The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 47 - Flann O’Brien, 1911-1966
Brian Ó Nualláin was born in Strabane to an Irish-speaking family. 

As a writer he would call himself Flann O’Brien, Myles na Gopaleen, and a host of other names.

O’Brien’s father was a Customs officer – and after his promotion the family moved to Dublin in 1923 when O’Brien was around 12 years old. He was educated by the Christian Brothers and at Blackrock College, before going to University College.

So far, so conventional – he even joined the Irish Civil Service and eventually rose to be principal officer for town planning.
Yet there was something brewing …

His first novel, At Swim-Two-Birds, was published in 1939, when O’Brien was not yet 30. Its characters include Finn McCool, Mad King Sweeney, an Irish devil (with impeccable manners), a bad-tempered good fairy, cowboys, and an assortment of modern Dubliners. This is all done because, as O’Brien explained, 

Most authors spend their time saying what has been said before – [and] usually said much better!

The modern author should therefore simply steal characters and - even plots - from earlier writers. In O’Brien’s hands this produces something wildly original and very funny.
The novel was well-received but sold very little. O’Brien would later claim that:

Hitler took serious exception to it and in fact loathed it so much that he started World War II in order to torpedo it. In a grim irony that is not without charm, the book survived the war while Hitler did not.

O’Brien was then invited to write a column in the Irish Times – this was after he and several friends had hi-jacked its letters page with a series of fake letters by invented characters. 

The column was called ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’, and it was written under the name of Myles na Gopaleen (taken from Dion Boucicualt’s roguish servant in The Colleen Bawn). It would run for 25 years and is a great comic masterpiece - full of satire, very bad puns, mad inventions, and a host of characters. 

One of its inventions is an artistic escort service: you hire a ventriloquist to accompany you to the theatre or an art gallery and they supply both sides of the conversation, ensuring that you are overheard making intelligent remarks. 
All works perfectly until the ventriloquists take action for better pay and chaos ensues.

As a native speaker of Irish, O’Brien had only contempt for Irish language policy. His novel An Béal Bocht, from 1941, takes its title from the phrase ‘putting on the poor mouth’. It is a savage parody of Irish language memoirs of hardship, though it also works as a parody of misery memoirs generally.

I don’t think there’ll ever be good conditions for the Gaels … constantly fishing in the constant storm, telling stories at night about the hardships and hard times of the Gaels in sweet words of Gaelic is natural to them.

After this, O’Brien’s main writing was the newspaper column, ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’.

In 1953, when he was only in his early forties, his drinking led to him having to retire from the Civil Service on ‘health grounds’.

It wasn’t until after his death in 1966 that another early novel, The Third Policeman, was published.

If At Swim-Two-Birds had mocked art and literature, The Third Policeman is a comic approach to modern science. 

The narrator finds himself in a strange place. He enters a police station to be greeted with the question ‘Is it about a bicycle?’ 

Bicycle theft is rife in the district, and it turns out to be the police who are the thieves! As Sergeant Pluck explains this is because of the ‘Atomic Theory’:

Do you happen to know what takes place when you strike a bar of iron with a good coal hammer … Some of the atoms of the bar will go into the hammer … The gross and net result of it is that people who spent their natural lives riding iron bicycles over … rocky roadsteads … get their personalities mixed up with the personalities of their bicycles as a result of the interchanging of atoms … you would be surprised at the number of people in these parts who are nearly half people and half bicycles.

And so – it’s only by stealing their bicycles that the police can protect the people of the district. 

This is only one aspect of The Third Policeman. As with so much of O’Brien’s exuberantly anarchic writing, there is a wealth of comic invention. 
In his work the world is a strange and baffling place: O’Brien helps us to laugh at it but never tries to explain it. 

As Sergeant Pluck might say ‘it’s an insoluble pancake.’
