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During the nineteenth and early twentieth century, Irish regions, and
especially those in the West, were interpreted as sites which expressed
an authentic national character from which many Irish had become
disconnected through English cultural imperialism. Local colour from
this period has also mainly been interpreted through a national lens.
While the past and present scholarly recognition of regional literature
and culture in connection to issues of imperialism and nationalism is
certainly legitimate, the hitherto rather insulary approach to Ireland’s
local colour of the long nineteenth century has blinded us towards its
strong transnational dimensions. This article proposes a “translocation”
of Irish regional studies towards a broader European and transatlantic
framework of investigation in this respect, by studying the local colour
tale, a genre which records the customs, lifestyle and vernacular of a
geographically speciﬁc community. This study suggests such a transnational perspective on the basis of three phenomena: the circulation
of the Irish local colour story in translation across Europe; the dissemination as well as creation of Irish local colour ﬁction in the North
American diaspora; and the role of transnationalism as a theme – in
the form of (re)migrants – in Irish local colour narratives.

The region; Literary Revival;
local colour; migration;
transnationalism

The concept of the region is currently subject to a revival: folk museums such as UlsterAmerican Folk Park enjoy immense popularity. New local heritage sites demonstrating
rural traditions and folklore, like Dough Famine Village, Co. Donegal, have been developed, and. artisan, locally produced food is in high demand. As John Daly already wrote in
The Irish Examiner of 10 March 2014, “almost seven out of 10 consumers are consciously
purchasing local food to support the economy”,1 but also because they associate regional
products with authenticity. Furthermore, not only in Ireland, but across Europe people
increasingly identify with the region in terms of belonging and community formation: this
is, amongst others, revealed by the recent revival in Catalan separatism and the resurgence of Merseyside regionalism in the face of Brexit, as well as discussions about
Limburg identity in the Dutch media.
This transeuropean, regained interest in the region – in politics, the media and culture –,
has many positive aspects to it: a greater awareness of the added value of preserving local
heritages, as well as a growing engagement with environmental concerns. Moreover,
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today’s regional turn also appears to spark oﬀ positive sentiments towards cultural diversity.
In a survey recently conducted in the Netherlands, “Limburgers” suggested that they ﬁnd
Dutch citizens from other provinces, most notably Noord- and Zuid-Holland, a greater threat
to their local identity than immigrants settling in their region.2 In Ireland, cultural institutes
such as the Irish Heritage Trust bring local communities and asylum seekers together during
meetings which oﬀer a platform for cultural exchange, at Strokestown Park.
Notwithstanding the many examples which reveal constructive interactions between
the region and transnational, today regionalism is often seen as a negative response to
(anxieties) over immigration, multiculturalism and globalisation,3 identiﬁed with (eth)
nostalgia, and viewed as a tool employed speciﬁcally by right-wing political populism
across Europe.4 To give an example from Ireland, a recent post on the Storm Front web
forum argues in favour of a revival of “folk-tales and heroic sagas”, and states that “we
need to start farming again” as an “antidote” to the foreign customs and traditions
brought in by immigrants.5 Current regionalist sentiment is therefore often connected
to conservatism and regionalism is often interpreted as the synecdoche for nationalism.
These tendencies to view the region as culturally and politically retrograde and socially
exclusive in terms of cosmopolitanism, however, gloss over signiﬁcant ways in which
regions traditionally functioned in relation to transnational cultural frameworks and
dynamics during the nineteenth century and early twentieth century – an era in which
local colour ﬂourished, in the popular media,6 at world exhibitions,7 in art and ﬁction.
These transnational frameworks can be deﬁned as ways in which cultures and communities are connected through networks of cultural production, are transformed and
become more culturally hybrid through contact with others, elsewhere across the
globe, via processes of “transculturality”.8 This article will focus on Irish regionalism in
local colour ﬁction from the 1890s and 1900s, investigating its transnational dimensions,
as a way to oﬀer alternative perspectives on how regions were conceptualised in the past.
We must be aware that the Irish region was ﬁrst and foremost a ﬂuid concept that was
not always demarcated speciﬁcally in geographical terms, as regionalisms of the West,
Connemara – referenced as the habitat of the “Gaelic peasant” by Daniel Deeney in
Peasant Lore from Gaelic Ireland (1900) –9 Co. Galway and ﬁctive bogland villages such
as Jane Barlow’s Lisconnel in her collection Irish Idylls (1892) co-existed in political and
cultural representations. Traditionally, during the long nineteenth century the Irish region
and its cultural representations were framed in terms of nationality. The preface to the
1833 edition of William Carleton’s collection of regional tales, mainly set in his native Co.
