"Small gems offer

wealth of Irish humor,
wisdom and poetry
By Janice Harayda

Moy the road rise ap to meet this review, and
iy It be in heaven half an howor before the devil
tnkes it tothe ecyelingbin.

Yo, {hat sentiment takes a few liberties with a
conple of toasts that tumble
off the Hps at this timeof yeac
But why quibble? If you need
the correct wards, you can
find them in Joan Larson K-
Iy's “Irish Wil and Wisdom"

gerosen tide of emall-furmat gl
books that brim with Irish
myths, history; folllore, -
| morn proverhs and trivia. Ofen decarated with rib-
Ton bookmeudks ansd sobd at point-of purchass dis-
plavs, these offefings tend to get the cold shoolder
from critics and others looking for the next “An-
gela’s Aghes” ar *How the Irish Saved Civiliza-
tion,” This fate may be too hacsh for books that
tvpically cost only $50r 3 Inhardecover.

The Ly hope

most publishers
that on St Patrick I:Flywu'ﬂﬂl want to spend
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time with the collected works of James Joyos or
Georpe Bernard Shaw, or at beast with a promising
first novel set in County Tyrone or Wicklow, Bt
the editors of gift books know better: Many of us
have encugh trouble getting through “Finnegan's
Wake” when we haven't had a glass or two of
green boer Focusing on a piltar of Irish literature
miy be impossible I the nelghbors ave singing
“Danmy Boy™ or playing U2's “Joshua Tree™ allbam
int fuall bilaest,

Gift books may stand up better to the tests of 5t
Patrick's Day. and some hive performed well
enough to stay in print for years. Many are hand-
somely designed, a fiow come from well-known i
thors ke Malachy McCourt, and the best provide
a tasting menu of topics we can revisit after we've
recomered from the indigestion brought on by oo
many slices of Irish-coffes cheesecake,

First, a caveat, "Small” doesn't always mean
“easy" or "suitable for small-fry™ Take “A Little
Book of Irish Myths™ (Ap-
pletres, 50 pages, £9.95),
threse tales from Irish folk-
lore retold by Robert
Walch, editor of *“The Ox-
ford Companion to Irish
Literature.” Sara Walker
has illustrated the book
with sunny. Impressionis-
e imames that drop a vell
over the savagery of the
stories on s pages.

“A Little Book of Irish
Myths™ makes clear that—
for alveer sadistic brotality—the titans of Irish
mythology can hold their own against the arro-
gant and vengeful gods of ancient Greece, or the
characters in a Mel Gibson movie A king of Ulster
punished one of his subjects by throwing him ina
dungecn and foreing his pregnant wifie to take part
in & foot race against the royal horses, She won,
then “collapsed and screamed out in pain as she
writhed on the ground™ before giving birth to
twins. Later she struck back at the king by partting
a curse on the men of Ulster In these tales,
vengeance takes the place of redemption, and the
virtuouws get their reward—if they get it at all—in
heae.

Mot, vou might think, a book to 1ift the heart on
St. Patrick's Day That may be its chief virtue, “A
Little Book of Irish Myths" adds balance to the
sentimental images fostered by *When [rish Eyves
Are Smiling™ and greeting cards that show lep-
rechaiuns grinning at pots of gold. It also has g pro-

nunelation key that 1s no small asset when charac-
ters have names like Feldhlimidh mipc Dadll File-
it ok Dl though the guide woubd have
been more helpfial if it had alse shown the eecent-
el gyliables,

Mobedy risks stumbling across ghastly brutali-
iy in “Ireland” (AvielsAndrews Meleel, 105
pages, §5.095), 8 romanti
clped eollection of one-
to-a-page quotations ed-
fted by Sue Carnahan
and illustrated by Steve
MeAdise, This ook bris-
tles with modern and
ptiicomanticunn fonts sa-
perimposed on gauzy
backgroumnds A 50
dark, many lnes are dif-
ficult to read. Some of
the quotations have a favor more Scottish than
Irish, as though the editors intended the book for
thie Seods-Irlsh, and others have unclear oF tenu-
ous links ta the Emerald Iske, Might the editors
have taken ton much to heart a gquote from Ben-
jamin Disraeli, who called Ireland “that
damnable, delightiul country, where everything
that is right is the opposite of what it cught to be™?

