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REVIVALIST TO SURVIVALIST: 

Confessions of an Irish-Language Partisan 

 

Gabriel Rosenstock 
 

Every word is loaded. Every word of the title of this 

paper is loaded: revivalist; survivalist; confessions; 

partisan. I hope to unburden this sweet load as I go 

along. 

Revivalist? Yes, Irish turned my head. I became a 

Revivalist. A Revivalist tends to be an innocent creature, 

methinks, idealistic, naïve, romantic, hopeful, 

enthusiastic, generous, impressionable, prone to Utopian 

fantasies. (As opposed to a diehard language fanatic of 

whom we shall say nothing.)   

I must confess that in boarding school I became a 

contrarian, seeing the mob at work, and their cauliflower-

eared self-appointed leaders; I vowed to belong to a 

minority. I saw authoritarianism and corporal 

punishment at work and thus were sown the seeds of 

anarchism. 

A Partisan is a darker figure, a wily animal. Those 

previous above-mentioned qualities associated with the 

Revivalist, all perfumed with innocence, these have been 

tempered now by the fire of experience. The Partisan is 

now a Survivalist, aware of intrigue, menacing 

conspiracy, hypocrisy, the foibles of men – and women –  

the fickleness of dreams, the red tape of nightmares, 

cultural globalization, his grandchildren chirping in what 

must be Californian or some such dialect, the incessant 

propaganda of the dominant culture, a capitalist culture 

that doesn’t know how to question itself, consumer-
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driven masses with no appetite for what is rare or 

peripheral,in other words, the Anglosphere with is 

burgers, burghers and bombs.  

 

  The Partisan battles with the ghosts of his own past, 

so-called reality his only weapon now,  yet there’s 

enough of the intoxication of revivalism still lingering in 

the recesses of his psyche to believe that reality, too, 

must bow to mystery, idealism and transcendence. Those 

who scorn their youthful idealism have grown a hard 

protective shell and I shudder every time I see it. (No to 

shell – and no to Shell as well). 

 

~ 

 

It wasn’t taught properly! 

 

You’ll hear this complaint the length and breadth of 

Ireland. You won’t hear it about maths or geography, not 

with the same frequency or venom as it is levelled 

against Irish. Why blame teachers when the problem was 

psychological all along, a mental block, an inability to 

open up to the language and let its richness flow in.  

But we can’t let all teachers or the education system 

itself off the hook. Tomás Laighléis was one of the few 

diarists we have in the Irish language. A native speaker, 

he remarks: 

“I don’t know whether it was in the 
third book or the fourth book that we 
began to learn Irish. I do know, 
however, that our teacher wasn’t 
thrilled that she had to teach a language 
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that the crow outside on the branch 
understood better than she did.” 

 
That’s funny, that is. There are many approaches 
to the subject of Irish. One could, indeed, write 
a very funny book about the whole business!  
Business it is, too, of course. Drop Irish as a 
core school subject and see how many people 
take a hit, not just writers of poems and ditties 
and stories and memoirs, but printers and 
bookbinders, publishers, editors, typesetters, 
proof readers, distributors, bookshop owners, 
translators, makers of all sorts of electronic 
gadgets and programmes, teachers, not to 
mention the bean a’ tí in the Gaeltacht waiting 
with bated breath for the next summery crowd 
of young Irish visionaries to feed and to 
converse with in Irish, albeit incomprehensibly 
for the first 48 hours or so of their blissful 
pilgrimage. 
 
                   ~ 
What kind of stuff fed my Revivalist spirit? Just 
as the Englishman can call on another identity, 
such as British (whatever that might mean), so 
the Irishman can call himself a Gael, if he so 
wishes, or even a much-misunderstood Celt, 
viewing himself as vaguely related to Scottish 
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Islanders and Highlanders, to the Manx, the 
Welsh, the Cornish, the Bretons and God 
knows who else. Selectively so, of course. He 
doesn’t have to identify with every damn thing 
those Celts might be up to.  

Was it all a form of Native Exoticism, this 
indulgence in Gaelic/Celtic notions? Here’s an 
extract from the first issue of a Scottish 
publication, The Celtic Magazine. And do you 
know what? Part of me still believes that there’s 
more than a grain of truth in all of this – if the 
truth be told! 
Quote:  

 

 
Certainly, compared with Gaelic and Broad Scotch, it [English] has no 

melody. It is true that it may be set off and adorned with artificial 

melody. What is the difference between natural and artificial melody? 

