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dmg one hundred years had offered Irishmen and women
nge of medes of thought and fecling that could help confirm
onal identity and unity. So, when these i imaginative assets are
ned together with the social and national binding powers
crwhelmmg]y homogeneous religious belief and practice,
ch provided a primary sense of identity, it can rcad.lly be seen
he ‘new state was rich in integrative resources in spite of
sion of national fragility that Irish Ireland employed as an
logical weapon.
oughout much of the nineteenth century Irish nationalism
réted an iconography and a symbolism. Motifs such as
ocks, harps, round towers, celtic crosses, and sunbursts had
“associated with patriotic feeling, and national sentiment
ressed itself in song, ballad, and rhetoric. The new state
raw on this repository of national motifs and feeling as it
d ~ the harp, for example, becaie the state’s official symbol,
rmore, at the end of the nineteenth century a feeling had
ped that these familiar symbols of Irish identity had become
¢yed and vulgar. A new literary and cultural enthusiasm
ought what were thought to be more appropriately heroic
s for a nascent nationalism. The new state inherited there-
oth the more traditional symbols of national identity and
modes and motifs that were the fruit of the Literary Revival
had come to vigorous life when, from the 1880s onward,
ars;-poets, playwrights, historians, and folklorists rescued
ich: from the Gaelic past and rcmtcrprctcd that past in the
tel ts of a raised national consciousness. It had indeed been
terary and cultural acuv:ty which, as the critic Ernest Boyd
ted in°1922, had done “more then anything else to draw the
¢ '_dn of thc outside world to the separate national existence
Ireland. ™
 new literature that began to be produced in the eighties
eties of the nineteenth century primarily affirmed the
ic traditions of the Irish people, directing their attention to
mythological tales of their past, to the heroes and noble deeds
'amshed age. When such literary anthuanamsm had managed

CHAPTER 3

Images and Realities

A commonplace of Trish Ireland cultural analysis in the: _19_2
was that Ireland without the Irish language was spiritua
deficient, even impoverished, the central impulse of a genuin
separatism terribly thwarted. Indecd national existence was
serious jeopardy. Undoubtedly many of those wl}o thogllght
this fashion were quite genuinely moved by a pained vision:
the cultural deprivation complete anglicization could ent
appalled by theidea that the langauge could die in an independen
Ireland, and truly fearful for the future. Some few others, ho
ever, were perhaps more concerned with the advance of Catho
power in the new state and were prepared to use the rcv%v
Irish and a celebration of a narrow conception. of the Gaelic
of life as 2 weapon to discomfort Protestant, anglicized An
Ircland. Both groups, whether consciously or unconsciou
undervalued what was in fact the inheritance that the nineteer
and early twentieth centuries had bequeathed to the cin'zcns_‘
the new state. For newly independent Ireland was endowed wit
a repository of myths, images, and motfs, literary modes :
conventions cultivated to a degree that might indeed have be
the envy of most emerging states in a century of infant, fragxl
nationalisms. The antiquarian literary and cultural activity of 1
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vil War. While the struggle against England continued, the
age of Cuchulain as the Hound of Ulster and the Fenian heroes
exemplary Irish militia bore on contemporary experience
“astriking pertinence, charging the work of even minor
s with national significance. In the wake of the Civil War, in
0d of prudent recovery, images of heroic life began to seem
rish stage properties, employed in literature when ceremony
manded. There was a general sense that the heroic age had
ed.So P. S. O’Hegarty could review a biography of the patriot
eedom fighter Michael Collins in 1926 with a certainty that
nd would not see his like again. Collins had embodied for
egarty the energy of the mythic past, which the poet Alice
gan had recreated in her poem “The Return of Lugh Lamh
““That comes nearer than anything [ know, than any words
en, to rendering how Michael Collins. came to Ireland in
ost-1916 years and what he meant to her. . . . He stands
‘the red years a veritable Lugh, outstanding, gigantic,
ent.”? But the present could not contain him.
¢ heroic strain in Anglo-Irish writing, which Yeats had
oyed for the purposes of high art as well as potent propa-
and lesser poets had found appropriate to patriotic utter-
began to dissipate in the drab unadventurous atmosphere
the 1920s, serious poets and writers like Yeats and his younger
mporaries began to turn to new ways of interpreting their
i¢nce; The heroic images and symbols drawn from the sagas
1ad earlier vitalized genuine art and political action began
hieve'a ceremonial status in the public mind, became mere
received political and historical wisdom, were discharged
nergizing currents in anniversary and collected editions
s -pocts’ work and in the schoolroom textbook,
1giist 1924 the efforts to revive the Tailteann Games in
initiated, legend bore witness, by the Irish mythical hero
Lamh PFada (Lugh of the Long Hand) around 1600 B.C.
ontinued until the twelfth century, were not entirely success-
they did not manage to command universal support in
¢t aftermath of the Civil War. In 1929 & sadly bore