Tyrone, Traits and Stories of the Irish Peasantry, presents the stories as a “touching
dissertation upon Irish character”. It explicitly frames the regional characters that feature
in the collected tales as national types, stating that the readers will be acquainted with
“the condition and character of the peasantry of Ireland”, and the “darker shades of the
Irish character”.10 There are many other examples of this “regionalised nationalism” in
which the local serves as the foundation of cultural national identities.11 Hand-made lace
from Co. Armagh was exhibited as representative of essentially Irish manufacture at the
1851 World exhibition in London,12 and while lace making was often very localised, in
counties such as Fermanagh and Cork, Susanna Meredith, herself founder of a lace making
school, subtitled her stories about the industry, The Lacemakers (1865), Sketches of Irish
Character.13 While such emphases on Irish character and trades could also be explained as
ways to situate cultural production from and about Ireland within the wider context of
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empire – in which Ireland was a speciﬁc locality part of a larger political union – the
regional is nonetheless primarily viewed through the lens of the national.
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Irish regions, and, under the
inﬂuence of Celtic Revivalists,14 especially those in the West, became a very popular
subject in art, especially in the depictions of landscape, peasantry, turf-cutters, cottages
and ﬁshermen by Belfast born Paul Henry,15 and Jack Yeats. The latter provided illustrations to John Millington Synge’s The Aran Islands (1907), which represents the three
islands at the mouth Galway bay as regions which secrete indigenous, authentic and
quintessentially Irish national culture. As what could be described as lieux de tradition
rather than just lieux de mémoire,16 Inishmore, Inishmaan and Inisheer are pictured as local
communities where the native population speaks the Gaelic language, cultivates the land
and builds dwellings according to traditional methods, converses about the “Book of Kells,
and other ancient MSS” as well as “faeries and the women they have taken”. Synge creates
a catalogue of stereotypical Irish identity rooted in Gaelic, agriculture, folklore and ancient
religious cultures,17 thereby interpreting the western regions, like many of his fellow
revivalists, as sites which expressed an authentic national character from which many Irish
had become disconnected through English cultural imperialism.18
We can therefore see that in Irish culture and literature of the long nineteenth century,
attention for the region was strongly connected to nationalist agendas, and the same
goes for local colour literature. In this respect we may draw analogies between Ireland
and, for example, Flanders, Italy and Germany – emerging nations, or the United States, a
nation under reconstruction, in which local colour ﬁction served to consolidate national
character and unity. Judith Fetterley and Marjorie Pryse have argued that the genre
contributed to the conﬁguration of national identity through a crystallisation of regional
ways of life that are viewed as representative for national character.19
While the scholarly recognition of regional literature and culture in connection to
issues of imperialism and nationalism is certainly legitimate, the hitherto rather insular
approach to Ireland’s local colour of the long nineteenth century has blinded us towards
its strong transnational dimensions. In the ﬁeld of literary studies, little work has been
done to map out the regional tale’s response to and function within a globalising world. It
is often overlooked that these local colour narratives were written and published during
an era in which regional rural life transformed drastically: the signiﬁcant expansion of
railways in the 1880s and 1890s across the country, into the west,20 and the rapid
industrialisation of the textile industry in especially the Ulster counties,21 had changed
the landscape and brought alternative forms of labour than agriculture and pasture. The
greatest changes came with several tides of emigration – most notably to North America
during and in the wake of the Great Famine,22 but also in the 1890s when four out of ten
persons born in Ireland, still decided to settle in other countries.23 Rural communities
found themselves regularly either on the verge of famine or aﬄicted by starvation: as
government inspector William Patrick O’Brien observed in The Great Famine in Ireland
(1896), the famine of 1879 “made people realize that there were still to be found, in certain
districts of the country, a congested population always hovering, more or less, on the
brink of destitution” and “as liable as of old to be reduced to a state of absolute famine”24;
a claim that also alluded to 1890–91, when, due to potato disease, another period of food
scarcity ensued in county Mayo and Galway that made many people leave.25 This exodus
of especially young people who looked for better opportunities in England or on other

158

M. CORPORAAL

continents led to radical demographic shifts and especially aﬀected rural areas in the
West, South and North, which became increasingly depopulated and impoverished.
