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Sample of the Parker font from Transactions of the Royal Irish Academy, Antiquities, 1788, 
ii, p. 10. Stephen Parker was a Dublin-based typographer who made the early Gaelic typeface

Parker, also known as the Brooke or Bonham font, possibly using a 
Muiris Ó Gormáin manuscript as exemplar.
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INTRODUCTION

The year 1789, with the publication of Charlotte Brooke’s Reliques of Irish poetry,
marked a new departure in transcultural co-operation between Protestant

antiquarians and Catholic Gaelic scholars and scribes.1 The work was the first major
point of interaction between oral tradition in the Irish language and print culture in
Ireland and it should be situated in the context of a Europe-wide phenomenon that
involved the ‘discovery’ of popular culture by the upper classes and an associated
interest in antiquarianism, at a time when traditional popular culture was seen to be in
retreat.2 It was also influenced by the Celtic Revival that began around the year 1750,
a movement that saw English-speaking people of letters seeking inspiration in the
mythology, history and literary treasures of the ancient Celts.3 Furthermore, the work
may be read as a reaction to James Macpherson’s Fragments of ancient poetry (1760),
Fingal (1762) and Temora (1763). It aimed to provide a definitive Irish response to the
Ossianic controversy sparked by those works and, in doing so, reflected the
eighteenth-century ‘cult of sensibility’ and contemporary antiquarian debates
surrounding racial theory and oral tradition.4

In an Irish context, during the latter half of the eighteenth century interest in Gaelic
antiquarian matters had become a fashionable pursuit amongst some wealthy
Protestants in Ireland. This was due, in part, to a growing confidence in their
dominant position, and as the receding indigenous culture seemed no longer a threat,
they could afford to indulge themselves by showing an interest in it. Antiquarian
investigation manifested itself in a number of forms including the study of manners,
customs and dress; the collection of artefacts and objects such as antique coins; the
description of ancient monuments and, as an increasing number of this élite class
began to think of themselves as Irish, the collection, copying and translation of Gaelic

1 Charlotte Brooke, Reliques of Irish poetry: consisting of heroic poems, odes, elegies, and songs, translated into English verse: with notes
explanatory and historical; and the originals in the Irish character. To which is subjoined an Irish tale (Dublin, 1789). Unless otherwise
stated, all references throughout are to this edition.

2 This movement may also be regarded as a reaction to the Enlightenment’s dismissal of tradition and emphasis on reason.
See Peter Burke, Popular culture in early modern Europe (rev. edn., Aldershot, 1994), pp 3–22.

3 For a discussion of the Celtic Revival, see Edward Snyder, The Celtic revival in English literature 1760–1800 (Gloucester, Mass.,
1965).

4 James Macpherson, Fragments of ancient poetry, collected in the Highlands of Scotland, and translated from the Galic or Erse language
(Edinburgh, 1760); idem, Fingal. An ancient epic poem, in six books; together with several other poems, composed by Ossian, the son of
Fingal; translated from the Gaelic language by James Macpherson (London, 1761/62); idem, Temora, an ancient epic poem, in eight
books; together with several other poems, composed by Ossian, the son of Fingal; translated from the Gaelic language by James Macpherson
(London, 1763).
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C H A R L OT T E B RO O K E ’S ‘R E L I Q U E S O F I R I S H P O E T RY ’xxii

manuscripts. The eighteenth century witnessed the fabrication of an Irish identity
within the Protestant community and some came to appreciate native Gaelic culture as
one with which they could identify.5 A number of scholars from both traditions shared
the aspiration, one also expressed by Brooke in the preface to the Reliques, that the
study of antiquarianism and history, areas where common ground could be found,
would unite the various ethnic groupings in Ireland.6

Born of an Anglican father and a Methodist mother, Charlotte Brooke is somewhat
of an enigma. Even her date of birth cannot be established with certainty.7

