Ana Romani—even if, interestingly enough,
many of these writers did not start publishing book-length
collections until the late 1980s and early 1990, Finally, a
younger generation of women poets has elbowed its way into
the literary establishment, while their poetry calls into question
deep-rooted assumptions about national literature, literary
tradition and women’s writing. Maria do Cebreiro, Marfa Lado
and Xiana Arias are three among this prolific group of emerging
writers. It is our good fortune that these three generations
often work side by side, inspire ore another and Jjoin forces to
advance the presence of women in the public sphere of
literature.

Luz Pozo Garza’s poems, from her collection As arpas de
lwerddon [The Harps of Iwerddon] (2005), bear witness to the
vitality of Celticism in contemporary poetry. The Lebor Gabdla
Eren or Book of Invasions of Ireland suggests a possible connection
between Galicia and Ireland through the myth of the sons of
Mil and their poet Amergin—the great-grandson of Breogan,
the mythical father of the Galician nation. However, Luz Pozo
Garza shifts the stress from the account of the invasion to that
of the amorous fusion between the mothers Galician culture
and the daughter’s adopted Irish traditions. Very much like
Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill, Pozo has past myths inform the daily
reality of the modern world in verse that proceeds with the
grace and poise of a classic writer.

Maria do Carme Kruckenberg’s poems from her two
collections As complexas mareas da noite [The Complex Tides of
the Night] (2006) and Os lmites do arreguizo [Shiver’s Limits]
(2008) entwine critical scrutiny of the present with memories
of a life lived to the full. Like Anne Hartigan’s poetry,

22

Kruckenberg’s vindicates love and pleasure, but she does so f‘rom
a sober stance which simultaneously explores the tensions
between lexicon and rhythm. .

Our triad of doyennes of Galician poetry is completed with
Xohana Torres, whose poetry resounds in that of ‘many
contemporaries; such is her mastery. Teres’ Penelope, in tl;e
eponymous poem, refuses the domestic .and expectant role
ascribed to her in Homer’s Odyssey and claims the ocean as the
metaphorical space into which women must venture. It comes.
as no surprise, then, that many Galician and Irish women
writers are intent on postulating new odysseys, as Cehg.de
Fréine’s imram/odyssey (2010) also attests. Apart fror'% rewriting
Western literary classics, Torres’ collections Estacidns ao mar
[Seasons to the Sea] (1980) and Témpo de ria [Estuary Time]
(1992) delve into those spaces and people the.1t once acted as
havens of innocence, though the sense of loss is always kept in
check by the poet’s sophisticated craft. ,

Marilar Aleixandre’s poems from Catdlogo de 'Vel,enos
[Catalogue of Poisons] (1999) and Desmentindo a primavera
[Denying Spring] (2003) elaborate on the struggle between
patriarchal injunctions and expectations—even if these are
sometimes perpetuated by women themselyes—a{ld a young
woman’s craving for freedom. The undisguised atfe;tlon a.nd
admiration felt for the father and mother ﬁgur.es collides with
the lyric subject’s necessity to live life accordmg to her own
convictions. From Abecedario de drbores [ABC of Trees] (2006,),
“luis” revels in those Celtic legends which continue to inspire
Galician poetry and strengthen the ties between Gahc‘la.and
[reland, while her most recent collection M'udan;as [Shiftings]
(2007) rewrites Ovid’s Metamorphoses by purveying a much-
needed woman-centred gaze. ~

Luz Pichel, a member of the Galician diaspora in Nladnd, has
written both in Spanish and Galician, and her po§tic interests
range from present-day metropolitan life to memories of a rural
childhood. Casa pechada [Locked House] (2006) invests the
rural world with a surrealist perspective that is not uncommon
in either Galician or Irish folk culture. There is no room for' the‘
picturesque in this poetry which constitutes a truthful
reconstruction not only of the pain and hardships but also of the
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pleasures and affections experienced in childhood, as they are
remembered by a woman who returns to her village in order to
lock up her parents’ house for good. Each of Pichel’s poems
defies predictability and unsettles our preconceptions about
country life, ‘

Chus Pato is a notable representative of the engaged poet, as
she is deeply committed to critique capitalist commodification
of language, literature and human life in general. Although her
book m-Talé (2000) calls into question the transparency of
language and poets’ capacity to convey their messages—thereby
demanding a very participative reader—Pato’s writing
perseveres in the defence of justice. She tests the limits of what
can be said in poetry by challenging genre boundaries and
defamiliarising the reading process in an act of resistance to
literary conventions that domesticate our intellect. In Hordas de
escritira [Hordes of Writing] (2008a), Pato deploys a multiplicity
of voices from different contexts and times, thus showing that
poetry equals excess. Rather than fit the world into the poem,
she has it erupt from the lines like/lava.