to suggest a continuity of experience between past and present
a powerful propagandist weapon had been forged. Such occurr
most notably in the poems and plays of W. B. Ycall:s, where th
figure of Cuchulain, the mythological hero of the c1ghth-.ccn 1
“epic, the Tdin Bé Cuailnge, and the figure of Cathh?cx.l'n_x Houli
han became assotiated with contemporary possﬂ?ﬂmcs in
manner that suggested that the heroic could yet again dominat
the Irish world. The heroic ideal, as presented in Yeats’s poe
and plays, in Standish O’Grady’s versions of the nllytholog}
literature, in the translations of Lady Gregory, and in the m:
poems by minor poets of the Celtic Movement, entered the c
sciousness of twentieth-century Ireland as a metaplilor of poht.l.
hope. When, indeed, such heroic aspiration was allied with Cath
olic notions of sacrificial chivaley, which as Paul Fussell show
his stimulating study The Grear War and Modern Memory w
prevalent in Europe before and during the 1914—-18' war,.
result was the fervent patriotic religiosity of Pearse’s writing
his self-immolating political passion. o
The 1920s saw a reduction in such heroic imagining. .
business of reconstruction following civil war apparently fac
the exhilaraton of a liberation struggle and c_ould not be <
ceived of in such resonant terms. The dominant literary i
of the most adventurous writers became realistic if not ind
satiric. The efforts to write a modern Insh epic in English
on the matter of Ireland, which had absorbed many poets §
Samuel Ferguson first set his hand to the task with the com,
sition. of Congal (published in 1872), sccmcd. no longer likel
prove fruitful. In 1925 the young poet Austin Clarke pub.
the last of his three attempts to write an epic based on myt
logical materals and subsequently abandopcd ?;hc mythc'nl.
past for a. more personal, lyrical relationship vs‘ath the Hiber
Romanesque period in Irish history which recc?lycd expressi
kis volume Pilgrimage in 1929. In such a transition, undou_bt_
rooted in Clarke’s own personality, one may perhaps dc.
more general intimation of the failing powers of the mytholq
and heroic vision of the 1920s in the depressed aftermath of
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e fife
i to the declining power of the heroic vision i I.nsh“ -
E?:z;ng on the work of Standish O’Gr.ady, wh;lttl‘; dclgca;ntmtl:E
figure of Cuchulain amid his companions of thi;fk ed Branch
which he discovered and refashioned .for us 15,.1 ,I c:«1: aﬁfj st
spiritual gift any Irishman for centuries i_ms given to Ir SCic,n s
admitted rucfully, <1 know it will bcﬁ;mi tlza: 't:lf VLVS a:tc entit
age, the world so full of necessitous hie la i ; varts o
Ireland to brood upon tales of legendary !
E%SY;uiicn a statue by Oliver St}cppard, whm:;l pl)orttrazr;ﬂit;
ﬁgurc, of Cuchulain, was erected in- the Gener ;s; ¢ Offic
scene of the Easter Rising in D_ublp, this gf;;ccssé s ame?
complete, provoking from Yeats in his ppcmf e pa;t ne
a simple celebration of the heroic energy o cd am{)iguoﬁ
of the Easter Rising but a troubled queston anc ail L
affirmation:
fimoned Cuchulain to his side,
%ﬁ? sfsﬁ(f; ?:‘tllrn:;\?gh the Post Office? What !Tt‘::,lcct,
What calculation, number, measurement, rephied:
We Irish, born into that ancient sect
But thrown upon this ﬁlt,hy modern tide 4
And by its formless spawning fury wrecked,

trace
Climb to our proper dark, that we may
The lineaments of 2 piummct-mcasurcd face.

nages of wildness, pagan exuberance, carthy intuitive knowledge
f deep-rooted things, but for many years less imaginative, more
iously patriotic writers had produced countless poems in which
easants and farmers had appeared not to reveal human possibility
ut to exhibit the unspoiled simplicity of the essential Irish, who
ad for many violent centuries endured the ravages of climate
oppression. Poems of this kind had exploited conventional
roperties, such as the bog, hazel trees, streams, currachs, the
earth, primitive cooking utensils, ploughing, sowing, and
ough weather, employing a verse technique that owed its simple
etitions and structure to folk song and its assonance and
mal rhyme to the native Gaelic poetic . tradition. They
ained popular in the 1920s, and new poets took up the tra-
ition, ready to exploit the prevailing literary fashion. They cele-
ted a version of Irish pastoral, where rural life was a condition
virtue inasmuch as it remained an cxpression of an ancient
zation, uncontaminated by commercialism and progress. In
doing they helped to confirm Irish society in a belief thar
| life constituted an essential element of an unchanging Irish
ntity. :
¢ social reality of the countryside was more dynamic;
eroic, hardly bucolic, and involved with change in ways which
eventually to disrupt it entirely. Indeed any study of the
ial profile of Irish society in the 1920s as the new state began
cise its authority must impress upon the student the over-
Iming nature of the problems that a government would have
1fit had attempted real social reorganization in the country-
For example, overcrowding in housing was not simply con-
) urban areas but was endemic in many rural counties as
particularly in the west of the country, Most of the rural
ation lived in three-room dwellings, and this was true for
size of family from two to eleven persons. The three-room
gs referred to in the census of 1926, from which these
¢rc adduced, were most frequently the whitewashed Irish
d cottages, single-storey dwellings, seldom more than
ym deep, with a kitchen, where a family ate, entertained