Biographical information is derived primarily from Wilson’s Brookiana (1804) and
Aaron Crossly Seymour’s ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’ adjoined to the second edition of
the Reliques (Dublin, 1816).8 The Protestant antiquarian Joseph Cooper Walker, a close
friend of Charlotte, had gathered material from her correspondents for a biography
but, due to illness and an untimely death, he never succeeded in completing his
project. The exact nature of Seymour’s connection with Charlotte is unclear, as is how
he came to be her biographer. His ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, which was 128 pages
long and included a number of her personal letters, provides the most substantial
contemporary account of Brooke. Seymour was careful in his choice of material,
however, and excluded any of the correspondence containing matter that would cause
offence to any of her correspondents still living. Unfortunately, Brooke’s personal
papers are no longer extant. They came into Seymour’s possession after her death but
it is impossible to ascertain what happened to them subsequently. It is most likely that

5 For a discussion of Anglo-Irish identity, see A.P.W. Malcomson, John Foster. The politics of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy (Oxford,
1978), pp xvii–xxiii; W.J. McCormack, Ascendancy and tradition in Anglo-Irish literary history from 1789 to 1939 (Oxford,
1985), pp 61–96; R.F. Foster, Modern Ireland 1600–1972 (London, 1989), pp 167–94; James Kelly, ‘The genesis of
“Protestant ascendancy”: the Rightboy disturbances of the 1780s and their impact upon Protestant opinion’ in Gerard
O’Brien (ed.), Parliament, politics and people. Essays in eighteenth century Irish history (Dublin, 1989), pp 93–127; S.J. Connolly
(ed.), Political ideas in eighteenth-century Ireland (Dublin, 2000). See also, Colin Kidd, British identities before nationalism: ethnicity
and nationhood in the Atlantic world, 1600–1800 (Cambridge, 1999), pp 146–81. Parallels may be drawn with the rise of
Creole nationalism in South America towards the end of the eighteenth century, where a Creole identity had begun to
emerge amongst the ‘Españoles americanos’, who appropriated the pre-Hispanic past of the Aztecs and Incas. For a
discussion of Españoles americanos identity, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined communities. Reflections on the origin and spread of
nationalism (2nd edn., London and New York, 1991), pp 47–65.

6 For a discussion of antiquarianism in eighteenth-century Ireland, see Clare O’Halloran, Golden ages and barbarous nations.
Antiquarian debate and cultural politics in Ireland, c.1750–1800 (Cork, 2004).

7 The Protestant Parochial Registers of Killinkere and Mullagh, the parish in which Charlotte was born, for the period 1761
to 1877 perished in a fire in the Public Records Office, Dublin, in 1922. According to Philip O’Connell there were several
entries relating to members of the Brooke family. For example, on 3 May 1767, a Charlotte Brooke acted as sponsor at the
baptism of William Hope Luther, son of John Luther of Mullagh. The Luthers, who lived beside the hill of Mullagh, were
cousins of Henry Brooke. See Philip O’Connell, The schools and scholars of Breiffne (Dublin, 1942), p. 452 n. 32. 

8 Charles Henry Wilson, Brookiana (2 vols, London, 1804). This work was written as a memoir of Henry Brooke by Wilson,
a family friend and author of Poems translated from the Irish Language into the English (Dublin, 1782) and Select Irish poems
translated into English (1792?). It is an extremely diffuse work with much extraneous matter and only a brief mention is
made of Charlotte. Charlotte Brooke, Reliques of Irish Poetry … To which is prefixed, a memoir of her life and writings, by Aaron
Crossly-Seymour (2nd edn., 2 vols, Dublin, 1816).

9 Henry Brooke, The fool of quality or the history of Henry, Earl of Moreland (4 vols, Dublin, 1765). The Christian name
Charlotte may give a further clue to her date of birth as the name became fashionable after the marriage of King George
III to Charlotte Sophia of Mecklenburg-Strelitz in 1761. This would then suggest a date post-1761. If, however, the
Charlotte Brooke who acted as sponsor at the baptism of William Hope Luther was the author of the Reliques, she must
have been born prior to 1761. 
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I N T RO D U C T I O N xxiii

they were either lost or destroyed. Some valuable letters did survive amongst the
papers of her correspondents, however, notably those of Charles Vallancey and the
English poet and biographer William Hayley. These letters, along with those published
by Seymour, afford important insights into Charlotte’s character in addition to the
nature of her contact with other scholars and antiquarians.