As Josephine Donovan has observed in her pioneering, comparative study of nineteenth-century ﬁctions of the region, European Local-Color Literature (2010), local colour
literatures often responded to “forces of modernity,” exploring “the clash between
modern and pre- or anti-modern without overly romanticizing or mystifying rural life”.26
We may certainly see the many drastic transformations through modernisation that rural
Ireland was subject to as the reason why local colour literature was a genre adopted by
many writers at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century: the genre
facilitated a literary negotiation of such changes as well as helped record and thereby
preserve traditional cultures under threat of extinction. However, at the same time we
should not overlook the genre’s equally important role in processes of globalisation, in
terms of migration as well as cultural transmission. This study therefore aims to suggest a
“translocation” of Irish regional studies towards a broader European and even transatlantic framework of investigation in this respect, in light of three phenomena that will be
addressed: ﬁrst, representations of the transnational in the form of emigration, diaspora
and remigration; second, the transnational networks in which these local colour narratives
circulated through translation and republication; and third, the ways in which transatlantic editions of these story collections evoke a sense of transnational community
formation. Analysing texts by, amongst others, Shan Bullock, Charlotte O’Connor Eccles,
Jane Barlow, Katherine Tynan, Lipsett Calwell, Seumás MacManus, George Moore and
Frank James Mathew, the complexities of intended audience and forms of publication will
be examined.

Negotiating transnationalism
Josephine Donovan observes that local colour ﬁction can be interpreted as cultural resistance to “the enforcement of national social norms”, and processes of “standardization” on a
national or imperial level.27 Donovan is certainly right in thus interpreting the narrative
“templates” of conﬂict that underlie regional works of ﬁction,28 and her argument also
applies to Irish local colour narratives. Additionally, the earlier mentioned claims made by
Fetterley and Pryse correspond to the function of Irish local colour ﬁction in cementing
national identities during the period of the Revival. However, as I want to argue, the
dynamics of Irish local colour literature are more complex in that it frequently represents
regional cultures and communities that do not just clash with or engage with issues of
nationalisation and colonisation, but are additionally subject to transnational inﬂuences and
interactions. Regional stories, though set in a speciﬁc rural region in Ireland, often explicitly
respond to issues of (return) migration, by depicting strong mutually aﬀective and reconﬁgurative connections between the region and Ireland’s diaspora. Quite a few local colour
tales written between 1890–1910 reﬂect upon massive emigration, showing how it leads to
family disintegration and regional community disruption.
For example, Co. Roscommon writer Charlotte O’Connor Eccles’s “Toomevara” from her
collection Aliens of the West (1904), suggests that age-old Tipperary communities have been
broken up by the pressures of emigration. The image of an aged man, running alongside
“the train as it steams out, till he drops exhausted, great tears streaming down his cheeks”,
conveys an elegiac sentiment: those who are too old or weak to try their fortune on the
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other side of the Atlantic, stay behind in depopulated areas. The landscape, consequently,
bears few signs of communal activity: “ruined cabins” and farms where “the townspeople
graze their cows, “on which the foundations of whole villages may be traced, covered deep
in weeds and herbage” are all that remain.29 Because so many people have “Gone to
America”, as the narrator observes, “it is possible to drive for miles in many directions
without ﬁnding an inhabited house, and in harvest time the farmers grumble at the scarcity
of labourers”. The impression that the story generates is that of a wasteland, in the form of
ﬂattened cabins and neglected land. Those who went across the Irish Sea or Atlantic pine
away over the memory of their native village: “those who were born amidst it, and that in
Manchester slums or the back blocks of New York ﬁlls the old folks with sick longing for
home”.30 However, the community that once existed can never be restored, for those who
return ﬁnd they can no longer assimilate to its ways of life: “To the returned emigrant the
place seems woeful, the embodiment of poverty, desolation, and decay.”31 Emigration – and
globalisation – have destroyed local communities, have robbed people of their sense of
belonging and have transﬁgured the region beyond recognition. Yet at the same time the
story suggests that the local and transnational will remain connected by the fact that people
feel they are in between two worlds: those in diaspora reminisce over their former “homes”,
and still feel tied to how they envisage it as an idealised image.