If the heroic vision of an Ireland the lt))oiil ir?;girﬁcisst;r;
» was wrecked, as Yeats thought, by the "o
?;ld f%g” ":; the modern world or more probably.by the I}“;dll
df!lness of the new democratic Irish Statc,htl:ie Firlnagtr(‘:)oc ;p
i hich had also p \
al, almost pastoral nation, wnich b : ;
E:“frlrl;cm of the Literary Revival, maintained its htzlcivizt
1920s it was the notion of the virtuous countrymanf tha s
artists, and commentators accepted as th?, legacy of the Lite
Rcviv';l period, rather than the hcroir: anfst(x':rattc ﬁgurc:l o
mythological cycles. A vision of fusm:1 dlgmtg a;i t;;l;s 2
ularized in speeches, poems, plays and pamtngs. .-
‘;ar\lsnlx)xogrs, ozr;(cats ancllj Synge rural figures had been employe
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ian in Australia, 70 percent more i i
percent more thag in England iac?vlgald;; Hnied States, and
mplicit in idealized literary portraits of Irish rural life in th
y Flécadcs of the twentieth century was the assumption th :
aditional culture still intact, inherited from a rich pfst wotda;
urely compensate the Irish countryman for any discom;“orts he
ght be forced to endure in his humble but heroic condition
gain, the socia_l reality was less exhilarating than the writcrs;
sumed. Cgr;amly Irish rural life, particularly in the west of the
untry, retained aspects of the traditional Irish civilization that
dag_td the Earmne and the fairly general loss of the Irish lan-
ge in the nineteenth century.® The old tales and legends were
: ‘_r.r.icmbcrcd by seanachais (storytellers) in parts of the west, a
ository of ballad, song, and historical legend had been hand;d
_tl}c people still observed ancient pre-Christian shibboleths
fairy-thorns, holy wells, the rites of the agricultural year,
| ;Ecpdar customs, magic cures, pishogues (or supcrstitions),
the lore of the cogntrysjdc. Folk festivals, folk drama anci
mmers and lqcai saimnts’ days still enlivened the work , car
 wete furnished with the chairs, stools, settle beds kichcr;
15, b.ms, ceo%dng utensils, the woven wickchork’ baskets
:fa_c_l_l_cs, the ar.ufacts wrought from the ubiquitous osier, that
'@e staplff images of the Abbey Theatre’s rural sets C,ook-
_f)ﬁcn still performed on the open hearth, whc;'e food
Psndcd_over turf fires and the housewife baked her family’s
hlz'ge.i_ld.. Mj.lk was churned at home, sometimes in the ancicynt
hurn wf'nch came in various forms in different parts of the
Ei.’ since the previous century, in horse or donkey driven
ijj_s_-whlch lightened this heavy domestic load on the
thc house. Ropes were still twisted from local materials
straw, hay,. rushes, bogwood, horsehair, The traditional,
sh agriculture were still employed, the spades mostt
ced i '_.spadc~mj1£s established in the nineteenth centuryy
omefimes even the ancient wooden implement was used,
harvested sometimes with the sickle, more usually witl‘;
e pd then threshed with a flail, though in some few

. themselves, met for gossip and talk with neighbours, a sleeping
area, and a parlour for important family occasions. This form of
dwelling, much loved of poets and playwrights as the heart of
Trish pastoral with its permanently burning turf fire as image
of its primeval vitality, was the setting throughout much of the
country for a scarcely idyllic way of life in which thousands of
Trish parents sought to raise their children in dignity despite the
difficult circumstances. In 1926 (reckoning on current estimates
in other European countries that, defined families having MOTY
than two persons per room as living in overcrowded conditions
Cownty Mayo had 43 percent of its population in such conditions
Donegal 40.8 percent, Kerry 38.9 percent, Galway 31.4 perce
and Sligo 30 percent, revealing that rural Ireland as well as urban
was faced by a serious housing problem. -
Berween 1911 and 1926 the housing of the rural populatio
had, however, improved somewhat, though clearly emigra :
had played its part in ameliorating the problem in a cruel Wi
There had been a decrease of 42 percent in one-room dwellings
a decrease of 33.9 percent in two-room dwellings, a decreas '
5.8 percent in three-room dwellings, and an increase of 3
percent in four-room dwellings. Despite such improvements,
overcrowding in Irish housing was aggravated by the high tert
rate of those Irishmen and women who did marry. As ou
in chapter one, Irish social patterns were characterized both
late marriage and by the large numbers of men and women
chose to remain single or to emigrate. What scems remarkak
by contrast with this evidence of Irish inhibition and repressi
is the fact that the practice of raising large familics also char
terized Irish social life, particularly in the west of Treland:
reasons for this apparent anomaly_in the Irish character
troubled demographers, and the explanations are necessarily’
plex.* Be that as it may, in 1926 the figures for Irish fertil
showed that married women under forty-five years of age
state reared on an average 18 percent more children unde
years of age than in Northern Ireland, 36 percent more th
_Canada, 41 percent more than in Denmark, 44 perccntf-
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places this task was performed using the ancient method of the widespre ercd
beating the grain with a stonc. The hiring fair, where young ch rcpl;ac;:ii ?E:z Zgglf:}%:a?r;::g P goduced paraffin oil la
agricultaral labourers bearing their own spades sought to be hire Indeed, not o nly was some Solg‘;alts, \ . |
by wealthier farmers for the season of May to November, w; untryside in signs of a daptation an((:; Cd&n.g_c fT'VIant in the
still a feature of Irish rural life well into the 1930s. Traditon rural Ireland’s life, the sports of humli.;l ernization but aspects
means of transport and carriage still dominated the rural scen antiquity) and football (which had be é 1g (which was of great
the horse or donkey-drawn cart, even, where the land was po een enlisted in support of the nadoiagsiizizzedh{nhgcr;y )
which in facr

and rough, the sledge or slidecar. Women could still be see ght the rural world i . , :
carrying huge burdens on their heads as they had been f ' rid Increasingly into contact with large-scale

