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         The first of these Laureate Lectures (I might be inclined to put the word in inverted commas, for the sake of honesty) was delivered in the Gate Theatre in 2018, a building adjoined to the Rotunda maternity hospital next door, where no doubt other more important deliveries were taking place. Both buildings are of great importance to me. In the early seventies a lovely friend of mine, having gone into the country to hide out while pregnant, for fear of her father finding out, was now having her baby secretly in the Rotunda. She rang me up from the hospital because she said all the other mothers had husbands or boyfriends, and would I mind coming in and pretending to be the father of her baby. In I went, strangely moved even in that emergency. There was an atmosphere of soldierly courage in that room of about eight women, and great badinage. On the second visit, a poem of mine had just been published in Hibernia, and as I entered one of the other young mothers stood up precariously on her bed, and read out the poem with beautiful exuberance. It was like a secret thank you for our deception. My friend and I even named the baby together.

         In 1995 my play The Steward of Christendom was put on at the Gate, as part of a tour by Out of Joint, the great English theatre company. It’s a play that is very much about fathering, it seems to me now, and I wrote it just after the birth of our twins, Merlin and Coral, in 1992, not as it happened in the Rotunda, but Mount Carmel, over in South Dublin. It was about sixteen years after that first experience of ‘being a father’ – if only in an acting role. In 1998, the Gate was home to Our Lady of Sligo, literally a sort of mother/Madonna play.

         All these matters were swirling about in my head as I waited backstage before going out to deliver the lecture, not to mention that my own mother had played the Gate stage many times.

         I don’t know what I expected. Maybe a polite hearing, something like that. My lovely friend Philip Casey the poet had recently died, and the lecture is partly about him, but also about other writers who for their own mysterious reasons had helped me along as a young writer, and even not so young. I was about to talk about Leland Bardwell, Val Mulkerns and others, and what didn’t occur to me was that many people who had known these people, loved them, would be in the audience, including Philip’s brother. Perhaps Ireland is still so small that that was inevitable. But it lent a generous energy and magic to me, in the giving of the lecture. The heart and soul of the audience was offered to me as a gift, and ‘something happened’, as actors sometimes say when they come off stage. Something happened, out there in the light alone, and even more surprising, overwhelming, was the standing ovation at the end. I had written about sixteen plays over the years and I had been so happy when an audience rose to the actors, but I had never experienced the strange gale of feeling which that now gave this solitary creature, who had stood on stage an hour, and delivered a mere lecture in great ignorance, with only a borrowed tincture of courage, possibly, from those Rotunda mothers of long ago.

         The second lecture was also given in the Gate, and also seemed very close to home. The publicist for the laureateship, calm and kindly Cormac Kinsella, had reminded me that 2019 would mark the twentieth anniversary of the death of Donal McCann, the ‘star’ (Donal himself hated the word) of The Steward of Christendom. Might it be timely to write a lecture about my experiences with him? It was something I had been avoiding doing, talking about Donal that is, ever since he had died. The Steward of Christendom, first put on three years after the birth of the twins, had in truth given my wife Ali and myself more than a signal life experience. I had known Donal in the Abbey since I was a child, and took his commitment to doing a difficult and untried play as very much a sacred matter, very much so. Which is what the lecture tried to get at. But the production also effected the extraordinary magic of bringing enough money to buy a modest house, and created something that was very like an actual income (quite a foreign experience up to that point). It was in any event an intensely familial and personal matter, and when Donal died of cancer in 1999, I was foolish and vulnerable enough to some degree almost to go off into the underworld with him. So it was something I had learned to avoid talking about, even thinking about. Nevertheless, Cormac’s seemed like a real inspiration and I undertook to follow his suggestion. I expected so to write about his actual tragic death, and the crushing reaction I had had to it. I wrote the lecture in London in 2019, but in the upshot I never touched on any of that. Instead I wrote about Donal fully alive, triumphant in an impossible Irish play, and the huge sense of friendship and devotion he engendered through the whole enterprise. Which is why I called the lecture ‘Still Life, with Donal’, because although it was about something fixed and as it were quite still in the past, windless, motionless, yet it was about life, and his nuclear force and consummate elan. Everything that happens in the theatre goes by, and is ultimately and inescapably forgotten, as the generations pass, but my job was to try and fix Donal’s work in some sort of loving amber, not a hugely useful thing to do maybe, but as a tribute to what I can only call his timeless genius.

         So I delivered that lecture not six feet from where Donal McCann, as the Steward, lay in his humble bed of disarray, where Max Stafford-Clark’s perfect production had placed him. I sensed him throughout, just out of my sight, stage right, and feared to hear his famous growl of disapproval. But again, I was speaking to an audience replete with people who had known him, loved him, and even feared him. This was again a unique and unmatchable experience, and I would have to look back at the little film of the event to see if there was another standing ovation at the end. Donal’s fierce, loving, exacting silence was reward enough.

