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‘Black 47’: The Irish Famine of 1847
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“Weary  men,  what  reap  ye?—Golden  corn  for  the
stranger.
What  sow  ye?—  human  corpses  that  wait  for  the
avenger.
Fainting  forms,  hunger–stricken,  what  see  you  in  the
offing?
Stately ships to bear our food away, amid the stranger’s
scoffing.
There’s a proud array of soldiers — what do they round
your door?
They guard our masters’ granaries from the thin hands of
the poor.
Pale mothers, wherefore weeping— would to God that we
were dead;
Our children swoon before us, and we cannot give them
bread.”
Speranza (Jane Wilde, mother of Oscar Wilde)[1]

Last Wednesday I attended a preview for a forthcoming Irish film, Black 47 (Director Lance
Daly), about the worst year of the catastrophic Irish famine and is set in the west of Ireland
in 1847.

The story centres around an Irish soldier, Feeney (James Frecheville), returning from serving
the British Army in Afghanistan only to find most of his family have perished in the Famine
or An Gorta Mor (the Great Hunger) as it is known in Gaelic.

The  English  and  Irish  terms  for  Ireland’s  greatest  tragedy  are  infused  with  different
ideological approaches to the disaster. By emphasising the failure of the potato crop only,
the impression is given that there was no food to be had on the island when the opposite
was true – there were many other crops which did not fail but were not accessible to the
vast majority of the people – hence, the Great Hunger.

In Black 47, the colonised fight back as Feeney puts the skills  he has learned abroad with
the British army to effective use in Ireland. He kills or executes the various people involved
in the British colonial system he blames for the starvation and death of his family: from the
bailiff  to  the  judge  to  the  colonial  landlord.  Moreover,  Feeney  goes  a  step  further  as  he
refuses to speak English to those in power before he kills them, reflecting back to them an
immediate  understanding of  the powerlessness  of  those without  the linguistic  tools  to
negotiate  compromises  (as  was  seen  in  the  film  when  a  monolingual  Irish  speaker  gets
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tough  justice  for  ‘refusing’  to  speak  English  in  court).

Back in the late 1980s a book entitled ‘The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-
Colonial Literatures’ [1989] showed how the language and literature of the empire, English,
was used by colonised peoples in the creation of a radical culture to aid their resistance to
the hegemony of imperial power. However, now with many of his family
dead,  Feeney  has  ceased  to  be  a  Caliban  profiting  on  the  language  of  his  masters  and
becomes a powerfully drawn hero who is uncompromising in his insistence that the Irish
language and culture will be a respected equal to the imposed English language and culture
of the colonists.

In the film the ruling class and their hierarchy of supporters are flush with food and the army
is used to transport harvested crops to the coast and exportation. This fact is displayed
symbolically when one of Feeney’s victims is literally ‘drowned’ in food, as he is found head
first in a sack of wheat.

The international aspect of the Black 47 narrative hints at the geopolitics of the day with
Feeney’s return from Afghanistan and the concurrent mass emigration to the United States
from  Ireland.  Feeney’s  indignation  at  finding  out  how  his  masters  have  treated  his  own
family  and  compatriots  as  he  risked  his  life  for  them  abroad  is  similar  to  the
treatment of the African-American soldiers of the Vietnam war on their return to the United
States.

But this is not a black and white, Irish versus the Brits, movie. There is complexity as some
of the British show empathy for the desperate Irish and pay the ultimate price or go on the
run.

“Revenge is a kind of wild justice, which the more a man’s nature runs to, the
more ought law to weed it out.” (Francis Bacon)

Black 47 is a revenge movie which is cathartic for an audience feeling the utter helplessness
of the victims living in a brutal system without real justice, where what should have been
their protectors (the law, the state, the army, etc.) became their attackers and betrayed
them. In previous food crises, according to Christine Kenealy, the –

“Closure of ports was a traditional, short-term response to food shortages. It
had  been  used  to  great  effect  during  the  subsistence  crisis  of  1782-4  when,
despite the opposition of  the grain merchants,  ports had been closed and
bounties  offered  to  merchants  who  imported  food  to  the  country.  During  the
subsistence  crisis  of  1799-1800,  the  government  had  placed  a  temporary
embargo on the export of potatoes from Ireland. In 1816 and 1821, the British
government had organised the shipment of grain into areas in the west of
Ireland where there were food shortages. The grain was then sold on at low
prices. Similar intervention and market regulation occurred in Britain.” [2]

