Some years ago, I had occasion to bring a visiting creative writing professor from Chicago to visit Dublin’s Writers’ Museum.  I still recall the delight with which he paused on its steps.  “How wonderful it must be,” he breathed, “to live in a city that so reveres its writers.”
Well sometimes, maybe, yes.  All Dubliners, from politicians to taxi drivers, are proud of the city’s reputation.  When ranked No 4 in a survey of literary destinations recently - behind London, Stratford-Upon-Avon and Edinburgh but ahead of New York, Paris and St Petersburg – the general feeling in Dublin was: shouldn’t we have been No 1?  
Okay, London might have its share of good writers and yes, Edinburgh is a UNESCO City of Literature, and all right, I suppose you have to hand it to Shakespeare but in a straight contest - great writers per head of population – isn’t Dublin the clear winner?  

Haven’t we four Nobel prizewinners (Shaw, Yeats, Beckett and Heaney) out of only a million or so inhabitants? As well as the world’s best novelist (Joyce) who should have got one too?  Isn’t our national theatre (the Abbey of Synge, Yeats, Gregory, O’Casey, Behan, Friel, Roche) known the world over and didn’t we have enough playwrights left to storm the English stage while we were at it (Congreve, Sheridan, Goldsmith, Shaw, Wilde, McDonagh)? 

Haven’t we given the English language its best satirist (Swift) and a string of superlative short story writers (O’Flaherty, Lavin, Joyce, O’Connor, O’Faolain, Enright)? And let’s not even get started on the novelists (Edgeworth, Stoker, Bowen, Murdoch, Keane, O’Brien, Toibin, Banville, O’Connor, Doyle, Enright again. And Joyce of course.  Have we mentioned Joyce?)

Thus runs the literary propaganda, and it exerts a hold, even though we know that writing isn’t produced by a place called Dublin but by a human imagination in harness to a blank page. Even though we know that some of the writers listed have only tenuous links with the city and others fled the place as fast as they could.  Joyce spoke for many when he said: “How sick, sick, sick I am of Dublin! It is the city of failure, of rancour and of unhappiness, I long to be out of it.”
“Don’t mind him,” the city shrugged in reply.  “Didn’t he spend the whole time he was away writing about us?”  
And on it got with setting up The Bloomsday festival and The James Joyce Centre and putting his image  on mugs and postcards and T-shirts to sell to all the lovely tourists who were arriving through those writings and who needed something to buy on their tribute trip. 
Academics tend to be highly critical of such literary tourism.  A recent book deems it an embarrassment, a naïve and “ deeply counterintuitive response to the pleasures and possibilities of imaginative reading”
.  Counterintuitive to that reader, perhaps, but not to the hundreds of thousands of others who flock to Dublin each year.  
What is being contested here is ownership and of course nobody owns writing.  Not the writer, not the reader, however, academic and certainly not the city.  Creative writing is free as only an imaginative act can be, coming alive only in the creative act of reading.

When I first came to Dublin at the age of 17, I walked streets that were already familiar to me through my reading – books like Plunkett’s Strumpet City, O’Brien’s Girl With Green Eyes, O’Flaherty’s Mr Gilhooley, Joyce’s Dubliners, Stephen’s The Charwoman’s Daughter and also a dusty box of very old penny- periodicals that had been preserved in date order by some word loving ancestor and passed down to my parents’ bookshelf.  
How the young me thrilled to these bulletins from Victorian Dublin life, high and low, especially the running stories with their cliffhangers and their summary of the previous episode and, especially, their edict that always  sounded inside me like a fanfare heralding a new kingdom: Now Read On.  

I was a literary cliché, one of those young readers who experiences the fictional as more real, more engaging, more alive than anyone in “real” life.  Now I write myself and know that is just the kind of reader every writer wants.  One who brings the same honesty, openness and receptivity to consuming a text that the writer tries to bring to creating it.  
Other people might label it sad or nerdy but we who conjoin in imaginative intercourse know the truth: that “Now Read On” are, actually, the three most thrilling words in the English language. 
*

Dublin used to like its writers dead.  For the first fifty years of the Irish state, any living author who wrote a worthwhile word was censored and, often, hounded out
.  Once their reputations were established abroad, and especially if they were safely deceased, the city would then grasp them (if not their writing) to its bosom, like a pardoning parent, denying old differences while still excoriating their younger siblings.

This began to change in that time of great global shift: the late 1960s.  Paris had the Molotov cocktails of les eventments; San Francisco its Summer of Love; for Dublin, the old world ended with a whimper: legislation.  Specifically, the dismantling of the shameful censorship law and the passing of a statute that enabled free secondary school education for all.  
As liberating in their way as the more revolutionary uprisings elsewhere, it took time for the effects of these legislative changes to seep through.  Now, forty years on, Dublin has become a city where reading and creative writing groups offer courses and mentoring at every level, from basic literacy to masterclass. Where writers benefit from government funding for publishing enterprises, writer bursaries and tax breaks.  Where vibrant literary events of every size and type abound, from open-mic poetry slams in the local pub to major festivals attracting readers from all over the world.  
Through it all, the love-affair with dead writers survives and even living writers can find themselves signed up in service to the economy, used to flog merchandise and pubs and the city itself.  They tend to be deeply ambivalent about this, on the one hand, seeing it as a more sophisticated form of censorship, the hoopla drowning out truths emerging from contemporary pens; on the other understanding the impulse to honour writing, not just because it’s in their own occupational interest but because writers, it’s sometimes forgotten, are the most passionate of readers and as likely as any other reader to take a literary excursion.  Some have even  – whisper it! - been known to buy a mug.  
I know I have continued to enjoy the multi-layered vision I first brought to Dublin and I regularly visit other literary haunts, where my own experience of place is adorned with versions that I-and-a-writer created earlier.  
I believe there can be, and often is, magic in such visits.  A kind of holiness.  A tribute to the pleasure and knowledge gained through reading yes -- but more than that too. 
In a secular time, artists become very important because they are the only people offering up their lives to the pursuit of what Yeats called “Higher Things”.  This is why a literary jaunt can feel like a pilgrimage and why the bric-a-brac in the tourist shop so resembles the knick-knacks at Lourdes or Rome. Homage is being paid not just to the text but to the writer for keeping faith with the source of inspiration. 
“There is only one perfection and only one search for perfection,” Yeats said, and religion and art both originate in that search.  In the materialist 21st century, we don’t have a shared language with which to acknowledge this but we know it when we touch off it.  And if we can’t find the words, well, we can walk the streets, visit the birthplace, buy the mug with the quote on it or clink a glass of Guinness in the pub where words that have touched us, pleasured us, perhaps even changed us, were conjured up out of nothing. 
It is only if we do all this instead of reading, if we substitute a commercial transaction for the writer’s gift freely offered to us, that the souvenier mug becomes a muzzle akin to the censorship of old and the literary location a mere greasy till, its writer more read about than read.    
We all know this. So we all know what to do.
Now read on.
� Watson, N.  The Literary Tourist.


� Victims of a raft of censorship law and obsessive right wing Roman Catholicism. The laws also denied to Irish readers most of the major writers of the twentieth century - Bellow, Faulkner, Gordimer, Hemingway, Koestler, Moravio, Nabokov, Proust, Sartre, Stead, Zola all had works banned –.





