
THE POET AS A HORSE 
Conversation with Gabriel Rosenstock by Dr Mícheal Ó hAodha 
 
How and when did you get started as a writer? When did you know that you 
wanted to be a writer?  
One of my favourite poets, Ko Un from Korea, talks about the time he was a horse. 
Way back. I think his first human manifestation was as an innkeeper. I got started as 
a writer centuries ago. When asked for whom do I write, I usually say: For 
generations long gone. Now, that’s getting back to one’s roots! (That’s what the word 
‘radical’ means). And even further back. To the Self. As a sincere advocate of 
Advaita, or the Nondualistic approach to the mystery of life, I can say with firm 
conviction that the Self has no beginning and therefore no end. So, when you ask 
about beginnings you are asking about something that doesn’t exist. It exists, of 
course, for the ego-bound and year in year out they celebrate this myth with the false 
mantra, Happy Birthday. 
 
Why do you write? What inspires you to write? Why do you care about writing? 
There are no ‘whys’ either. Why did the chicken cross the road? There are a million 
answers to that question. I’m not sure if the chicken herself really knew. Why? No 
purpose. No agenda. It’s all about expanding awareness and expanding joy. It’s all 
about encountering the world of illusion, memory and desire and ridding oneself of 
illusion, memory and desire. This is commonplace among the wisdom-writings of 
China, India and other parts of the world. I like the shamanic poetry of the Inuit. Very 
pure. I also like Inuit sculpture. Pure. I like bhakti poetry. Pure. I love the way 
sensuality and spirituality can often have the same fragrance in bhakti poetry and the 
way landscape in India can be ‘a refracted Krishna’. Goggavve writes: 
                  Like fragrance blending with breeze 
                     Like pleasure blending with lovemaking 
                   Like the quality of giving in admiration – 
                        This, I say, is the path for devotees… 
    (I Keep Vigil of Rudra, Penguin Classics) 
 
Compare and contrast (as they say) with Calvinistic notions pumped into the heads of 
Scottish Gaelic poets such as Mac an Ghobhainn (Crichton-Smith) and ask yourself 
to which culture would you rather belong? I find myself being lumped with the 
Gaelic world but clearly my heart has distanced itself from Christian duality. 
Liberation theology delights me but most other manifestations of Christianity do not 
sing to me at all. Meister Eckhart, St Francis, Thomas Merton… all loveable, but 
sidelined by officialdom. Pope Francis, of course, brings something of the Franciscan 
sensibility back into focus.  
I care about writing because the Word is sacred. The word has been sanctified by 
poets, saints, sages and shamans. The Word is daily perverted and corrupted as well: 
«There are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there 
are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. 



But there are also unknown unknowns – the ones we don't know we don't know.» 
(Former United States Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld) 
 
I saw a lovely T-shirt once: ‘There are known Gnomes and there are unknown 
Gnomes’…. .  
It’s good that we are able to laugh about these things. One of my drinking buddies 
[when pub culture was truly alive in Ireland] was a guy called Leo, a Dutch naïve 
artist. I never met anyone with such an infectious laughter. We would be toppling 
from our barstools with cascades of laughter. He once painted Van Gogh’s 
sunflowers and considered his copy to be superior to the original. He was a 
thoroughly delightful fool. I miss him.  
I have used the persona of Krishnamurphy in three volumes of poems in Irish and 
also in the English-language book The Pleasantries of Krishnamurphy (Non-Duality 
Press, 2012). I have also brought out retellings in Irish of another fool, Nasrudin and, 
more recently, for children, tales of Birbal, a court jester in Mogul India. I first came 
across Nasrudin in talks given by Rajneesh, now known as Osho. Osho had me 
toppling off my stool as well, not with mirth but with his dizzying insights into the 
nature of the spiritual, cultural and psychological tapestries that make up the major 
religions of the world. Once you come across Sri Ramana Maharshi, his brilliant 
heart-melting disciple Papaji and the unique Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj one stops 
toppling, one steadies up, one becomes anchored in the Seas of Eternity, if I can put it 
like that. The danger, for a poet, is that you could become so utterly becalmed that the 
instinct to write would leave you. So, you have to, as it were, drag yourself on to dry 
land again and partake in the illusory games we have invented for ourselves.  
 
How do you usually find your ideas? 
They find you.  
 
How do you deal with rejections – if you send a new book to an editor and the 
feedback isn’t good or if the book is deemed “not commercial” enough? 
Rejections are good. What is it Ummon said? Every day is a good day. To be rejected 
by your peers is not so good. That can happen. Not nice. But that too is there for a 
purpose. 
 