The profound eﬀects of emigration upon the local community are also the subject of
George Moore’s “Julia Cahill’s Curse” from The Untilled Field (1903). The narrator, an agent
representing the Irish Industrial Society who visits priests in order to promote the
installation of looms and the foundation of schools for lace making in the countryside,
sympathises with the population, but coming from Dublin, he can also take a look at the
regional community from a critical distance. What the agent perceives is a depopulated
wasteland: “scanty ﬁelds, drifting from thin grass into bog, and from bog into thin grass
again”.32 To the narrator, these dry and empty lands, scattered over by ruins of abandoned cabins, seem symptomatic of the lack of opportunity that the area provides to its
people, the restrictions that smother its vibrancy, as well as the degeneration of a
community from which the younger generations disappear. It is, however, not the bad
quality of the land – and the economic adversity it causes – that has chased its population
away across the Atlantic, but the the rigorous Catholic morality that Father Madden
imposes on his congregation and that has forbidden dances, sports and courtship. As
the agent proclaims, Father Madden’s Catholic traditions will eventually be self-destructive, for “religion does not help to continue the race, and we’re anxious to preserve the
race, otherwise there will be no religion, or a diﬀerent religion in Ireland”.33
At the end of the story the narrator wonders: “When, I said, will a ray from the antique
sun break forth and light up this country again?” The narrator primarily laments this lack
of enlightenment within the Mayo village when he perceives the “great cloud” formed by
the cathedral, “the nunnery, its schools and laundry” on the horizon, thereby implying
that the community is primarily denied access to further development by the dominance
of its priest.34 The fact that the Catholic buildings literally throw their shadows over the
landscape, accentuates that land no longer functions as a site of tradition, agriculture and,
most of all, home. As the narrator observes, the parish is no longer a suitable dwelling
place for prospective generations, for settlement in America has become more “like going
home than leaving home” due to the stiﬂed climate.35
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The disillusionment of return
There are many other local colour stories from the period in which the regional and
transnational are two worlds that come together as well as collide. Often these tales show
deserted local communities in the homeland and returned emigrants who fail to reintegrate in their native small town or village. In Frank James Mathew’s “By the Devil’s Mother”
(1893), the narrator meets a young man named Corrigan – an “Irish- American [. . .] a big
over-dressed fellow”,36 who “had gone out penniless, had found strong friends and
strange luck in New York, and now after seven years’ exile was well-to-do with a sure
hope of riches”.37 The young returning emigrant is exhilarated at the thought of “going
home to the Jagged Valley”, feeling he will ﬁnd everything just the same as years ago: “his
old mother he knew would be sitting cowering over the turf-ﬁre trying to keep warm [. . .]”
and after the potatoes and bacon dinner he would head back to Cavanagh’s farm where
his former betrothed Maureen “would be spinning, sitting at the door of the smoky cabin
to have light for her work, and looking up every now and then towards the path through
the rocks”.38 The local narrator’s profound irritation at the man’s American accent and
ﬂaunting of wealth already foreshadows a loss of that prospective happiness. While
Corrigan anticipates being welcomed “with a power of respect” by his parents, to grant
them easy times “after their long lives of work”, and to be able to marry Maureen now and
provide for her,39 all his hopes and expectations are shattered. Maureen has married
someone else and is leading a life of begging and penury, having lost all her former
freshness. She refuses his ﬁnancial aid, stating that “she’d stharve a hunthred times afore
takin’ a penny from him”. His “old folk in the Jagged Valley [. . .] had hardly known him, he
was so well dressed and so dull”, and he departs for New York again as a broken man who
has lost his former sense of home and touch with his childhood community.40
A returning emigrant also features prominently in “His Magniﬁcence” by Co. Fermanagh
author Shan Bullock, from his collection Ring o’Rushes (1896). The story depicts a returning
emigrant, Thomas Burke, who has risen in status after settling in America. Thomas’s “watchchain,” “rings “and “clothes” and his grand entree by train with “powerful” luggage that
gives him the “appearance of a prince” make a great impression upon the villagers,41 who
still remember him as Tommy who “in rags and tatters, had hawked turf from door to door
through that very street.”42 His prolonged stay in America has greatly changed Thomas,
however, and he now looks down upon the village of his childhood in a very condescending
manner. Feeling himself too good for Gorteen, “His Magniﬁcence”, deliberately strolls
through the village and ﬂaunts his success in order to extract admiration that he believes
that he is entitled to: “he reckoned upon making an impression. It was his due.”43 Presenting
an outsider perspective on the village, Thomas only sees its squalor and backwardness. He
even feels out of place in his old mother’s cottage, and is disgusted by its smoky atmosphere
and the food that his mother serves him. While Tommy’s acquired wealth alienates him from
the village, which is well illustrated by the fact that he announces himself as a “strainger”
when he enters his mother’s cabin,44 he also takes issue with its simple rural daily routines
that have not changed at all since he departed. Oﬀended by its anti-modern way of life,
which includes “bogs”, and “naked wretched houses, “ Thomas sighs: “No enterprise, no
capital, not anything – just the same as when he had left it, just the same.”45While the
village, with its main “lane . . . the ﬁelds and the house before him, were just as they had ever
been and just as they would ever remain,”46 Thomas is so much changed that the villagers at
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ﬁrst do not recognise him; and, ironically, Ned Noble suggests that the village has gone
through many “powerful changes” since Thomas’s emigration, as people had died, married
or “changed farm”.47 There is a clash between the perceptions on transformation of the
Gorteen population on the one hand, and Thomas’s on the other; and the incompatible
dynamics of change that they register suggest that there is a contrast between the static
nature of the local community and the dynamic urban existence in America. The region is
invaded by the transnational, and clashes with it. As such, the story demonstrates the
concern with transnationalism that many scholars of Irish local colour ﬁction have often
overlooked.
