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Foreword 
Undoubtedly the best part of my first nine months or so in the role of 

Dean of Graduate Studies in Trinity College, has been becoming 

acquainted with the extraordinary breadth and quality of research 

undertaken in the university on a daily basis.  In particular, I have been 

stunned by the incredible research of postgraduate students across 

every conceivable discipline.  In the inevitable and necessary search for 

grant funding which seems to form such a huge part of the routine for 

any researcher – staff or student – in the modern university, we must 

never lose sight of the fact that our core mission entails a commitment 

to the pursuit of knowledge and the consequent betterment of society.  

In other words, research must always be valued for its own sake 

because it is key to the improvement of the human condition.  

This is why the publication of the 2017 Trinity Postgraduate Review is 

such a matter for celebration and why I am so profoundly and 

genuinely honoured to write this foreword.  The Review focuses on the 

beguiling theme of ‘borders and horizons’ (a theme underpinning a 

major conference which the Graduate Students Union will host in late 

spring 2017) and the diversity of the articles which it contains is 

compelling and means that the review must surely be of interest to 

scholars, researchers and others from all kinds of background.  

What is particularly interesting (albeit, given the nature of the theme 

for the journal, this is scarcely surprising) is the highly internationalised 

nature of many of the contributions. The articles published represent 

contributions from Trinity’s schools of English, Histories and 

Humanities, Creative Arts and Social Work and Social policy.  In 

addition, it is wonderful to see work from Jordan Brown (from the 

centre for Genetic Medicine in Northwestern University) and Benedict 

Jones-Williams (from the School of Literatures, Languages and Cultures 

in the University of Edinburgh).  The articles are diverse, scholarly and 
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hugely interesting and it is a fitting testament to the editor-in-chief 

Laura McCloskey and her team as well as the chair of the review, GSU 

President Shane Collins that such a collection has been assembled.  

Trinity College owes them a great debt of gratitude for their work, and, 

on behalf of the University, I congratulate them hugely.  

This brings me back to where I began.  Our university is committed to 

research and in this sense, it recognises what it owes both to its past 

and its future. Publications like this Postgraduate Review are a truly 

vital part of what our university should be about.  I celebrate its 

publication, I congratulate the editor-in-chief and her editorial 

committee, and I hope that you greatly enjoying the fruits of 

scholarship which are contained within it.   

 

Dr. Neville Cox 

Dean of Graduate Studies 

April 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

Preface 
 

It is with great pleasure that we present the sixteenth volume of the 

Trinity Postgraduate Review (TPR, formerly the Journal of 

Postgraduate Research). The TPR provides an opportunity for 

postgraduate students to present groundbreaking research to the 

broader community both here at Trinity and throughout the world. 

This edition marks the second volume since the rebranding of the 

Journal of Postgraduate Research and launch of the TPR. The TPR is 

proud to support the strategic goals of Trinity College Dublin and the 

inclusion of the College in the League of European Research 

Universities. As such, this edition endeavors to showcase postgraduate 

research at Trinity while fostering academic collaboration and  

interdisciplinary discourse with institutions both at home and abroad. 

Included in this volume are innovative and informative articles by 

postgraduate researchers at Trinity College Dublin campus as well as 

University College Dublin, Northwestern University in the United 

States, and the University of Edinburgh in Scotland . We sincerely hope 

that you enjoy reading the contributions of these accomplished 

scholars.  
 

In this volume, the TPR seeks to achieve its aim of disseminating high 

quality Irish postgraduate research to a global audience through the 

theme of ‘Borders and Horizons’. The 2016-2017 academic year 

witnessed numerous important cultural and political events: war and 

rebellion in the Middle East, Britain voting to leave the European 

Union, and political party turnover in the United States. These issues 

force society to confront and re-conceptualize notions of national 

identity in the global sphere. Moreover, immigration, emigration, and 

the realities of political or religious rebellion implore individuals to 

question the limitations and boundaries of nation-specific 

governmental policies. With these changes comes the possibility of 

new, brighter horizons that promote peace-building and encourage 

international academic, religious, and political collaboration. 
 

This year's theme is well represented in the work of many postgraduate 

researchers. Jordan Brown explores the intersections of Irish history 
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and psychology on the potential epigenetic impact of sectarian violence 

following the Belfast Agreement.  Daryl Hendley Rooney also considers 

the usefulness of a psychological historiogaphic approach, applying 

this theoretical framework to the study of the medieval period in 

Britain and Ireland. Benedict Jones-Williams considers the nuanced 

dichotomy and duality of Scottish versus British identity as evidenced 

in the early writings of Christopher Murray Grieve. Considering the 

rise of violent crime in society, Cian Ó Néill provides an analysis of the 

historical and political factors that led to an upsurge of armed robbery 

in Dublin during the Irish Civil War. Reflecting the need for modern 

institutions to create equal and effective policies to assist all members of 

society, Lynne Cahill provides a detailed study of lesbian women 

Intimate Partner Abuse.  
 

The development of national aesthetics and the subsequent effect on 

cultural identity are explored in Kabir Chattopadhyay's research on 

Sukumar Ray's "Colonial Bengali Nonsense Poetry." Madeleine 

Saidenberg applies a similar perspective to understanding the 

complexities of stereotype, "Irishness," and otherness in the work of 

Charles Macklin. Seán McNulty discusses the influence of Edmund 

Burke's political discourse on the creation of an artistic ideology seen in 

the work of eighteenth century painter James Barry. Eva Burke 

investigates masculine and feminine hierarchical relationships in post-

World War II America through the lens of Dorothy Hughes' novel In a 

Lonely Place.  
 

The relationship between image creation (both figurative and literal) 

and meaning is also considered by authors in this edition. David 

O'Shea provides a detailed analysis of nineteenth century viceregal 

influence on the "cathedral-style" music of the Chapel Royal in Dublin 

Castle. Kurt McGee dissects the evolution of Samuel Beckett into a 

national literary hero, considering the implications of ascribing modern 

meanings onto early historical figures. Karen Winslow offers a new 

interpretation of the multiple religious meanings behind incised ship 

graffiti found near medieval ecclesiastical sites in Ireland.  
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We would like to express our deep gratitude to all the postgraduate 

students and faculty who played a major role in making this 

publication possible. We particularly wish to express our gratitude to 

the Dean of Research Professor John Boland and the entire Trinity 

Research and Innovation office for their continued commitment to 

promoting Trinity based research. Their support of multidisciplinary 

research such as the Trinity Postgraduate Review Journal, both 

financially and otherwise, ensures early career researchers have 

opportunities to publish research for impact via a number of platforms. 

This serves to both activate and promote research talent here in our 

University, the home of Irish research, and indeed ensure that this 

research is accessible to a global audience via our open access platform. 

Special thanks to Dean of Graduate Studies Professor Neville Cox, 

Associate Dean of Research Professor Peter Gallagher, and the faculty 

reviewers from the College of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences and 

Health Sciences who helped ensure the quality of our work. Additional 

thanks to all the postgraduate students that served as peer reviewers 

and spent countless hours providing feedback to help enhance the 

research presented in this journal. Finally, we would like to thank 

Shane Collins, GSU President, for funding this endeavor and providing 

a huge amount of support along the way.  

 

 

Laura McCloskey, Editor-in-Chief 

Catherine Bromhead, Editor 

John Tighe, Editor 

Alexander Jones, Editor 

Nuria de Cos Lara, Editor 
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Things Fall Apart: Constructing the Bridge Between 

Psychology and the Irish Troubles 
by 

Jordan Brown1 

 

“We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make 

us love, one another.” 2 Jonathan Swift 

 

Abstract 

In William Butler Yeats' brilliant play Cathleen Ni Houlihan the old 

woman states, “Sometimes my feet are tired and my hands are quiet, 

but there is no quiet in my heart.”3 The statement encompasses the 

weight that rising generations of intergroup conflict-ridden nations 

carry on their backs. But to what extend have developing generations in 

nations plagued by sectarian violence been influenced psychologically? 

Further, what is the relationship between these psychological 

consequences and adolescent belief about former conflict? Using the 

model of Northern Ireland following the 1998 Belfast Agreement, these 

questions can begin to be adequately answered. The prevalence of Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in adolescent generations following 

the conflict can be used as a tool to determine psychological 

implications of intergroup conflict. The objectives of this research 

explore the causes, etiology, and symptom outcomes for persons 

diagnosed with post-traumatic-stress-disorder following violent 

intergroup conflict. This is built on a discussion of the history and 

impact of the sectarian violence in Northern Ireland. Finally, an 

analysis is carried out suggesting the psychosocial factors that have 

followed periods of peace in the region and the relationship to 

adolescent beliefs about the former conflict. It is posited that memories 

                                                           
1 M.S. in Genetic Counseling, 2017; M.A. in Medical Humanities and Bioethics 

in progress, Northwestern University, Chicago, United States of America.   
2 Colin Leach and Wendy R. Williams, “Group Identity and Conflicting Expectations of 

the Future in Northern Ireland,” Political Psychology 20.4 (1999): 877. JSTOR. 
3 William Butler Yeats. "The Major Works," Cathleen ni Houlihan. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2008), p. 215, lines 134-5. 

Jordan Brown | Things Fall Apart: Psychology and the Irish Troubles 
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of fear, oppression, and animosity can become extraordinarily powerful 

and catalyze violence, even though in many cases the individuals have 

deceived themselves into believing one particular group is the enemy. 

Most importantly, these memories are, in many cases, passed down 

generationally, and can therefore inhibit the ability for society to mend 

its age-old wounds. 

 

Keywords: epigenetics, the Troubles, collective memory, PTSD 

 

Introduction 

In 1727, two hundred and forty years before the outbreak of the 

Troubles, Irish author Jonathan Swift came to this conclusion. Swift did 

not experience the horrors of 1916 or the trauma of Bloody Sunday, but 

he obviously picked up on the animosity between Irish Protestants and 

Catholics that existed long before and after his lifetime. The violence in 

Northern Ireland from the late 1960s to 1998 was not rooted in new 

ideas, rather a culmination of centuries’ work of fear and hatred. The 

Troubles were not a stand-alone piece rather the final movement of a 

long symphony. Although the period has been extensively analyzed 

from a sociological, political, and historical perspective, little attention 

has been given to the traumatic impact of these events on the Irish 

psyche. 

 Perhaps there is a different lens to look through to answer this 

question, one that is very rarely used when analyzing historical and 

political events; science, specifically psychology. Through the analysis 

of individual and collective memories along with psychological case 

studies, the extent of the trauma of the period can be revealed. 

 

Historical Background 

The intense animosity between Irish Catholic Nationalists and 

Protestant Unionists was born long before the twentieth century, and 

can be traced back to the English Protestant Reformation which allowed 

these two distinct identities to emerge. Yet, the spark that would ignite 

centuries of hate occurred in Ulster in July of 1690. The Battle of the 

Boyne permanently cemented the distinction between what it meant to 

be Protestant and what it meant to be Catholic in Ireland. The battle for 

  Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2017 
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Ulster was much more than two monarchs fighting over a crown, rather 

two religions clashing over superiority. When William of Orange 

(Protestant) defeated James (Catholic) the history of hatred in Ireland 

was born. To this day, every anniversary of this battle is celebrated, 

marking the defeat of Catholics over Protestants in Ulster. After the 

Battle of the Boyne, Irish society became polarized based on religious 

affiliation and provided the fuel for further chaos and rebellion. 

 In 1966, fiftieth anniversary of the Easter Rising, Ian Paisley 

founded the Protestant Unionist Party and the Ulster Protestant 

Volunteers. Just as the Nationalist cause was beginning to grow in 

numbers, the Unionist party was becoming stronger and more 

structured. It was also at this time that the Ulster Volunteer Force was 

created, a Protestant militant group. The Northern Ireland Civil Rights 

Association (NICRA) was founded in 1967 demanding “British rights 

for British citizens,” and with its creation it became clear that the 

sentiments of nationalists were now becoming much more far reaching. 

In 1968 during a civil rights march in Derry, protesters clashed with the 

Northern Irish police force, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), and 

in 1969 another protest was met with confrontation. Yet, the first taste 

of the stereotypic violence of the Troubles occurred in August of 1969 

when sectarian rioting in Derry and Belfast led to British troops being 

sent out to “protect” Catholic homes.   

 The introduction of internment without proper trial in 1971 

sparked outcry from Catholic Nationalists, and now offenders could be 

sent directly to the Maze prison. Only a decade later, Bobby Sands and 

others died in the Maze prison while on a hunger strike, causing outcry 

(both in Northern Ireland and around the world) against the British, 

and sympathy for the republican movement. The most influential event 

of the Troubles occurred on January 30, 1927 when British soldiers shot 

down thirteen protesters during a civil rights march in Derry. This 

event, much like 1916, marked a turning point for the Troubles. 

Nationalists now had more fuel than ever to fight back. As stated in the 

Guardian newspaper after the shooting, “Those soldiers shot down 

innocent men. What on earth will happen to us now?” The sense of 

chaos and lack of control in Northern Ireland throughout the 1970s 

Jordan Brown | Things Fall Apart: Psychology and the Irish Troubles 
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created an environment that generated more sectarian anxiety, which 

ultimately led to more violence. 

 This violence and shattering of social structure did not end 

anytime soon after it started. Rather, it raged on for almost three 

decades. Although many believe the 1998 Belfast Agreement and 

ceasefire to mark the end of the Troubles, sectarian violence in 

Northern Ireland exists to this day, leaving both those living in 

Northern Ireland and around the world asking the same question; 

why? 

 

Collective Memory 

The role of the myth is fundamentally important to history; be it 

Cuchulainn, St. Patrick, or Brian Boru. However, the myth of Ireland 

itself has given the Irish people a sense of national identity. Identity 

and cultural memory can only flourish in a dual existence. 4 This dual 

existence is essential to the creation of a national history and, 

“maintaining the imagined community of nationhood.” 5 The figure of 

“Mother Ireland” gave the Irish a sense of unity. The notion of the Irish 

spirit as a motherly figure awaiting her independence provided the 

Irish something for which to fight. In W.B. Yeats’ play Cathleen ní 

Houlihan, a old woman meant to personify Ireland, comes knocking for 

help on a family’s door. She proclaims, “Sometimes my feet are tired 

and my hands are quiet but there is no quiet in my heart.” 6 Yeats’ 

portrayal of the Irish spirit captures its long history of defeat and 

oppression, but also its longing to hold on to what it means to be Irish 

at heart. Because of this strong sense of identity, historical memory has 

become important to modern Irish sentiments. Walter Benjamin 

describes memory as, “not an instrument for exploring the past but its 

                                                           
4 Brian Conway, “Active Remembering, Selective Forgetting, and Collective Memory: The 

Case of Bloody Sunday”, Identity: An international Journal of Theory and Research 3, no. 

4 (2003): 11. 
5 James H. Liu and Denis J. Hilton, “How the past weighs on the present: Social 

representations of history and their role in identity politics”, The British Journal of Social 

Psychology 44, (Dec 2005): 539. ProQuest.  
6 William Butler Yeats, Cathleen ní Houlihan, (1902). 
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theater.”7 It is undeniable that the “theater” of Irish history has 

profoundly influenced the Troubles. 

 When William of Orange defeated King James at the Boyne, he 

secured a permanent Protestant influence in Ulster. This battle was 

more than a bump in the road for Irish Catholics, it was a severely 

traumatic event. When a traumatic event like this happens, the control 

over history is seemingly shattered for the “losing” group. 8 This loss of 

control can often times lead a population to lose their sense of collective 

meaning. 

 The “losers” more often than not are humiliated by their defeat 

and begin to view themselves as the victims of the actions of another 

group. In turn, the event is now a chosen trauma. As Pick explains, the 

group may not consciously see themselves as victims, rather, “it may 

subsequently draw the mental representation of trauma into its 

identity.” 9  Further, because a chosen trauma so heavily influences how 

a group of people feel about an event, it becomes seemingly heritable, 

usually because of the inability to cope with or mourn a loss. 