Unfortunately for Ireland, Sir Charles Edward Trevelyan (2 April 1807 – 19 June 1886), a
British civil servant and colonial administrator, was put in charge of administering famine
relief. Trevelyan was a student of the economist Thomas Malthus and a believer in laissez
faire economics and the free hand of the market. Trevelyan described the famine as an
“effective mechanism for reducing surplus population” as well  as “the judgement of God”.
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[3]

Famine Memorial in Dublin by by artist Rowan Gillespie (Source: Wikimedia Commons)

With this change in attitude on the part of the British government towards food shortages,
the crisis was doomed from the beginning. Kinealy states:

“In 1847 alone, the worst year of the Famine, almost 4,000 vessels carried
food  from Ireland  to  the  major  ports  of  Britain,  that  is,  Bristol,  Glasgow,
Liverpool and London. Over half of these ships went to Liverpool, the main port
both for emigration and for cargo.” [4]

Ultimately, one million people starved to death and one million emigrated reducing the
population by about 20% – 25%.

Black  47  is  an  uncompromising  film  that  depicts  the  harrowing  results  of  a  crop  failure
combined with an ultra exploitative system that knew no moral or legal boundaries. Sure,
attempts were made by well-meaning people to alleviate the crisis but the failure of the
state to end the crisis on a macro level resulted in an unprecedented disaster for the Irish
people. It will go on general release in September.

Further research:

For  those  interested  in  finding  out  more  about  the  Great  Hunger,  here  is  a  select  list  of
material covering different aspects.

Art

The preview showing of Black 47 was to complement a concurrent exhibtion of art in Dublin
Castle showing at the Coach House Gallery until June 30. The exhibition, titled ‘Coming
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Home: Art and the Great Hunger’, is an exhibition of the world’s largest collection of Famine-
related art.
See this.

Belfast mural

Poetry

The full poem by Jane Wilde (Speranza, mother of Oscar Wilde), ‘The Famine Year (The
Stricken Land)’ can be seen here.

Music

Sinéad O’Connor – ‘Famine’

Damien Dempsey – ‘Colony’

Christy Moore – ‘On a Single Day’

Books

The Great Hunger by Cecil Woodham-Smith

The Famine Plot: England’s Role in Ireland’s Greatest Tragedy by Tim Pat Coogan

The Graves are Walking by John Kelly

Atlas of the Great Irish Famine edited by J. Crowley, W. J. Smith and M.Murphy.
(Massive hardback volume covering almost all aspects of the famine throughout Ireland,
lavishly illustrated.)

National Famine Commemoration Committee
The National  Famine Commemoration Committee was first  established in 2008 following a
Government decision to commemorate the Great  Irish Famine with an annual  national

http://www.dublincastle.ie/event/coming-home-art-and-the-great-hunger/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/belfats-mural.jpg
http://www.ballinagree.freeservers.com/famyear.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EZIB6MslCAo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKp5v0B3IwE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BKH1vbl1b1g
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famine memorial day. See this.

Film

Ireland 1848 – ‘An experimental documentary of the Great Irish Famine. Shot as a film might
have been shot in 1848 fifty years before the cinema was invented.’
See this.

*

Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin is an Irish artist, lecturer and writer. His artwork consists of
paintings based on contemporary geopolitical themes as well as Irish history and cityscapes
of Dublin. His blog of critical writing based on cinema, art and politics along with research on
a database of Realist and Social Realist art from around the world can be viewed country by
country at http://gaelart.blogspot.ie/.

Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin is a frequent contributor to Global research

Notes

[1] The full poem by Jane Wilde (Speranza, mother of Oscar Wilde), ‘The Famine Year (The Stricken
Land)’ can be seen here: http://www.ballinagree.freeservers.com/famyear.html
[2] See: https://www.historyireland.com/18th-19th-century-history/food-exports-from-ireland-1846-47/
[3] See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sir_Charles_Trevelyan,_1st_Baronet
[4] See: https://www.historyireland.com/18th-19th-century-history/food-exports-from-ireland-1846-47/
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