Alienation from the native region is also a central theme in Katharine Tynan’s “Harvesters”
(1894). The ﬁrst-person is an Irish woman who has settled and works in the city of London.
Having departed from Euston station, in order to go “home for Christmas,” she is full of
longing to get back to what she regards as her true home: “I was going home to something so
sweet that I and my dreams of it made excellent company”.48 Like many emigrants who, as
Andreas Huyssen claims, tend to “create a uniﬁed or even mythic memory of the lost homeland,” the narrator appears to have idealised her native soil.49 However, as the story reveals,
the happiness of home that the narrator longs for may be likely to disappoint, for the woman
has become inevitably estranged from her native country and county by her residence in the
British capital. On the train, the woman looks forward to “going home to something so sweet
that I and my dreams of it made excellent company,” and looks out for “Irish faces” and “the
dear brogue” from her carriage-window, at every station. Furthermore, she confesses to the
diﬃculty of ﬁtting into her new environment and homesickness: “Out of Ireland one loves all
Irish things so much that an Irish face or voice might have drawn me from my dreams into
sociability.”50 However, once two harvesters who have worked in England, Galway men who
speak Gaelic, enter the all-female compartment, the narrator is not just charmed by their
melodic speech, but greatly annoyed by the men’s spitting on the ground and their unfamiliarity with conduct codes for train travelling. She looks at the harvesters through “English
eyes,” assessing them by imperial standards through mixed sensations of “love of native land,
and my impatience of English Superiority”,51 as she feels the judgemental gazes of all present
on the train on the two men. As such, Tynan’s narrative incorporates what Josephine Donovan
calls the “double vision” that is characteristic of local colour ﬁction: the perspective of someone who was once an insider and who has now distanced him- or herself from the native
region.52 In contrast with the simple happiness of the two harvesters, the woman frets about
her divided loyalties, and her estrangement from “home” becomes even more evident when
she makes the mistake of likening the Welsh mountains to those of county Galway, as one of
the harvesters points out: “wid us at Kilnaree there’s no more risin’ than dawny little sand- hills,
though I’m thinkin’ wid the stones on the ﬁelds you might build mountains as big as them out
there.”53 Ironically, the train seems to be the only locality that the young woman can still relate
to – as a travelling “region” that transcends geographical borders but also ultimately leaves
her “homeless” and unfulﬁlled. The fact that the two men literally get lost as the train proceeds
without them, not only underlines the extent to which the modernised young woman has lost
ties with the country that she came from. It also underlines the idea of the dispersal of Irish
people, as emigrants, in the globalising modern world.