Conversely, the people that emerge victorious often remembers the 

occasion as a chosen glory. The overwhelming sense of superiority 

associated with defeating another group often arouses an enemy 

mentality. Pick defines a chosen glory as, “a defining event in a nation’s 

history that is singled out as a source of pride.” 10  

 The Battle of the Boyne represents how religious discontent in 

Ireland has influenced centuries of collective belief. It was the Catholic 

attempt to, “break the foreign yoke, to exterminate the Saxon colony, to 

sweep away the Protestant Church, and to restore the soil to its ancient 

proprietors.” 11 With their hopes crushed, the influential myth of the 

Boyne was born. Malinkowski suggests that, “myth comes into play 

                                                           
7 Michael Mays, Nation States: The Cultures of Irish Nationalism (Lanham: Rowman 

&Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2007), 15. 
8 Thomas M Pick, “The Myth of Trauma/ The Trauma of Myth: Myths as Mediators of 

Some Long-Term Effects of War Trauma” , Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace 

Psychology 7, no. 3 (2001): 201. PsychArticles. 
9 Ibid, 202. 
10 Ibid, 203. 
11 Ibid, 212.  

Jordan Brown | Things Fall Apart: Psychology and the Irish Troubles 
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when rite, ceremony, or a social or moral rule demand justification.” 12 

Just as Catholics demanded justification for their loss, Protestants 

yearned for further justification that there were the innately superior 

group. The trauma suffered by the Catholics at the battle and the 

inability to mourn their loss juxtaposed with the glorified victory of the 

Protestants is the perfect recipe for conflict. The collective memory of 

each group became so exaggerated that it not only retains the idea of 

the opposite being the hated enemy, it also forbids progression. For as 

each anniversary of the defeat of James, each group is reaffirmed of 

their discontent with their created, ‘enemy’. 

 Likewise, opposing collective memories associated with 1916 

have had a profound impact on the violence of the Troubles. Just as 

with the Boyne, Catholic nationalists were traumatized be their defeat. 

Once again they became the victims of the oppressive Protestant/British 

forces, and once again their sense of control was shattered. Although 

the Easter Rising was not supported by all Catholics, its leaders became 

idols for the Nationalist cause. The spirit of the event is for a noble 

cause, a cause that all Irish Catholics had to be emotionally invested in 

some way. The painted picture of Padraig Pearse reading the 

Declaration for Irish Independence in the General Post Office, of men 

willing to giving their lives for freedom and independence, the image 

of James Connolly propped up in a chair, too wounded to stand, facing 

the firing squad as punishment for standing up for his beliefs. 13 For 

Catholics it would have been almost impossible not to feel some sort of 

pride in nationalist causes after the event. Pearse’s poem “The Mother”, 

written for his mother while awaiting execution, embodies the pathos 

surrounding the rebellion. He writes that those who have died have 

died, “In bloody protest for a glorious thing.”14 This “glorious thing” is 

cause that bonded all Catholics together, and was a thing that would be 

used to justify violence in the future. The Catholic nationalist 

                                                           
12 Bronislaw Malinkowski, Myth in primitive psychology, (London:Kegan Paul,Trench, 

Trubner, 1926). 
13 Coogan, The Troubles, 19. 
14 Alan J. Ward, The Easter Rising: Revolution and Irish Nationalism (Wheeling IL: Harlan 

Davidson Inc., 2003), 158. 
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sentiments associated with 1916 completely fit the mold of a chosen 

trauma. 

 For many Protestants, 1916 could be considered an chosen 

glory. The age-old tale of right putting wrong in its place. For them 

1916 was another Battle of the Boyne, proof that Protestant Unionists 

were superior to Irish Catholic Nationalists. Here it becomes clear that 

conflict that was once solely based on religion, was slowly becoming 

more and more political. Historically, Protestants had been viewed as 

above Catholics both socially and economically in Northern Ireland. 

The repetitive struggle of Catholics at events like the Battle of the Boyne 

or the Easter Rising reasserted their inferior status. Yet, inequality in 

housing deepened the divide between Protestants and Catholics during 

the twentieth century.  Likewise, from 1959 to 1968 in Derry 302 houses 

were built for Catholics yet approximately 360 applied for housing each 

year, leaving 1,650 families completely homeless. 15 Even those who 

were lucky enough to have a home did not find their situation much 

better. This urged civil rights activists like Bridget Bond to expose 

unjust conditions in which many Catholics were forced to live. In 1967, 

the same year that the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association was 

created, Bond’s released cases of the horrendous conditions that many 

Catholics were living in. One of Bond’s most compelling entries is as 

follows:  

 1967, 1 small room. 1 bed. 1 kitchen. 1 handicapped. Children 

 always suffering from bad colds owing to dampness. Wife 

 expecting fifth child and suffering with nerves and depression 

 and husband afraid of something happening 16 

There is no doubt that the discrimination that Catholics faced in 

housing and condition of life dramatically shaped their beliefs when it 

came to both Protestants and the British state. This ‘charter’ or means of 

group representation and identity catalyzed the Catholic/Nationalist 

civil rights movement. Liu and Hilton state that a ‘charter’ such as this 

is ‘constitutional’ in that  it defines, “rights and obligations for a group 

                                                           
15 Diarmaid Ferrier, The Transformation of Ireland (Woodstock: The Overlook Press, Peter 

Mayer Publishers Inc., 2005), 611. 
16 Ibid. 

Jordan Brown | Things Fall Apart: Psychology and the Irish Troubles 
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and legitimiz[e]  its social and political arrangements.” 17 The inequality 

in housing sparked a movement that represented centuries worth of 

pain and suppression. As Conway proposes the inferiority led 

Catholics to define, “their identity in opposition to the identity of 

Protestants thus creating a social world of two opposing identity 

categories of 'us’ and ‘them’”. 18  

 Discrimination in the form on internment only built upon the 

civil unrest sparked by the housing issue. In many cases, Catholics 

walked in marches as means to display their discontent with 

discrimination. Although some of these protests were technically 

"illegal," the marchers were usually peaceful.19 However, the marches 

were far from void of conflict. On January 22, Unionist paramilitary 

troops fired rubber bullet guns and used batons to beat protesters at a 

peaceful march protesting internment at Magilligan Prison Camp in 

Derry. 20  On Sunday, January 30 in Bogside in Derry, only six days 

after the controversial attack by British troops, paramilitary troops once 

again fired into a crowd of protesters marching in opposition to 

internment. However, this time the rubber bullet guns were replaced 

by SLR rifles and thirteen people were killed. Referred to as “Bloody 

Sunday”, this tragic event further reassured the Catholic identity as 

against the Protestant Unionist ‘enemy’. Bloody Sunday was a pivotal 

moment because it legitimized the Provisional IRA use of violence. 

Rogelio Alonso, an ex- PIRA member, discusses the effect that this 

traumatic event: 

 I [had] left [the movement], and it was only Bloody Sunday 

 that I thought ‘a, [expletive], we got to meet violence with 

 violence here’ [...] Bloody Sunday is a [expletive] defining 

 moment for the IRA because like after Bloody Sunday they 

 had complete legitimacy, before Bloody Sunday they didn’t 

 have any at all.” 21 

                                                           
17 Liu and Hilton, “How the past weights on the present”, 538. 
18 Conway, “Active Remembering...”, 15. 
19 Coogan, The Troubles, 134. 
20 Ibid, 134. 
21 Alonso, Armed Struggle, p. 32. Quoted in Memory, Politics, and Identity: Haunted by 

History, by Cillian McGratttan (New York: Palgrave MacMillian, 2013), 75. 
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Britain, in an attempt to quash the outcry heard across the world in 

response to Bloody Sunday, created the Widgery Tribunal whose 

purpose was to investigate and bring together a detailed report of what 

happened on January 30th. The soldiers who shot the protestors 

claimed that they had been shot upon, and the Tribunal came to the 

‘conclusion’ that the paratroopers had done nothing malicious. 22 The 

Protestant Unionist belief following the event was that the protestors 

were throwing stones at the troops, that protesters had secret bombs 

hidden in their pockets, and that perhaps, “the dead may not have been 

killed by our own soldiers.” 23 Yet, the 700 eyewitness accounts from 

Derry’s residents combined with medical evidence that the protesters 

had been shot at from above persuaded many that this was nothing 

more than a senseless killing. In fact, the Derry coroner stated, “it was 

murder, gentlemen. Sheer unadulterated murder.” 24  It was not until 

1995 that British Prime Minister Tony Blair revisited the events of 

Bloody Sunday by creating the Saville Tribunal of Inquiry. 25 

 However, conflicting accounts of the events of Bloody Sunday 

have creating opposing collective memories, making it difficult to 

publicly commemorate the event. Thus, without a bone fide, state 

approved means of commemoration, Catholics have portrayed their 

collective memory of Bloody Sunday through other means. The 

painting of street murals commemorating those that lost their lives 

aided in cementing the Nationalist account of Bloody Sunday. One 

mural in particular illustrates the victims with expressionless faces. 26 

This huge commemorative mural makes connection between the 

horrors of Bloody Sunday and the emotions of Northern Irish Catholics. 

Furthermore, the thirtieth anniversary of Bloody Sunday was 

acknowledged through the “Remembering Quilt” which placed the 

Northern Irish conflict alongside other worldly violence. 27 

 With each passing anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne, the 

Easter Rising, and/or Bloody Sunday, the emotions tied to those events 

                                                           
22 Conway, “Active Remembering...”, 7-8. 
23 Coogan, The Troubles, 135. 
24 Ferriter, The Transformation of Ireland, 626-627. 
25 Conway, “Active Remembering...”, 8. 
26 Ibid, 17. 
27 Ibid, 19. 
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resurface and justify the animosity between Catholics and Protestants. 

Even beyond the borders of Northern Ireland these anniversaries are 

celebrated. In 1990, Orangemen (Protestant Unionists) celebrated the 

300th anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne in New York City. Two 

thousand showed up to parade through the streets where Supreme 

Grand Master Henry Stewart proclaimed,  

“We want to tell these people [Catholics] who are announcing what 

they will get for Ireland that they will never get what they want...as 

long as Great Britain has a gun and a man to stand behind the gun, 

Ireland will never get the Independence they seek.” 28 

Since the 1998 ceasefire, the conflict in Northern Ireland has 

dramatically decreased, sectarian violence has not completely 

disappeared. As each anniversary passes, the scab covering these 

events and collective memories is ripped off, opening a wound that has, 

in some cases, existed for centuries. 

 

Individual Memory 

While analysis of collective memories opens the door for a better 

understanding of the Troubles and conflict in Northern Ireland, it 

cannot be forgotten that collective memories take form from a 

conglomeration of individual memories. This is evident it Halbwach’s 

assumption that, “to be sure, everyone has a capacity for memory that 

is unlike that of anyone else...but individual memory is nevertheless a 

part or aspect of a group memory.” 29  The mind is what makes every 

humans unique, as it governs all individual emotions and behaviors. 

Thus, to better understand what role individual memory plays in a 

conflict like that in Northern Ireland, the brain must be better 

understood on a physiological level. 

 It is undeniable that every human process is governed by 

biology. For example, something as seemingly simple as moving the 

eye requires control by four distinct cranial nerves; optic, oculomotor, 

trochlear, and abducens. It is believed that the human brain is made of 

ten billion neurons, or cells that process neural information, with each 

                                                           
28 Orange Men in Parade, New York Times (July 13, 1990). 
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neuron able to receive information from up to ten thousand synapses. 

With this being said, the number of possible neural connections in the 

brain is astronomical, possible outnumbering the number atoms in the 

universe. This gives humans infinite room to store memories. Memories 

are created as the result of repetitive activation of synaptic inputs from 

the hippocampus region of the brain, a process known as long-term 

potentiation. 30 

 Yet, our brains do much more than process sensory information 

and learn, brain processes also permit emotion, the ability to associate a 

particular feeling with a certain event or memory. Sah states that there 

are three distinct aspects of emotion; behavioral (smiling or crying), 

cognitive (love and hate), and automatic (racing heart). The cognitive 

aspect is most central to the understanding of complex beliefs like 

religion and nationalism, specifically the emotion fear. One of the 

oldest studied human emotions, this common human feeling, at a 

simplistic level, spawns all other emotions. Happiness is the absence of 

fear just as anxiety is the fear of fear itself. It has been concluded that 

the region of the brain responsible for fear is the amygdala. It is 

undeniable that when one feels fear they will become defensive and, 

more than likely, violent. 

 The conflict during the Troubles had its foundation in the ‘us’ 

versus ‘them’ mentality, but how did this mentality come to exist? 

Further how did individuals us this mentality to justify violent acts. 

Noting the connection between the emotion fear and complex systems 

like nationalism, the next step in understanding how individual 

memory is formed and can give rise to violence is an in-depth analysis 

of self-deception. Self-deception can be defined as, “telling an outright 

lie...avoiding the truth, obfuscating the truth, exaggerating the truth, or 

casting doubt on the truth.”31 Likewise von Hippel and Trivers note 

that, “[w]hat marks all of these varieties of self-deception is that people 

favor welcome over unwelcome information in a manner that reflects 

their goals or motivations.”32 Yet, deceiving oneself does not always 

                                                           
30 Pankaj Sah, “Memory and Emotion”, Australian Science 21, no.10 (Nov/Dec 2000): 22. 
31 William von Hippel and Robert Trivers, “The evolution of psychology and self-
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32 Ibid. 
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need to be a conscious action, as it has been suggested that individuals 

can inhibit the processing of unwelcome information as a means to 

dismiss information that conflicts with already known ‘truths’. In this 

case self-deception is nothing more than interpersonal deception on a 

personal level. Just as one may deceive another by telling a lie, one may 

deceive his/herself in the same manner consciously or unconsciously.33  

 Charismatic group leaders like Ian Paisley (Democratic 

Unionist Party) were able to gain unwavering and unconditional 

support from much of the Protestant population. Through the eyes of 

the followers any outside information that conflicted with what the 

leader was stating was seen as an untruth. This self deception in the 

form of filtering of ‘welcome’ from ‘unwelcome’ information allowed 

followers to justify their actions. In a way, this behavior is a sort of 

destructive obedience, for whether or not the individuals knew that 

what they were doing was morally wrong, they felt obliged to do it 

anyways. As Stanley Milgram asserts, “Obedience is the psychological 

mechanism that links individual action to political purpose. It is the 

dispositional cement that binds men to systems of authority.” 34 

  In response to the horrific acts of the Holocaust, Milgram 

carried out an experiment to better study the power of obedience. 

“Naive” participants were informed that they were to administer a 

shock to a victim (not visible to the participant). The voltage levels 

ranging from 15 to 450 volts were described as varying from “Slight 

Shock” to “Danger: Severe Shock”. 35 As the participants were told to 

increase the voltage of the shock, the victims began cream and pound 

on the wall separating them from the participant. The participant was 

not aware that the victim was an actor. Milgram wanted to observe at 

what point, or at which voltage level, the participants would become 

disobedient. Surprisingly, of the forty participants observed, only five 

refused to obey the command to shock the victim with 300 volts and 

only nine others refused the shock the victim at any higher level. It is 
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 Ibid, 2. 
34  Stanley Milgram, “Behavioral Study of Obedience”, Journal of Abnormal and Social 
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noted that all participants showed signs of nervousness and/or stress as 

they obeyed the commands. As Milgram concludes, 

“Subjects have learned from childhood that it is a fundamental breach 

of moral conduct to hurt another person against his will. Yet, 26 

subjects abandoned this tenet in following the instructions of the 

authority who has no special powers to enforce his commands.” 36 

These findings are consistent with argument that individuals deceive 

themselves by dismissing unwelcome information (hurting the victim) 

as a means of completing their goal (obeying the experimenter's 

orders). The results from this experiment are unwaveringly applicable 

many violent crimes of the Troubles. 