nal organization and politi
: i political movements.
cemtunes. . ' , Perhaps even more suggestive of the way the world
When Irish writers turned to rural Ireland to discern there: s and the cities was penctrating the co _world of the
unsullied tradition, they naturally highlighted those aspects. centh and early twentieth centli-iese; CCIJUI;trymdc in the lat.e
that life which suggested an undying continuity, an imper ith which rural dwellers quickl mdrc o was the readi-
ousness to change, an almost hermetic stasis that transcend y adapted to notions of

ctability and social conformi :
history. In so doing they were popularizing a notion of traditic ng conditions imp??vggﬁglqﬁiziez;dgim thz rown.
i € and more

that ignored the degree to which Irish rural life by the e all farmers abandoned th . :
twentieth century was as involved with the processes of histo them in the cottage (Ca pr::?gz of kccpn?g their livestock
and social change as any other. For the Irish countryman ant societies of Europe) an% as © Olil ce widespread in the
the late nineteenth and early twenticth century, while force ouiscs with loft bedrooms and Eilumd ers of th_cng moved to
economic circumstances as much as by inclination to retain d Districts Board (found ; ated roofs provided by the
of life that the writers could proclaim as time-honoured traditio ‘which took over jts WEIL € i“ 1891) and by the com-
also showed himself adept in acts of adaptation, innovation, tive affluence of the years 19; 411118923, and as others in the
even exploitation. He was ready to use horse-driven threshin rted them to two-storeved —18 expanded their houses or
machines, prepared to experiment with steam, and in the 1 stone houses that 3‘; atesgziurt;z or even built the two
he began to welcome the tractor, which would render the agric y, the life of the countryman b s period all over the
tural labourer increasingly redundant, into his rural world his town cousins than it had bf:iimc SogaﬂY more zkin to
the 1920s the countryman and his family had willingly acce lour in the country cottage or cvcjll?]thc recent past.
mass-produced articles of clothing, boots, and shoes. Their per’s house in the town bccamsmth ouse, as in the
represented not a traditional set of recipes and ingredients ces: of furniture were dis’la > ch ¢ place where the
an intelligent adaptation to post-Famine agricultural condit popular, the family pomfitsywc,r;vc;;jc{;'as photography
substituting for the milk and potatoes of pre-Famine times, gra phone might appear and collections of “C_da where even
cggs, and occasionally meat as the staples and by the 1920 rest on sills behind the ubiquitou ls ° Chma. ornaments
ready acceptance of town bakers’ bread, which on impo ould hang, gazing at the l(ir . Sdace. curtains. On the
occasions replaced the breads cooked on the cottage fire: | pictires of the pope and fSI an thc. penates of the
bicycle had introduced a new mobility to the Irish country e the mass-produced jcons gf c011"1sh patriots and heroes
and life in the long dark winters was made more agreeab a3 untry- and town-dweller

mps
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-hc_.__fact that the overwhelming majority of the people in Ireland

in step with the rest of the English-speaking world is not
educible from the literature thar is written about Ireland. . .
Mgdcmizcd countryside has not yet become “typically Trish”
print, 'though, out of print, it certainly is. The country town
th a wireless-set in the houses of rich and poor, with a talkie-
ema, with inhabitants who wear the evening clothes of
/ _.n_don or New York and dance the samé dances to the same

sic — this town has not yet appeared in.Irish literature, but
the most typical Irish country town.”

The towns to which the countryside was beginning to approxi
" mate in fashion and social forms were in 1926 mainly the man
small collections of shops which served as service centres for th
inhabitants of small surrounding rural districts. They had mos
developed® on the basis of the distance that could easily be traverse
in the course of a day, spread out evenly across the Irish countrysid
about ten miles apart. Their population was in each case un:
3,000. Larger towns of 3,000-10,000 persons were normall
about thirty miles apart; the regional capitals, Dundalk, Athloni
Waterford, Limerick, Tralee, Galway, Sligo, Derry, are at Jeast six
miles apart. Small towns and villages which were either rebuilt
the ravages of the seventeenth-century wars or were laid out’
paternalistic landlordsin the eighteenth or early nineteenth century
were the commonest elements of the Irish urban scenc. Often ne:
alarge demesne, where the country house may have been converte
into a convent or monastery, they usually comprised a main stre
with two- or three-storey houses on cither side, where shopkeepe
both resided and did their business. Sometimes there was a marke
place or a town square and perhaps a small market hall. Some
the larger towns boasted a courthouse built in the classical s
The only recent buildingsin such towns would have been the wor
houses that were built in Ireland in the 1840s and 1850s under
Poor Law system, National Schools, hospitals, military barr:
railway stations, and the Catholic churches that were built in
post-Famine period declaring by size if not by their position in
towns that they had overtaken the Church of Ireland houses of?
ship in social importance. By the 1920s many of the towns were
astate of some dilapidation since often they depended on rural
which were enduring population decline for their economi
biood. Indeed these many small and medium-sized towns in
fand were to see little physical change or population increase.
the 1960s. ;
The life of most of these towns was by the 1920s thorou
anglicized and considerably modernized. As Neil Kevin (DD
Boyne) wrote of Templemore, Country Tipperary, his na
town, in 1943: .