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Connected worlds
Other local colour stories from the 1890s and 1900s envisage diﬀerent kinds of ties
between the regional and transnational. Jane Barlow’s “Good Luck” from Strangers at
Lisconnel (1895) and Lipsett Caldwell’s “A Pauper’s Burial” from Where the Atlantic Meets
the Land (1898) suggest a strong economic interdependence of regional life in Ireland on
transatlantic communities of Irish emigrants. Barlow’s story “Good Luck” from Strangers at
Lisconnel creates the impression that regional happiness can only be achieved through
the beneﬁts that leaving behind the locality and (re-)migration yields. The story sketches a
picture of hard living conditions in Laraghmena: though there is little intercourse between
Lisconnel and the other village up hill, there are rumours that “the people up there do be
very poor entirely”, so that the inhabitants from Lisconnel “are wont to use a commiserating tone when speaking of them”.54 Those living in Laraghmena have to rely on
“starveling crops” and “their eﬀorts” at cultivating the land “ are rewarded by only meagre
and stunted growths”.55 Working opportunities like ﬁshing for scanty food bring so many
risks of drowning with them that the widowed Mrs Morrough would rather see her son
Felix emigrate to the United States, just like his elder brother, than stay and look after her
in old age. While Laraghmena does not oﬀer its inhabitants a locality fruitful enough to
sustain themselves on, Mrs Murrough is struck blind by lightning and would no longer be
able to fend for herself. As none of the villagers in Lisconnel can oﬀer to take Mrs
Murrough in once Theresa Joyce has taken her down hill, getting into the workhouse
appear to be the only option. With a bleak future away from the village, family and friends
ahead, there is suddenly a melodramatic twist in the narrative: Mrs Murrough undergoes a
sudden “marvellous restoration of her sight” that is an unexplained “miracle”,56 and the
ﬁrst thing she sees is her eldest son Paddy who, dressed in a “ﬁne new suit” and wearing a
“gold watch-chain”, has returned from California as a man of fortune, and aims to “set him
up grandly on a good bit of land in the old country, and give Felix a fair start, and keep the
old mother in comfort all the rest of her life”.57
This plotline of recuperated happiness by a returned emigrant – not uncommon in
nineteenth-century Irish and especially Irish diaspora literature –,58 does, however, not
entail a regeneration of the native, local community. Laraghmena and even Lisconnel fail
to materialise as “homes”, for Paddy takes his mother and brother to a “promising farm” in
Wicklow where prospects are far better.59 Barlow’s tale thus shows that happier prospects
may lie ahead through relocation to another region rather than rootedness in the native
soil. Similarly, Lipsett Caldwell’s “A Pauper’s Burial” implies that regional socioeconomic
sustainability depends on transatlantic ﬁnancial support. Having grown up in the local
community near Kilcross, the narrator – now a grown-up man – resorts to personal
memory as well as stories passed down by the community and his grandmother to tell
the story of “ ‘Oul’ Shan the Pote’” as the townsfolk called him”, and who is rumoured to
have descended from “Shan O’Neill, the great rebel of Queen Elizabeth’s day”.60 Shan
works as a stone-cutter and also a poet, and initially, the money sent by his daughter
Kathleen who has emigrated to Australia and made a fortune there, ensures that Shan has
a home and patch of land. Shan’s dependence on transnational support for his sustenance
and dwelling almost suggests a form of “ecocosmopolitanism” avant la lettre,61 for the
sustainability of Shan’s local environment is tied up with globalisation of his family and
the village community: “It was the old story of Irish emigration. Sons and daughters, not
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content with a fare of potatoes and tea and a futureless outlook at home, drift oﬀ one by
one as they grow up to diﬀerent parts of America and Australia”.62 When Kathleen,
however, loses all her savings that she had placed in the bank, Shan not only loses his
home but also a place of his own in the land when he dies. When the narrator return
home, he witnesses a pauper’s funeral which proves to be Shan’s: “ Four old men in the
light-blue workhouse uniform painfully bore a long oblong black box upon their
shoulders”.63

Transnational circulation
The discussed stories suggest the urgency to examine Irish local colour ﬁction from
transnational perspectives – in the form of its templates, themes, but also narrative
focalisation: we view Gorteen in Bullock’s “His Magniﬁcence” and Co. Galway in Tynan’s
“Harvesters” through the eyes of emigrated Irish, for example. There is an additional
aspect of Irish local colour ﬁction that calls for such a transnational lens: its transeuropean
and transatlantic circulation. Irish local colour novels and short stories would be reprinted
in magazines or in editions elsewhere in Europe – often after translation – and in North
America. As such, these texts not only reached transnational audiences, but they were
even explicitly marketed as literature for reading communities beyond the region, beyond
the nation or empire, and across the globe.