 In regards to the importance of religious or political 

identification in self-deception, Gorelick and Shackelford build on the 

fact that ‘insecure’ societies tend to have higher rates of religious 

belief.37 A strong nationalistic or religious belief, can therefore be the 

breeding ground for self-deception in that, “the avoidance of 

information that threatens or could weaken a religious or political 

system is ubiquitous.” 38  Anthropologist Sylvia Yanagisako proposes 

that these identities are perhaps even necessary to social culture. At a 

conference in 1993 she explained that this concept of culture is 

important because, “[It] is the conceptual and discursive space we 

reserve to struggle to refine our understanding of social differences and 

similarities. It is that elusive abstraction we find it impossible to agree 

upon but one that we find it equally impossible to live without.” 39 

 The dual importance of religious and national identification 

allowed for the strict divide between Catholic Nationalists and 

Protestant Unionists in Northern Ireland. The art of forgetting is 

described by Ernest Renan as “an essential factor in the formation of a 

nation.” 40 Understanding why religious and national affiliation were 

                                                           
36 Ibid, 8. 
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38 Ibid. 
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fundamental to personal identity in Northern Ireland is crucial to 

understanding how individual memory played a role in the Troubles. 

 Aside from the role of fear and self-deception, individual 

memory can be most dramatically influenced by first-hand experience. 

A 2003 survey assessed the mental health of 1694 respondents. Of those 

respondents 21.3% claimed that the Troubles had either “quite a bit” or 

a “a lot” of impact on their lives. 41 An interpretation of the findings 

could point to the fact that, because of the impact sectarian violence has 

had on individual lives, it is possible that such individual memories 

have fed into the larger group or collective memory. Such an 

assumption is backed up by the Leach and William’s 1999 pilot study.  

 First, it is important to note that this was only one year after the 

1998 Good Friday Agreement and ceasefire. The study surveyed 

University of Ulster undergraduate students, asking them first what 

their religion was, and then inquiring what they believed would be the 

best outcome for Northern Ireland. However, instead of giving the 

participants only the choices of remaining loyal to Britain and joining 

the Republic, the experimenters provided the subjects with a third 

choice: gaining complete independence for Northern Ireland. Leach 

and Williams hypothesized that Protestants would favor remaining 

loyal to Britain while Catholics would believe that the most positive 

outcome would be joining the Republic. Yet, the researchers had not 

clear cut hypothesis about the third choice. The results overwhelmingly 

supported the original hypothesis with Protestants and Catholics 

heavily supporting what the other repudiated.  However, the choice for 

independence seemed, from the results, the most obvious solution for 

Northern Ireland. 42 The results therefore suggest that both groups were 

cautious of what independence would bring, leading them to fall back 

on traditional allegiances.  

 Additionally, individual memory can also catalyze resentment 

within a groups. One of the biggest flaws in the 1916 Rising was that 

                                                           
41 D O’Reilly and M. Stevenson, “Mental Health in Northern Ireland: have ‘the Troubles’ 
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those involved carried out the rebellion in the names of all ‘Irishmen 

and women’ yet neglected to face the fact that their actions were not 

reflective of the overall Irish sentiment. When action, particularly a 

violent action, is carried out in the name of the people but is not 

reflective of the sentiments of the people, it is likely to lead to 

resentment. Because the violent events of the Troubles were, in many 

cases, carried out by radicals, many common people (Catholic and 

Protestant alike) began to resent the actions of extreme Nationalists and 

Unionist. 

 Following the Provisional IRA bombing of Oxford Street 

(Bloody Friday), it became clear to many Nationalists that the IRA was 

no less sectarian than the Unionist Paramilitary Groups, leading to the 

gradual end to the public acceptance and legitimacy of the IRA. This is 

evident in the following statement: 

 “I remember, whilst in a pub in Wicklow, watching the graphic 

 TV footage of the after math of the Oxford Street bombings and 

 feeling horror, shame, revulsion and hate for those who in my 

 name carried out these brutal acts.” 43 

Fear, self-deception, and exposure all play a role in forming a 

individuals memory and opinions about a particular group of people, 

themselves, and their situation. Ultimately each of these individual 

memories feed into the bigger collective memory of a group of people. 

However, the question remains: How is this collective memory passed 

down to subsequent generations and what does this suggest about the 

future of Northern Ireland? 

 

Affect on Future Generations 

In 1920, John Watson and Rosalie Rayner began what would become 

one of the most influential psychological experiments concerning 

human behavior. In their publication “Conditioned Emotional 

Reactions”, more commonly referred to as the Little Albert Experiment, 

Watson and Rayner proposed that a child could be conditioned to be 

fearful of a particular stimuli. The experiment was focused around their 
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sole subject Albert B., a nine-month old child whose mother was a wet 

nurse at the Harriet Lane Home for Invalid Children. 44 The researchers 

soon found that fear could be evoked in Albert by making a loud 

sound, done by striking a hammer against a steel rod located behind 

the child. The goal of the study was to prove that by presenting the 

white rat, which did not originally evoke fear in Albert, while 

simultaneously making the loud sound, which did originally evoke fear 

in Albert, the child would begin to associate the rat with the noise, and 

thus learn to fear the rat. After using this joint stimulation various 

times, Watson noted, 

 “Rat Alone: The instant the rat was shown the baby began to cry. 

 Almost instantly he turned sharply to the left, fell over on left side, 

 raised himself on all fours and began to crawl away so rapidly that he 

 was caught with difficulty before reaching the edge of the table.”45 

Interestingly, Watson and Rayner also found that Albert began to fear 

other objects that had characteristics similar to those of the rat, 

specifically things that were fluffy. Albert now exhibited the same 

fearful response to a dog and rabbit, and even cried at the sight of 

Watson dressed up as Santa Claus months after the initial stimulation.46 

The process of becoming conditioned to be fearful of things with 

similar characteristics as the original stimulus used to evoke fear is 

referred to as generalization.   

 It could be concluded that the repetitive nature of the violence 

in Northern Ireland, just as with the repetitive nature of the loud noise 

in the Little Albert Experiment, cemented a sense of fear in the rising 

generation. This fear, as stated earlier, can kindle self-deception, which 

could ultimately deepen the divide between the collective memories of 

Catholics and Protestants. In regards to this, von Hippel and Trivers 

assert, “Self-deception can also facilitate the deception of others in a 

more general sense, in that it can help us convince others that we are 

better.” 47 Perhaps the years of instilled fear and animosity that 
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Catholics and Protestants felt towards each other has created the sense 

that a change to group dynamics is a threat to their identities. In all, this 

concept is reflective of the inability of recent generations in Northern 

Ireland to forgive the atrocities of the past.  

 Recently, scientific studies have focused on establishing the 

link between epigenetic changes and transgenerational post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD). PTSD is largely caused by dysregulation the 

stress response pathway following exposure to a traumatic event or 

stimuli. Epigenetics refers to the study of regulation of gene 

transcription. 48 In other words, epigenetic changes are responsibly for 

turning genes on or off. As early as 1988, researchers began to notice 

that psychiatric disorder, like PTSD, tended to be increasingly 

prevalent in the children of Holocaust survivors. 49 Cortisol, a hormone 

excreted in response of stress, has been found to be decreased in 

individuals with PTSD. 

  Dr. Rachel Yehuda has published a great deal of work on 

transgenerational PTSD. In one of her recent studies, it was found that 

the children of women who experienced 9/11 subsequently developed 

PTSD has lower salivary cortisol levels than women who experienced 

9/11 and did not develop PTSD. Additionally, this study also noted a 

correlation between the severity of maternal PTSD and the levels of 

cortisol in infants. 50 Although this the sample size of this study is small 

and research on this topic must be continued, the results of Yehuda’s 

work point strongly to epigenetic involvement in familial PTSD. It 

does, however, bring into question the involvement of epigenetics in 

the course of history. To what extend are we carrying the experiences of 

our ancestry? More narrowly, what role could epigenetics be playing in 

transgenerational sectarian violence? Of course, there are a plethora of 

factors that are involved in a group’s collective memory. Yet, there is a 

great deal of room for further research the biological basis of trauma 

and its place in the interpretation of historical events. 
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Conclusion 

In summary, the thesis that there is an innate connection between Irish 

nationalism and psychology during the Troubles and the era leading up 

to the brutal era is supported from multiple standpoints, the strongest 

of which is the significance of collective memory. Understanding the 

rationale behind the Troubles sets the stage for understanding why 

such violence still persists in Ireland today. 

 Albert Einstein once said, “Nationalism is an infantile disease. 

It is the measles of mankind.” This comparison of a political ideology to 

a crippling disease adequately depicts the effect of nationalism on 

Ireland in the mid to late twentieth century. From looking at the Irish 

troubles through the lens of psychology, not only can the sentiments of 

the era become more transparent, the future for Ireland can also be 

foreshadowed. 

 In 1972, during the climax of the Troubles, the Derry Journal 

concluded, “The future will not be found in denying the collective 

failures and mistakes or closing minds and hearts to the plight of those 

who have been hurt... [That] will not be achieved by creating a 

hierarchy of victims... The process of conflict resolution requires the 

equal acknowledgement of the grief and loss of others.” 51 Yet, it would 

take twenty-six years for the Belfast Agreement to bring relative peace 

to Northern Ireland. Martin McGuinness, a prominent member of Sinn 

Fein and a former IRA member, stated that the ceasefire in Northern 

Ireland, “is not like going into a darkened room and turning on a light 

switch.” 52 It is obvious that centuries of animosity cannot be 

completely forgiven, and definitely not forgotten.  
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Abstract 

This essay examines Dorothy Hughes’ 1947 noir crime novel In a Lonely 

Place in terms of the extent to which it simultaneously problematises 

and reinscribes the parameters of the urban landscape in relation to the 

white male protagonist. Hughes’ characters frequently negotiate the 

urban space via automobile or public transport; this private-yet-public 

interaction with the urban space characterises the fragile dichotomy on 

which paradigms of post-war masculinity rested; this is a contained 

and shared mobility, facilitating a potentially troubling re-gendering of 

public spaces even as it allows him to traverse the streets with greater 

ease. This democracy of movement and its link with female autonomy 

is emblematic of the modernist cityscape, according to Christopher 

Breu: “[the frustration of the white male] appears directed not only at 

women in public space but at a whole public culture in general that we 

associate with the modernist city, of which mass public transit and 

female mobility and autonomy are two crucial emblems.”1 Hughes’ 

novel works to explore this frustration and the pervasive violence it 

gives rise to through what may be read as a hierarchy of mobility; the 

shifting ideological topography of the American city compounds many 

of the anxieties around this perceived hierarchy.   

 

Keywords: Noir, masculinity, mobility, urban, postwar. 
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This essay examines Dorothy Hughes’ 1947 noir crime novel In a Lonely 

Place in terms of the extent to which it simultaneously problematises 

and reinscribes the parameters of the urban landscape in relation to the 

white male protagonist. Hughes’ characters frequently negotiate the 

urban space via automobile or public transport; this private-yet-public 

interaction with the urban space characterises the fragile dichotomy on 

which paradigms of post-war masculinity rested; this is a contained 

and shared mobility, facilitating a potentially troubling re-gendering of 

public spaces even as it allows him to traverse the streets with greater 

ease. This democracy of movement and its link with female autonomy 

is emblematic of the modernist cityscape, according to Christopher 

Breu: “[the frustration of the white male] appears directed not only at 

women in public space but at a whole public culture in general that we 

associate with the modernist city, of which mass public transit and 

female mobility and autonomy are two crucial emblems.”2 Hughes’ 

novel works to explore this frustration and the pervasive violence it 

gives rise to through what may be read as a hierarchy of mobility; the 

shifting ideological topography of the American city compounds many 

of the anxieties around this perceived hierarchy. Hughes’ exploration is 

facilitated by the appropriation of the noir genre, which Greg Forter 

identifies as a literary space in which “manhood [defines] itself against 

a femininity whose proximity demands that it be ambivalently 

repudiated – and in which that femininity often returns, with all the 

violence of the initial projection, to perforate, shatter and dissolve the 

male ego.”3   

 The novel centres on Dix Steele, an ex-war pilot whose 

comfortably bourgeois existence in post-war Los Angeles is frequently 

disrupted by his own homicidal impulses; Dix, we soon learn, is a 

‘sexual psychopath’, an opportunistic predator who regularly stalks, 

rapes and kills young women. His murderous career is complicated by 

a reunion with former comrade Brub, a newly-minted detective with 
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p.205.  
3 Greg Forter, Murdering Masculinities: Fantasies of Gender and Violence in the American 
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the Los Angeles police force whose wife Sylvia disturbs Dix with her 

muted prescience. Dix’s dalliance with neighbour Laurel ultimately 

proves to be his downfall: it is revealed that his relative affluence is 

nothing more than borrowed grandeur from their mutual friend Mel 

Terriss, a wealthy Princeton classmate (and seemingly Dix’s only male 

victim) whose convenient disappearance has allowed Dix to 

appropriate his lifestyle. It is Sylvia and Laurel, both of whom have 

been violently objectified over the course of Dix’s narrative (most 

notably during their initial encounters with Dix; he is first introduced to 

Sylvia in the marital home she shares with Brub, describing her as “a 

slender girl in a simple beige dress, curled in a large wing chair by the 

white fireplace.”4 He observes her as a decorative part of the domestic 

tableau and rather abruptly dismisses her as ‘not beautiful’. Likewise, 

when he first meets Laurel, he devotes a significant portion of his inner 

monologue to her symbolic dismemberment, poring over discrete 

physical characteristics long before learning her name – in the early 

stages of their acquaintance, she is known only as ‘the redhead’.) who 

orchestrate his capture. The novel ends with a tearful confession; Dix, 

aware that his luck has finally run out, declares his guilt with regard to 

the earlier murder of a former sweetheart, Brucie, a girl he deems “the 

only decent one… there wasn’t any girl worth getting upset over. They 

were all alike, cheats, liars, whores… there’d only been one decent one 

and she was dead. Brucie was dead.”5 The murder of Brucie is posited 

as something of a catalytic moment for Dix; the moment when his 

capricious rage against the ‘cheats and whores’ hardens into irrefutable 

violence. The only murder he expresses any remorse or regret for does 

not take place against the glare and bustle of Los Angeles but in a 

secluded cove in rural England; his fraught relationship with the urban 

space seems to exacerbate his sociopathic indifference to the women he 

preys upon.  

 The link between ‘machine culture’ and serial murder has been 

explored by Mark Seltzer, who argues that our increasingly intimate 

relationship to mechanical devices may foster a “disarticulation of 

natural bodies… a transcendence of the natural body and the extension 
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of human agency through the forms of technology that supplement it.”6 

The ubiquity of the American automobile in the years following the 

war (and its links to masculinity and social mobility) may account, to 

some degree, for Dix’s fixation with his borrowed car and the degree to 

which it allows him to negotiate the streets of Los Angeles, secure in his 

semi-private sphere of mobility while punishing the women who 

implicitly challenge his self-assurance by refusing to remain in the 

domestic realm. Throughout the novel, he is noticeably disturbed by 

certain markers of modernity; the ringing of the telephone and the 

drone of a vacuum in particular seem to evoke profound psychological 

turmoil; the “hideous siren” of the vacuum cleaner disturbs him almost 

as much as the oppressive clamour of a bus or an oil truck. The 

emotional disturbances he is subject to are indicative of post-traumatic 

stress disorder, a relatively common affliction in the postwar years (the 

symptoms Dix exhibits include night terrors, disturbed sleep, 

misplaced rage and the aforementioned sensitivity to loud noises). Such 

a disorder would seem to account for much of his behaviour, but 

Hughes problematises such a tidy interpretation by describing Dix’s 

wartime experience as a personal triumph rather than a tragedy; his 

interludes of furious distress are juxtaposed, for example, with fond 

reminiscences of his days as a pilot: “[he missed] the sense of being 

lifted high above crawling earth, of being a part of the wildness of air. 