Seymour failed to provide Charlotte’s date of birth and since then there has been a
discrepancy of some twenty years between the dates suggested by other biographers,
with most commentators tending to place it somewhere between 1740 and 1750.
Based on Charlotte’s remark that she was still a child when the first edition of her
father’s work The fool of quality (Dublin, 1765) appeared and her reference to herself
as ‘the child of his old age’, it is most likely that she was born sometime between 1750
and 1760.9 Born in Rantavan House, her ancestral home, in the parish of Mullagh,
close to the village of Virginia in Co. Cavan, she was the youngest child of Catherine
Meares, and the playwright and political pamphleteer Henry Brooke (1703?–1783).10

Charlotte was an extremely private person and little is known of her personality apart
from Seymour’s comments that ‘she was modest and unobtrusive, and is described by
her intimate friends as a person of a studious and retired character, whose life was a
life of incessant reading and thought’.11 Although she was physically frail and
endured a difficult and tragic life – surviving her parents and siblings and dying
herself at a young age – she was a spirited, intelligent and resilient woman who spoke
her mind when she felt she had been treated unjustly.12 This image is completely at
odds with that of the weak helpless woman, often promoted by both Charlotte herself
and her friends, who were possibly trying to humour her. The Methodist John Wesley
remarked to his intimate friend and fellow Methodist Henry Brooke the painter, who
was Charlotte’s cousin, that she preferred to observe rather than to engage in
conversation, at least with those not within her immediate family circle: ‘I admired
Miss Brooke for her silence; her look spake, though not her tongue. If we should live
to meet again, I should be glad to hear, as well as see her’.13

Although her mother and paternal cousins had embraced Methodism, Charlotte
herself remained attached to the Church of Ireland despite seeking advice on spiritual
matters from her cousin Henry during the final months of her life. Particularly towards

10 For biographical information, see Richard Sinclare Brooke, Dublin University Magazine (Feb. 1852), pp 200–14; Charles
Kingsley’s preface to Henry Brooke, The fool of quality: or, the history of Henry, Earl of Moreland (new edn., 2 vols, London,
1859); Helen Scurr, Henry Brooke (Minneapolis, 1927) and Sean Finbarr Gallagher, ‘The life and works of Henry Brooke
(1707–73)’ (Ph.D. thesis, University College, Dublin, 1966). Some accounts state that Charlotte was the youngest of
nineteen children, while others mention 22. Scurr suggests that there were nine children in total. Confusion may have
arisen as to the exact number of children because Henry and Catherine Brooke shared their household in Rantavan House
with Henry’s brother Robert, the painter, and his large family. Both families lived there until Henry was forced to sell the
estate due to financial difficulties. See Scurr, Henry Brooke, p. 8. 

11 Seymour, ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, p. xiii.
12 This is evident from correspondence between Charlotte and Miss T—- in which she complained about her treatment at the

hands of McKenzie, the College printer. Seymour, ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, pp lxi-lxii.
13 Isaac D’Olier, Memoir of Henry Brooke (Dublin, 1816), p. 91.
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C H A R L OT T E B RO O K E ’S ‘R E L I Q U E S O F I R I S H P O E T RY ’xxiv

the end of her life she became deeply religious and exhibited a tendency towards
mysticism. Although she denied that she was a mystic, she was greatly influenced by
the writings of Madam Guyon and the Rev. William Law, author of A serious call to a
devout and holy life (London, 1729).14 Seymour, a Methodist, clearly disapproved of her
approbation of the mystic’s writings: ‘The writings of the late Rev. William Law, a
celebrated mystic, were much admired by Miss Brooke. They are full of the grossest
absurdities and most dangerous errors, yet cordially received, and held most sacred by
many’.15 Jane Walker, Joseph Cooper Walker’s sister and a close friend, also shared
Seymour’s disapproval and noted once in a letter that she believed Charlotte had been
too taken with the mystics: ‘Charlotte Brooke was indeed a most amiable creature but
I always thought she suffered her mind to dwell too much on the mysticks’.16

Charlotte’s father, Henry, remained an Anglican although Helen Scurr has
demonstrated that his poem ‘Universal Beauty’ (1735) was informed both by
mysticism and deism and she also argues that Methodistical elements may be
discerned in his moralistic novel The fool of quality.17