main activity of such towns was commerce conducted by
y_;?'_(_)'wncd concerns in shops retailing specific goods. Change
ch dated from about the First World War was at work in this
rld as it was on the small farm:

ut':“remntiy a draper’s life had consisted in moving and dusting
n ._._-_-_C_erSSiI‘lg~0ut vast piles of tweed, cutting up innumerable
:lcngti_jts of grey calico and army grey shirting, measuring and
inting great quantities of single-width coarse frieze for con-
esion into the everlasting suits that farmers wore on Sundays
an‘d_-"-}ii.ce quantities of thick white flannel, which their wivc;
de-into sleeveless waistcoats or bawneens. Heaps of smelly
duroys, nailed boots, and wide-awake hats, all one model
made up the stock-in-trade. The day had nearly drawr:
od that put twenty pounds in the safe. And, suddenly, there

this new era of readymades, artificial silks, general fancies
light footwear.® ’

ders who sought respectability discouraged haggling over
and warily eyed their competitors as they dispensed credit
farm community that could not have existed without it.
ncern with social class absorbed their excess energies

g.t_hc better-off traders to ally with members of the various
ssions to found tennis and golf clubs, establishing these as

_ 0_!3 of polite social improvement. Life for the successfil
epers and the professional classes was comfortable if
nturous. Income tax was low at three shillings in the
in:the 1920s, as were costs in general. Domestic help was
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readily available. Indeed, the census of 1926 reveals that nearl
two-thirds of girls bctwccn thirteen and fifteen years of age who
did not take up agricultural employment became domestic ser;
vants, helping to create a total of 87,000 such persons in thi
state as a whole. It was easy for well-placed, relatively prospcrous
people to ignore the social inequalities and problems of a society
where the proportion of boys of sixteen and seventeen years wh
had no gainful employment was 28 percent, three times the pto
portion of such people in Scotland, England, and Wales, and thy
very large numbers of people, single women in particular, wh
were dependent on the productive work of others as they devote
themselves to the care of relatives. Of §99,000 females of twe
-years and over recorded in the 1926.census, no less than 233,00
or over one-quarter, were widowed or single and without gainfi
employment. It allowed them to ignore a society where. th
number of orphans, widows, and aged persons was abnormall
high, particularly in the west of the country. It allowed them als
to feel a sense of class superiority to the landless labourers the
saw-in the marketplaces of their towns on hiring days.
Those Irish writers, painters, and polemicists therefore whi
chose to identify and celebrate an ancient rural national tradit
in Ireland were required to ignore much of contemporary Iris
social reality — the existence even in country districts of PrC
fessional men and women for example (the 1926 census recorde
55,441, including 14,145 professed clergymen and nuns, 2, 05
mcdlca] doctors, 16,202 teachers, 5,341 sick nurses in the sta
as a whole) or the increasingly modcrmzcd_ countryside that wi
. reducing the numbers of farm labourers through redundancy
directing attention by conirast wholly to the tiny regions in tl
west of the country, where they could affirm that a vcsug‘
ancient Gaelic aristocracy remained:
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oetry reflect a richness of life and the intensity of a dark pcoplc,
tﬂl part of our landscape.’

crc'was somcthmg pmgnant in fact about the way in which

any Irish imaginations in the early twentieth century were
orbed by the Irish west, almost as if from the anglicized rather
ediocre social actuality w1th its manifest problems, its stagnant
wis and villages, they sought inspiration for vision in extremi-
of geography and experience. They looked to the edge of
things for imaginative sustenance,

_hc 1920s saw the confirmation of the west, of the Gaeltacht,

rmfal aspiration. John Wilson Foster has argued cogently that
e___magc of the western island in pre-revolutionary Ireland had

new creation myth for an imminent order . . . as the Gaelic
vival and new nationalism gained momentum, cspcqaﬂy after
¢ founding of the Gaelic League in 1893, western islands
hias the Arans and Blaskets focused the placc of impending
wakening, providing a symbolic and it was hoped actual site
here Ireland would be born again . . . The western island came
eprcsent Ireland’s mythic unity bcforc the chaos of conquest:

re-at once were the vestige and symbohc entirety of an
Vldcd pation.'

Aft th_e War of Indcpcndcncc and the Civil War in a pohucally
d:island with a border truncat:mg the country, the image
reative unity of the west, the vision of heroic rural life in
jacltacht or on a western island served as a metaphor of
cohesion and an earnest of a cultural unity that transcended
pohtxcs and history. Islands of Gaclic-speaking people in a
anglicization, the Gaeltacht and the western island rep-
ed that ideal unity which nationalist ideologues had envis-
al}d prophesied, but which reality had failed to provide.
s Hyde advised an audience at a heady meeting in Dublin’s

ansion: House in 1926, after the publication of the Gaeltacht
ssion’s report:

The racial strength of a Gaelic aristocratic mind — with its vigo
ous colouring and hard emotion - is easily recognized in Tri
poetry, by those acquainted with the literature of our own
people. Like our Gaclic stock, its poetry is sun-bred. ... N
with dreams — but with fire in the mind, the eyes of Gaehc;_
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Remember that the best of our people were driven by Cromwell
to hell or Connacht. Many of our race are living on the seaboard
where Cromwell drove them. They are men and women of the
toughest fibre. They have been for generations fightng with
the sea, fighting with the weather, fighting with the mountains.
They are indeed the survival of the fittest. Give them but haif
a chance and they are the seeds of a great race .. . it will save
the historical Irish Nation for it will preserve for ali ime the
fountain-seurce from which future generations can draw for
ever.!!