Something too of being closed within an unknown and strange world 

of mist and cloud and wind.”7  He also reflects, at one point, that the 

war years were “the first happy years he’d ever known… Because you 

didn’t give a damn and you were the best God-damned pilot in the 

company with promotions coming fast… you didn’t need a car, you 

had something better, sleek, powerful planes. You were the Mister… 

the world was yours.”8 The distinction he draws between the 

machinery of war (technology which makes him feel Godlike, powerful 

and liberated) and the machines which intensify his cognitive 

dissonance (the vacuum cleaner and the bus) is a gendered one; in a 

                                                           
6 Mark Seltzer, Serial Killers: Life and Death in America’s Wound Culture (New York: 

Routledge, 1998), p.69. 
7 Hughes, p.1. 
8 Ibid., p.114. 
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sense, these domestic innovations are no less revolutionary than the 

military aircraft he is so captivated by. By the end of the war, 

appliances like the home refrigerator and the automatic washing 

machine, in conjunction with the wider availability of public transport, 

had allowed American women to reconfigure their role in the broader 

social sphere – ‘women’s work’ was no longer a necessary impediment 

to a life (and even a career) outside the home9. During an encounter 

with the Jepsons, a married couple who Sylvia and Brub have 

befriended, Dix likens Maude to “a stupid little talking machine.”10 This 

comparison underscores his profound aversion to the machinery which 

had blurred the distinction between private and public spheres and 

extended the parameters of female orality. Dix uses his personal 

automobility and the machinery of the car as a safeguard against these 

women and the danger they pose – over the course of the novel, he 

invites only three women into his car: Sylvia, who he does not see as a 

threat; Laurel, who (he believes) is thoroughly beguiled by his façade, 

and Mildred Atkinson, who he intends to destroy.  

     The car is a space he can control, in which the power dynamics of 

interpersonal relations are heavily weighted in Dix’s favour, distinctly 

unlike the crowded streets or the city bus, which is usually infested 

with the kind of plain women who incite his fury. He repeatedly 

emphasizes the seclusion of the private garage in which he stores the 

car – this has practical advantages, in that it allows him to come and go 

unseen, while further compounding the distinction between the 

indiscriminate mobility of public transport in the urban space 

(frequently used by women going about business Dix dismisses as 

worthless) and the personal automobility enjoyed by Dix. The car and 

                                                           
9 While women were encouraged, in the years following the war, to re-embrace 

domesticity and emotional labour (usually via motherhood), many continued to pursue 

employment outside the home; research conducted by the Women’s Bureau of the 

Department of Labour in 1946 indicated that 75% of women employed during wartime 

expected to continue working afterwards, and although unmarried or widowed women 

made up a significant percentage of the numbers working purely to support themselves, 

57% of married women surveyed expressed a desire to continue earning an independent 

wage (Rosalyn Baxandall, Linda Gordon, and Susan Reverby [ed.], America's Working 

Women: A Documentary History, 1600 to the Present (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), 

p.263. 
10 Hughes, p.49. 
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the homicidal impulses associated with it may be hidden at will and so 

his driving becomes a somewhat furtive endeavour, the interior of the 

car a space in which his insanity is both confined and nourished. In a 

behavioural pattern which calls to mind the Baudrillardian concept of 

hyper-reality (the process by which simulated reality begins to 

supplant the material reality of the subject’s surroundings, resulting in 

an existential dissonance of sorts, as the subject struggles to discern 

‘real’ from ‘hyperreal’), Dix seems to regard the external urban space as 

capricious or ephemeral, simultaneously violable and violating, a 

panorama of turmoil in which “the only profound pleasure [is] keeping 

on the move.”11 Having been confronted with the memory of Brucie’s 

murder, he retreats to the safety of the car and immerses himself in 

psychopathic contemplation: He drove away not knowing where he 

was going or why. Only to get away. He did not know how far he 

drove or how long… with his fingers clenching the wheel and the 

waves crashing in his ears. He didn’t once stop the car. He drove until 

emotional exhaustion left him empty as a gourd. Until no tears, no rage, 

no pity had meaning for him.12 

 When Brub and Lochner, the Captain of the police force, 

accompany Dix to a crime scene in his car, he derives perverse 

enjoyment from the threat of discovery; their proximity to his madness 

excites him; the fact that they are in his car gives him a vicious thrill. 

When he learns about the possibility of trace evidence, he begins to 

fixate on the possibility that his tire tracks may implicate him: “a quick 

shot of thought jabbed him. The tires. They were good tires, no patches, 

no distinguishing marks. Only somewhere in the back of his mind, he 

remembered that all tires had distinguishing marks, like fingerprints.”13 

Ironically, his refusal to avail of public transport and become part of the 

“slow-moving mass” proves his downfall; fingerprints and stray hairs 

from the dead girls are detected in the interior of the car and used to 

condemn him.   

     Just as his wartime aircraft allowed him to transcend the heaving 

mass of humanity; the car, according to Shelby Smoak, “offers privacy 

                                                           
11 Jean Baudrillard, America (New York: Verso, 1988), p.53. 
12 Hughes, p.113. 
13 Ibid., p.43. 
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to its occupants at the same time that they are “in” public such as open 

highways, city streets, parking lots, parks and the like.”14 This privacy 

also evokes the potential for a clandestine sexual encounter: “from the 

safe interior of the car, fictional characters are allowed to commit illicit 

acts with the car functioning as a protective shield or alibi; the car 

becomes a private safety zone existing outside public law… the 

automobile becomes [a motif for] illicit sex.”15 Dix’s sexual 

transgressions take place in and around this zone of privacy; the drive-

in diner he frequents is a mediated space, which allows him to scope 

out potential victims from within the car. Brub, while reflecting on the 

movements of the killer, unconsciously vocalizes the practical and 

psychological advantages of this method of selective predation: “That’s 

the point of a drive-in. You don’t have to get out of your car.”16  

     Significantly, Dix is reluctant to take Laurel to the drive-in; he is 

aware, on some level, that the conflicting spatial and sexual 

relationships which propel his psychosis are dependent on a hierarchy 

which is gender- and class-based; the type of women he chooses to 

victimize in the urban domain are usually working class, un-

glamourous girls for whom eating alone at a drive-in diner is 

customary. Laurel, from his perspective, exists on a separate plain: 

“‘save your money.’ She yawned. ‘You can take me to a drive-in 

tonight.’ She was still yawning. He stopped short. Slowly he turned to 

look at her. ‘I won’t take you to a drive-in.’ He stated it flatly… ‘We’re 

not going up to the drive-in!’ He didn’t mean to shout. It came out in 

spite of himself.”17 The idea of Laurel transgressing the constructed 

social norms which govern his troubled existence serves only to 

intensify his emotional discord. 

     Ironically, the social and sexual power wielded by Dix throughout 

the novel is illusory – he lives off the charity of a taciturn uncle and 

expressly refuses to work. Having succeeded at Princeton by toadying 

for his wealthier peers, he philosophises that “latching on to boys with 

                                                           
14 Shelby Smoak, ‘Tails, Gunfights and Murder: The Role of the Automobile in the Noir 

Fiction of James M. Cain and Raymond Chandler’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 29.2, 

(2011), 40-46, p.41. 
15 Ibid., p.41. 
16 Hughes, p.47. 
17 Ibid.,p.121. 
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money [was wise]… they really were stinkers; Mel Terriss was a good 

example of the breed. But they had money… as long as you toadied, 

you had a pretty good life.”18  The borrowed finery of Mel Terriss 

(including his clothes, which Dix has tailored to fit) allows him to 

maintain the lifestyle he thinks he deserves. For all that Dix enjoys 

criticizing the cruel excesses of the American bourgeoisie, his ultimate 

ambition is to become one of them; Mel’s money allows him to 

appropriate a version of middle-class masculinity which (he believes) 

will compensate for his humble roots and bolster his rapidly 

fragmenting sense of self. Certain signifiers of normative male identity 

(often overlaid with class identity) had become increasingly prevalent 

in the years following the war, with the lingering memory of the 

conflict giving rise to a certain ambiguity of purpose, according to Mike 

Chopra-Gant: “military service provided men with a clear sense of 

identity, but the corollary of the certainties provided by military life 

was increased uncertainty about the meaning of masculinity as these 

ex-servicemen began to move into a postwar civilian world in which 

the sureties of the military milieu no longer held sway.”19  

     The role of solider arguably encapsulated a necessary 

performativity, an adaption of a specific moral code, conformity to 

which was marked by the uniform. This particular brand of performed 

masculinity quickly became outmoded in the years following the war; 

the return to civilian life often involved a period of readjustment and 

reconstruction of identity, which many found difficult. The 

reconfiguration of the American landscape and the rise of “car culture” 

had given way to a drastically altered social context in which the 

emphasis on personal freedom triggered a wave of ontological 

uncertainty (this confusion was initially countered with an impetus 

towards “traditional family values” and conventional gender roles). 

According to Megan Abbott, the marginal white male in the years 

following the war was a troubling signifier: “loners like [Dix]… how 

can one be sure of them? Who are these men who are not fathers, not 

                                                           
18 Ibid.,p.104. 
19 Mike Chopra-Gant, Hollywood Genres and Post-War America: Masculinity, Family and 

Nation in Popular Movies and Film Noir (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), p.96. 
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husbands, not domestic patriarchs, and not company men? [They] 

occupy an increasingly uncomfortable position in post-war America 

with its compulsory models of appropriate masculine function.”20  

     Dix responds to this uncertainty with a cathartic re-enactment of his 

military identity; his attempt at relocating these experiences on the 

streets of Los Angeles (the potency of flying replaced with 

automobility) involves an elimination of the autonomous female subject 

whose increased visibility disturbs the equilibrium of this performed 

masculinity. The narrative perspective chosen by Hughes is that of 

third-person limited omniscience; the reader is privy not only to Dix’s 

thoughts and anxieties but to his (often warped) perception of others – 

it is only when he is confronted by Sylvia, Brub and the captain of the 

police at the climax of the novel that the echo chamber of his egomania 

begins to collapse.  

     Sylvia is revealed to have been nursing suspicions against him for 

some time. Dix’s furious desire to maintain control over his 

environment is reflected in his narrative wrangling; the reader is left 

with little choice but to invest in his version of events, even as he 

unconsciously begins to mimic the narrative patter of hard-boiled 

heroes like Philip Marlowe in his attempt to reinforce his perception of 

himself as a man under siege in a dangerously liminal urban milieu. 

This selective interpretation of events, couched in Dix’s fractionally 

omniscient narration, serves to lull the reader into a false sense of 

certainty with regard to the sequence of events; the narrative is so 

entrenched in his psychosis that the schism between experiences as he 

interprets them and events ‘as they are’ proves difficult to overcome.  

     He professes his intention to write a detective novel; this both serves 

as his cover story and analogises his desire to shape and contain the 

topography of his story. He confides to Brub that he uses the typewriter 

on a daily basis. Like the automobile and the plane, this is a technology 

which allows him to redevelop the paradigms of his own masculinity 

and selectively engage with reality. Although his detective novel is a 

fabrication, he uses the typewriter to communicate with the miserly 

Uncle Fergus, often playing on his status as an ex-serviceman to garner 

                                                           
20 Megan Abbott, The Street Was Mine: White Masculinity and Urban Space in Hardboiled 

Fiction and Film Noir (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), p.74. 
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sympathy and money – the ease with which he invokes the latent 

trauma of the war is further indicative of a regressive yearning to be 

perceived in relation to a specific type of masculinity, one grounded in 

the working-class tradition but tempered with a pathological elitism; 

what Christopher Breu describes as “an expression of residual 

solidarity with the nineteenth-century working-class ideal of the 

autonomous artisan-labourer [and] a fully pathological version of 

American individualism, one that repudiated connection and 

community at every turn.”21  

     As Dix reminds us at every turn, he doesn’t want to work – the 

egalitarianism of his wartime experience ironically serves only to 

exacerbate his impotent craving to belong to the social circle of people 

like Mel Terriss. His psychotic frustration with the postwar landscape 

of Los Angeles and the conflicting class dynamics embodied within it is 

expressed through his violence against women like Mildred Atkinson. 

Dix is not a writer, but he imbues his acts of brutality with a kind of 

twisted authorial power – the public unmaking of these troublesome 

women is an attempt to reorder the narrative space and to inscribe his 

confusion and fury onto the cityscape.  

     In his narrative, Laurel is not the concerned friend of Mel Terriss 

(and survivor of an unhappy marriage), but “a girl who could set him 

jumping… her mouth was too heavy with lipstick, a copper-red mouth, 

a sultry mouth painted to call attention to its premise… she wasn’t 

beautiful, her face was too narrow for beauty, but she was dynamite.”22 

His narrow conceptualisation of her as a femme fatale character gives 

the lie to his willfully myopic interpretation of events: Laurel 

consistently voices her worries about Mel’s disappearance to no avail; 

when she fails to adhere to the romantic trajectory Dix has envisioned, 

he begins to spitefully reflect on her imagined persona: “he’d known 

what she was the first time he’d looked at her. Known he couldn’t trust 

her, known she was a bitchy dame, cruel as her eyes and her taloned 

nails. Cruel as her cat body and her sullen tongue.”23  

                                                           
21 Christopher Breu, Hard-Boiled Masculinities (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 

2005), p.2. 
22 Hughes, p.25. 
23 Ibid., p.149. 
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     His misreading of Laurel and Sylvia is informed, in part, by the 

residual discourse of wartime propaganda; he perceives both women as 

cagey and slightly hostile, infused with feline energy. Popular images 

of women disseminated during the war (usually via propaganda 

posters) had underscored the potential danger of female sexual 

autonomy and vocality; slogans like ‘Loose Women May be Loaded 

With Disease’ and ‘Her Careless Talk Costs Lives’ played on the threat 

of female disloyalty and dishonesty, while campaigns aimed at 

recruiting working-class women to pursue manual labour as part of the 

war effort emphasized the need for patriotic solidarity and the 

interdependence between the (primarily female) domestic workforce 

and the armed forces (a number of posters exhorted women to ‘Do The 

Job HE Left Behind’, reminding them that ‘The More WOMEN at Work 

the Sooner We WIN!’). The pervasive distribution of such images in 

conjunction with the gradually evolving political status of American 

women reinforced the anxieties of men like Dix: such conflicted 

propaganda had pushed women to move beyond the home even as it 

stressed the necessity of gender hegemony: “the notion that women 

had a right to be treated as individuals or to compete equally for 

positions of power ran counter to the major goal of war propaganda, 

which was to discourage individualistic, self-interested attitudes in 

order to produce a collective spirit of self-sacrifice on the home front.”24  

     Much of Dix’s aggravation seems rooted in this dogmatic bipolarity 

– the ‘cheats and whores’ for whom he feels such profoundly violent 

distaste are emblematic of a burgeoning cultural shift; the gendered 

social status of these women had been re-examined and modified 

during the war, and so an abrupt re-drawing of the borders of 

homogenous womanhood was necessary in order to offset the 

likelihood of further societal upheaval afterwards. The political process 

of putting these women ‘back in their place’ (achieved via a renewed 

emphasis on the virtues of domesticity and suburban living in popular 

culture, according to Joanne Meyerowitz: “television moms projected 

images of fulfilled and fulfilling white motherhood onto recently 

acquired screens across the country, and these representations of 

                                                           
24 Maureen Honey, Creating Rosie the Riveter: Class, Gender and Propaganda During World 

War II (Massachusetts: University of Massachusetts Press, 1984), p.6. 
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motherhood frequently prevailed despite increases in women’s labour 

force participation.”25) is obscenely emulated by Dix, whose 

degradation of these women is also a repositioning of sorts – his sadism 

reduces them to tawdry, meaningless victimhood and initiates the 

tabloid erasure of their narratives; one of his early victims is explicitly 

referred to as “a girl that didn’t matter.”26 Stripped of the nominal 

authority she may have acquired during the war, this type of woman is 

violently relegated to marginality in service of Dix’s need to feel “safe”. 