Charlotte appears to have enjoyed a closer relationship with her father than with her
mother. There is no mention of her mother in her private correspondence or the extent
to which she was affected by her mother’s death, despite Charlotte having nursed her
through years of illness. In fact, it seems fair to state that Charlotte’s life revolved
around that of her father, even after his death. She appears to have been unable to
assert herself as a separate individual but instead considered herself an extension of
her father:

While my Father survived, I lived but for his comfort, & now he is dead, I live but
for his fame. Born in his latter years, I considered myself as born for him alone, – a
purpose of which I am prouder than any other for which I could have been sent into
the world.18

She reiterated this idea in a letter to her friend Miss T—- in a letter dated 15 May
1792:

I have ever lived but for my father, and I shall not now divide my little rivulet from
the parent stream. Oh, may we never be divided! – may we roll together to that sea

14 Jeanne-Marie Bouvier de la Motte-Guyon (1648–1717), the celebrated French Catholic mystic and one of the key advocates
of Quietism, was author of Moyen court et tres facile pour l’oraison (Grenoble, 1685). A number of her other works were
published posthumously and subsequently became popular among Protestants. Charlotte’s cousin, Thomas Digby Brooke,
translated a number of Guyon’s works, including A short and easy method of prayer, which he published in London in 1775
together with the memoirs of her life. See Seymour, ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, p. ix.

15 Seymour, ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, p. cvii. Seymour was a Calvanist Methodist rather than a Wesleyan Methodist and
wrote the official biography of the other founder of Methodism, George Whitefield.

16 N.L.I Report on Private Collections no. 389 (Fonthill Abbey) (2748). R.A. Walker, Fonthill Abbey, Rathfarnham.
Unfortunately there is no context for this letter and it is unknown to whom it was addressed.

17 Scurr, Henry Brooke, p. 100. John Wesley produced an edition of The fool of quality in 1781, probably with the consent of the
author, but introduced a number of changes in the process, abridging some parts and expanding others.

18 Letter to the English poet and biographer William Hayley, Bodleian Library, Ms. Eng. Lett. c.19, ff 11v-12r.
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I N T RO D U C T I O N xxv

“from whence we never have return!” In life, my soul is his; – in death I trust it shall
join him! – You say I know not what it is to have the heart exclusively centered in one
object – you forgot my father when you said so. I am indeed incapable of any other
love – my heart was intended for that alone, and nature has not nor ever will have room
for any other one. I see none on earth who resemble him, and therefore heaven alone
can become his rival in my breast.19

The novelist Maria Edgeworth echoed similar sentiments a number of years later
when, at thirty-seven years old, she stated that without her father she would ‘sink into
that nothing from which he has raised me’.20 Indeed, there is anecdotal evidence that
Brooke and Edgeworth were on friendly terms and parallels may be drawn between
certain aspects of their lives.  Both women were ‘literary daughters’ who received a
‘male education’ under their father’s direction.21 Henry Brooke, like Richard Lovell
Edgeworth, was greatly influenced by Rousseau’s writings on the subject of educating
children, which placed emphasis on the principle of rousing the child’s innate
curiosity.22 Apart from excelling in languages and translating, Charlotte also studied
subjects such as astronomy and geography. This broad education set her apart from
her female contemporaries and prepared her for her future role as a pioneer of Anglo-
Irish literature.  

It is particularly significant that she was raised in the ancient Gaelic area of Breiffne,
the patrimony of the Uí Briúin, comprising areas of Donegal, Leitrim, Sligo,
Fermanagh, Cavan, and Meath. This area was still a stronghold of the Irish language
in Brooke’s time and there is evidence that a strong Gaelic literary tradition still
existed in her native parish of Mullagh at the beginning of the eighteenth century.23

Exposed to this tradition from a young age, she once told Joseph Cooper Walker that
as a child she remembered one of her father’s labourers reading aloud from two
manuscripts of Irish poetry to ‘a rustic audience in her father’s fields’.24 Her father had
developed an interest in the Irish language during his youth when a young man by
the name of Dary or Mac Dary wrote some Irish verses in his honour. He later had a
number of poems in Irish collected and translated for him by people in the locality.25

This interest in the native culture was undoubtedly passed on to Charlotte but it is
difficult to determine when exactly she began to learn Irish or to assess her level of

19 Seymour, ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, p. lxii.
20 Cited by Marilyn Butler in Maria Edgeworth: A literary biography (Oxford, 1972), p. 207.
21 Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace argues that ‘Literary daughters are special kinds of daughters, women who adapt themselves

to both a familial and a literary hierarchy’. See Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Their fathers’ daughters. Hannah More, Maria
Edgeworth and patriarchal complexity (New York and Oxford, 1991), p. 11.