o into a pattern of life as a grain of dust in a piece of
»l3

the 1920s a number of literary works were published which
tfémptcd a more realistic treatment of the western island and
sacitacht, in a tradition that had begun with the short stories
the Trish-languagé writer Padraic O Conaire and of Seumas
Kelly. These were works of fictional realism written by men
o know the Gaeltacht intimately. Novels such as Peadar
Donnell’s Isianders (1928) and Adrigoole (1929) and Liam
aherty’s Thy Neighbour’s Wife (1923) are works therefore
f romantic discovery but essays in rural naturalism and social
ficism. What is striking about the work of both these writers,
wrote their novels with a vigorous socialist concern to
mask social injustice in the Irish countryside through literary
1, is that they both seem tempted by the vision of an Irish
orld that exists beyond political reality. At moments the
rural scene in both their works is allowed to-occupy the
rimal, essentially mythic territory as it does in the concep-
f purely nationalist ideologues. In both (’Donnell’s and
rty’s writings there are passages of epic writing therefore
btrude in their realistic settings. At such moments class
fitics ‘and social analysis give way before an apprehension of
s a place of fundamental natural forces, of human figures
t_p_aSsWé}y or heroically against landscapes of stone, rock, and
way that makes their works less radical than they per-
thought they were, There is implicit therefore in their
ngs a‘sense that Gaelic Ireland in the west is the authentic
ic Ireland in a way that confirms rather than contradicts the
ntional image of the west as “certain set apart.” The power
onventional image was perhaps so great that it affected
telligent a social commentator as Peadar O’Donnell and
whelmed the turbulent anger of Liam O’Flaherty’s social

Before the 1920s most literary studies of the Irish-speaking
districts and of the west had been cast as voyages of discovej
John Millington Synge’s classic The Aran Islands (1907) is both
representative and apogee of the tradition. In such treatment
the structural movement of the work is a journey from the bo.
geois world of self to an almost prelapsarian innocence and co
munity which the writer can enter or, as in John Synge’s w
employ to highlight his own Romantic, melancholic alienati
In 1941 Sedn (F’Faoldin remembered his own introduction
the western island in 1918 in terms that powerfully evoke {
imaginative attraction of this region to generations of Irish m
and women. It was a release from self into community, and esc
from prose to poetry, from complexity to simplicity:

It was like taking off one’s clothes for a swim naked in some
mountain-pool. Nobody who has not had this sensation of sud
denly “belonging” somewhere ~ of finding the lap of the los
mother — can understand what a release the discovery of Gae
Ireland meant to modern Ireland. I know that not for years
years did I get free of this heavenly bond of an ancient, lyrical
permanent, continuous immemorial sclf, symbolized by -th
lonely mountains, the virginal lakes, the traditional languag
the simple, certain, uncomplex modes of life, that world of th
lost childhood of my race where I, too, bccamc for a whil
eternally young.'?

the 1920s the sense of the western island and of the west
ally significant in Irish life became a cuitural commonplace.
English visitor in 1924 fell under its spell:

Recollecting such bliss, the writer admitted to a “terrible nostal
for that old content, that old symbolism, that sense of bein
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Jluﬂdmun). Works of this kind, in which an islander’s remi-
scences were recorded in written form by researchers and liter-
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The West is different. Its spirit was used by the intellcctuals

i m
t it was never theirs. It scems to come fro )
force which smoulders on, like a turf |

ﬁIc, lo!lg aftC{ SllCh II!OVCIHGIltS haVC Spcnt [hCmSClUCS. It is 2
PC[I]‘M‘CIlt faCtOX o I.'.hC existence Of WhJCh no I_[lsh statesman

can safely shut his eyes.** _
The Northern Protestant naturalist R. Lloyd Praeg
declare:

i to show anyone the 1g i L1 d

1;3 ?iiie?b Xran. Those grey ledges of h}mcstonc',rxilam ilz;;tzn :

:n: storm-swept, are different from anything (:ilsc.,t rc?f :; ar %h ._

ess of the scene, the charm of the people (1 3{11 T iy

1:abl':oh: that meets the steamer), th‘c .bcautY. of the s " thcs-é_':

the wealth of both pagan and Christian antquities .f. ol thet
hc?p to make a sojourn in Aran a thing never to be forgo ..

¢ drowned in

i ber 1927, forty ﬁshermen wer _ .

vorm gilf Fh:v::st coast, even the Irish Statesman whlchfhéfi;
Stzﬁs?xall see, its own reasons to reject 'ic pn_mat;z f; o

inlization u; Trish life, responded to the disaster n ¢ gi c o
:;igning the journal uneasily with all those who though :

the cradle of Irish civilization:

But the trawlers in which modern fishermen clscx.vmhc;;;f: ;u

us.e:a seem safe almost as the land compared wi  these &
1tZrmgl'ls which visitors to the west of Ireland see dancing.!
C

fishermien
the waters. As onc watched these cu_rraghs and t::aﬁcs o
on that rocky coast seemed almost like contemp ]

first men who adventured on the seas, tl’llﬁi.l' Gachc.lan%l__l
sd their curraghs alike survivals from ancient ccnzmesécr“ﬁﬂ
e tern fishermen are a very fine type, full_ Qf c;h aracvcsﬁge
“f:]ity and Gaclic enthusiasts from contact with : cscc e
o ’ i i jure up an image of
Gaelic past have tried to conjure up af e