The recoding of public and private space is described by Christopher 

Breu as “an ideological privatization of femininity… the streets were 

rendered safe again for (because they were symbolically, and at times 

literally, emptied of everyone but) right-thinking white men.”27          

     Much of Dix’s violent behaviour is glossed over in his narrative; this 

serves to emphasise both the psychological disjunction at the heart of 

the novel and the disturbing ubiquity of the casual misogyny 

underpinning such violence – the reader is privileged with a degree of 

intimacy which throws into sharp relief the quieter, less explicit 

instances of offhand cruelty. Newspaper reports on Dix’s victims are 

interchangeably punctuated with his personal musings on the girls; his 

reflection that being raped and murdered is possibly the most 

interesting thing to have happened to these women is implicitly 

validated by the other male characters, who are so inured to the subtle 

hostility of gendered public discourse that they fail to recognize the 

homicidal turn which Dix’s rage has taken.  The relationship between 

casual misogyny and femicide has been explored by activist Joan Smith, 

who has argued that “only a culture which nurtured and encouraged a 

deep-seated hatred of women could produce a mass killer of [this] type, 

and when it did, it was hardly to be wondered at that its agents were 

unable to distinguish him from the mass of its products. The 

discrimination and denigration and violence that women suffer are no 

historical accident but linked manifestations of this hatred; [we] inhabit 

                                                           
25 Joanne Meyerowitz, Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-

1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), p.264. 
26 Hughes, p.142. 
27 Breu, ‘Radical Noir: Negativity, Misogyny and the Critique of Privatization in Dorothy 

Hughes’ In a Lonely Place’, p.202. 
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a culture which is not simply sexist but occasionally lethal for women.”28 

Dix seems to take particular pleasure in victimizing working women, 

many of whom he encounters on a day-to-day basis; as mentioned 

above, the war had necessitated a mobilization of female labourers and 

subsequently destabilized the gendered demarcation between public 

and private spheres. 

     The maid who cleans Dix’s apartment provokes his disgust with a 

frequency which indicates an obsessive anxiety with regard to this 

newly autonomous female workforce29: “the maid was a shapeless sack 

with heavy feet… He didn’t know the maid’s name; he wouldn’t have 

recognized her on the street.”30 The murderous rage with which he 

confronts these women (usually as they are engaging in work, 

returning from work or otherwise inhabiting the urban space in ways 

which make Dix feel threatened) is frequently mediated in terms of 

their mobility. If they are moving, it must be on his preferred terms; on 

two occasions, he is given the choice to drive or be driven by Sylvia and 

Laurel, respectively, and on both occasions chooses to be driver rather 

than passenger. Their acquiescence to his powerful desire to control 

their mobility means neither woman is ultimately targeted by Dix’s 

self-righteously violent misogyny. William Brevda notes that the 

character consistently fixates on seeing and being seen; at one point, he 

observes Sylvia watching him with “a look behind the look.”31 Brevda 

reads this fascination with visual perception as a dramatization of 

Sartre’s confrontation with the Other via the arresting gaze. His 

phenomenological confrontation with the Other revolves around his 

desire to transcend subjectivity and “capture the freedom of the 

                                                           
28 Joan Smith, Misogynies (London: Faber & Faber, 1990), p.14. 
29 Hughes’ choice of name rather ironically prefigures this anxiety: Dix ‘Steele’ is 

affronted by the gendered redistribution of labour which had been primarily driven by 

military production and the flourishing steel industry. According to Maureen Honey, 

“10.6 percent of [female factory workers] were engaged in steel production.” (Breu,Ibid., 

p.21.).      
30 Hughes, p.19. 
31 Ibid., p.37. 
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victim.”32 Perhaps his obsession with female mobility is a consequence 

of this ontological power struggle – his “lonely place” a product of the 

unending struggle to avoid the captivity of the female gaze.     

     In conclusion, Hughes’ novel offers an insightful exploration of the 

postwar urban space and the troubled negotiation between gendered 

public and private spheres. The omnipresent emblem of the American 

automobile is imbued with a compelling subversiveness which 

complicates interpretation of the public/private divide at the heart of 

the novel. Dix’s problematic relationship with his own masculinity 

infuses the narrative with a disturbed self-awareness which renders it 

progressive and existentially complex. The ideological anxiety at the 

core of In a Lonely Place reflects an urban landscape frequently at odds 

with its own rapid advancement; this discordant milieu and the 

emergent technology which sustains it provide a symbolic lens through 

which Hughes explores the concept of embattled postwar masculinity.    
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Lesbian Women’s Experience of Intimate Partner Abuse: A 

Phenomenological Inquiry 
by  

Lynne Cahill1 

Abstract 

Evidence based Irish research examining the experience of female same 

sex intimate partner abuse (IPA) is nascent. Previous research, policy, 

and practice concerning IPA has tended to focus on heterosexual 

women who are victimised by male partners, family members, or other 

men.  This exploratory study was designed to uncover the non-

heterosexual female experience of IPA with a female partner. The study 

is the first qualitative exploration of female same sex IPA to be 

conducted in Ireland. Situated within an interpretive phenomenological 

perspective, the research draws on qualitative data generated by semi-

structured, in-depth interviews with nine women who self-identified as 

having experienced intimate partner abuse in a previous same sex 

relationship. Emerging research findings indicate participants 

experienced diverse forms of abusive behaviour from their female 

partners, including emotional, physical, identity, sexual, financial, and 

post-separation abuse. Findings generated from the research process 

will be used to make recommendations in terms of developing good 

practice.  

 

Keywords 

intimate partner abuse, lesbian, interpretative phenomenological 

analysis, Ireland 

 

Introduction 

Intimate partner abuse (IPA) is a phenomenon that pervades societies 

worldwide.2 Since the 1960s, IPA in heterosexual relationships has been 

the focus of scholarship throughout the Western world. Extensive 

research and practice generated primarily by feminist scholars and 

                                                           
1 Correspondence: Lynne Cahill, Trinity College Dublin, School of Social Work 

& Social Policy, Dublin 2, Ireland. Email: cahillly@tcd.ie  Lynne Cahill MSc, B.A. 
2 E G Krug et al., ‘Wold Report on Violence and Health’ (Geneva, Switzerland: World 

Health Organisation, 2002). 
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researchers has focussed on male perpetrators of violence in 

heterosexual relationships.3 The issue of IPA in lesbian relationships 

has a relatively recent history, and remains significantly under 

researched.4 While the international research community have made 

inroads to understand same sex IPA most notably in Australia, Canada, 

the UK and the US, the Irish research evidence base examining this 

issue is nascent.5 

 Like their Western counterparts, during the 1970s, Irish 

women’s groups coalesced to agitate for legal reforms in areas of 

domestic and sexual violence.6 Anti-rape and anti-violence concerns 

acted as a major mobilising force for Irish women of the period.7 

Traditionally conceptualised as domestic violence, the phenomenon 

was framed in a heterosexual paradigm where such terms as battered 

women, battered wives and the battered women’s movement framed 

the social problem.8 Consequently, IPA research, policy, and practice in 

                                                           
3 J Archer, ‘Sex Differences in Physically Aggressive Acts between Heterosexual Partners: 

A Meta-Analysis Review’, Aggression and Violent Behaviour 7 (2002): 313–51. 
4 K Lobel, ed., ‘Lesbian Battering: An Examination’, in Naming the Violence: Speaking out 

about Lesbian Battering (Seattle, WA: The Seal Press, 1986), 173–89. Heidi S. Kulkin et al., 

‘A Review of Research on Violence in Same-Gender Couples: A Resource for Clinicians’, 

Journal of Homosexuality 53, no. 4 (2007): 71–87; Carolyn M. West, ‘Lesbian Intimate 

Partner Violence’, Journal of Lesbian Studies 6, no. 1 (1 January 2002): 121–27, 

doi:10.1300/J155v06n01_11; L. K. Burke and D. R. Follingstad, ‘Violence in Lesbian and 

Gay Relationships: Theory, Prevalence, and Correlational Factors’, Clinical Psychology 

Review 19, no. 5 (August 1999): 487–512. 
5 Jude Irwin, ‘(Dis)counted Stories Domestic Violence and Lesbians’, Qualitative Social 

Work 7, no. 2 (1 June 2008): 199–215, doi:10.1177/1473325008089630; Janice Ristock, No 

More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships (New York: Routledge, 2002); Catherine 

Donovan and Marianne Hester, Domestic Violence and Sexuality: What’s Love Got to Do with 

It (University of Bristol: policy Press, 2014); Lori B. Girshick, Woman-To-Woman Sexual 

Violence: Does She Call It Rape? (Boston: Northeastern University Pres, 2002). 
6 Women’s organisations included, the National Commission on the Status of Women, the 

Irish Women’s Liberation Movement (IWLM), Irish Women United (IWU), Women’s Aid 

and the Rape Crisis Centre. 
7 Smyth, A, ‘The Contemporary Women’s Movement in the Republic of Ireland’, Women’s 

Studies International Forum 11, no. 4 (1988): 331–41. 
8Intimate partner abuse is the chosen operational definition for the current thesis as it 

allows for a more inclusive investigation of the varied forms of abuse that can be 

experienced including online abuse, and further, moves the analysis away from more 

traditional research approaches that would have utilised the term domestic violence 

within a heterosexual relationship context.  
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Ireland has developed with a primary focus on heterosexual women 

victimised by male partners, family members, or other men.9 Although 

other women experiencing abuse in their relationships were not 

specifically excluded, and even though lesbian women were active 

participants in the advancement of domestic and sexual violence 

services in Ireland, the domestic violence services were, and continue to 

be, targeted almost exclusively at heterosexual women.10 Lesbian 

women are one group who continue to be marginalised in the provision 

of domestic violence services in Ireland.11 

 There is a dearth of knowledge pertaining to the lesbian 

experience of IPA and this group of women’s engagement with formal 

supports. An unpublished report conducted in 2013 provides some 

insight into the level of services used by lesbian and bisexual women 

experiencing IPA.12 Using an on-line survey instrument, Miner 

contacted domestic violence (39), and sexual violence services (18), and 

LGBT (14) organisations across the Republic of Ireland to assess lesbian 

and bisexual women’s engagement with services over a three-year 

period. The number of women engaged with an individual programme 

due to IPA from a female partner was minimal – less than two per year. 

However, a different picture emerged across Dublin-based services. 

One refuge provided services to 11 lesbian and bisexual women in 

                                                           
9 Patricia Kelleher and Monica O’Connor, ‘Making the Links:  Towards an Integrated 

Strategy for the Elimination of Violence against Women in Intimate Relationships with 

Men’, Briefing paper (Dublin: Women’s Aid, 1995), Ireland Office of the Tánaiste, ‘Report 

of the Task Force on Violence Against Women’, Full Report (Dublin: Office of the 

Tánaiste, April 1997). 
10 Susan McKay, Without Fear: 25 Years of the Dublin Rape Crisis Centre (Dublin: New 

Island, 2005). Crone, Joni, ‘Lesbian Feminism in Ireland’, Women’s Studies International 

Forum 11, no. 4 (1988): 343–47; Smyth, A, ‘The Contemporary Women’s Movement in the 

Republic of Ireland’. 
11 Women’s Aid is a leading national organisation that has been active in Ireland to stop 

domestic violence against women since 1974. Despite over forty years of providing 

services and supports in the domestic violence sector, Women’s Aid does not include the 

female same sex experience of domestic violence in their training and awareness 

modules, “we don’t cover the female same sex experience in our training”. Email from 

the training manager at Women’s Aid, to Lynne Cahill, (August 3rd, 2016) (on file with 

author). 
12 Susan Miner, ‘Intimate Partner Violence: Services in Ireland for Lesbian & Bisexual 

Women’, Unpublished (Cork: LINC, August 2013). 
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2012. The report found evidence of a preference for Helpline type 

support, with one Helpline service receiving approximately 140 calls 

relating to same sex IPA from women in 2011.13 Similarly, the LGBT 

Helpline, a national support service,  found callers experience of 

violence included incidents of IPA alongside disclosures of 

homophobic and transphobic abuse.14 The support and information 

sought by callers in response to a violent experience included the 

opportunity to discuss the impact of the abuse, to consider personal 

safety measures and to get information on IPA services.15 The most 

frequently sought information was in relation to LGBT-friendly 

counsellors and psychotherapists. Regarding sexual violence, all Rape 

Crisis Centres (RCC) provided services to lesbian and bisexual women, 

however, only one RCC supported a lesbian woman who had 

experienced sexual violence from a female partner.16 A preference for 

counselling and therapy type support by LGBT people is well 

established in the literature on same sex IPA.17 

 The present research is intended as a first step toward an 

understanding of the experience of intimate partner abuse for women 

in same sex relationships. The overall aim of this qualitative study is to 

develop a theoretical body of knowledge to explain the participants 

experience of IPA and their help seeking strategies in response to 

abusive behaviour. However, the focus of this paper discusses a 

preliminary finding to emerge from the accounts of participants, 

namely, the finding that lesbian women are experiencing diverse forms 

of abusive behaviours including emotional, physical, financial, identity, 

sexual and post-separation abuse. 

                                                           
13 Representing 2% of the total number of calls. 
14 Violence, including homophobic and transphobic bullying and abuse represents 4 per 

cent of support calls. LGBT Helpline (2015).  Annual Report 
15 LGBT Helpline (2015).  Annual Report 
16 Miner, ‘Intimate Partner Violence: Services in Ireland for Lesbian & Bisexual Women’. 
17 Donovan and Hester, Domestic Violence and Sexuality: What’s Love Got to Do with It; 

Catherine Donovan, Rebecca Barnes, and Catherine Nixon, ‘The Coral Project: Exploring 

Abusive Behaviours in Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual And/Or Transgender Relationships’, 

Interim Report (University of Sunderland and University of Leicester: Funded by the 

Economic and Social Research Council, September 2014). 
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 Following this introduction section, section two will look at the 

existing literature examining lesbian intimate partner abuse. Section 

three provides a description of the methodology, and section four 

presents the emergent findings. Section five concludes this paper. 

 

Intimate part abuse in lesbian relationships: What does the literature 

say? 

In comparison to a large body of literature examining heterosexual 

women’s experience of IPA from male partners, the study of IPA 

occurring in same sex relationships has been described as limited, with 

a significant lack of scholarly inquiries assessing IPA within LGBT 

populations.18 Having said that, there is a growing body of literature 

that recognises the female same sex experience of intimate partner 

abuse.19  Research concerned with lesbian IPA began to gain traction 

from the mid-to-late 1980s.20 There is no statistical agreement regarding 

the prevalence of IPA in lesbian relationships. Some estimates indicate 

that lesbian IPA is comparable to the rates of heterosexual IPA. 

Previous studies have found the victimisation rate at between 9.6 % and 

73.4%, and the perpetration rate between 17% and 75%.21 However, 

empirical reviews estimate a range of between 20% and 50%.22 The 

                                                           
18 Kulkin et al., ‘A Review of Research on Violence in Same-Gender Couples’; West, 

‘Lesbian Intimate Partner Violence’; Burke and Follingstad, ‘Violence in Lesbian and Gay 

Relationships’. 
19 Lobel, ‘Lesbian Battering: An Examination’; Claire M. Renzetti, Violent Betrayal: Partner 

Abuse in Lesbian Relationships (Newbury Park, Calif: Sage Publications, 1992); Ristock, No 

More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships; Irwin, ‘(Dis)counted Stories Domestic 

Violence and Lesbians’; Rebecca Barnes, ‘“I’m Over It”: Survivor Narratives After 

Woman-to-Woman Partner Abuse’, Partner Abuse 4, no. 3 (2013): 380–98. 
20 Lobel, ‘Lesbian Battering: An Examination’; L Kelly, ‘Unspeakable Acts: Women Who 

Abuse’, Trouble and Strife: The Radical Feminist Magazine 21 (1991): 13–20; Renzetti, Violent 

Betrayal; Ristock, No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships. 
21 Gwat-Yong Lie et al., ‘Lesbians in Currently Aggressive Relationships: How Frequently 

Do They Report Aggressive Past Relationships? (Undetermined)’, Violence & Victims 6, no. 

