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IN REMEMBRANCE OF TWO “FOOLS”

A number of media obituaries have referred to the fact that - while my late father Micheál O’Riordan had been born in 1917 during the first week of Russia’s Bolshevik Revolution - he was to survive the formal death of the USSR itself by almost 15 years.  But his wife did not.  My mother Kay Keohane O’Riordan had died exactly a fortnight short of that New Year’s Eve of 1991 when the Red Flag was ceremoniously lowered and banished from Moscow’s Kremlin by Boris Yeltsin.  My father’s response to Yeltsin was to organise his own counter-ceremony by ringing in 1992 with a midnight hoisting of the Red Flag over Dublin’s Connolly House.  “Our flag is still red”, was his own New Year’s Eve announcement on a radio news feature that otherwise sought to celebrate the burial of Communism.

Just as my father’s funeral was of one who remained both a convinced atheist and a convinced Communist to the very end of his life, so my mother’s funeral ceremonies had been those of a convinced Christian as well as a convinced Communist.  Her favourite poem was The Fool by Patrick Pearse. This was her life’s credo and – in common with Pearse himself - she accepted and wore the label of “Fool” as a badge of honour.  It was therefore appropriate that this was the poem that I recited in her memory at her December 1991 funeral service.

While that poem fully reflected my mother’s perspective, it could only partially appeal to my father, in view of its undoubtedly religious inspiration.  I vividly recall his excitement, therefore, when in January 1992 - just a bare month after my mother’s death - he came across a rough English translation of a composition by the Cuban Communist songwriter Silvio Rodríguez, simply entitled El Necio.

His excitement was primarily due to the fact that this Spanish title translates as The Fool, while there were also a number of concepts in common with some of those that had been expressed in Pearse’s powerful poem of the same name. But there were some fundamental differences as well. In this Cuban song Rodríguez refuses to engage with any concept of the divinity of “Our Father”, opting instead for the humanist credo of “Our Son”.  In 1994 my elderly father went on to tramp the streets of Havana before he could find a shop with a recording of the original of that song performed by the composer himself, which he duly brought home and presented to me.  I, in turn, worked on my own English translation of El Necio and went on to perform it at a tribute concert in my father’s honour that was organised by Christy Moore in January 2002.

Down through the years whatever political differences I had with my parents had always been expressed publicly. While my father was General Secretary of the Communist Party of Ireland, during periods when I had been chairman of the Dublin branch of the British and Irish Communist Organisation in the 1970s and chairman of the Dublin North-West branch of the Democratic Socialist Party in the 1980s, we each expressed our differences in print and for the record. Precisely because such differences had been placed in the public arena there was no need for them to enter the private domain, so that personal and family bonds remained intact. And for the last decade and a half of my father’s life, we more and more acted together in respect of issues that we could espouse in common. These included solidarity with Cuba and the struggle against historical revisionism in Ireland – the latter exemplified in particular by my father’s journey to Aubane in January 2004 for the launch of Seän Moylan In His Own Words, his review of those same Moylan memoirs and its inclusion in the second edition of his own book Connolly Column, and completed on his last weekend of public activity in October 2005 by his attendance –accompanied by three other International Brigade veterans of Spain – at the Dublin launch of Meda Ryan’s biography, Tom Barry.

While both of my parents were lifelong CPI members, they did have a domestic political relationship that was as robust as it was dialectical. My mother’s polemics in personal correspondence with Seán O’Casey with regard to the 1956 Hungarian Rising have been drawn upon in a recent biography of the playwright in order to illustrate what the arguments on that same issue must have been like between O’Casey and his soon-to-be-deceased son Niall, but they just as much mirrored the arguments between my own parents themselves. My parents had indeed been comrades-in-struggle, but such comradeship represented a complementarity rather than an identity. So, in parallel with his own acknowledgement of my mother’s identification with Pearse’s perspective on political commitment, my father could now at long last also wholly identify himself with a Cuban Communist “Fool”.

Manus O’Riordan
THE FOOL

Since the wise men have not spoken, I speak that am only a fool;

A fool that hath loved his folly,

Yea, more than the wise men their books or their counting houses,

Or their quiet homes,

Or their fame in men’s mouths;

A fool that in all his days hath done never a prudent thing,

Never hath counted the cost, nor recked if another reaped

The fruit of his mighty sowing, content to scatter the seed;

A fool that is unrepentant, and that soon at the end of all

Shall laugh in his lonely heart as the ripe ears fall to the reaping-hooks

And the poor are filled that were empty,

Tho’ he go hungry.

I have squandered the splendid years that the Lord God gave to my youth

In attempting impossible things, deeming them alone worth the toil.

Was it folly or grace? Not men shall judge me, but God.

I have squandered the splendid years;

Lord, if I had the years I would squander them over again,

Aye, fling them from me!

For this I have heard in my heart, that a man shall scatter, not hoard,

Shall do the deed of to-day, nor take thought of to-morrow’s teen,

Shall not bargain or huxter with God; or was it a jest of Christ’s

And is this my sin before men, to have taken Him at His word?

The lawyers have sat in council, the men with the keen, long faces,

And said “This man is a fool”, and others have said, “He blasphemeth”;

And the wise have pitied the fool that hath striven to give a life

In the world of time and space among the bulks of actual things,

To a dream that was dreamed in the heart, and that only the heart

could hold.

O wise men, riddle me this: what if the dream come true?

What if the dream come true? And if millions unborn shall dwell

In the house that I shaped in my heart, the noble house of my thoughts?

Lord, I have staked my soul, I have staked the lives of my kin

On the truth of Thy dreadful word.  Do not remember my failures,

But remember this my faith.

And so I speak.

Yea, ere my hot youth pass, I speak to my people and say:

Ye shall be foolish as I; ye shall scatter, not save;

Ye shall venture your all, lest ye lose what is more than all;

Ye shall call for a miracle, taking Christ at His word.

And for this I will answer, O people, answer here and hereafter,

O people that I have loved shall we not answer together?

by Patrick Pearse
             EL NECIO – THE FOOL 

So as not to smash my icon into pieces so fine 

To grant me salvation as some oddity or loner

To trade me a place on Parnassus sublime

With, as added inducement, on their altars a corner

They come and invite me to become their prize penitent

To surrender as loser to the masterful element

They come and invite me to give up my commitment

They come and invite me to such a mountain of excrement.

Though I don’t know

What Fate may hold 

I chose this road

My life to mould.

God’s divine

He may see to his own remit

This life is mine

I’ll die just as I’ve lived.

So I’ll keep on playing the loser’s game

Preferring to play on the Left, not the Right

A Congress of the United I want to proclaim

And the “Our Son” with conviction I wish to recite.

They say it’s no longer in vogue to be mad

And people are deemed unworthy and bad

But I’ll keep on dreaming dreams of such mischief

To multiply in this life the loaves and the fishes.

Across rocks, across crags

I’ve been told I’ll be dragged

When the Revolution comes down with a crash

That my eyes they’ll gouge out

Tear the song from my throat

That my hands and my mouth they will smash.

At my birth there was born alongside and within me

A foolishness shaping the life of this fool

A foolishness daring to take on the enemy

A fool choosing to live with no price on his soul.

Though I don’t know

What Fate may hold 

I chose this road

My life to mould.

God’s divine

He may see to his own remit

This life is mine

I’ll die just as I’ve lived.

by Silvio Rodríguez

- as translated from the Spanish

by Manus O’Riordan