22 Edgeworth believed that education played a vital role in the betterment and advancement of society.  His approach to
education was based on the encouragement of ability rather than discipline and he was solely responsible for the education
of his daughter Maria with whom he co-authored Practical education (2 vols, London, 1798), a manual for rearing children.

23 O’Connell, Schools and scholars, p. 373. 
24 Joseph Cooper Walker, Historical memoirs of the Irish bards. Interspersed with anecdotes of, and occasional observations on the music of

Ireland (Dublin and London, 1786), p. 41 n.
25 Wilson, Brookiana, p. 86.
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C H A R L OT T E B RO O K E ’S ‘R E L I Q U E S O F I R I S H P O E T RY ’xxvi

proficiency. According to Seymour, she learned the language within two years with
only the assistance of books.26 Given the dearth of grammatical works that would have
been available to her at the time, it is unlikely, however, that this was her only means
of instruction. In many cases children of the gentry would have heard Irish spoken
amongst the domestic staff and would, in turn, have learned Irish from them. Indeed,
in order to undertake such a daunting task as the Reliques an excellent command of the
Irish language would have been necessary. This raises questions as to how competent
she really was in dealing with Irish language manuscript material and the degree of
assistance she received. It is impossible to establish the methodology she employed
when translating the poems or indeed whether she had any Irish language manuscripts
in her possession. The scribe Muiris Ó Gormáin, for example, provided her with
copies of poems taken from the numerous manuscripts he owned rather than giving
her the original manuscripts, but it is impossible to say whether she was supplied with
literal translations from which she subsequently produced her translations or whether
she translated directly from the copies herself. Joseph Cooper Walker claimed in a
note to the text of Laoidh na Seilge, published in his Historical memoirs, that he had a
literal translation of the text, completed by Theophilus O’Flanagan, in front of him,
and proceed to give an account of the lay based on O’Flanagan’s translation. It is not
unreasonable to suggest, therefore, that O’Flanagan provide Charlotte with the same
assistance.27

The Reliques was Charlotte’s second venture into print. Three years previously her
translations of two of Carolan’s songs, ‘Carolan’s receipt’, which was printed in
paraphrase form in a footnote, and ‘Carolan’s monody on the death of Mary Mac
Guire’ appeared in Walker’s Historical memoirs. Also included was a translation of the
song ‘Tiagharna Mhaigh-Eo’.28 She preferred to remain anonymous in the work and
was only referred to as ‘a lady’. Her deep faith and philanthropic nature is reflected
in her third publication, The school for Christians, in dialogues, for the use of children
(Dublin, 1791), a book of moral and religious instruction for children. This work
consisted of a series of dialogues between a father and his child and is most likely
based on her own conversations with her father as a child. According to Seymour, she
founded a charity school in Co. Longford with the proceeds from this book.29 It
appears from the list of subscribers to the work and the number of copies they
26 Only a limited selection existed at that time and consisted of works such as Hugh Mac Curtin’s The elements of the Irish

language (Lovain, 1728) and Charles Vallancey’s A grammar of the Iberno-Celtic, or Irish language (Dublin, 1773). See also
R.A. Breathnach, ‘Two eighteenth-century Irish scholars: J.C. Walker and Charlotte Brooke’ in Studia Hibernica, v (1965),
p. 93.

27 Walker, Historical memoirs, p. 57 n. (appendix).
28 Walker, Historical memoirs, pp 86–7; 94–5; 103–6 (appendix).
29 Her intentions may not have been altogether altruistic, however, as there is evidence that she engaged in some

proselytising work at least amongst her own domestic staff. Seymour tells of a young Roman Catholic girl whom
Brooke had taken in as a waiting-girl on the death of the girl’s father. Brooke ‘treated her in every respect, so as to
make her feel her situation as unlike a dependent as possible’. The girl subsequently voluntarily converted to
Protestantism. See Seymour, ‘Memoirs of Miss Brooke’, p. lxxvi. 
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