2 (2 January 1991): 121–35. 

G.A. Telesco, ‘Sex Role Identity and Jealousy as Correlates of Abusive Behaviour in 

Lesbian Relationships’, Journal of Human Behaviour in the Social Environment 8 (2003): 153–

59. 
22 C E Murray et al., ‘Same-Sex Intimate Partner Violence: Dynamics, Social Context, and 

Counselling Implications.’, Journal of LGBT Issues in Counselling 1, no. 4 (2007): 7–30; T W 
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variability of these percentages may be due to the lack of a standard 

definition of IPA across studies, different sampling, and 

methodological characteristics, an over reliance on convenience 

samples, and the measure of time periods to which the violence 

corresponds (e.g., over the lifetime, in the past 12 months, and 6 

months).23 

 Key findings from the literature indicate non-heterosexual 

women are experiencing diverse forms of abuse from female partners 

including physical, emotional, sexual, identity, financial and post-

separation abuse.24 Lesbian women are not disclosing the experience of 

IPA because of fear of adding further stigma to an already marginalised 

community, fear of a homophobic reaction, a lack of trust in formal 

support services, and a perception they will not be believed or their 

claims taken seriously.25 Unlike traditional models of power found in 

heterosexual abusive relationships, more complex configurations of 

power have been found in female same sex relationships.26 For 

example, Janice Ristock’s interviews with one-hundred and two women 

                                                                                                                                
Burke, M L Jordan, and S S Owen, ‘A Cross-National Comparison of Gay and Lesbian 

Domestic Violence’, Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice 18 (2002): 231–56. 
23 Burke and Follingstad, ‘Violence in Lesbian and Gay Relationships’; S C Turrell, ‘A 

Descriptive Analysis of Same Sex Relationship Violence for a Diverse Sample’, Journal of 

Family Violence 15, no. 3 (2000): 281–93; Laura Badenes-Ribera et al., ‘Intimate Partner 

Violence in Self-Identified Lesbians: A Systematic Review of Its Prevalence and 

Correlates’, Trauma, Violence & Abuse, 27 May 2015, doi:10.1177/1524838015584363. 
24 Ristock, No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships; Girshick, Woman-To-Woman 

Sexual Violence: Does She Call It Rape? Renzetti, Violent Betrayal; Catherine Donovan and 

Marianne Hester, ‘“Because She Was My First Girlfriend, I Didn’t Know Any Different”: 

Making the Case for Mainstreaming Same‐sex Sex/Relationship Education’, Sex Education 

8, no. 3 (August 2008): 277–87, doi:10.1080/14681810802218155. 
25 Pam Elliot, ‘Shattering Illusions’: Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services 4, no. 1 (16 May 

1996): 1–8, doi:10.1300/J041v04n01_01. Joan McClennen, ‘Domestic Violence between 

Same-Gender Partners: Recent Findings and Future Research’, Journal of Interpersonal 

Violence 20 (2005): 149–54. Catherine Donovan and Marianne Hester, ‘Seeking Help from 

the Enemy: Help-Seeking Strategies of Those in Same-Sex Relationships Who Have 

Experienced Domestic Abuse’, Child and Family Law Quarterly 23 (2011): 26. 
26 Ristock, L., ‘Exploring Dynamics of Abusive Lesbian Relationships: Preliminary 

Analysis of a Multisite, Qualitative Study’, American Journal of Community Psychology 31, 

no. 3/4 (2003): 329–41; Irwin, ‘(Dis)counted Stories Domestic Violence and Lesbians’; 

Donovan, Barnes, and Nixon, ‘The Coral Project: Exploring Abusive Behaviours in 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual And/Or Transgender Relationships’. 
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found that, “In their accounts, power is not something that resides fully 

in one person (the abuser) but is instead relational”.27 Like the 

heterosexual experience of intimate partner abuse, first relationships 

create opportunity for abuse, differences occur with access and 

availability of appropriate support services.28 

 Non-heterosexual people tend not to report to mainstream 

support services, instead opting for more informal/privatised sources of 

support.29  Findings from the first UK national study comparing love 

and violence in same sex and heterosexual relationships sheds some 

light on the reasons for the use of informal rather than formal support 

options. The study found that the dominant approach to understanding 

IPA is based on a heterosexual model, whereby the violence is 

understood as being perpetrated by a physically bigger and stronger 

male partner against a smaller and weaker female. The authors argue 

the impact of this understanding results in victims of same sex IPA not 

recognising their experiences as such, and thus, not reporting to police 

and other formal supports for help.30 In addition, respondents reported 

that the police were perceived to be an unsafe or an unreliable source of 

help due to a lack of awareness about same sex IPA. The study also 

found evidence of a respondent perception that they would receive an 

unsympathetic response because of heterosexism.31 In a similar vein, an 

unpublished Irish report indicates heteronormative assumptions 

prevent non-heterosexual women from accessing support.32  There is 

also evidence in the Irish research context that LGBT individuals have 

been assumed heterosexual in the health services sector.33 Overall, 

                                                           
27 Ristock, No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships, 73. 
28 Ristock, L., ‘Exploring Dynamics of Abusive Lesbian Relationships: Preliminary 

Analysis of a Multisite, Qualitative Study’. Burke and Follingstad, ‘Violence in Lesbian 

and Gay Relationships’. 
29 Donovan, Barnes, and Nixon, ‘The Coral Project: Exploring Abusive Behaviours in 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual And/Or Transgender Relationships’. 
30 Donovan and Hester, ‘Seeking Help from the Enemy’. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Miner, ‘Intimate Partner Violence: Services in Ireland for Lesbian & Bisexual Women’. 
33 Maria Gibbons et al., ‘Recognising LGB Sexual Identities in Health Services: The 

Experience of Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual People with Health Services in North West 

Ireland’ (Dublin: Equality Authority, 2008); Edward McCann and Danika Sharek, ‘Survey 
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studies have established that dominant heteronormative 

understandings of IPA impacts upon recognition of behaviour as 

abusive in same sex relationships.34 

 Section three begins with a description of the methodology 

including the inclusion criteria, sampling procedures, recruitment, and 

data analysis. 

 

Methodology 

Inclusion criteria 

The study population belong to a historically marginalised group.35  In 

addition to being part of a sexual minority, participants were recruited 

based on having a previous experience of intimate partner abuse. There 

would be a certain degree of vulnerability associated with those 

experiences. Therefore, the study’s inclusion and exclusion criteria were 

designed to minimise additional harm. Only adult women who were 

no longer involved in an abusive relationship were recruited for 

interview. Like previous same sex IPA research, the criteria for 

inclusion was based on a woman being at a minimum of six months to 

one year removed from an abusive relationship.36 

 Sampling 

Women were eligible to participate in the study if they were over 18 

years of age, identified as lesbian, bisexual or queer, and had 

experience of intimate partner abuse with a female in a previous same 

                                                                                                                                
of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender People’s Experiences of Mental Health 

Services in Ireland’, International Journal of Mental Health Nursing 23, no. 2 (2014): 118–27. 
34 Jude Irwin, ‘Lesbians and Domestic Violence: Stories of Seeking Support’, Women in 

Welfare Education 8, no. 1 (2006): 28–36; Donovan and Hester, ‘Seeking Help from the 

Enemy’. 
35 Paula Mayock et al., ‘Supporting LGBT Lives: A Study of Mental Health and Well-

Being of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender People’, Main report (Dublin: Gay and 

Lesbian Equality Network (GLEN) and BelongTo Youth Service, 2009), 

http://www.glen.ie/attachments/SUPPORTING_LGBT_LIVES_-_Main_Report.pdf; 

Higgins, A. et al., ‘Visible Lives: Identifying the Experiences and Needs of Older Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual and Transgender People in Ireland’, Main report (GLEN, 2011). 
36 Rebecca Barnes, ‘“Suffering in a Silent Vacuum”: Woman-to Woman Partner Abuse as a 

Challenge to the Lesbian Feminist Vision’, Feminism & Psychology 21, no. 2 (2010): 233–39; 

Catherine Donovan et al., ‘Comparing Love and Domestic Violence in Heterosexual and 

Same Sex Relationships, 2005-2006’, UK Data Archive Study Number, (2006 2005), 

http://www.esds.ac.uk/doc/6332/mrdoc/pdf/6332uguide.pdf. 
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sex relationship. Due to the highly sensitive nature of the study, the 

researcher felt it would be inappropriate to ask participants to suggest 

others for interview. Intimate partner abuse is a sensitive topic 

primarily because of the potential threat it poses to the women who 

agree to share their experiences with the researcher, in that, the topic 

has the potential to arouse emotional responses.37 For this reason, the 

primary focus during interviews was on the participant and their 

unique experience of IPA. Participants were not asked if they knew of 

other women with a similar experience as this would create a 

distraction, and pull the narrative away from their personal experience. 

Although snowball sampling has proven popular with sensitive 

research concerning hard- to- reach populations, this was not the case 

in the Irish research context.38  Like previous Irish research, the current 

study found that snowball sampling was not an option.39 One 

participant had never disclosed the abuse occurring in her relationship 

with anyone, apart from the researcher, and most women were not 

aware of others in the same position as themselves. 

 

Recruitment  

A multipronged recruitment strategy was used to promote the study 

and increase the potential to access a hard-to-reach population. This 

approach included a) a Service Providers’ Forum with key stakeholders 

from the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community, 

front line workers from the Domestic and Sexual Violence support 

services, and those from counselling and therapy type professional 

services; b) Community venues sampling was utilised, involving 

convenience and purposive sampling within LGBT community 

organisations;  c) a promotional research poster was designed and 

                                                           
37 K.V. Cowles, ‘Issues in Qualitative Research on Sensitive Topics’, Western Journal of 

Nursing Research 10, no. 2 (1988): 163–79. 
38 Claire M. Renzetti and Raymond M. Lee, eds., Researching Sensitive Topics, Sage Focus 

Editions 152 (Newbury Park, Calif: Sage Publications, 1993). 
39 Susan A. Miner, ‘The Intersectionality of Silences: Parity-Impeding Cultural Norms 

Impacting on Lesbian Partnerships’ (A thesis presented for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy, National University of Ireland, Dublin, 2003). Susan Miner’s (2003) 

unpublished doctoral thesis is the only research in Ireland to exclusively examine the 

phenomenon of lesbian IPA. Miner’s study is predominantly quantitative. 
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advertised within LGBT, domestic and sexual violence services, and 

within office spaces providing counselling and therapy type support 

options.40 The poster was also advertised on LGBT social media 

platforms and within LGBT print media. Finally, d) permission was 

granted by the main administrator of an online Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender and Queer (LGBTQ) social networking club to email over 

one-thousand of their members. 

 Following an expression of interest to engage with the study, 

typically via email, participants were sent an information pack 

outlining specifically what participation entailed. At the initial point of 

contact, the researcher established if the study’s ethical criteria were 

met, firstly, that the potential participant was over 18 years of age, and 

secondly, they were no longer involved in an abusive relationship.41 If 

the study’s ethical criteria was met, and women indicated that they 

wanted to proceed after reading the information leaflet, attempts were 

then made to negotiate a convenient time to meet for interview.  

 

Recruitment limitations 

There are problems inherent with this style of recruitment. The most 

serious weakness being the limitations on the generalisability of 

findings. The current study’s recruitment strategy targeted 

organisations that provide services to the LGBT community. 

Consequently, participants may differ in significant ways from 

individuals who do not participate, in that they may be better 

integrated into an LGBT community. This would imply the sample may 

be more “out” about their sexual orientation than non-participants.42 

Having said that, the recruitment strategy employed can be viewed as a 

                                                           
40 Sampling in the community has a long history in LGBT research, as researchers used 

contacts in the community to access a population that was otherwise impossible to locate. 

One of the strongest critiques of community venues sampling is that researchers using 

this approach can only reach individuals who are engaged with the LGBT community, 

overlooking individuals who are not ‘out’ in their communities.   
41 Following the initial email correspondence, the researcher arranged a follow up call. 

During this call, the researcher explained the ethical parameters of the study in that, 

participants must be 18 years old and that they should be removed from the abusive 

relationship for a period of six months. 
42 I H Meyer and P A Wilson, ‘Sampling in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations’, 

American Psychological Association 56, no. 1 (2009): 23–31. 
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response to overcoming the problems associated with sampling 

concealed populations.43 

 

Data collection 

Research on a sensitive topic that examines the experiences of people is 

more likely to be undertaken by qualitative methodologies.44 The 

primary concern of the current study is to give voice to women who 

have experienced intimate partner abuse from a female partner. 

Therefore, the core research method employed was the in-depth, semi-

structured interview. In-depth interviews have the potential to yield 

rich, detailed information pertaining to an experience.45 Evidence-based 

Irish research on female same sex IPA could be described as 

embryonic.46  Qualitative research methods are particularly well-suited 

to investigate voices and perspectives of unstudied groups, while 

further enabling the participants to speak using their own terms of 

reference and to explore the contexts, complexities, and trajectories of 

their experiences.47 

 An interpretive phenomenological perspective was chosen as 

the framework for this research. This approach to qualitative data is 

concerned with a detailed analysis of human lived experience. 

Interpretive phenomenological analysis is an approach to qualitative 

research informed by debates and concepts from three key areas of the 

philosophy of knowledge, phenomenology, hermeneutics, and 

ideography.48 Phenomenology is the philosophical approach to the 

                                                           
43 J Faugier and M Sargeant, ‘Sampling Hard to Reach Populations’, Journal of Advanced 

Nursing 26 (1997): 709–97. 
44 Pranee Liamputtong, Researching the Vulnerable: A Guide to Sensitive Research Methods 

(London: SAGE, 2007). 
45 Delbert C. Miller and Neil J. Salkind, Handbook of Research Design and Social 

Measurement, 6th Edition (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc, 2002). 
46 The dearth of knowledge surrounding female same sex IPA is described by the author 

as embryonic following a comprehensive review of the literature examining the female 

same sex experience of intimate partner violence. 
47 R K Schutt, Investigating the Social World: The Process and Practice of Research, 7th ed. 

(University of Massachusetts Boston: SAGE Publications, Inc, 2012); Barnes, ‘“I’m Over 

It”: Survivor Narratives After Woman-to-Woman Partner Abuse’. 
48 Jonathan A. Smith, Paul Flowers, and Michael Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis. Theory, Method, and Research (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2009). 
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study of experience, especially in terms of things that matter to us. 

Hermeneutics is the study of interpretation with a focus on the 

dynamic relationship between the part and the whole e.g. to 

understand any part you must look at the whole, to understand the 

whole you must look at the parts. Ideography is concerned with the 

particular rather than attempting to make claims at a population level.  

A phenomenological analysis is committed to understanding how a 

phenomenon (event, process, or relationship) has been understood 

from the perspective of an individual in a particular context. 

Essentially, it is concerned with how individuals experience, describe, 

interpret, and understand a phenomenon under investigation.49 

 

Data analysis  

Key to an interpretative phenomenological analysis is the provision of 

both a descriptive account of how participants make sense of their 

experiences and an account of the researcher’s interpretation. The 

analysis is a “joint product of the participant and the analyst”.50 To 

achieve a joint production of data, the researcher explored the 

transcripts using three distinct processes with different focuses, i.e. 

descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual exploratory commenting. 

Descriptive comments describe the content of what the participants has 

said. Linguistic comments focus upon exploring the specific use of 

language by the participant, for example tone, degree of fluency 

(articulate or hesitant), laughter, sadness pauses, and repetition.  

