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10
Padraic O Conaire
Ailbhe Ni Ghearbhui g/]

'The significance of the writer Pidraic O Conaire (1882-1928) to the city
of Galway is demonstrated by the location of his statue in Eyre Square,
an important public space through which travellers to Galway by bus
or train must pass. The statue itself, carved out of limestone by Albert
Power, was unveiled by Eamon de Valera in 1935. After an eleven-year
absence due to vandalism and concern about the deterioration of the
limestone, a bronze replica was placed in Eyre Square in 2018. (The
original may be seen in the Galway City Museum.) In sentencing the
vandals who decapitated the statue, the judge remarked that their act was
‘the equivalent of the Mona Lisa being taken from the Louvre in Paris’.!

Pidraic O Conaire was born in a public house on the docks in Galway
on 28 February 1882. His father, Tomds O Conaire, was a publican and
originally from Ros Muc; his mother, Cdit Nic Dhonnchadha, was of
merchant stock. Tomds drank heavily and, after the demise of his business,
he set sail for America around 1887, leaving his wife and children
behind.? He was never heard from again. Pidraig and his two brothers
were sent to Ros Muc to live with relatives after their mother’s death in
1894. Although his extended family spoke English among themselves,
O Conaire would have heard a lot of Irish growing up from the patrons
in his father’s premises and, later, at school in Ros Muc. He attended
Rockwell College from the age of fourteen but transferred to Blackrock

College not long afterwards.® Interestingly, both Eamon de Valera and
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T.F. O’Rahilly were among his classmates in Blackrock. Before sitting
his Intermediate Certificate examinations there, he moved to London
in 1899, working as a clerk in the Board of Education. It was through
his involvement with the Gaelic League in London that he encountered
figures such as W.P. Ryan, Michael Collins and P.S. O hEigeartaigh.
It was also in this period that he began to write in earnest, submitting
essays, short fiction and plays to the Oireachtas literary competitions —
with considerable success. He became involved with a woman named
Mary Agnes (Molly) Mc Manus and between 1905 and 1911 they had
four children together. Their marriage certificate was recently uncovered:
they were married on 30 January 1926 in the registry office in Lambeth.’
From 1914, however, O Conaire was primarily living in Ireland, often in
Galway, returning occasionally to London to visit his family. His main
(though meagre) source of income between 1914 and his death in 1928
was writing in Irish and occasional teaching. It was a wayward period
in O Conaire’s life, marked by heavy drinking, though he did stand as
an Independent candidate in urban council elections in Galway in June
1928. When he died on 6 October 1928 in Richmond Hospital in
Dublin, all he left behind were his writings, which were later valued at
£100.7

If Patrick Pearse instructed writers to look towards Europe for
literary models, it was O Conaire who put that advice into practice.® Many
commentators have noted the influence of major international writers on
O Conaire’s work — among them Dostoievsky and Gogol, Ibsen, Anatole
France, Daudet, Maeterlinck, Poe and Hardy.’ The modernist sensibility
in his work is perhaps best demonstrated in his only novel, Deoraiocht
(1910), which examines the sense of dislocation felt by an Irish-speaking
immigrant in London. This feeling of alienation is compounded by his
physical disfigurement following an accident. Desperation leads the
protagonist, Michedl, to work in a travelling freak-show as a ‘wild man’.
While touring in Ireland, he is beset by anguish upon returning to his

home town of Galway: “Tagann cumha agus uaigneas orm mé a bheith i
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mo bhaile ddchais agus gan duine nd deorai do m’aithneachtdil’.’® (‘I feel
nostalgic and lonely to be here where nobody recognises me.’)"* Dressed
in chains, wearing a hairpiece and unrecognisable to people he once
knew, he is further humiliated by the prospect of ‘marriage’ to the obese
woman in the circus, as arranged by the ringmaster. Unable to withstand
this indignity in his home town, Micheal candidly addresses the crowd,
pointing to the pretence of the show, and a small riot ensues. Mdirin
Nic Eoin posits that this important episode demonstrates the lack of
understanding of the home community about the reality of emigrant life,
and suggests the reluctance of the home community to recognise the
bleaker aspects of that life.!? Michedl is not redeemed by this proclamation
of truth, however; he continues to be imprisoned in his maimed body and
alienated from society upon his return to London. Perhaps O Conaire’s
greatest achievement as a writer was that, unlike his contemporaries, he
was willing to put his characters in challenging situations, thus allowing

him to interrogate the darker aspects of the human psyche.
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