Lesz ambithous bt more successful is “The
Luchk of the Irish™ (Peter Pawper, 76 pages, $4.95), &
book af quotations compiled by Patrick Kennesly
Mark Anello and Jordan Hayes. As plain as a boaf
of soda bread, it has no eye-catching design ale-
menis evcepl for a 24-caral gold-plated shamrock
charm at the end of a ribbon {which, the dust jack-
et e, may be used “on a bracelet or necklam™).

Bait “The Luck of the Irish™ abounds with well-
taken comments by au-
thorities on its topic,
ineluding John
Hennedy, Rev Andrew
Greeley  and  Rew
Josaph OF Hare, former
president of Fordham
University A man from
upstate Mew York re-
ports that his brother
Michasl poes to as
miany a4 four or five fu-
nerals a weelks He once
asked his brother,
‘'Wiho's this one for?
Michae] replied:

* “That guy's father was oir mailman when we
were little. [ think the family should be represent-

Perhaps the best all-arcund gift book is “Irish
Wit and Wisdom,” which has chapters on such
toples as jokes, blarney, (oasts, proverbs, sayings
and folklore. This attractive voliume also has the
full text of 13 limericks, that delightful poetic
form perhaps unsurpassed in its suitability for
reciting at 5t Patrick’s Day parties. [is author
wisely omits off-color examples and sticks to clas-
sics such as:

There ance were o coizof Kilkenay,

Each thowght there toas one ot (oo mamy;

B they scraiched and they bit,

I'n o quarrelsome T,

Tl frstoerd of fre cols here werern | oy

“The Claddagh Ring" (Running Press, 17
pages, $4.95) 1= a recent gift edition of a book that
appeared last summer, and it includes a charm
shaped like the Irish ring celebrated on its pages,
Its author, Malachy MeCourt, has won fame &s an
actor, the brother of Frank McoCourt ("Angela's
Ashes™) and a memaoirist A Mok Swimming™).

Bow he offers an informal af the popu-
lar ring that shows twa hands clasping a heart
boppeed by @ crown.

“The Claddagh Ring”™
displays none of 1ts au.
thor's wit, but wit isn't il
{ LADDAGH

rinG

really his goal. In the
most memorable saction
of the ook, MoCourt de-
acribes the role that the
rings playved in the
search for survivers of
the World Trade Center:
Sore mews reports have
siuggested that 15 ar 20
police and frefighters
warg wearing Claddaghs when they died. Others,
mo doubt, are wearing them today in thekr memo-

Y

Among other patential gifts, few are worthier
than a mew facsimile of the first edition of
Willkarm Buther Yeats' “The Towes™ (1928), pérhaps
the finest book by the MNobel laureate and greatest
Irish poet of the 20th Century Yeats scholar
Richard J. Finneran provides a helpfal introduac-
tion and notes to this edition (Scribner, 134 pages.
812 paper). And the cover llustration is based on
T. Sturge Moore's elegant and haunting image of
Ballylee Castle, where
Yeats wrote many of its
poEiTA,

“The Tower" doesn't
contain Yeats” most-fa
mous poem, “The Second
Coming.” and its bleak
portralt of an age in
which “mere anarchy is
loosed wpon the warld.”
Mor does it have his popu-
It “The Lk Ik of Inin-
isfree.” But it includes
sitch landmarks as "Leda
and the Swan,” “Sailing to
Byzantium™ and *Among School Children.”

It also sugpests why volumes like A Little Book
of Irish Myths™ have valua, The intreduction to
the facsimile edition of “The Tower” incindes
part of a letter in which Yeats reminds his illus-
trator: “As you know all my art theories depend
upcn just this—rooting of mythology in the
earth,” The classic tales help us understand nod
just the anclents but the giants, e Yeats, who fol-
lowesd them, Some poets have an appeal that with-
et wfber they die. But the read keeps rising upio
meet Yeats, and it's an open question whether,
e o, thee el knows he's desid,
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