The best known example of local colour ﬁction that found audiences outside the
English speaking world, in Continental Europe, are William Carleton’s earlier mentioned
Traits and Stories of the Irish Peasantry. Stories from the collection were translated into
many languages, including Dutch, Italian, German, French and Danish. It was published as
Skizzen und Erzählungen aus dem Leben des Irishen Landvolks by Harry Roberts and issued
in three volumes by Leipzig publisher I.I.Weber in 1837.64 In 1861, the entire collection
was translated into French by Léon de Wailly as Romans Irlandais, Scènes de la Vie
Champêtre, and published in Paris by E. Dentu.65 Two years later, a Danish translation
by L. Moltke, entitled Troek og Skildringer af det irske Folkeliv (1863) was published by
Copenhagen publisher Gyklendalske. As such, Carleton’s representations of Findramore
village life in “The Hedge School,” and of the cottiers’ lives in “Larry M’Farland’s Wake”
were accessible to audiences across Europe. It appears that Carleton’s regional stories
were selected for translation and dissemination particularly for their authentic portrayals
of rural and folk life. This becomes clear when one looks at the preface by Léon de Wailly
to the French translation, which emphasises the fact that Carleton’s local colour tales give
readers access to folk customs and traditions, “les moeurs des classes populaires”, which
the author, as a native among the peasantry, knew so well himself: “c’est un homme qui a
vécu de leur vie”.66 Likewise, a Dutch encyclopaedia of literature from 1865 lists Carleton
as a writer who grew up in a farmer’s cottage, “zelf in een boerenhut geboren en
opgevoed”, and who therefore yields authentic portrayals of his native rural area.67 The
fact that local colour ﬁction also thrived in these countries for providing portrayals of the
region that were true to nature, through writers such as Berthold Auerbach, Jacob Jan
Cremer and Honoré de Balzac, helps explain the transnational appeal of Irish local colour
narratives.
Though many data about translations of Irish local colour ﬁction from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century have not been uncovered yet, we know that Emily
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Lawless’s novel of life in the Burren, Hurrish (1886) was translated into Dutch by Anna Bok
as Hurrish: Een Iersche Roman in 1890 (Gouda Quint); and The Bookman in 1898 mentions a
translation in progress of Jane Barlow’s Irish Idylls into German by “widow of the late
Professor von Helferich, of Dresden University”, although a published copy has not been
identiﬁed.68 Furthermore, we know that some Irish writers of local colour ﬁction translated
European regional literature into English, such as Charlotte O’Connor Eccles who made a
translation of a rural novella by Polish writer Henryk Sienkiewicz, called Peasants in Exile
(For Daily Bread), published by Ave Maria in Notre Dame in 1898.
There will undoubtedly be many more examples of European translations and republications, and future research could map out how these Irish regional narratives travelled
through Europe, and, additionally, how these translated texts were received in the foreign
press. This would probably explain the transnational appeal of Irish local colour ﬁction
more extensively, apart from the fact that local colour ﬁction was a genre that enjoyed
huge popularity in and outside Europe under diﬀerent names, such as the French Romans
Champêtres, the Spanish novela costumbrista, the Dutch and Flemish Streekliteratuur, the
Scandinavian provincial novel, Italian verismo, and the German Dorfgeschichte.
Irish local colour ﬁction was also reprinted across the Atlantic, in speciﬁc editions for
the North-American market, or reprinted in periodicals catering for Irish-North American
immigrant communities, such as The Pilot, The Emerald or The Irish-American. Especially
during the 1880s and 1890s, Irish local colour ﬁction was reissued for the US and Canadian
markets. Archibald M’Ilroy’s Kailyard- like69 stories on the Co. Antrim peasantry from
Scottish descent in The Auld Meetin Hoose Green were originally published in Belfast by
McCaw, Stevenson & Orr in 1898, and one year later in Toronto by F.H.Revell. Shan
Bullock’s Ring o’Rushes was reissued in American and Australian editions: by Melbourne
and New York publishers Ward, Lock & Co. and by Chicago publisher Stone & Kimball, all in
1896. Katharine Tynan dedicated her Isle in the Water (1895) to Jane Barlow, a collection of
stories set on a not speciﬁcally deﬁned island on Ireland’s western coast.70 The volume
was launched on the American market by Macmillan & Co. in New York. Jane Barlow’s Irish
Idylls (1892) and Strangers at Lisconnell (1895) were highly successful on the US market,
published in New York by Dodd, Mead & Co. in 1893 and 1895 respectively, and appearing
in further reprint. Six of the stories collected in Eccles’s Aliens of the West were even ﬁrst
published in the Catholic American Ecclesiastical Review and Pall Mall Magazine, before
being printed together in an edition by London publisher Cassell.71
These publication data not only testify to the intensive transnational literary infrastructures that existed between Ireland and countries in which many Irish emigrants had
settled, and that have remained rather underresearched up till now. They also underscore
that one can only do justice to Irish local colour ﬁction by studying it exactly in light of
those transnational dimensions, and the function it may have had in the concretion of
diasporic identities as well as the establishment of transcultural ties between homeland
and immigrant communities. That this is a signiﬁcant issue becomes also clear from
prefaces to North American editions of Irish local colour narratives. The prefatory material
to the American 1898 edition of Jane Barlow’s Irish Idylls, stories set in the “wild boglands
of Connaught”,72 clearly situates the narrative into a context of American reception. The
readership that Barlow singles out in her preface are
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American readers, to whose shores the wild boglands of Connaught send so many a forlorn
voyager “over oceans of say”. They will perhaps care to glance at his old home, and learn the
reasons why he leaves it, which seem to lie very obviously on the surface, and the reasons,
less immediately apparent, why his neighbours bide behind.73

She thus imagines and almost “stages” a general American audience whose understanding of their Irish immigrant fellow citizens can be improved by showing them where these
new Americans come from. The preface thus imagines the published edition of the stories
as a transaction which not only bridges the gap between Ireland and the United States,
but also between Irish emigrants and US citizens, bringing them together in a transmission of folklore and tradition.