Finally, conceptual commenting represents a move away from the 

claims of the participant toward an overarching understanding of the 

issues being discussed. This type of commenting is more difficult for 

the analyst. You can draw on your own experiences, understandings 

and perceptions, and/or professional knowledge to interpret the 

participant’s data.51 

                                                           
49 Mel Duffy, ‘Lesbian Women’s Experience of Coming Out in an Irish Hospital Setting: A 

Hermeneutic Phenomenological Approach’, Sexuality Research and Social Policy 8, no. 4 

(December 2011): 335–47, doi:10.1007/s13178-011-0065-y. 
50 Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Theory, Method, and 

Research, 80. 
51 Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Theory, Method, and 

Research. 
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 Overall, the conduct of analysis involves five distinct phases to 

bring an interview to completion. This typically involves initial note 

taking, exploratory commenting, developing emergent themes, a search 

for connections across themes, and finally the creation of superordinate 

themes.52 Emergent themes identified are utilised to create a 

superordinate theme from the participant’s data. Superordinate themes 

are developed by the process of abstraction or subsumption. 

Abstraction is where the analyst puts like with like and develops a new 

name for a cluster of emergent themes. Subsumption follows the same 

process as abstraction but the emergent theme itself acquires a 

superordinate status.53 It is crucial that the researcher captures what 

was important for the participants in the telling of their experience and 

the themes should reflect both the participant’s words and the 

researcher’s interpretation. Essentially, themes should capture the 

participant’s understanding of their experience.  

 Having outlined the methodological approach applied to the 

research, this paper now moves on to describe the emergent findings 

from the study. Research examining IPA has tended to be over-reliant 

on quantitative methodological approaches that lack detailed and 

contextual information necessary to understand the complexity of the 

phenomenon.54  At the present time, little is known about the personal 

experience of lesbian intimate partner abuse. This study provides an in-

depth insight into the experience of lesbian IPA for nine women. The 

shame and embarrassment associated with being a survivor of IPA 

coupled with being a part of a historically marginalised group creates 

challenges with access to LGBT samples.55 Regardless of the size of the 

sample, it is the voices of survivors of lesbian women that are crucial to 

                                                           
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Melissa Corbally, Judy Hughes, and David Delay, ‘Gender Arguments and 

Paradigmatic Challenges within Intimate Partner Violence Research: A Call for a More 

Inclusive Paradigm of Understanding Regarding Physical Partner Violence Perpetration’, 

Journal of Family Violence 31, no. 8 (2016): 1009–12. 
55 West, ‘Lesbian Intimate Partner Violence’; S S Owen and T W Burke, ‘An Exploration of 

Prevalence of Domestic Violence in Same-Sex Relationships’, Psychological Reports 95 

(2004): 129–32. 
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expanding knowledge of this phenomenon.56 The findings of the 

present study are drawn from the voices of nine survivors of lesbian 

partner abuse. In recognition of the small sample size, it is not claimed 

that these accounts are representative of all women who have 

experienced intimate partner abuse from another female. 

Notwithstanding this limitation, the study’s emergent findings are in 

accord with the findings of previous research as will be demonstrated 

in the discussion section of the paper. 

 

Preliminary findings 

Profile of participants57 

Nine women took part in the study, ranging in age from 31 – 64 years.58 

Eight participants were Irish, one woman was originally from the UK. 

Five participants were living in a rural location, one in a city and the 

remaining three lived in suburban areas. Most women stated they were 

employed, one unemployed and another retired. Five participants 

completed a third level degree, two out of the five completed a 

postgraduate degree including a Masters and a PhD, and four 

completed their leaving certificate.59 In terms of relationship status, four 

were single and not dating, two were in a monogamous relationship, 

and three indicated they were single and dating. Two participants were 

biological parents, one woman had a dependent child. Women ‘came 

out’ about their sexual orientation between the ages of 17 – 48 years.60 

Women experienced their first same sex relationship between the ages 

17 – 34 years.61 For two participants, the abuse occurred in a first same 

sex relationship. The duration of relationships ranged from six months 

to twenty-six years. Four women indicated that they had experienced 

abuse in more than one same sex relationship. Seven women identified 

                                                           
56 G. Giorgio, ‘Speaking Silence: Definitional Dialogues in Abusive Lesbian Relationships’, 

Violence Against Women 8, no. 10 (2002): 1233–59, doi:10.1177/107780102320562709. 
57 The profiles presented represent information that the participants volunteered during 

their interview. 
58 The average age was 49.5 years 
59 The Leaving Certificate Examinations, which is commonly referred to as the Leaving 

Cert is the final examination in the Irish secondary school system. 
60 The average age was 25.5 years. 
61 The average age was 23.8 years. 
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as lesbian, with two identifying as queer. The women who identified as 

queer used the terms lesbian and queer interchangeably. Within the 

following accounts, each participant was given a pseudonym to protect 

their identities.  

 

Types of abuse experienced by the participants 

Table I Main types of abuse reported by participants 

* Items to categorise the different abuse types were informed from 

previous same sex IPA research.62 

Findings from the research suggest that participants experienced 

diverse forms of abuse that include emotional, physical, sexual, 

financial, identity, and post separation abuse. As can be seen from 

Table 1, emotional abuse was stated as the dominant abuse type 

experienced by the nine participants. This form of abuse was typically 

described as a precursor to experiences of physical violence, although 

in some cases, the abuse was reported to begin with a physical assault. 

 As Table 2 illustrates, undermining value as a partner, undermining 

physical appearance, being put down/humiliated, being screamed, and 

shouted at, being blamed for your partners abusive behaviour, and 

threats to physically harm exemplify the nature of the most common 

forms of emotionally abusive tactics experienced by participants.  

 

 

 

                                                           
62 Items to categorise the multiple forms of abuse identified in the current study were 

primarily informed by the COHSAR (Comparing Heterosexual and Same Sex Abuse in 

Relationship) Power and Control Wheel developed Donovan and Hester, Domestic 

Violence and Sexuality: What’s Love Got to Do with It; Items to categorise the experience of 

sexual abuse where informed by Ristock, L., ‘Exploring Dynamics of Abusive Lesbian 

Relationships: Preliminary Analysis of a Multisite, Qualitative Study’. 

Overall abuse experienced by 

participants P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
Emotional yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 9

Physical yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 8

Severe physical yes yes yes yes yes yes 6

Post-separation yes yes yes yes yes 5

Sexual yes yes yes yes 4

Financial yes yes yes yes 4

Identity yes yes yes 3
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Table II Main types of emotional abuse 

 
 

For most participants, verbal abuse such as name calling and the 

constant undermining of their physical appearance were described as 

posing the greatest challenge to their sense of self. Women spoke of the 

long-lasting effects of this type of abuse and the pervasive impact it had 

upon on their lives, as Saoirse explains: 

 “It’s funny the physical abuse I’ve got over, now I have scars and all 

 that but it’s more, like even now what I deal with is the, is the 

 emotional abuse she called do you know. It was just such, such a horr 

 [sic]…a disgusting level” 

The main types of financial abuse reported by participants included 

partners creating debt and partners expecting the participants to 

financially support them in all facets of their lives. Two participants 

spoke of their partners having no financial income over the duration of 

their relationships. Participants also reported having money and 

property stolen, and credit cards and bank accounts used without their 

permission. Two women spoke of losing their homes and were still 

entangled in legal processes to try extricate themselves from previous 

lives with an abusive partner. Table 3 provides an overview of the main 

types of financial abuse identified by the participants. 

Emotional abuse experienced by 

participants P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
undermining value as a partner yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 8

being put down/ humilated yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 7

shouting & screaming yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 7

blamed for partners abusive behaviour yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 7

name calling yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 7

undermining physical appearance yes yes yes yes yes 5

being told what to do yes yes yes yes yes 5

threats to physically harm yes yes yes yes 4

exploiting vulnerabilites yes yes yes yes 4

playing mind games yes yes yes 3

using children yes yes yes 3

disruption of eating patterns yes yes 2

disruption of sleeping patterns yes yes 2

threats to kill yes yes 2

silent treatment yes yes 2

made to feel bad yes yes 2

infidelity to punish yes yes 2

partner threatening suicide yes 1

undermining participants family yes 1

bullied by partner's family yes 1

threats to jepardise participants business yes 1

threat of HIV infection yes 1

undermining her profession yes 1

blamed by partner for not having children yes 1

rearranging home furniture yes 1
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Table III Main types of financial abuse 

 
 

Identity abuse is defined as threatening to out or outing sexuality, birth 

gender, gender identity or HIV status. Undermining their sense of self 

as a lesbian, gay, bisexual man, or women, controlling what she/he 

looks like, clothes she/he wears, threatening to, or withdrawing 

medication, hormones, refusing money for gender transition.63  

 

Table IV Main types of identity abuse 

 
 

Table 4 illustrates the predominant forms of identity abuse reported by 

participants. In the current study, identity abuse manifested in 

relationships where contested identities existed between the couple, 

with the abusive partner controlling the appearance of the participant. 

This form of abuse was reported where the abusive partner identified 

as ‘butch’ and understood the relationship as having a butch/femme 

dynamic.64  However, the participant did not see herself as a femme 

and further, did not identify with any label to describe her sexuality-

                                                           
63 Donovan and Hester, Domestic Violence, and Sexuality: What’s Love Got to Do with It. 
64 During the 1950s and 1960s, the term butch/femme was popularised among lesbians to 

describe their relationships. During this period, butch/femme not only described 

masculine/feminine lesbian couples but also commonly referred to some lesbians' choices 

to adopt traditional masculine or feminine gender roles. See Jodi O’Brien, Encyclopedia of 

Gender and Society, vol. Volume 2 (UK: SAGE publications, Inc., 2009). 

Main types of financial abuse P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
expected to pay for nights out etc yes yes yes 3

creating debt yes yes yes 3

full financial dependency yes yes 2

participant paying all household bills yes yes 2

refusing to take paid employment yes yes 2

unauthorised use of credit card yes yes 2

unauthorised use of bank account yes yes 2

theft of money yes yes 2

theft of property yes yes 2

withholding financial support yes 1

refusing to go to work yes 1

lack of financial resources used to control yes 1

Main types of identity abuse P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
control over appearance yes yes 2

forced to conceal lesbian identity yes 1

outing sexuality yes 1

undermining her sexual identity yes 1
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identity. In such cases, women described being pressured into wearing 

feminine attire and not being allowed to dress in clothes of their own 

choosing. The following quotes from Caoimhe’s interview confirms this 

finding,  

 Caoimhe: she’d been in the army and she was real eh butch, she

 wanted me to dress and look a certain way  

 LC: Ok would you see yourself in that butch/femme role?

 Caoimhe: No, you see I don’t, I don’t identify as anything like that 

 [ok] She was trying to make me something I’m not” 

Another example of identity abuse, Eabha described being forced “back 

into the closet”. This participant expressed the view that she had been 

very much a part and connected to the LGBT community prior to this 

relationship. As a consequence of Eabha’s partner not being ‘out’, she 

stated she was forced to conceal both her and her partner’s sexual 

identity, refrain from taking career developing employment in the 

LGBT community, and remove herself from all LGBT community 

events and activities.   

 Identity abuse also involved being outed against your wishes. 

Aisling described being outed by her ex-partner after the relationship 

ended, she explained:  

 you know there were places where I felt comfortable to be out and 

 there were other [sic] that I didn’t, and in any case, it was my 

 decision, my choice as to when and if I told someone, where she would 

 just take that power away from me and just do it you know and just 

 out me 

For Aisling, the fear of being outed led her to remove herself from 

social activity and engagements. Aisling felt “less connected with the 

lesbian and gay community in Ireland because of that relationship” even 

though her relationship was over for almost ten years at the time of 

interview. 

 The experience of physical abuse was diverse across the nine 

participants, with eight out of nine women recalling their experience of 

being physically assaulted. Table 5 illustrates the comprehensive list of 

physical abuse experienced by participants. The main types of physical 

abuse identified includes being kicked, punched, pushed, and shoved, 

being slapped, and having their hair pulled. 
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Table V Main types of physical abuse 

 
 

Participants described experiencing the violence predominantly in their 

homes but some participants stated they were physically attacked in 

public spaces that included their place of work, on public transport 

(taxi, bus), and at social events. They further asserted that at no point 

did any person intervene to assist women when they were assaulted in 

public. As Aoife recalled: 

 She punched me in the stomach and said, “Fuck you” [on the bus?]

 On the bus and that was probably since I was fifteen, seventeen of

 having an experience of that level of violence. 

For six participants, the physical abuse experienced was categorised as 

severe. As Table 6 indicates, severe physical abuse encompassed being 

hit with a weapon, incurring head injuries, black eyes and bruising to 

the body. Other forms of severe physical abuse identified by 

interviewee’s included suffocation, strangulation, being beaten and 

strangled to the point of unconsciousness, being stabbed, and having 

bones broken.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main type of physical abuse P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
kicked yes yes yes yes yes yes 6

punched yes yes yes yes yes 5

pushed/shoved yes yes yes yes yes 5

slapped yes yes yes 3

hair pulled yes yes yes 3

locked out of home yes yes yes 3

being restrained yes yes 2

kept somewhere against her will yes yes 2

thrown acrosss a room yes yes 2

endangering safety yes yes 2

scrapped yes 1

bitten yes 1
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Table VI Main types of severe physical abuse 

 
 

Two women reported attending their general practitioner (GP) and 

accident and emergency (A&E) departments on two separate occasions 

with the injuries they sustained. Other participants stated they 

remained silent on the nature of their injuries and in one case, the 

woman described how she was accompanied to the hospital by her 

abusive partner. Following a violent physical assault, Caoimhe 

attended an A&E department with broken ribs.  She recalled how a 

nurse encouraged her to report the assault. The following quote 

describes the scene,  

 Then a nurse came into me and asked my friends to wait outside and 

 eh, and the nurse said eh, “Tell us his name, we can help you, you 

 know, you don’t have to deal with this”. And then I was like, “Do I 

 say it’s a woman?” and I thought, “If I say it’s a woman she’s going 

 to judge me”, she’s going to think you know, “Ah it’s only a woman 

 like, she should be able to fight back with a woman”. 

The quote highlights some of the challenges experienced by lesbian 

women when accessing healthcare supports. The nurse assumed that 

Caoimhe was heterosexual. This assumption closed off the opportunity 

for disclosure as Caoimhe was already concerned with receiving an 

unsympathetic response. In this instance, having to disclose your sexual 

orientation as well as the experience of IPA proved too large an obstacle 

for Caoimhe. In addition, the quote draws attention to the dominant 
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heterosexual model that informs both the nurse and Caoimhe’s 

understanding of intimate partner abuse.  

 Participants also recalled how nurses in A&E departments 

encouraged them to disclose the nature of their injuries. However, 

Saoirse chose not to reveal the true nature of her condition,     

 There was one particular nurse she did say to me, “If there’s anything 

 you need to tell us, to tell me now" like they were there to help this 

 one particular nurse. But I just kept on saying "no I fell"  

There was evidence of sexual abuse in the women’s accounts, 

something the participants found extremely difficult to explain and 

describe.  They struggled with a lack of language to explain their 

experience as the quote by Caoimhe highlights. 

 Who is going to believe a woman would rape another woman? I mean 

 how do you explain that? 

This was manifested during the interviews with silences, hesitancy, and 

participants becoming visibly upset.65 However, participants did name 

and recognise this type of abuse as rape. Women reported being 

repeatedly raped by their female partners, being touched in a manner 

that caused distress, being hurt during sexual activity, having their 

requests to stop ignored, and partners re-enacting aspects of a previous 

sexual abuse history.  Table 7 highlights the main types of physical 

sexual abuse. 

 

Table VII Main types of sexual abuse (physical) 

 
Two participants talked about a previous abuse history that included 

being sexually abused as young children by family members, and 

                                                           
65 The challenges with recalling experiences of sexual violence is well established in the 

literature. Survivors find it difficult to talk about, however, the memories are typically 

very vivid, and the emotional impact is severe and long lasting. See Girshick, Woman-To-

Woman Sexual Violence: Does She Call It Rape? 

