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INTRODUCTION

ILLIAM CARLETON is universally recognised as the
greatest delineator of the manners and customs of
the Irish peasantry. Fis  Traits and Stories " is not merely
a work of remarkable lite merit. It hes great historical
value, and is a monument of national importance. [t is in-
contestably the best of all his writings. Tt is unequal, it is
often carelessly and roughly finished, and there are some badly-
written passages ; but still, taken as a whole, there is nothing
in Irish literature within reasonable distance of it for com-
pleteness, variety, character-drawing, humour, pathos, and
dramatie power. When Carleton gave these stories some
necessary revision, about ten years after their first appearance,
he did not do it thoroughly. There are still some excres-
cences, some useless digressions and preachings, and not a few
violent outhursts which might with advantage be modified ;
but, such as they are, the © Traits and Stories” form an im-
mortal picture of national life. The historical importance of
the work lies in the fact that the Treland of Carleton’s early
years no longer exists. The Ireland mirrored for all time
in his s is not the Ireland of our days. One may
occasionally meet even yet an odd character, 3 quaint
type, who seems to belong to such a vanished world as
rleton has pictured; but such types are now few and
far between. In prefamine and pre Emencipation days
they were common in every ish and every vill
they kept up the distinetiveness of the race. But that
time is long past. The mass of the people have lost most
of the peculisrities, the characteristic qualitfes which are
so well developed in the figures who move and live in the
stories of Carleton. Not me:ﬁ]y the lapse of time, but the
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famine and the subsequent clearances are responsible for the
radical change which come over the people. In essen-
tials, no dnuht Carleton’s Ireland is the same as ours, but
the typical peasant, the * genuine article,” seems to have dis-
red, or is fast disappearing, with his faction and party
fights, his wakes and “patterns,” his pipers and his native
aclic, Asan ist of Carleton has expressed it, the best
of the older Ireland has vanished *in the swamps and savan-
nahs of the Irish exile’s distant home.” It might be added
that the courts and alle D‘ys of London and other great English
citics have seen some of its last fading traces, and it has been
but a memory or a tradition with the past and present geners-
tion of Irishmen. Carleton baes preserved its image intact,
and in his storles one mey live again with the Ireland of the
past. In no other writer do get the Irish atmosphere so
clearly, so unmistakably. 'I{lD;e have been and are many
admirable Irish novelists, but their transeripts of Irish peasant
life seem the faintest outlines in comparisen with the stern
reality—the foreible truth of Carleton’s deseriptions. Their
peasznts are half English and their landscapes almost wholly
so, Carleton is Irish through and throngh—intensely Irish,
exclusively Ixish.
He is not, however, a mere local chronicler, interesting (in
the long-run) only to the limited audience of a single
or county, or province. He is s pational historian—the his-
torian of the people’s lives from infancy to old age, coneern-
ing himself little with the events of the * world,” as generall
understood, but oceupied with his task of depicting Irish l.ii{
zncl Irish human nature, Average human nature abounds in
is books. Ewvery ome sees that his person are genuine
ereatures of Heshqrnml bload, and not simply p?.lg].}e;etﬂ orgf:nciﬁﬂ
shadows, The contemporaries who saw the publication of
the * Traits and Stories” were startled st the truth of the
work, no less than at {ts graphic power, pathos, and humoar;
and they did not, perhaps, exaggerate its value when they
compared itz author in certain aspects to Shakespeare and
Cervantes. Carleton’s humour is quite as notable as any in
modern literature, and is more nearly skin to that of Molidre
than te any one else’s. The Irish novelist's methods of develop-
ing character are somewhat similar $o those employed by the
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French dramatist, and there is considerable resemblance be-
tween the pedants and the comic servants of both. The
wheedlers, too, the “ deludherers "' of the * Traits and Storfes,”
are not without their congeners in Molitre's Fluss. The
appearance of his work revealed a new world of life and of
fantasy to the astonished public of 1830-33. PEven France and
Germany were interested ; and in England Carleton was un-
reservedly praised, and his stories recommended to the perusal
of those who wished to Anomw the Irish people. In America
Carleton's popularity has always been very grest.

He has been called the “prose Bums,” and the de-
seription is fairly exact. He had the same knowledge of
his count , the same intense love of nature (wit-
ness “Tubber Derg ™ and many other examples), the same
sympathy for bumanity, and almost the same deep poeti-
eal feeling. The literary comparison need not be pursmed
further; but he resembled Burns in being, like him, a peasant,
and his life presents other points of similarity to that of the
Ayrshire poet. Carleton also reminds one not s little of
Goldsmith. Some of his glimpses of rustic gatherings and
smiling homesteads are quite in the Goldsmith manner. But
he did not choose to let his mind -.lwcll for long upon the
brighter and joyous side of Irish life; his persomal sorrows
were paignant throzghout the greuter S:rt of his career, and
hlsmtmganrestrmgym ured em. Neo other Irish
writer is te his equal in the deacr‘lpﬁm of appalling
calamity. ere are terrible scenes in these * Traits and
Stories,” which are probably the least gloomy of his writings,
as they are almost his earliest. But they are insignificant
and tame com to the famine scenes of “The Black
Prophet,” which are Dantean in intensity and sceumulated
horror. His dramatic power is always notable—and here

cially.
5];‘:1 a.up{eme moments Carleton exhibits strong imagination,
but, in general, it must be confessed that it is to his mem
we owe most of his best work, He described what he ha
actually seen—rarely inventing his incidents. When eventu-
ally the stores of his memory were exhausted, when the
stock of quaint types and moving experiences had run out,
his books became almost unreadable, The strength of his
VOL. L. c