The preface to Séumas MacManus’s Through the Turf Smoke, a collection of tales about
life in rural Donegal, published for the American market by Doubleday & McClure in 1899,
likewise connects Ireland with North America by translocating its transatlantic readers
into a setting of traditional, oral transmission characteristic for the regional cultural
community of the author’s childhood Donegal. MacManus talks about “my remote and
mountain-barred Donegal”, and connects his tales to the shanachy tradition: as he states,
“[f]rom early childhood [. . .] with my little tribute of admiration”, he sat by the shanachy’s
feet, hoping one day to be “faring forth and conquering worlds for myself”. Identifying
himself with the “the teller of tales and the singer of songs” he listened to as a child,74 and
invoking the image of a crowd of listeners gathered “around the turf ﬁre, old and young,
boys and girls”, while the “wand of wit is laid upon them and they forget their cares”,75 the
preface situates readers around the proverbial ﬁreside as if they were in his country of
origin. The imagined community of readers and the Irish setting are thus tied by the
stories as transnational media of transmission.

Conclusion
While traditionally the local colour tale could be seen as a monument to regional
traditions and ways of life that enshrines them, in the face of imperialism or nationalism,
the many examples of Irish ﬁction written at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth
century suggest that the region is what Ann Rigney calls a “portable monument”.76 The
region becomes a mental construct that can be translocated across the Atlantic, albeit in
the form of a crystallised memory. As such, it corresponds to the representations of the
local by Bullock and Moore, which suggest permanence and little openness to change.
Other writers such as Barlow, Tynan and O’Connor Eccles envisage the Irish region as a
more ﬂexible space that is inextricably connected with and changed by its transnational
connections, and coloured by focalisations from outside in the form of the (re)migrant.
Furthermore, authors such as Barlow and Caldwell envisage connections between the
local and transnational in the form of economic interrelations, through which the former
can only survive through ﬁnancial investments built up across the Atlantic.
While some narratives evoke an idyllic regional community and environment that will
always constitute a “home” that one can return to, most narratives complicate the idea of
the region as locus amoenus, demonstrating that happiness is far removed from the
diﬃcult conditions of sustenance that are inherent to native rural areas, while economic
interests of relocation are at conﬂict with feelings of rootedness. This becomes particularly
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evident in stories by Barlow and Caldwell. The transnational can signify irretrievable loss
of the local and its traditions as well as the failure of reintegration; and at the same time
regional sustainability. Local colour ﬁction moreover transmits memories of place to
communities elsewhere, especially in editions for immigrant markets, as the case studies
of Barlow’s and MacManus’s works reveal.
Addressing these points, and pointing to the infrastructures of (re)publication in which
local colour ﬁction functioned on international levels, this article has aimed to outline
future directions of research for local colour narratives, and even local colour in general.
What is needed is a shift in paradigms in both regional studies as well as Irish studies that
involves a perception of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century region not just as an
extension of the nation or nationalism, but also as a representation or ﬁgure of memory
that is constructed in transnational dynamics. A reconsideration of local colour ﬁction in
view of its transnational themes, addresses, readerships and reception – which will imply
massive data collection and even a digital mapping out of networks – is in my view the
road to take. While the revival of the region today is often attributed to negotiations of
globalisation,77 it may prove that texts from the past can shed light on similar processes of
community and identity formation as well as transnational cultural production more than
a century ago.
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