         Ah, my theatrical career! Then it was over, because of the sudden pandemic, which has ended so many things, and unexpectedly, started an entirely different way of life for so many. The laureateship had to be hauled up onto platforms online, including the third Laureate Lecture. But that very act of hauling, engineered by the sheer logistical and imaginative brilliance of Marcella Bannon, the facilitator of the laureateship, and Sarah Bannan, the great Head of Literature at the Arts Council, has brought new things, new strategies, and I can regard that in a way as our small victory against the wretched virus, just as that young woman rising on her bed to deliver my poem seemed like a mysterious victory. The third lecture, as I write this, will be given online at the Dublin International Literature Festival in May 2021. I hope it went well! I won’t be there, as it were, but my heart will be there, and my soul will be there, and my gratitude for this whole life-giving adventure of the Laureate Lectures.
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         All things pass away, our time on earth is brief, and yet we may feel assailed at great length in this brief time, and yet we may reach moments of great happiness. All this so true it is only a truism to say so. Some people detest the modern habit of calling life a journey, and yet it is a peregrinatio, and played out on a semi-sacred camino, of sorts. Do you remember Peter Brook’s film of Gurdjieff’s Meetings with Remarkable Men? I suppose that is a dubious title nowadays – for where are the women in that? But we all may feel we have been a witness to some remarkable people along the way.

         And now and then the most remarkable, even the most important, may be someone with the lowest evident social status – or none. I think of my great-aunt Annie, for whom I wrote a little novel, Annie Dunne, largely in an attempt to testify to her remarkable nature, if bitter as the crab-apples she prized on her favourite tree. A woman with a hunchback and therefore, in the mistaken and cruel thinking of her youth, a hundred years ago, considered unmarriageable; and further therefore, destined to be childless all her life. And yet when my sister and myself were put with her when we were little, on a tiny subsistence farm in Wicklow, while my father and mother went to London to seek work, she turned out to be, for a four-year-old boy and a six-year-old girl, a very philosopher and almost inventor of mothering. How she bound us to her and her own cousin Sarah, how she harboured us, how she protected us – how she taught us to look beyond our own noses to the extravagant beauties of the hens like ballerinas in the yard, the helmeted cock the angry king of all things. How in effect, almost without meaning to surely, she taught us to see her, in a way we had never seen anyone. How her solitary, turning, light-gathering, beautifully speaking self hovered for us in the damp Wicklow air like a revelation and the aquatint smudge of a human angel. How when we went, she and I, to the well for water, and we waited under the hawthorn for the great coin of liquid to clear after a neighbour’s muddying of it, the zinc bucket creaking in the hook of her hand, and the fingertips of the rain touching and tipping our faces, I loved her with the open-hearted love of a rescued soul and a renewed child.

         But in the eyes of the world, what was she? A spinster without monetary resources, without clothes beyond the two dresses she owned and darned and perpetually spruced up, and a polka-dot apron; with half of her cousin Sarah’s narrow bed for a niche in the world of dreams, dependent not only on the kindness of strangers but that even more precarious kindness, the kindness of your kind.

         Let’s not pretend that the four-year-old boy remembers nothing and is not already a sort of writer, a writer that of course cannot actually write, and indeed I couldn’t write as I have sometimes confessed till I was maybe eight. And that was because we followed eventually my mother and father to London, and in that exile – not from country exactly, but from Annie’s soft influence, and the influence of my Barry grandfather, Matthew, whom I also loved far past idolatry – I must have minutely panicked at such baulks and tasks as writing. But a writer nonetheless, let’s say who just never wrote, who was blocked from the get-go, so instead was noting and marshalling and itemising in his swimming head along the way. Otherwise I could not have written the little novel much much later. I could not have written it unless it was already written – on the air as may be.

         At any rate I have tried to live by the example of that radiant woman all my life.

         So we travel on and look for objective correlatives of individuals like herself, our great great-aunts, and all those who strained – in the constraints of their own adulthood perhaps – to provide a sense of safety and shelter to us as children. Which to my mind is the great purpose and ambition of the parent, to lend a cloak of security and a bright hiding place of safety to a child. Which I learned as a child, appropriately enough, in the first laboratory of things as provided by Annie in that long-ago, vanished, rescinded Wicklow locus. For in the manner in which she lived, no one now lives. Pony and trap, a milking cow, a pig to kill yearly, a few wet-nosed calves, an acre of wheat, a field of grass, stone mushrooms to guard her grain against rats, soft wild hand-dancing in the dairy to make the butter, proper functioning piseogs, menacing fairies, turf fires and all.

         I speak of myself as a young writer then, aged four. And how at every age I have looked for, or been fortunate accidentally to find, what can we call them, avatars, or examples, or people of fundamental endurance – teachers in effect of not only how to write, since I would be obliged to write as well as I can anyway, but crucially, how to live – for I must live as well as I can, too, like anyone.

         I accept there have been one or two conventionally ‘famous’ writers who have shown me, in their different ways, a class of indefatigable conduct and an apex of endurance, as if in some essential way we are always on what amounts to a strange war footing in life, not only as writers, but as beings who are merely alive. A war footing, even if the war thankfully seldom reaches us. The armies move along the landscape a few miles beyond the horizon. We hear of atrocities and sorrows in the distance, certainly. Let me not exclude here an avatar simply because he or she was lauded and maybe even burdened by the epithet ‘great’ while they lived. The great writer rises to the moment and in himself or herself can be nothing more than normal as bread – and yet will be expected to be otherwise and somehow holy. Who will face that inconvenience. And who will face the inconvenience, having been welcomed or not so welcomed into life, as may be, of finally leaving it again. This troubled and troubling figure called Death being neither really the guide or by corollary the destroyer we sometimes give him credit for being, but some class of figurative waterfall over which our little skiff must eventually launch itself, that little extra tug on our boat being felt many miles upriver as may be, and other than that, oftentimes giving no indication or warning; and therefore no preparation can be possible for our sudden flight into air and scattering water, with the bells and whistles of a myriad rainbows.

         Some years ago the postman brought a letter the very envelope of which filled me with disquiet.
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