ROY FOSTER on a little-known but important lit

Hands acrossa

FROM the images churned up by
the Ulster maelstrom, one par-
ticularly haunting memory recurs :
Jane Ewart-Biggs broadcasting on
Irish television in 1976 justafter her
husband had been assassinated by
the IRA in the second week of his
appointment as ambassador to
Ireland. A diplomatic wife, with
three small children, pitchforked
mt(;h;;lnc alien mghtmarel:agzer
message wasremarkable :
she bore the Irish people no ill will
and wished the tragedy to bring the
two countries closer together.
haIc-ller courage and magnan&;llllity
; an inspirational effect. When
the Christopher Ewart-Biggs
Memorial Trust was set up shortly
afterwards, donations flooded in
from all over Ireland. The prize
thus funded celebrates its tenth
anniversary this week.

Since 1977, the Ewart-Biggs
Prize (now worth £2 ,000) has been
offered to ge worki mrt:rhegasm under—{-
standing between peoples o
Britain and Ireland, or co-
(e Hiictaa Coucinsi et ot

mmunity—Dbut it
is the%dlmeusmn which has
invariably (and inevitably) come to
the fore. For a literary prize, it
canvasses a remarkable range of
entries : television scripts, journal-
ism, plays, novels, history, poetry,
sociology. Uniquely and
intrepidly, it ventures not only into
the minefield of Irish politics, but
also into the equally vexed (and
often overlapping) world of Irish
literary teputatioﬂs (‘A tank of
alligators,’ said Cyril Connelly,
escaping &om a Dublin literary
gathering : ¢ cannibal alligators. )

Past winners have sometimes
been overtaken by controversy.
Fathtﬁr Mlcwc Gre:.lthe 2 May-
nooth sociol won the prize in
1977 with a trailblazing study of
prejudice in Ireland, snd was
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promptly faced by a campaxgn to
oust him from the

mittee of the Gae.hc League unlmu
he refused it. By contrast, the
award of the prize to the aggressive
Belfast journal Forzmight in 1982
annoyed many in the Unionist
establishment, who had perceived
it as a thorn in their side for years.
A.T.Q. Stewart won the prize with
his brilliant and bitter study of
Ulster history, ‘ The Narrow
Ground ’ ; Brian Friel and the Field
Day Company, coming from a very

- different tradition of cultural criti-

que, for the luminous play
© Tmﬂﬁlﬂlﬁms » hinﬂﬂ‘cﬂl

dissections like F.S.L. Lyons’s
¢ Culture and Anarchy in Ireland
1890-1939° and Oliver MacD-
onagh’s “ States of Mind * have been
honoured, along with autobio-
ﬁaphlcal tours ge forﬁ like Dervla
urphy’s © A Place Pm:t,

like Stewart Parker’s ‘I’m
Dreamer Montreal,” and

programm like Robert Kee
es li obert ’8
Ireland: A History.” Whatever
else the prize has done, if has
managed to reflect an -
ordinarily varied and com
range of intellectual activity.

One striking pattern which
emerges is the way that the entries
(not just the winners) have gener-

ally reflected the preoccupations  j

and developments of the moment

—often in a manner only evident in_

retrospect. Thus in the late 1970s,
the most obvious contenders ten-
ded to explore and analyse the roots
of the sectarian divide. In the early
80s, the concentration moved on to
patterns of aliepation among the
Northern minority. More recent
winners have explored the Repu-

blic’s view of the North—perhaps
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part of the current of
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Anthony Kmfs MRM to
Hillsberough,” detailing the back-
g:omdmtheAngb-ImhAccord, :
Hubert Butler’s incisive Anglo-
Irish essays, ‘Escape from the @
Anthill’; PeterSmnervﬂle-Imge’s
ﬁudyoimlmhrmalmnmnnﬂy ;
‘ Cappaghglass’; and Frank
McGuinness’s play ‘ Observe the
Sons of Ulster Marching towards
the Somme,’ recently and electrify-
ingly staged at the Hampstead
Theatre. The award ceremony,
which rotates between Dublin,
Belfast and London, will take place |
on Friday, in Dublin. ;
Ten years on, Jane Ewart-Biggs
hasbmltane&mlﬂepeer,
& prominent esmanon
home affairs, President of the UK +
wmmﬂteeofUNlCEF The kish
reoccupano'l} contir:’nes tﬁe .
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