FOREWORD

W

hen it opened in 1864 the National Gallery of Ireland
displayed 112 paintings. Today the collection has grown
to comprise over 15,000 works of art, dating from the thirteenth
century to the present day. To mark the 150th anniversary of the
gallery, fifty-six Irish writers have contributed essays, stories and
poems to Lines of Vision, an anthology inspired by its rich collection.
Their texts span a wide range of genres to give unique perspectives
into the pictures they have chosen.
The writers have selected diverse works from across the collection. They include treasured paintings by masters such as
Caravaggio, Rembrandt, Poussin and Velázquez; works by Irish
artists such as Jack B. Yeats, John Lavery and Paul Henry; and
modern European pictures by Claude Monet, Pierre Bonnard and
Gabriele Münter. This creative collaboration invites us to look at
the National Gallery of Ireland and its wonderful collection in new
and intriguing ways.
SEAN RAINBIRD, DIRECTOR, NATIONAL GALLERY OF IRELAND
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PREFACE

W

hen the National Gallery of Ireland opened on 30 January
1864, among the guests gathered for the official ceremony
was the newly knighted Sir William Wilde. While it might be
considered fanciful to imagine that his nine-year-old son, Oscar,
watched the grand occasion from the windows of their family home
on Merrion Square, what cannot be doubted is that, from that day
forward, the National Gallery has come to figure prominently in
Irish literary life.
George Bernard Shaw had been living in England for almost
seventy years when, in 1944, he wrote to Thomas Bodkin, a former
Director, saying that he owed the gallery ‘much of the only real
education I ever got as a boy in Eire.’ He subsequently bequeathed
one third of the royalties from his work to fund new acquisitions.
These have included Roderic O’Conor’s La Jeune Bretonne and Jack
B. Yeats’s Grief; paintings which have in turn, inspired the contributions of Dermot Bolger and Carlo Gébler in this volume. W. B. Yeats
belonged to a family of artists and studied at Dublin’s Metropolitan
School of Art before embarking on the path of poetry. He remained
interested in art throughout his life and joined the gallery’s Board of
Governors in the 1920s. Paintings by his father, John, and brother,
Jack, are included in this book.
The writer and poet James Stephens was the gallery registrar
from 1919 to 1924. During this period he published several books,
including the popular Irish Fairy Tales (1920), illustrated by Arthur
Rackham. Stephens’s successor, Brinsley MacNamara, took up the
post having been exiled from his hometown in Co. Westmeath
where his novel Valley of the Squinting Windows (1918) had been
received with hostility. He continued to write fiction and plays
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Postcard from George Bernard Shaw
to Thomas Bodkin, 7 March 1944
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PREFACE

