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  [Access article in PDF]  The Memories of "The Dead" 
  Kevin Whelan 
 [Figures]
 
   The Celtic Twilight had its origins not in mysticism but in starvation. 
   —Denis Ireland1 
 
  Introduction 
 The Great Irish Famine (1845-52) was the single most important event in Ireland in the modern period. Uniquely, a European country suffered a catastrophe which the continent had not endured for centuries. 2 Over one million people died and two million more emigrated within a decade, sending the country into a spiral of demographic decline which it has only recently arrested. Yet it is a commonplace of Irish cultural history to claim that if one looks for a representation of this terrible and defining event, it is impossible to find one adequate to the scale of the catastrophe. 3 It has also often been observed that the Famine is rarely (and then only obliquely) represented in the Irish Literary Revival at the turn of the twentieth century. Yet, this reading may be superficial, as this essay seeks to demonstrate through a sustained excavation of the historical layers—biographical, literary, historical, geographical, musical—of James Joyce's short story of 1907, "The Dead." One of the chief discoveries of this excavation is the buried history of the Famine embedded at its center. The resonance of "The Dead" and its peculiarly charged language derives from this depth of historical layering, all the more evocative because it is hidden. This story is also set in the period of the Irish Literary Revival, whose origins are conventionally dated to Douglas Hyde's manifesto "On the necessity for de-anglicising the Irish people." 4 "The Dead" may therefore be taken as a work of strategic importance in a consideration of what the Revival was and why modernism was its pre-eminent style.
 Indubitably, Ireland remained culturally traumatized in the immediate post-Famine period. It is possible to see the cultural revival as a delayed, second-generation effect, inspired by people born during the Famine. The best known examples would be Michael Davitt (1846-1906), founder of the Land League in 1879, and Michael Cusack (1847-1906), [End Page 59] founder of the Gaelic Athletic Association in 1884. 5 Joyce's father, John Stanislaus Joyce, was born in 1849. Joyce himself, born in 1882, belonged to a generation that sought to reshape Ireland in fundamental ways. This reshaping took place in the aftermath of the Famine, which accelerated the hollowing-out of Irish culture. The period from the 1880s, when the post-Famine generation took over, witnessed the creation of an Irish radical memory that sought to escape the baneful binary of modernisation and tradition—the Hegelian view that all that is lost to history is well lost, the Scottish Enlightenment paradigm in which what is sacrificed to progress is retrieved imaginatively as nostalgia. This attitude generated a wistful, rear-mirror view of history where the past stayed firmly in the past, drained of politics and available merely as sentiment. Modernity's nostalgia for its past became a political placebo, sweetening the bitter pill of history and establishing the comfort of distance between past and present. By contrast, radical memory deployed the past to challenge the present, to restore into possibility historical moments that had been blocked or unfulfilled earlier. Violence, not tranquillity, sustained the distinction between modernisation and tradition: "tradition" was not a site of atavism and violence but a defence against a deliberately torn culture, fully exposed to, and unprotected against, the modernist blast. In the Irish case, as in other colonial situations, "tradition" and "custom" were rooted in violence, instability and discontinuity, not anterior or antecedent to modernity, but absolutely implicated in and sustained by it. The "levelled lawns and gravelled clay" of W. B. Yeats were laid over blood: the high monuments of Anglo-Irish culture were brutal petrifications of violence. 6
 Davitt used his personal Famine experiences as the spur to undermine that landlordism which he blamed for his predicament:
  Almost my first remembered experience of my own life and of the existence of landlordism was our eviction...
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