(()I‘fagllif: wotld when the tide of life was high in its heart

the late struggle bu

en and are then translated, came in a few brief years to
some primitive elemental

omprise almost a modern Irish subgenre. The Islandman (the
nglish translation) is one of the finest exampies of this type of
ork, exhibiting a strong narrative sense.and swift economy of
tyle and discourse. A sense of an almost Homeric, heroically
rged zest emerges from a keenly objective record of island
" For any who might be inclined to doubt the. primal rural
superiority of the western world in Irish reality these accounts
tk, feasting, death, play, fighting, and drinking could be
offered as ready proof. For in the pages of The Ilandman it
ms we are seeing island life not through the eyes of Literary
avery or nationalist wish-fulfilment but from the cottages and
achis of the islands themselves. The work has an exhilarating
:shness about it, an impression of fundamental things, a sense
gins.
1 the difficult years of reconstruction after the Civil War, in
1920s and early 1930s, the Free State government made
fiscious attempts other than the encouragement of Gaelic
al to project a cultural image of the nation despite the
urces they had inherited and might have exploited systemari-
ly. A direct espousal of rural civilization was to be the cultural
ntribution of Mr. de Valera in the following decade. The
mment granted an annual subsidy to the Abbey Theatre in
to an Irish-language theatre, An Taibhdhearc, in Galway
928, and established a publishing venture named An Gum
926 for the publication of books in Irish, Apart from these
inimal gestures the government seemed content to
ove, where it did not simply ignore, the work of writers who
n:a conservative and nationalistic fashion on raral aspects
country’s life, while establishing a Censorship Board which
transpired, repress writings which might disturb conven-
moral sensitivities.
almost as if to confirm the symbolic significance of rural
n the cultural life of the state, in 1927 the Minister

r coule

best thing in Ireland I would.

. 0 Of
The vision of the western island as the primal source ¢

i i nfirmation in 1929 wi
ion’s being received further conti 29 wi
[;itlj;(})irc:aiion otg Tomis O Criomhthain’s work An tOsleanac
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for Finance received the recommendation of the Ifish Comag?-
" Committee, established to help implement the Coinage Act of:
1926 under the chairmanship of W. B. Yeats. Those recommen
dations were that the Irish coinage, which was ﬁr§t 1.ssucd
1928, should bear the images of Irish animals and wildlife rath
than the traditional hackneyed symbols of Irela.nd,_ron:fnd tower
the shamrock, and sunbursts. There were some ?b]ecpons to thi
decision from individuals who suggested that ar.nmal imagery wa
insufficiently Christian for the Irish nation’s Foma;gc: The choice
of birds and beasts as the basis of an Irish coinage’s iconograp!
'was in part dictated by the committee’s c‘lcsgc. that the comag%
‘should be.a unified series of images, but mdwadpal members of
the committee were firmly persuaded tha.t thf: 1m:gcs select
bore intimately on the rural nature of Ir.lsl} life. “What bc.tt
symbols could we find for this horse.-ndmg, salmon-fishin:
cattle-raising country?””'® wrote the chairman, W. B. Yeats, and
Thomas Bodkin, a governor of the Nat-lonal' Gailt':ry of Irclgn _
and a subsequent director, concurred with his chairman:
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the painters of this period, whom Arnold has broadly defined as
mprising a school of “Irish academic realism,” come those
tures of countrymen and women, fishermen, small farmers,
turf stacks against cloudy skies, and cottages in secluded places,
hich scem so representative of the early years of independence.
ul Henry was probably the most popular of these artists, and
simple, often unpeopled landscapes seemed to express for
y Irish men and women a sense of essential Trish realities,
~was almost the official artist of the Free State — a painting
itled “Errigal Co. Donegal” was used as the frontispiece to the
h Free State Official Handbook published in 1932. It pictures a
all Irish village huddling beneath an austere mountain and a
ed sky. This official handbook, in fact, draws heavily for its.
strations on the work of Henry, Sein O’Sullivan, and Maurice
cGonigal, all artists absorbed by the Irish landscape.
0 cultural life in the new state was dominated by a vision of
ind, inherited from the period of the Literary Revival, as a
Gaclic civilization that retained an ancient pastoral distine-
ness.. This vision was projected by artists, poets, and pol-
cists despite the fact that social reality showed distinct signs
¢ country was adapting to the social forms of the English-
peaking world and that conditions in rural Ireland were hardly -
]t is probable, as I have suggested, that this imaginative
rpretation of Irish rural life, particularly as lived on the western
id, served as an integrative symbol of national identity in the
years of independence. It helped to confirm people in a
in Trish distinctiveness, justifying that political separatism
revolutionary movement had made a linchpin of political
e state. As such, it provided an imaginative consolidation
the new order in which a conservative, nationalist people in a
‘dominated by farmers and their offspring in the pro-
ns$ and in trade believed that they had come at last into
rightful inheritance — possession of the land and political
eftdence, .
ut there were other symbolic properties that the new state
nlisted to sustain its sense of its national uniqueness. In

Coins are the tangible tokens of a people’s wealth. Wealth in
the earliest times was always calculated in terms of cattle. Thence
comes the word pecunia, money, derived from pecus, tk.lc beast.
The wealth of Ireland is still derived in overwhelming pro
portion from the products of her soil. What, thc_rcforf:, could
be more appropriate than the depiction upon our comage O
those products?™’

And so Percy Metcaife’s beautiful designs were issued in 19
giving Ireland a coinage that depicted her agncn}ltural, ruz:al,:-an
sporting life in the images of a woodcock, a c@ckcn, 2 pig Wl
piglets, a hare, a wolfhound, a bull, a hunter, and a e;a\ix:noﬂ_-._i%!_iI
Irish painters of the period were als? touched by the prev
ing rural understanding of Irish identity. As 'Bruce Armold 2
remarked, there is in the work of painters in th:: 19{2_03--_311
1930s, such as Panl Henry, William Conor, Sean O "Sulhva.n,
Maurice MacGonigal, “often an uncornfon?bic fcchng,gg stre
a self-consciousness about what ‘being Irish’ meant.”™ Fro
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k'of Kells and contains plates of the National Museum’s
¢s, as well as reproductions of Irish landscape art, One
of the Celtic revival in arts and crafiwork, however, main-

ed 'tandards of unusual excellence well into the 1930s.

