W. B. Yeats on William Carleton

Yeats concentrates on the ‘brooding melancholy’ and ‘intensity’ of Carleton’s ‘half-articulate’ and ‘half-blind’ vision of Ireland which he treats as the foundation-stone of modern Irish literature. In this spirit, Yeats calls him the ‘peasant Chaucer’ and the ‘true historian’ of the Irish society in his day. It is hardly necessary to add that Carleton’s works lack the formal integrity of the Canterbury Tales but the idea of a nation-buiding project in the form of literary representation is certainly true of his project as a writer.
1: “Irish National Literature”, in Bookman (July 1893): ‘[…] only Carleton, born and bred a peasant, was able to give us a vast multitude of grotesque, pathetic, humorous persons, misers, pig-drivers, drunkards, schoolmasters, labourers, priests, madmen, and to fill them all with abounding vitality. He was but half articulate, half emerged from Mother earth, like one of Milton’s lions, but his wild Celtic melancholy gives to whole pages of Fardorougha and of The Black Prophet an almost spiritual grandeur. […] In future times men will recognise that he was at his best a true historian, the peasant Chaucer of a new tradition, and that at his worst he fell into melodrama, more from imperfect criticism than imperfect inspiration. In his time only a little of Irish history, Irish folklore, Irish poetry had been got into the English tongue; he had to dig the marble for his statue out of the mountain side with his own hands, and the statue shows not seldom the clumsy chiselling of the quarryman.’ 

(Rep. in John Frayne, ed., Uncollected Prose, Vol. I, p.364; quoted in R. F. Foster, ‘Square-built Power and Fiery Shorthand: Yeats, Carleton and the Irish Nineteenth Century’, in The Irish Story: Telling Tales and Making It Up in Ireland, Penguin 2001, pp.113-26; p.120.)

2: “William Carleton”, in Stories from Carleton (1889): ‘[…] William Carleton was a great Irish historian. The history of a nation is not in parliaments and battle-fields, but in what the people say to each other on fair-days and high days, and in how they farm, and quarrel, and go on pilgrimage. These things has Carleton recorded. 
   He is the great novelist of Ireland, by right of the most Celtic eyes that ever gazed from under the brows of story-teller. His equals in gloomy and tragic power, Michael and John Banim, had nothing of his Celtic humour. One man alone stands near him there - Charles Kickham, of Tipperary. The scene of the pigdriving peelers in “For the Old Land”, is almost equal to the best of the Traits and Stories. But, then, he had not Carleton’s intensity. Between him and the life he told of lay years in prison, a long Fenian agitation, and partial blindness. On all things flowed a faint idealising haze. His very humour was full of wistfulness. 
   There is no wistfulness in the works of Carleton. I find there, especially in his longer novels, a kind of clay-cold melancholy. One is not surprised to hear, great humorist though he was, that his conversation was more mournful than humorous. He seems, like the animals in Milton, half emerged only form the earth and brooding. When I read any portion of The Black Prophet, of the scenes with Raymond the Madman in Valentine M’Clutchy, I seem to be looking out at the wild, torn storm-clouds that lie in heaps at sundown along the western seas of Ireland; all nature, and not merely man’s nature, seems to pour out for me its inbred fatalism.’ 

(Stories from Carleton, 1880; rep. edn. NY Lemma, 1973, p.xvi-ii, xvii [end]; given as Appendix in Mary Helen Thuente, ed., Representative Irish Tales [1891] (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe 1979), pp.369-64.)

3: Representative Irish Tales (1891) - Preface:  ‘Besides Miss Edgeworth’s well-finished four-square house of the intelligence[,] Carleton raised his rough clay “rath” of humour and passion. Miss Edgeworth has outdone writers like Lover and Lever because of her fine judgement, her serene culture, her well-balanced mind. Carleton, on the other hand, living a half-blind, groping sort of life, drinking and borrowing, has, I believe, outdone not only them but her by the sheer force of his powerful nature. It was not for nothing that his ancestors had dug the ground. His great body […] was full of violent emotions and brooding melancholy.’ 
(Representative Irish Tales, London [1891] rep. [facs. edn.], ed. Mary Helen Thuente, Colin Smythe: Gerrards Cross 1979, p.28.)