up until his retirement in 1960. The respected poet and critic
Thomas MacGreevy was the gallery’s director from 1950 to 1963.
Samuel Beckett, an old friend of MacGreevy, had come to know
the gallery as a young man and was particularly keen on its early
Italian paintings and works by Dutch and Flemish Masters. It
was MacGreevy who introduced Beckett to Jack B. Yeats, an artist
whose work they both deeply admired and which continues to resonate with writers today.
Lines of Vision brings together new work by Irish writers,
inspired by the National Gallery of Ireland and its collection.
Contributors were invited to select pictures as setting-off points for
poems, stories and essays. Each has embraced the undertaking with
unfailing enthusiasm and tremendous generosity of spirit.
Behind the scenes, the picture selection process was a delightfully idiosyncratic one. A number of writers visited the gallery with
an idea but not a picture in mind, others perused its stores, a few
gave approval to prompted pairings, while most chose works of art
that they had long loved and even lived with as postcards propped
on mantelpieces or tacked to study walls. The writers’ reasons for
choosing pictures are as diverse as those they chose. Pictures have
been used as stimuli for dormant stories waiting to be told. Pictures
have teased out long-held observations and nudged them into form
and focus. Pictures have become the fabric on which remembrances
have been pinned like precious brooches. Pictures have been reimagined, their details magnified and presented in new lights.
For many years the National Gallery was one of the few secular
spaces where art could be seen in Ireland. Indeed it is quite possible
that for many of the writers in this book, their initial encounters
with art were with religious imagery seen in churches and schools;
altarpieces, stained-glass windows, shrines, Stations of the Cross,
Sacred Heart prints. The interweaving of art, poetry, stories and
spirituality comes almost as second-nature to Irish writers. While
it is perhaps unsurprising that many find an affinity with religious
scenes and subject matter, it is certainly intriguing that several
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have been drawn to images of ascetic saints. St Mary Magdalene,
St Jerome, St Francis and St Onuphrius – their pictured lives of
austere and contemplative solitude bear distinct parallels with the
garret-occupation of writing.
Galleries are places where few questions are asked or expectations are made. Quite often they are places of retreat for those who
have time to pass or places of refuge for those who feel they don’t
fit in. The idea of art as a bolthole from uncomfortable realities – in
childhood, adolescence and adulthood – is a reassuring and recurrent one in this collection of writing. Galleries invite their visitors
to engage in discreet acts of intimacy. There is a silence and a stillness implied in looking at art. Writers are perhaps more at ease with
the practice of seeing slowly than most.
Many writers have found in paintings fragile bridges by which
to bring lost loved ones closer into view. Sebastian Barry movingly
remembers his artist grandfather; Bernard Farrell and Martin
Malone the quiet dignity of their fathers; Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin
her sister, a violinist; Michael Longley his friend Gerard Dillon;
and Jennifer Johnston her hospitable godmother. Quite remarkably, Eva Bourke reflects upon a portrait of her ancestor, Anton
Hundertpfundt, Master of the Mint to the Bavarian court in the
sixteenth century.
Pictures in public collections might be looked upon as meeting
points. They hang suspended on their fixings while people pause,
and then, like time, pass by. When looking at pictures we see what
others saw before us and what others after us will see. There is
a poignant beauty to be found in these invisible path-crossings.
Shortly after visiting the National Gallery of Ireland in 1926, Louis
MacNeice wrote ‘Poussin’ inspired by the painting Acis and Galatea
(1627–28).1
A decade or so later, W. B. Yeats alluded to that same painting in one of his final poems ‘News for the Delphic Oracle’ (1939).
MacNeice, barely in his twenties, saw possibilities, while Yeats, in his
seventies, saw frustrations and frailties reflected. For this book John
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1918

louis macneice

Poussin
In that Poussin the clouds are like golden tea,
And underneath the limbs flow rhythmically,
The cupids’ blue feathers beat musically,
And we dally and dip our spoon in the golden tea.
The tea flows down the steps and up again,
An old-world fountain, pouring from sculptured lips,
And the chilly marble drop like sugar slips
And is lost in the dark gold depths, and the refrain
Of tea-leaves floats about and in and out,
And the motion is still as when one walks and the moon
Walks parallel but relations remain the same.
And thus we never reach the dregs of the cup,
Though we drink it up and drink it up and drink it up,
And thus we dally and dip our spoon.

Nicolas Poussin, 1594 –1665, Acis and Galatea, 1627–28, oil on canvas, 98 × 137 cm
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Montague has revisited El Greco’s St Francis Receiving the Stigmata
and a poem that he wrote with it in mind in 1953. The painting is
his meeting point, regarded anew after fifty years.
Returning to MacNeice, who deftly compares Poussin’s painted
clouds to ‘golden tea’, in many respects his poem prefigures the
premise behind this collection of writing. MacNeice brings together
the past and the present, the real and the imagined, the arcane and
the familiar in exquisite harmony. A picture in a gallery may seem
as constant as the moon, yet no matter how frequently we ‘dally and
dip’ into it, we will never reach the bottom. The profound, playful
and insightful responses to pictures in Lines of Vision reveal this to
be a very good thing.
JANET MCLEAN, CURATOR OF EUROPEAN ART

1

1850–1950

Poussin’s painting was known as The Marriage of Thetis and Peleus until 1960.
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CHRIS AGEE