Natural melody is the appropriate melody with which a piece is sung 

which has true melody inherent in itself, and artificial melody is that 

with which a piece is sung that is destitute of real melody.  

  (The Celtic Magazine, Vo. 1, No. 1, 1875) 

 

Quaint nonsense? It does bring up the question 

of the very sounds of the language and the 

hold that these sounds have on us. Irish poets 

of the past referred to ‘an garbh-Bhéarla’: the 

language of the outsider sounded ‘rough’. It is 

impossible to imagine Cathal Ó Searcaigh or 

Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill writing poems in 

English. Perfect and all as their English may 

be, there would be something very wrong and 
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totally unconvincing about it. It would be a 

sorry operation and noticeably off key. 

I do not think that the late Michael Davitt, 

whom I greatly admired as a poet, was capable 

of anything more than doggerel in English. 

(This is not to say that bilingual writers do not 

exist. After all, I’m one of them myself.) 

I like to think that Irish was there before 

the notion of a nation arose and when all 

borders eventually dissolve – that it might still 

survive in a world that has dropped the 

nation(al) tag, the tribal, territorial tag. In other 

words, anywhere on this planet, in this galaxy, 

where two Irish speakers communicate by 

Skype, or telepathically, there’s your virtual 

Gaeltacht. 

 

I’ve written a short story about someone 

who is actually addicted to Irish. The addict 

undergoes laboratory tests proving that a 

passage in English written by C. P. Snow has 

no effect whatsoever on his endorphins whilst 

Pinocchio, translated from the Italian into rich 

Muskerry Irish, gives him the necessary fix for 

the day! 

On a more serious note – note the word 

‘note’ – much research is needed on the effects 
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of sound, resonance and frequency on states of 

consciousness. 

~ 

 

 

Allow my thoughts to drift again. These 

meditations, or confessions, are not designed 

to be coherently or logically linked. I have not 

allowed the establishment to order my 

thoughts in a manner that might prepare me to 

be a banker or field-marshal; the older I get the 

more I lean towards anarchism (which is not 

the same as anarchy). I was always unruly and 

my mother called me The Wild Man from 

Borneo. (An accurate enough description 

though politically incorrect).  

Years later I would produce a book of 

poems called Syójó, which in Japanese 

folklore is an obscure figure, akin to the orang-

utan and inordinately fond of rice wine. Then 

there was a book of poems called Portrait of 

the Artist as an Abominable Snowman and this 

year a bilingual volume of poems called 

Sasquatch and a children’s book about the 

Yeti. I seem to identify with extreme outsiders. 

My basic university degree was a B.A. 

pass, given to me out of charity, or out of pity, 
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as news got around that I turned up for my 

German exam in my pyjamas with the abject 

look of a lost syójó about me. ‘Those were the 

days, my friend …’ 
Life offered me a lot of possibilities. Choosing the 

Irish language as my main medium of expression, as a 

poet, writer, translator and editor, occasional broadcaster 

and blogger, meant forgetting about a number of 

possibilities and concentrating on the impossibilities. It 

opened my mind. Hakim Bey says: What else can we 

hope to attain but the ‘impossible.’ Who is Hakim Bey? 

Who are you?  

Anyway, do I believe that the Revival of 

the Irish language is possible? Is the Survival 

of the Irish language possible? As an 

Impossibilist, I believe in everything, 

especially the impossible. Possibilities don’t 

interest me much. Give me impossibilities. It 

doesn’t sound too impressive in English, does 

it, to be an Impossibilist. We should call it 

something in German and give it a bit of 

weight. How about Unmöglichkeitismus?                                     

~ 

 

 

It’s a terribly difficult language! 

 

 We hear this as well, don’t we! Look, it’s all 

in the mind! It’s not that difficult, not 
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compared to one of the languages of Botswana 

which has five basic clicks to it and if that’s 

not bad enough there’s another 17 

accompanying clicks.  One Tony Traill 

developed quite a nasty lump on his larynx 

from learning how to master this language; it 

turns out, all adult speakers have this 

abnormality, if I can call it such.  

I can’t tell you the name of this language 

because I’m not able to pronounce it. The first 

letter looks like an exclamation mark to me. 