Tell us about your books. What was your first one?  
It must have been Suzanne sa Seomra Folctha. Seán Ó Ríordáin called it ‘Satanic.’ Ó 
Ríordáin would have been like Crichton-Smith, tortured by duality and paralysed by 
puritanical notions of sin. His mind was split. So, too, his language – the ‘teanga 
leath-liom’, language half-mine. I longed to whisk him away to India for a cure. What 
would Osho have made of him? ‘Mar ghadhar ag déanamh caca ar fud an tí istoíche 
nó mar sheilmide ag taisteal, do bhréan an fios mo smaointe.’ [‘Like a dog shitting 
around the house at night, the knowledge putrefied my thoughts’]. I honestly don’t 
know what Osho would have made of such a mentality. I’m being unfair to Ó 
Ríordáin by picking out those lines but weird stuff like ‘dreancaidí na drúise ag 



preabadh ina mílte’… [The fleas of lust are hopping in their thousands’]. Holy 
macaroni, that kind of stuff was an unsavoury influence if you ask me. No wonder the 
journal I co-founded with Michael Davitt, INNTI, ushered itself in with such life-
enhancing energy as it did at the time.  
  
You have written many books for children in the Irish language. Why do you 
think that it is important to write for children? A re the children’s books being 
produced today what you would like to read if you were a child again, do you 
think?  
Children can often be the embodiment of non-duality. Their joy and their playfulness 
– including their play with words – is a sure sign of that. The great sages, too, are like 
children.  Their awareness is greater than ours, purer, their appreciation of colour, 
shape, sound, smell and texture. They are connected to the pulse of the living 
Universe. So it is a joy and an honour to write for children and also to acknowledge 
the eternal child in myself. I enjoy writing for children and I enjoy translating for 
children. Recently I translated four children’s classics for the newly formed Walker 
Éireann. But whether I’m writing for children or for no specific readership, writing 
should be a joy in itself. It should take you out of yourself into your Self and when 
you are in your Self you are in all things and all things are in you. This is how I like 
to look at things. Any other attitude to living, to writing would be some form of 
slavery or imprisonment, don’t you think? 
As a child I liked the fairy tales of Hans Christian Andersen. They gave me an insight 
into compassion, love, mortality and loneliness. No mean thing! Such insights can 
sow the seeds which lead to bhakti, to longing, to Love. 
 
Can you tell us a little bit about what inspired you to write the first book for 
children that you ever wrote?  
It must have been An tOchtpas. Illustrated by another Dutch guy, Gerrit van 
Gelderen. I seem to get on well with the Dutch. I’ve translated two Dutch-speaking 
Flemings, Germain Doogenbroodt and Willem Roggeman. There wasn’t much verse 
in Irish for children when I began and what was there I didn’t like very much. I found 
a niche there. I suppose, as a writer, I have found a number of niches but one doesn’t 
like to be classified as this or that so I like re-inventing myself. A child can reinvent 
herself/ himself ad infinitum. Today a Pirate. Tomorrow an Alien. Next day a 
Cowboy, a Nurse or whatever. What is the reality behind these roles? None, I believe. 
They are all illusory roles, hiding the Self. Games. Activities. For the amusement of 
oneself and others.   
 
While better-known as a poet you have cultivated several genres. Which do you 
find that you with most ease? 
Prose tends to be slower because linear thinking, largely the sphere of prose, is 
slower than the flashes of lyric poetry and haiku, which can be spontaneous. Irish-
language critics tend to go on a bit about the well-made poem and one fellow, once 
an inspiring editor of Comhar, Eoghan Ó hAnluain, told me not long before he died 



that I should put a bit more ‘siúinéireacht’ (carpentry) into my poetry, suggesting that 
the poems weren’t well made. I don’t think my poetry is without art or craft: ars est 
celare artem, after all. I only hear this type of criticism in Ireland by the way. 
Nobody comes up to me abroad and says, ‘Put a bit more carpentry into it!’ I think 
we have certain bardic notions of the well-made poem which poets in other cultures 
have freed themselves from. Structure in a poem is internal, invisible. It is voice, the 
rhythm and timbre and credibility of one’s unique voice. External structures imposed 
on poetry are not the sign of true art, not any longer. In a Preface to a 1948 Penguin 
edition of A Man Could Stand Up by Ford Madox Ford, R.A. Scott-James says of 
Ford:  
«Writing indeed was an art that had to be studied and even learnt – he audaciously 
affirmed that it was he who taught Conrad, with whom he twice collaborated, to write 
English – but once the faculty had been acquired it was as if for him style issued from 
inward grace and candour, through instinctive selection . . .»  
I am fascinated by that insight, the notion of style ‘issuing from inward grace, 
through instinctive selection’. I believe it to be true. Those writers who give me least 
satisfaction are those who deny the possibility of inward grace in themselves and 
others.  
 