I remember those days
in The Hague
moving through the Mauritshuis
with its stanzas
of Vermeer-space
suggesting the sense
of love thwarted
or endangered
but enduring
during
the Dutch Wars
then taking
the tramlines
straight and shining
over grassy sleepers
in lush May
through Scheveningen’s woods
to World Forum Noord
and the Tribunal’s
Dantesque circles
at Churchillplein
Blown along
the bike-track
drifts of fluttering
heart-shaped beige catkins
like legions
of the lost
thronging
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and imploring
the gates
of the living
Tribunal
And so up until now
the only always
here-and-now
Miriam and the Moses basket
the art
of Pharaoh’s daughter
in the poet’s eye
out of the coeval I
pushing forth love’s basket
of bulrush and bitumen
from receding planes
into
the past presence
of the invisible foreground
of receiving us

the Mauritshuis: the Royal Picture Gallery, containing many paintings by
Vermeer and other artists of the Dutch Golden Age.
the Dutch Wars: a series of destructive conflicts between the English, Dutch
and French (1652–78), involving both sea and land battles, and rooted in
commercial rivalry.
the Tribunal: the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia,
The Hague.
Miriam and the Moses basket: the Biblical story in the background painting.
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CHRIS AGEE

Johannes Vermeer, 1632 –1675
Woman Writing a Letter, with her Maid, c. 1670
Oil on canvas, 71.1 × 60.5 cm
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JOHN BANVILLE

Caravaggio’s The Taking of Christ

Nah sind wir, Herr,
nahe und greifbar.
Gegriffen schon, Herr,
ineinander verkrallt, als wär
der Leib eines jeden von uns
dein Leib, Herr.
Bete, Herr,
bete zu uns,
wir sind nah.
Near are we, Lord,
Near and graspable.
Grasped already, Lord,
clawed into each other, as if
each of our bodies were
your body, Lord.
Pray, Lord,
pray to us,
we are near.

from ‘Tenebrae’ by Paul Celan, Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan, translated
by John Felstiner (W. W. Norton, New York, 2001).
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C

aravaggio is the painter of night, although his is a densely
peopled darkness. Even in his daytime pictures the atmosphere
is occluded, nocturnal. He is one of the great colourists, yet his
tones are muted – at once muted and vivid – and his favourite, his
fundamental, his primordial shade is that opulent, luminous pitchblack from which his scenes start out at us as if a light had just
been switched on which in a moment will be just as abruptly extinguished. His pictures are monumental glimpses, and before them we
do not know whether we are to be captivated or appalled. There is
violence in these paintings, violence, menace and mephitic laughter,
as well as captivating beauty.
The painter himself comes to us out of a rich chiaroscuro.
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio was not a nice man. What was
said of Byron could be as well said of him, that he was mad, bad and
dangerous to know. Born in 1571, he was dead by the age of thirtyeight, from fever, it seems, though he may have been murdered. If
it was murder, it is hardly surprising, for he had lived by the sword.
Indeed, he killed a man himself, in the spring of 1606, when in Rome
he knifed to death a young Umbrian, one Ranuccio Tomassoni.
Throughout his brief life Caravaggio was a swaggerer and a
brawler, a pederast, an adept with the stiletto on whom the police
had a record that ran to many pages; he was also one of the most
famous and acclaimed painters of his day, and one of the greatest
artists. At his death his reputation languished with him, and was
not revived until, early in the twentieth century, the critic Roberto
Longhi and the connoisseur Bernard Berenson identified him as not
only a supreme artist but also as a pivotal figure in the development of painting. As Longhi said, without Caravaggio there would
have been no Rembrandt or Vermeer, and the work of Delacroix and
Manet would have been very different from what it was.
In describing The Taking of Christ one searches for some other,
better word than dramatic – incandescent, perhaps, would do,
though even that is not quite fiery enough. When we first enter
the gallery and catch sight of the painting we have the impression
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JOHN BANVILLE

Caravaggio (Michelangelo Merisi), (1571–1610)
The Taking of Christ, 1602
Oil on canvas, 133.5 × 169.5 cm
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JOHN BANVILLE