Maybe it’s one of those clicks. Anyway, good 

luck to them, and I mean it.  

When I find myself in foreign parts, one of 

the first things I do is check on the status of 

native languages.  The situation is dire, of 

course. On my last trip to India, I spoke to a 

lady whose first language is Sindhi. She said 

her children won’t speak Sindhi to her. They 

simply don’t want to hear it. Shut up, Ma! 

Don’t you get it? We don’t want to know. 

Great, isn’t it? A wonderful state of affairs. 

How did we get to this? You know how it 

happened, how we all allowed it to happen. 

Think about it. How did we get to this, a 

language dying every month, every fortnight 

in some parts of the globe. Because the 
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language wasn’t cool, it wasn’t hip, it wasn’t 

with it? With what!?  

Is it too late to resist? With what tools? 

Grafitti? Poetry? Song? Stink bombs? 

Lectures? Symposia? Satire? Film? Theatre? 

Counter-propaganda? 

 

                  ~ 

If Irish dies out in the Gaeltacht, that’s it. End 

of story. Maybe. Maybe not. I was asked to 

contribute a poem once to an anthology that 

had a scientific flavour: 

 

 
Manannán 

 

A dhaoine uaisle, 

Lig dom Manannán a chur in bhur láthair 

Micrishlis a chuirtear san inchinn 

Agus a chuireann ar ár gcumas 

Gaeilge Mhanann a labhairt 

Go líofa. 

 

Manannán 

 

Ladies and gentlemen 

Allow me to introduce Manannán 

A microchip which when planted in the brain 



 10 

Enables us 

To speak Manx 

Fluently 

 

It envisions a science-fiction like future in which 

the richness of the Irish language – chose your 

preferred dialect – will be made available for future 

generations to harvest and harness with an array of 

gadgetry, or perhaps with just one tiny little 

implant,  a future that is unimaginable to us now. 

Do I believe in such a scenario? I’m an 

Impossibilist. Of course I do! 

But science and gadgetry apart, even in our 

own day we have seen the death of languages and, 

in a few cases, their rather surprising revival. The 

Wampanoag Language Reclamation Project for 

instance. What is that, you may ask. Jessie Little 

Doe Baird had a dream. For three nights she had 

the same dream and heard voices saying, ‘We are 

here’.  Who is here? Her ancestors? What language 

is this? Could it be her ancestral tongue? And so 

she set about the Reclamation Project, bringing 

back to life what the website calls, ‘the tribe’s 

sacred privilege and right – their ancestral 

language.’ 

 

Now there are many loaded words in that last 

quote, ‘sacred’ being one of them and ‘right’ being 

another. Both words could land us in deep water 

here but both words are unavoidable and yes, I 
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most definitely think of Irish as ‘sacred’ – as is 

every language on earth – and yes, I have the 

‘right’ to speak the ancestral tongue of the country 

of my birth. 

~ 

 

I recently wrote to the World Poetry Movement 

asking them to prioritise the question of global 

language loss. (I had brought a delegation from the 

World Poetry Movement to Áras an Uachtaráin to 

introduce its work to President O’Higgins and to 

ask him to become Patron of the organisation 

which he agreed to do, without blinking). In my 

letter to the World Poetry Movement, I quoted 

Ghil'ad Zuckermann, a professor of Linguistics and 

Endangered Languages: 

 

"Language reclamation will become 

increasingly relevant as people seek to recover 

their cultural autonomy, empower their 

spiritual and intellectual sovereignty, and 

improve wellbeing.” 

 

So many loaded words there: ‘relevant’, ‘cultural 

autonomy’, ‘spiritual and intellectual sovereignty’. 

Have we lost interest in the notion of cultural 

autonomy, spiritual and intellectual sovereignty? If 

so, we are to be pitied. 

 

                     ~ 
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But what about the indifference of the Irish 

people and most sections of the media to the Irish 

language? I translated a few short Beckett plays 

into Irish for the Mouth on Fire Company and they 

were bringing the plays, in English and Irish, to 

Southampton in the UK. A reporter, from an Irish 

newspaper with a virtual ban on the Irish language, 

asked me how I thought the people of Southampton 

might react to the Irish translation. I replied that the 

only people who seem to have difficulty with Irish 

are the Irish. 

                        ~ 

 

You write in Irish. Why? You must be living in a 

dream world. 

 

Yes, I hear that, too. ‘Dream world’ is loaded too. 