Ana Romanf’s collection Love me tender. 24 pezas minimas
para unha caixa de misica [24 Minima) Picces for a Music Box]
(2005) has its genesis in a piece of journal news: between 30%
and 50% of women in the world are beaten and humiliated by
their male partners. These poems expose the traps of that kind
of amorous discourse which relies on possessiveness, dominance,
control, poor self-esteem and submission; that is to say, what
Maurice Harmon very aptly calls “love’s ferocious intricacy” in
his poem “The Winding Stair” (2008). In contrast with this,
Romanf’s other poems from Arden [Blazing] (1998) put forward
some empowering and self-assertive feminine models such as
those conjured up by awesome and adventurous whales,

The poems by Marfa do Cebreiro included in this anthology
give us a fair idea of the wide range of forms and themes
that this young poet has already covered. Her first collection,
o estadio do espello [The Mirror Stage] (1998) starts what will
becomne, in her poetry, a recurrent concern with the creative
process, poetic inspiration, the speaking voice, the reader’s
expectations and literary tradition. Non queres que o poema te
cofieza [You Don’t Want the Poem fo Know You] (2004)
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playfully hides the lyric “T” in a mesh. of rc?fexjepces to other
writers such as, among others, T.S. Eliot, Vlrgml.a Woo‘lf and
Seamus Heaney. This self-effacing process culmmates in the
dramatic poems from Os Hemisferios [The Hemispheres] (2006):
which eclipse the authorial voice and represent the charact(?rs
tenacious gropings for communication no matter how elusive
the latter may turn out to be. .

Maria Lado has won her readers’ favour with her app‘eahgg
performances—a characteristic she shares with her t;anslator. in
this anthology, Maighréad Medbh—and her experimentation
with audiovisual technology. Her poetry spans from an
apparent childlike gaze in casa atlé;?tica, casa cabaret .[atla.ntlc
house, cabaret house| (2001) and a deliberate fantasy .of idealised
love in berlin (2005) to the bitter dystopia of nove [nine] (2008),
a collection marked by the traumatic oil spillage of the tanker
Prestige in November 2002 oft the Galician coast. Much more
formidable than the hostile sea which swallows .ﬁshe‘rl.nen anc%
ships or the island that imprisons it_s inhabitants is the islanders
incapacity to remember. It is for this reason that La@o c}oses her
collection nove with a reference to the Prestige oil spillage: so
that readers may not forget. .

Xiana Arias closes this anthology with poems that sting apd
accuse us. Her collection Ortigas [Stinging Nettles] (20Q7)
denounces violence against women in all its modalities, ch:dd
abuse, and the marginalisation of disempowered groups with
verse that is itself wounded. Acusacién [Accusatior%] (2009)
interpellates our conscience—often full of gogd 1nte'nt1(?ns~——for
our inability to take action, and does so with lucid hngs not
exempt from acrimonious humour. Oneﬁ perceives in the
characters that inhabit these poems a yearning to escape from
claustrophobic spaces and oppressive social structures, a}though
they are often too knocked about by life to find the exit.

The writers in this collection display heterogeneous
aesthetic approaches and interests, they ‘belo'ng to dlfferent
generations and have gone through unhk; life experiences,
though they have one thing in common: their determmamon to
play an active role in the advancement and rf_zmodellmg of a
poetic tradition that cannot afford to do without wormen’s
voices. Our anthology wishes to recognise the contribution



made by Galician women writers—those who are represented
here and many others who would deserve to be—towards the
consolidation of Galician-language poetry. This, borrowing
Xiana Arias’s phrasing in her last poem, may not be feminine
literature, but it is indeed the writing of women who “score the
asphalt with their toenails”.

MANUELA PALACIOS
Santiago de Compostela, 2010
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