“of the Irish treasures which fired the imaginations of
ighiers and artists in the early twentieth century had been works
’h_rastlan art, associated with worship and piety. It does not,

efore; seem surprlsmg that concurrently a group of artists,

‘the urging of that pious but practical patron and play-
ht Edward Martyn, had established a cooperative, An Tur
ine {The Tower of Glass)*? to provide stained-glass windows
 churches which made possible the very remarkable work
arry Clarke, Michael Healy, and Evie Hone. These artists
o produce some of their finest church windows in the 1920s
930s. Certainly they had received part of their inspiration

additdon to the imaginative legacy that the recent past.h
bequeathed to modern Ireland in powerful images of heroi
and idyli, the new Irish state was significantly blessed with
repository of national treasures that had either been unearth
in the preceding century or had entered into the popular c
sciousness at that time. Many of these treasures were associal
with Irish Christianity in the Hiberno-Romanesque period,-
they had become charged in the nineteenth century with
national as well as religious symbolism. Great works of art®
craft, the Cross of Cong, the Ardagh Chalice, the Books of Ke
and Durrow, had become identified with the Celtic genius. La
Wilde, the mother of the playwright, had written in 1888:

Early Irish art illustrates in a very remarkable manner thos
distinctive qualities of Irish nature, which we know from th
legendary traditions have cha:actcnzcd our people from th

earliest times All these reverential. artistic. fanciful. an ¢ fairly widespread English and European interest in craft-
subtle evidences of the peculiar celtic spirit find a full an and religious art in the late nineteenth and carly twenticth
significant expression in the wonderful splendours of Irish art? tiiries, but the sense of Irish antecedents must also have stimu-

emin their labours. Once again Ireland was becoming
as‘a centre of Christian art as Irish missionaries took their
wledge of this modern achievement abroad with them and as
stained-glass work received international recognition. As
.Whltc and Michael Wynne affirmed in 1961

So profound a sense of national significance became attached
the Celtic treasures, which were widely admired after the open
of the National Museum of Ireland in 1890, that its effects p
meated Irish design work of all kinds in the twentieth centt
Ireland, such work signified in bookplates, medals, jewell
Christmas cards, Celtic lettering on shopfronts, letterheads, p
age stamps, and tombstones, was once the centre of great arti
achievement, was dignified by the peculiar genius of her pcopl
‘and could bccomc so again.

By the 1920s enthusiasm among artists for Celtic design h
perhaps passed its peak, the high point of the movement bej
the work that the Dun Emer Guild produced in the early y
of the century. Nevertheless, at a popular, often rather cru
level, Celtic designs continued to be associated with Irish natio
identity in the first decades of Irish independence. Indeed;
Officinl State Handbook published in 1932 sets the title on a fr
cover in pseudo-Celtc lettering against a background based

Yyt the end of the 1920s standards in stained-glass production
o risen in Ireland that it could safely be claimed that this
a5 one sphere of art in which we as a race had taken a com-
anding position and in which one could point to an individual
1 school. Could it be that these Irish artists had inherited
stinctive feeling for the gleaming colours and dark sinuous
s which make the Celtic illuminators the most remarkably
tive beings produced in our island? This suggestion may
sk far fetched since twelve centuries scparate the two groups.
comparison throws up many similarities, not least of which
desire in both cases to suggest the sanctity and holiness
the ‘saints and to see them as removed from the worldly
ience so attractive to artists in other mediums,?




90 1922-32

In this chapter we have seen how images of heroic nobility
lost their imaginative potency in the 1920s and how a larg
conservative, rurally based society found its self-understandin
expressed in minor literary and artistic works whose claims t
attention now are often little more than a conventional rusti
charm. It is good, therefore, to reflect for a moment on _th
achievements of these artists in stained glass who, without com
promising high standards, managed both a measure 'of p(.)pul
estcem and international reputation before we consider in:
following chapter the defeats and distresses endured by tho
social groups and individuals who in the 1920s and early 193
found the social and cultural character of newly independ
Ireland less than inspiring. ‘

CHAPTER 4

_7743 Fate of the Irish Left and
of the Protestant Minority

might have been expected that the Catholic nationalist con-
atism which dominated Irish society in the first decade of the
Free:State’s history would have met with some significant
ical opposition from two sources - from the forces of organ-
Jabour and from the ranks of the Protestant minority in
e. The former had, as their intellectual inheritance, the
tionally minded writings of the socialist, syndicaiist, and
utionary James Connolly, executed after the Rising of
and experience of the bitter class conflicts of 1913 in
lin; to generate commitment to a view of Irish society which
mphasize class interests and divisions, rather than a
t-vision of social and cultural unity transcending class.
otestant Ircland, culturally and emotionally involved with
nglish -speaking world and recently represented in West-
by the Unionist party, was naturaliy antagonistic to those
‘of Irish nationality current in the new state which
ed the centrality of either Catholicism or the Irish lan-
and the Gaelic past. The fact is, however, that neither
-labour nor the Protestant community was able to
Y effective political opposition to the dominant political,