Nothing, indeed, is as it seems. Who says that the 

dream world isn’t real and the real world false? The 

most penetrating minds from the Upanishadic sages 

to Borges have asked this same question. Borges 

says: 

Was there a Garden or was the Garden a 

dream? 

Amid the fleeting light, I have 

Slowed myself and queried . . . 

           (Adam Cast Forth, trans. Genia Guarie) 

 

Ah, these poets again! Well, I’m afraid I can’t 

answer you in any other way, other than as a poet. 
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Gujarati poet Sitanshu Yashaschandra says, ‘The 

language of poetry runs counter to the discourse of 

authority … to write a poem is to be a rebel.’ 

Good! That ties in nicely with my confessions here. 

And I would like to add to that and proclaim that to 

write a poem in Irish is to be doubly a rebel. 

~ 

Would you trust the government to do the right 

thing by the language? 

 

I don’t hear that very often. But here’s the answer. 

Those butter fingers in the cabinet provided a 

blanket guarantee of €440 billion to the banks and 

other financial institutions leading to the bailout of 

the state itself. If they can be so careless with €440 

billion, would you trust them with something as 

priceless as the Irish language? 

 

~ 

How do I conclude? I have a suspicion that the best 

way to be a Survivalist is to start all over again as a 

Revivalist. But that’s ridiculous. I know. Did I 

mention that I’m a Ridiculist as well as an 

Impossibilist?  

I confess that I continue to believe in the 

Revival even though everyone tells me it’s a Lie, a 

Deception, a Hoax. What if everything is a Hoax? 

I’m prepared to believe that too. 

So, for what it’s worth, here’s my conclusion. 

In that remarkable novel Altai written by the 
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radical Italian collective that calls itself Wu Ming, 

we meet a Venetian spymaster who converted from 

Judaism to Christianity. He finds himself in 

Istanbul, surrounded by Jewish books that 

somehow escaped the Inquisition. He says:  

“I started studying … The Guide for the 

Perplexed by Moses Maimonides. I realized I 

knew the Torah as a donkey knows the carter’s 

whip… My mind opened.’ 

 

Lots of loaded words there, I can tell you. The 

spymaster converted as a matter of convenience, 

not due to coercion and certainly not out of 

conviction. The great language shift from Irish to 

English in the 19th century was essentially a matter 

of socio-political convenience, not a matter of 

coercion or deep inner conviction. I call to my 

mind’s eye a thinking Irishwoman and Irishman in 

some future library, surrounded by books in Irish, 

books that escaped a latter-day Inquisition of sorts, 

whether they are made of paper or something else I 

cannot tell, and with the help of dictionaries and 

maybe even some futuristic devices, they 

rediscover a denied identity, a hidden past, sounds 

and images that thrill the heart and mind, syllables, 

vowels, consonants, words, phrases, that ravish the 

soul. 

 

~ 

Irish was beaten into me! 
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Yes, yes, I hear this too from many of my 

generation, their eyes, their tongues perplexed. The 

last sentence from the above-quoted novel is very 

powerful, very revealing. ‘My mind opened.’ This 

experience is being denied those Irish citizens who, 

for one reason or another, failed to gain a real 

insight into the Gaelic world. Their mind has 

stayed closed. No one whispered the mantra ‘Open 

Sesame’ to an incredible wealth of myth, folkore, 

story, poetry and song, a cultural inheritance 

thousands of years older than the English cuckoo in 

the nest. Lhude sing cucu! (A little bit too ‘lhude’ 

for me). 

  A criminal thing to happen, that closed ear, 

that closed mind, a horrible thing to happen and, of 

course, it is not unique to Ireland; it has happened 

many times before, all over the world; it is 

happening now and it will happen in the future – 

unless we come to our senses, collectively, as a 

species, which doesn’t seem at all likely, I regret to 

say. 

  

~ 

Oh, by the way, whatever happened to the Jew 

turned Christian who experienced echoes of his 

past crowding in on the present, wave after wave? 

Listen: 

Shema, Israel. Hear, O Israel. Our daily 

prayer invites us to welcome the words of 
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the Lord. I had begun to recite it again, 

but now no one was forcing me to do so. 

And lo and behold, my voice had changed. 

I heard it vibrating sonorously, like a 

well-tuned instrument. 

 

            =========================== 

 

 