of a violent swirl of action surging forward out of deepest night.
An arc of tenebrous light runs from the illuminated forehead of
the figure on the right, who holds a lantern aloft – it is a self-portrait of Caravaggio – to the upflung hand of the terrified St John
at the extreme left. Approaching a little closer, we make out the
fuller composition, which is an inverted triangle with its apex at
the oddly clasped hands of Christ. However, this triangular form,
which encloses the essential action of the picture, is pushed a little
way into the background by the helmeted soldier’s extraordinary
armoured arm, bulbous, gleaming, blue-black, that seems almost a
piece of weaponry, a giant buckler or metal club, thrusting itself to
our attention.
In lyric contrast to the mass and iron denseness of this homme
armé are the lovely flying curve of St John’s red cloak as it is seized
from behind by the third, barely glimpsed soldier on the right, and
the folds of the blue cloak, that might be by El Greco, draped over
Christ’s downwardly extended arms. We note too how the five
figures to the right of the composition, even the mostly hidden
soldier at the back, are each distinct, an individual being inhabiting an individual space, while Jesus and St John seem almost fused
together at the backs of their heads, like conjoined twins.
The scene is exclusively masculine, not only by virtue of the fact
that all the figures in it are men. Caravaggio, as we see throughout
his work, and certainly in those paintings of his maturity, was possessed by an almost ravening sensuality; for him the erotic, and in
particular the homoerotic, is a source of kinetic energy, a passionate and overwhelming force. Even here, in this moment of religious
terror and tragedy, a covert sexuality is at play – if play is the word.
Look at the expression he gives himself in his own self-portrait: it
displays the swollen, slack-lipped, slightly dazed eagerness of the
voyeur who cannot believe his luck in stumbling – with a lantern!
– on a scene in which a trio of forceful, irresistible men are seizing
violently upon their almost voluptuously suffering victim.
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What, indeed, are we to make of Christ’s pose here? From the
way his hands are clasped we understand that a moment before
they were joined in prayer, and that he has lowered them under
the weight of Judas’s fumbling embrace. In his expression we see
clearly his foreboding sense of the agonies that are to come next
day, and we fear for him and pity him; yet in his stance there is,
too, something disturbingly reminiscent of one of Burne-Jones’s
Pre-Raphaelite maidens delicately shrinking from the advances of a
band of importunate and rapacious knights.
And while we are in the realm of the senses and the sensual,
look at the foreground soldier’s outthrust rump, as solid as a horse’s
haunch, belted and buckled and yet garlanded with a band of golden
satin: here, in this seemingly casual detail, the covert erotic intent of
the painting finds its sly triumph.
Yet all this dark playfulness is subordinate to the pathos and
power of what is surely the central figure in the composition. It is
on Judas that the narrative weight of the pictures rests. He is, unlike
the divine and passive Christ, a wholly human creature, clumsy,
desperate, driven. In his face we see a tormented awareness of the
enormity of the betrayal he is perpetrating, and in his left hand,
awkwardly grasping at the ultimately ungraspable God, we are
reminded that the humble and lowly ones are as capable of wickedness as a strutting aristocrat, a rampaging condottiere, or a master
painter. Who else but Caravaggio would have had the genius, the
daring or the compassion to paint such a mundane yet tragic figure?
The Romantics conceived of the sublime as that which overawes
and terrifies. In this sense of the word – indeed, in any sense of
it – Caravaggio is a sublime painter, and in The Taking of Christ he
reaches the pinnacle of sublimity, and plunges, too, into the deepest
depths.
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A L E X B A R C L AY

Determination

O

ur time together is often recreated, its tincture surfacing like
the dome of blood after a needle’s withdrawal; not altogether
surprising, just bright, noticeable and needing to be wiped away
before anyone sees it. Before it stains.
I might find myself walking a hallway and believing it will take
me somewhere entirely different, that a door will open into a room
where my beloved sits, as always. Why wouldn’t he, if it’s 6.30 a.m.
and my coffee mug and the air smell the same, and the timber floor
is warm under my bare feet, just like that time…
Of course, these recreations are strange collusions between restless
memories and the choices I make as I set my alarm and take down
the dove-grey mug and fill it with that blend and leave my shoes
where they landed by the bed.
There is only one mirror in my house, a hand mirror in a drawer.
Otherwise, on these walks, I might catch sight of the older me, and
the illusion is shattered, and I believe, by some misunderstanding
of the process, that it will bring me seven more years of bad luck.
Remarkably, in all this time, I have been powered by that small red
remnant core in the clouded blackness. I cannot determine, between
them, which one is the growth.
For this is the landscape of my heart. And into its chambers, never
was a slower needle driven.
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Francis Danby, 1793 –1861
The Opening of the Sixth Seal, 1828
Oil on canvas, 185 × 255 cm
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Ernest Procter, 1886 –1935
The Devil’s Disc, c. 1928
Oil on canvas, 30 × 46 cm
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K E V I N B A R RY