Why is translation important?  
I think it is important to translate as widely as possible into Irish and out of Irish. It is 
important to be au fait with other literatures and we shouldn’t have to read classics 
and contemporary literature of the world solely through the prism of English. 
Translation means we can bring new voices, new styles, new themes, new thought in 
to the language and we should have the confidence to absorb outside influences; 
otherwise we disappear into our own fundament and that’s not a good place to be, is 
it? I often translate people I know, poets I have met, such as the late Francisco X. 
Alarcón whom I love as a poet, as a human being, as a children’s writer and as a 
shaman, or K. Satchidanandan from Kerala, often whispered about as a possible 
Nobel candidate by the way, a great humanitarian and an intellectual, or the weird 
and wonderful Agnar Artúvertin from the Faroe Islands who has stopped writing, 
alas, or Nikola Madzirov from Macedonia not to mention a whole anthology from 
Slovenia (DVA) that I co-edited with Eoghan Mac Aogáin. Then there’s Hemant 
Divate, the pulse of Mumbai, and Dileep Jhaveri, two poets whom I’ve translated into 
Irish and kept in touch with over the years. We don’t fall out with one another 
because we only see one another once a year, if that. Ireland is so small that tensions 
are forever brewing in the poetic community. It was an honour, also, to  put a team 
together to translate Dileep Jhaveri’s wonderful anthology of modern Gujarati poetry 
and to launch it at Hyderabad Literary Festival 2014. Dileep’s introduction to that 
book is insightful and I am touched and greatly moved by other insights he has shared 
with me over the years. 
Sometimes we wandering poets translate each other and Agnar Artúvertin has 
translated this book, Uttering Her Name, into Faroese. I consider this to be honest, 



worthwhile activity and those who see no importance in translation are people who 
have no importance for me, I’m afraid; at least in literary terms.  
 
You are particularly influenced by Eastern writers – Japan and India – what is 
it about the literary cultures of these countries that attracts you as a reader and 
as a writer? 
I have always been attracted by the notion of seeing the world differently. Essentially 
I’m an anarchist. I will not tolerate the rule of the establishment or established views 
(on anything) for very long. I am keenly interested in learning from the East. One of 
my favourite journals was the East-West Journal, way back in my macrobiotic days. I 
think East needs West and West needs East, just as men and women need each other. 
One page of Nisargadatta Maharaj is enough to show the gross limitations of Western 
thinking. 
 
What do you advise new writers to do?  
Write. The ‘carpentry’ comes with practice. 
 
Two of your latest works are translations of the works of two of India’s major 
poets – Tagore and the present-day poet K. Satchidanandan. Why these writers? 
Can you tell us a bit about how you first discovered them and what they mean to 
you? 
Tagore (the first Asian Nobel Laureate) because we were celebrating the 150th 
anniversary of his birth. His Stray Birds (1916) is not well known here so I decided to 
translate it. It consists of poetic aphorisms. Prose poems, in a way. How little of such 
literature we have in modern Irish. Satchidanandan because I had met him ten years 
ago in Delhi and met him again in Trivandrum in January 2012. His poetry is a 
richly-veined tapestry that satisfies heart and mind. I admire his social conscience, his 
care for tribal peoples and social outcasts.  
 
It could be argued that you are attracted to writers and literary tropes that are 
considered by some to be “outside” the literary establishment – why?  
The literary establishment is not a good place for poets to be in. The more outside the 
better. I am looking forward to more and more ‘outside’ territories to explore. There’s 
a bit of the anthropologist in me. I love the notion of ‘Terra Incognita’. I’d like to get 
to know more of the Indian ‘tribals’, and forest-dwellers, for instance. 
 
People who have no interest in poetry or who have never seen any role for 
poetry – or are sceptical about it – sometimes ask:  
Define poetry? What is poetry anyway? 
Ask the horse that was once Ko Un. Or simply read Ko Un. If you don’t know by 
then you’ll never know. 
 
Has here been any improvement in how minority-language writers are treated in 
Ireland in recent years do you think? 



Treated? In what way treated? Somebody said how is it that Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill is 
probably the only Irish-language poet known abroad. The answer I heard was: ‘We 
only allow them out one at a time.’ Funny, isn’t it? 
 
Is poetry for gaining or giving? 
It’s not ‘for’ anything. 
 
What is the most thing that irritates you about the poetry written in the West 
today? 
Much of it does not come from the Self or from the Heart. Mental verbiage. No 
music.    
 
Do you think that every poet “evolves” to a certain degree as his/her life changes 
and they grow older? What about you yourself as a writer?  
I am devolving. I am becoming a horse. 
 
 


