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Derek Mahon – ‘Day Trip to Donegal’
Brief commentary on Variations

Derek Mahon is an Irish poet born in 1941, who was brought up in the height of ‘the troubles’ and sectarian violence in Belfast. Stephen Ennis describes his background as ‘the only child of working class Protestant, Church of Ireland parents […] ‘angst from the very beginning, how it developed over a lifetime, and most importantly how it has shaped and given birth to a most remarkable collection of poetry.’[footnoteRef:1]  Likewise in the Encyclopaedia Britannica it states ‘Mahon was drawn to gritty landscapes and desperate scenes of human hardship. Much of the richness of his work lies in his willingness to cultivate deep contrasts of theme and form’[footnoteRef:2] ‘Day Trip to Donegal’ in its original form was first published  in a book of Mahon’s poems ‘Night-Crossing’ in 1968, immediately before ‘the troubles’ began, but then had two later revisions in 1979 and 1991 which revealed many changes to the original poem of ’68. [1:  Ennis, Stephen, After the Titanic; the Life of Derek Mahon, Gill & Macmillan Ltd; 1st edn (26 Sept. 2014)]  [2:  Derek Mahon, Irish Poet and Translator, < https://www.britannica.com/biography/Derek-Mahon/> [Accessed 6th October 2019].] 


My preference is for the first version- Poem A.  I feel it is the most valid of the three versions of poem because it was written from the original first thoughts of the poet, a highly educated  young man of twenty-seven who had ‘studied at Trinity College, Dublin and also at the Sorbonne in Paris[footnoteRef:3]. The poet dedicates ‘Day Trip to Donegal’ to ‘Paul Smyth’ and this dedication is missing in the other two versions of the poem. The question is why? The dedication must have been very important to Mahon at the original time of writing. [3:  Derek Mahon, Irish Poet and Translator.] 

The main reason why I prefer the original version of the poem lies mainly in stanza 3. 
How could we hope to make them understand?
Theirs is a sea-mind, mindless upon land
And dead. Their systematic genocide
(Nothing remarkable that millions died)
To us is a necessity
For ours are land-minds, mindless in the sea.

This is a powerful stanza and is completely omitted from the B and C revised versions of the poem. It reveals the terrible divisions going on in Ireland. It is in stark contrast of the two previous stanzas that describe the Donegal landscape – ‘As ever the nearby hills were a deeper green than anywhere in the world..’[footnoteRef:4] To omit an entire stanza from subsequent versions of the poem, omits the poet’s state of mind and expression of thought when he originally put pen to paper. [4:  Mahon, Derek, ‘Day Trip to Donegal’ Night-Crossing (London: OUP, 1968), pp.22-23.] 


There are numerous other words that are omitted in the later variations that I find actually devalue the original poem. Likewise, there are numerous punctuation mark changes but these are less important than the omission of words or the changing of words. In stanza 2 for example, in the original poem Mahon describes the catch of fish as ‘Torn Mouths and spewed-up lungs’[footnoteRef:5] however this is completely changed in Version C of the poem to ‘A writhing glimmer of fish.’[footnoteRef:6] The original ‘Torn Mouths’ line is more graphic and punchy designed to evoke feeling in the reader, while the latter is frankly mundane. [5:  Mahon, Night-Crossing, pp 22-23.]  [6:  Mahon, Derek, ‘Day Trip to Donegal’ Selected Poems (London and Oldcastle: Viking/Gallery, 1991), p.21.] 


In stanza 5 of the original poem, one less letter for example, changes the whole feeling of the line of poetry. Mahon originally wrote, ‘ Uttering its threat to villages of landfall’[footnoteRef:7] and this is changed in both B and C versions to ‘Muttering its threat..’ As Mahon speaks of the sea in his head, the original use of ‘uttering’ evoked more of a harsh guttural sound of the sea, while muttering softens the entire line. [7:  Mahon, Night-Crossing, pp22-23.] 


Throughout the original poem, you can sense Mahon’s anger and his use of violent imagery is evocative. Mahon himself, however, was very unhappy with his first book – Night-Crossing, describing it as his ‘horrible scatter-brained first book’[footnoteRef:8] Perhaps it was his anger and unease just before the troubles commenced and his later revisions, from that of an older man in hindsight, may have reflected upon his initial unhappiness, but nonetheless the original poem was written as a consequence of that anger and unease. I feel the subsequent variations mute this anger somewhat and take away from the original poem and the age the poet was when he wrote it. It could be said that it is very difficult to improve on an original idea and I feel the two later revisions diminished rather than added to the original poem. [8:  Mahon, Derek, Red Sails, Oldcastle,( Co.Meath: Gallery Press, 2014) , p.31.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]***The poem of Version A with footnotes on separate document.