On the Devil’s Disc

I

met her on the last night of the fair. She smelled of stale and
lanes. She said her name was Greta. It looked like it might rain
or it might hold off a while – it was one of those nights you wouldn’t
know which way it would go.
I said, how are ya, girl?
– with my thumb hooked in the belt loop and its tip aimed right at
her –
She said, I’m alright, boy.
– and when her fingers brushed the sides of hair over her ears I knew
I was away –
She had green eyes and she was not shy and she had numpty
little baps – gnaw-me baps – and she must have been about eighteen. She said she wanted to be one of the girls that works in shops.
That works in the shops in the town. But I don’t know if she had the
smell for it, working in shops, those girls are on the fragrant side
and smilers and not out of the lanes. Greta didn’t smile – I don’t
think once all night – and she had the smell of the lanes and I made
loony faces for her as I fired skittles through the air at the prizes
and missed the teddies and packages of treats and perfumes, and she
didn’t even smile, she just stood there on her long, long legs, in her
white dress, and she said –
You’re funny.
And I knew that I was away.
What did you say your name was again?
Thomas, I said.
Thomas, she repeated it, but all properly, making a mockery of
me, shaping her lips to make it snobby, and all I wanted to do was
bite at her lips and fall all the way down the deep drop and into the
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green of the green of her lizard eyes – and what I knew was that it
would be like stepping off a cliff and into the air.
She was stale smelling – a smell of damp houses – and she stood
there on her long legs, in the white dress – and it wasn’t the cleanest; my mother would eat me if she saw me laying the hard word on
a one like this, because my mother is out of a lane herself, longo, is
why – and in back of the big-wheel generator I chanced a fumble and
she half-kissed me but I had not waited on the move long enough,
I’d gone off too quick, and she pushed me away, and she got a puss
on her, and she looked up at the stars above the fair where the sky
was breaking and the odd slant of cold rain was coming through
for us – it was the end of the summer – and I had more ground to
make up.
So I snaked the bottle of communion wine out of my jacket and
took the cork off it and said –
In ainm an athar agus an mhic agus an spioraid naoimh…
Amen, she said, and laughed – but even the laugh didn’t make
her mouth turn into a smile; the laugh didn’t reach down beneath
the green of her eyes – and she said, where from?
Redemptorists, I said.
And I passed it to her and she tipped back her head for a long
draw and a little of the wine escaped down the sides of her mouth
and ran red over her lips – Jesus Christ come down off the fucking
cross and take me out of my misery – and she wiped her mouth, and
she looked at me, and I felt my stomach hit the ground, and I said –
The Redemptorists always did a very nice drop, girl.
It was the last night of the fair, and she would not tell me which
lane it was that she lived in, and how was I ever going to find her
again if she would not tell? Out of all the lanes of the town, the
never-ending turns and the backways and the web of the town, the
way it was laid down, how would I ever find her?
She said maybe you’ll see me down the shops, and I said maybe
I will and maybe I won’t, coz maybe I’m going to Birmingham, girl,
and maybe you won’t see me again.
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So will you not come and meet me, Greta, I said, maybe on the
Tuesday, by the Stella, and I could take you for a walk or something.
We could go out the long walk to the fields by the river.
I can get drink, I said.
Ah, she said, c’mon we go on the swirlers and don’t be foolish
and we finished what was left of the altar wine and I tried kiss her
again and she brushed it away, and I chanced the hand and she left
it there for half a minute – or more - and she looked me in the eye
and did not smile.
We rode the swirlers and she did not smile.
A boy was stabbed by the generator and the air got dark and
heavy for a while.
I took her to see the devil’s disc and she said she wouldn’t like
the look of it, not one bit, but I talked her into it, and we rode it and
spun for a long while, and the wine had us a bit sick and dreamy,
and I said things into her ear that I hope she only half-heard, and it
was the last night of the fair, and I would never see her again but we
turned for a long while, and it was as if it was just the two of us – the
way the world moved out and away from us – and we spun and the
sky turned and cleared and the stars spun and we were dizzy and
when we tried to sit up again we could not, we had spun ourselves
senseless, and we were falling back, for a long while, for such a long
while, Greta and me, we were falling back and collapsing with love.
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