Main types of sexual abuse 

(physical) P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
touched causing distress yes yes yes 3

rape yes yes 2

hurt during sexual activity yes yes 2

ignoring requests to stop yes yes 2

re-enacting previous sexual abuse 

experience yes yes 2
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experiencing rape by a male in their adult lives.66 Their previous abuse 

history became a part of their abusive experience in their relationship 

with female partners. Participant’s described their female partners re-

enacting aspects of their childhood sexual abuse experience, both 

verbally and physically. This form of sexual abuse was viewed by 

participants as the ultimate act of betrayal, as this next quote by 

Caoimhe explains: 

 “I told her what he’d [childhood abuser] said [pause]. So, when she

 was with me that night she used the exact same words, and I thought,

 you know what and I just started bawling uncontrollably” 

There was also evidence in their narratives of forms of sexual abuse 

which could be described as more emotional than physical. This 

involved sexual coercion, withdrawing sex to punish, being critical of a 

woman’s body and of her lesbian sexuality, rejecting and humiliating 

her immediately after intimacy, and ultimately making her feel sexually 

inadequate. Table 8 draws attention to the main forms of emotional 

sexual abuse disclosed by participants. 

 

Table VIII Main types of sexual abuse (emotional) 

 
 

Post-separation abuse was evident in the women’s accounts. They 

described being isolated from friends and the LGBT community after 

the relationship ended. This occurred because abusive partners told 

others they were the victim in the relationship. Being labelled an abuser 

resulted in some participants removing themselves from the LGBT 

community and losing friends in the process.  

 Other forms of post-separation abuse identified included 

harassing phone calls and texts, ex-partner's calling to their homes 

                                                           
66 One participant recalled being physically and sexually abused by a male and female 

family member. 

Main types of sexual abuse 

(emotional) P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
sexual coercion no yes no yes no no no no no 2

withdrawing sex to punish yes no no no no no no no yes 2

had to ask for sex yes no no no no no no no yes 2

critical of her body no no no no no no no no yes 1

critical of her lesbian sexuality no no no no no no no no yes 1

rejecting to humiliate no no no no no no no no yes 1

made to feel sexually inadequate no no no no no no no no yes 1
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uninvited, stalking, both the participants and their friends being 

physically assaulted, being outed against their wishes, and having 

money and property stolen from their homes after the relationship had 

ended. Table 9 provides an overview of this form of abuse. 

 

Table IX Post-separation abuse 

 
 

Women also reported being subject to online abuse. Examples included 

negative comments being posted on social media via private emails and 

on participants Facebook homepage. Saoirse recalls: 

  she mentioned me on Facebook then, saying that I don’t deserve 

 [daughter] and I’m an embarrassment an all this 

Having reviewed one of the emerging findings from the current study, 

this paper now moves on to the discussion with a specific focus on 

participants experience of emotional abuse and the significance of a 

having previous abuse history on participant understanding of IPA. 

 

Discussion   

The current research findings are consistent with data obtained in 

previous studies, for example, first time relationships creating 

opportunity for abuse, the experience of multiple forms of abuse 

including identity abuse, the assumption of heterosexuality in a health 

care setting, non-disclosure of abuse to a formal authority, a previous 

Main types of post-separation abuse P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total
isolating participant from friends and LGBT 

community yes yes yes yes 4

claiming participant was the abuser yes yes yes 3

physically assaulted participant yes yes 2

perstering phone calls/ texts yes yes 2

verbal abuse yes yes 2

entering participants home without 

permission yes yes 2

stalking yes yes 2

accessing a DV support group yes 1

physically threatened current partner yes 1

physically assaulted friends yes 1

online abuse yes 1

physically threats from a new partner yes 1

threats to destroy participants business yes 1

property and money stolen from 

participants home yes yes 1

threatened by partners family yes 1

damage to property yes 1

outing participant yes 1
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abuse history being used to control and manipulate, and the dominant 

heterosexual model of IPA influencing participants understanding of 

their experience.67 The remainder of the discussion section will 

highlight aspects of the most frequently reported type of abuse 

experienced by participants, namely, emotional abuse, and the impact a 

previous abuse history had on participants understanding of their 

relationship experience. 

 

Emotional Abuse 

Consistent with the literature on female same sex IPA, emotional abuse 

was the most frequent form of abuse reported by participants, and was 

reported by the nine women in the sample.68 As previously 

demonstrated in Table 2, the experience of emotional abuse varied 

greatly across the sample, but the three main sub-groups identified 

were verbal abuse, jealousy and possessiveness and isolation. Verbal 

abuse was reported to include constant name calling, negative 

comments about their appearance, threats to harm and to kill, constant 

undermining of physical appearance, capability as a mother and value 

as a partner, and being put down and humiliated in front of friends.  

 Four participants spoke about their partners jealous and 

possessive behaviour which included being isolated from friends and 

being accused of having an affair, mostly with a friend. Table 10 

demonstrates the main types of jealous and possessive behaviour 

experienced by participants. 

 

 

 

                                                           
67 Janice L. Ristock, ‘Exploring Dynamics of Abusive Lesbian Relationships: Preliminary 

Analysis of a Multisite, Qualitative Study’, American Journal of Community Psychology 31, 

no. 3–4 (June 2003): 329–41; Catherine Donovan, ‘Comparing Love and Domestic Violence 

in Heterosexual and Same Sex Relationships’, ESRC End of Award Report (Swindon: 

ESRC, 2007); McCann and Sharek, ‘Survey of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender 

People’s Experiences of Mental Health Services in Ireland’; Donovan and Hester, ‘Seeking 

Help from the Enemy’; Mikel L. Walters, ‘Straighten Up and Act Like a Lady: A 

Qualitative Study of Lesbian Survivors of Intimate Partner Violence’, Journal of Gay & 

Lesbian Social Services 23, no. 2 (April 2011): 250–70, doi:10.1080/10538720.2011.559148. 
68 Renzetti, Violent Betrayal; Ristock, No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships; 

Donovan and Hester, Domestic Violence, and Sexuality: What’s Love Got to Do with It. 
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Table X Jealous and possessive behaviours experienced by participants 

 
 

Women spoke of their partner’s jealousy of their out status, and 

jealousy around their relationship with their children. Women also 

reported having their whereabouts monitored and their mobile phones 

regularly checked. The overall aim of the jealous and possessive 

behaviours exhibited by abusive partners was to isolate the participants 

from friends and family support networks.  As is well established in the 

literature, isolation is another key form of emotional abuse.69 

Isolation has been shown to be a significant tactic used by a female 

abuser to gain and maintain control in a relationship.70 Table 11 

provides an overview of this type of abusive behaviour.  

 

Table XI Isolation tactics used by abusive partner 

 
Participants described how they were isolated from friends and family, 

made to choose their partner over friends and family, forced to conceal 

their sexual identity, and forced to disconnect from the LGBT 

community. Five women spoke of their partners claiming victimisation 

following the relationship ending. This tactic ensured that the women 

remained silent on their abusive experiences and in some cases, they 

removed themselves from the LGBT community for fear of being 

                                                           
69 Rebecca Barnes, ‘Woman-to-Woman Partner Abuse. Research Summary Report’, 

Research Summary Report (University of Derby, 2009); Donovan and Hester, Domestic 

Violence and Sexuality: What’s Love Got to Do with It; Ristock, No More Secrets: Violence in 

Lesbian Relationships. 
70 Renzetti, Violent Betrayal. 

Jealousy & posessiveness P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total

isolated from friends yes yes yes yes 4

accused of being unfaithful yes yes yes 3

monitoring mobile phone yes yes 2

controlling mobility yes yes 2

monitoring participant yes yes 2

jealous of relationship with child yes 1

jealous of out status yes 1

Isolation P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total

claiming victimsation yes yes yes yes yes 5

isolated from friends yes yes yes yes 4

isolated from LGBT community yes yes yes 3

controlling mobility yes yes 2

claiming infidelity by participant yes 1
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labelled an abuser. Female abusers claiming victimisation is consistent 

with a recent UK study.71  

 

Previous abuse history 

Previous abuse history in the family of origin has proved to be a major 

risk factor for experiencing IPA in adult life.72 Like heterosexual 

women, studies have found that lesbians with a previous abuse history 

are at risk of experiencing IPA in their adult lives.73 Aoife had 

experienced multiple forms of abuse in her family home as a young 

child and as an adult, including physical abuse and rape. Caoimhe gave 

an account of being sexually abused by a male friend of the family as a 

young adult. During interview, both participants disclosed details of 

their female partners re-enacting aspects of their previous abuse 

experience, both verbally and physically. The current study 

corroborates previous research findings that indicate similar tactics are 

employed by female perpetrators in same sex relationships.74 

Participants who had a previous abuse history differed from those in 

the sample who did not, in terms of how they understood and made 

sense of the abusive relationship. For example, Aoife described feeling 

that she deserved the abusive behaviour, “I actually thought I deserved 

that behaviour”. Whereas, Niamh who never experienced any form of 

violence prior to her abusive relationship exclaimed,  

 I had strong core all the time… What’s going on here is not ok, that I 

 don’t deserve this, you know that I deserve better, I deserve better”.  

Interestingly, more than half of the women reported their abusive 

partners had come from a household where there was violence, and 

they also had knowledge of their partners having an abusive history 

with both male and female previous partners. This finding is in accord 

with previous research indicating a lesbian abused by a member of her 

                                                           
71 Donovan, Barnes, and Nixon, ‘The Coral Project: Exploring Abusive Behaviours in 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual And/Or Transgender Relationships’. 
72 C. L. Whitfield et al., ‘Violent Childhood Experiences and the Risk of Intimate Partner 

Violence in Adults’, Journal of Interpersonal Violence 18, no. 2 (2003): 166–85. 
73 L. Lockhart et al., ‘Letting out the Secret: Violence in Lesbian Relationships’, Journal of 

Interpersonal Violence 9 (1994): 469–92. 
74 Renzetti, Violent Betrayal; Ristock, No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships; 

Walters, ‘Straighten Up and Act Like a Lady’. 
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family or who had witnessed family violence as a child was 

significantly more likely to be a victim or a batterer in an intimate adult 

relationship.75 However, the significance of intergenerational violence 

as a predictor of becoming a victim or a batterer in adult life is debated 

within the literature.76 

 

Conclusion  

Overall, the present study demonstrates that participants experienced 

multiple forms of abuse in their relationships with female partners. 

Like the types of abuse found in heterosexual relationships, 

participants experienced emotional, physical, sexual, financial, and 

post-separation abuse. There was also evidence of abuse specific to the 

LGBT population, such as identity abuse (control over appearance, 

being forced to conceal your sexual identity, and being outed against 

your wishes).  

 One of the successes of feminism over the past forty years has 

been to acknowledge, name and identify violence and abuse against 

women by a male partner. An unintended consequence of this activism 

and research, has embedded intimate partner abuse firmly within a 

heterosexual framework. This dominant approach to understanding 

IPA impacts upon those in same sex relationships in terms of 

recognising their experience as IPA, and thus, reporting to a formal 

authority for assistance. Furthermore, heteronormative assumptions by 

professionals create additional barriers for non-heterosexual women 

with respect to their ability to one, disclose details of an abusive 

relationship, and two, the potential to report an assault. 

 The same tenacity and energies previously applied to 

understanding male violence against women must also be applied to 

understanding both the experience of IPA for non-heterosexual women, 

and the motivations of the female abuser.   The diverse forms of abuse 

experienced by the participants suggest the need to develop and 

implement training and awareness programmes that take into 

consideration the specific dynamics of abuse in lesbian relationships, 

                                                           
75 Lie et al., ‘Lesbians in Currently Aggressive Relationships’. 
76 V E Coleman, ‘Violence between Lesbian Couples: A between Groups Comparison’ 

(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University Microfilms International, 9109022, 1990). 
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and in LGBT relationships, in general. Training and awareness is 

needed amongst professionals and practitioners working in specialist 

domestic and sexual violence services, counsellors, and therapists. court 

mandated programmes for domestic violence offenders, and an Garda 

Síochána.77  A development of services in this direction, would create a 

pathway to developing a framework so that we can begin to 

understand and explain this phenomenon and further, enable the 

provision of an appropriate service response for those in need. 
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‘A Shoe or a Sunshade/ Oh what can I be?’: Hybridity and 

Identity in Sukumar Ray’s Twentieth Century Colonial 

Bengali Nonsense Poetry 
By 

Kabir Chattopadhyay 

(Master of Arts, English)1 

 

ABSTRACT 

Sukumar Ray (1887-1923) was one of the pioneering figures in modern 

Indian, particularly Bengali, children’s literature. One of his most 

widely discussed publications is Abol Tabol (1923), a collection of 

nonsense verse, in the style of Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll, 

illustrated by Ray himself. The aim of this paper is to address the 

depiction of  hybridity in Abol Tabol, and its function in raising 

questions of the instability and fluidity of identity. Ray, as well as his 

audience, belonged to the 20th century Bengali urban middle-class, a 

socio-economic group that developed around the early 19th century, 

deriving its identity from the advent of colonial British education. The 

socio-cultural concerns of this class, particularly regarding their status 

in the colonial hierarchy, often crystallised around questions of identity 

and "true" self, divided along a perceived boundary between Western 

education and Eastern tradition. Such adult concerns and questions 

inform Ray’s children’s poetry, and the genre of nonsense allows the 

articulation of these questions through the bizarre and imaginative 

figures that the poet populates his world with. A discussion of the 

depiction of hybrid identities and the "severing of species boundaries," 

with particular focus on the illustrations and the linguistic strategies 

used by the poet, may be fruitful in not only re-assessing the 

importance of nonsense verses in voicing an alternative vision of the 

crisis in colonial identity, but also enrich discussions of such questions 

of boundaries and hybridity that continue to be pertinent to a 

contemporary post-colonial Bengali society. 
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Introduction 

“Nonsense,” argues Kimberley Reynolds, “…sets out to question 

received wisdom, and in the process it stimulates new ways of 

thinking. This makes it a highly effective mode both for writers who 

want to comment on and so affect society, and those who propose new 

ways of thinking.”2 The genre of nonsense literature developed around 

the sixteenth century, as a “complex form of writing” which presented, 

disguised under a seemingly frivolous or meaningless mode, a “self-

conscious, insider humour” that depended on imitations and parodies 

of the highly technical language, rhetoric and logical structures of 

“highly specialised discourses of high culture”, providing a humorous 

mode “available only to an educated elite.”3 Gradually, however, a 

mode of nonsense writing developed in close association with 

children’s literature, notably in the hands of Edward Lear (1812-1888) 

and Lewis Carroll (1832-1898) in England. In providing children with 

the opportunity to play with the established rational order and explore 

new possibilities of meaning-making, nonsense literature offered the 

opportunity for early cognitive and creative development in young 

readers. As with several other aspects of contemporary culture, the new 

forms of children’s literature in England began to influence similar 

developments in the literature of the colonies. In India, particularly in 

Bengal which was the centre of nineteenth century British colonial 

activity, writers, playwrights, and poets began to popularise European 

genres in Indian languages for the first time. Urvi Mukhopadhyay 

notes that “a separate genre of children’s literature did not exist in pre-

colonial Bengal, and only in the nineteenth century did children’s 

literature appear, a consequence of western Enlightenment traditions 

handed down by the colonial system.”4 This new Bengali children’s 

                                                           
2 Kimberley Reynolds, Radical Children’s Literature: Future Visions and Aesthetic 

Transformations in Juvenile Fiction (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 45. 
3 Ibid., 46. 
4 Urvi Mukhopadhyay, “From Ultimate Punishment to Heroic Sacrifice and After: 

Representations of Death in Bengali Children’s Literature from the Colonial Era”, in 

  Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2017 



82 
 

literature had developed into a fully separate genre by the early 

twentieth century, and one of the pioneers of this form was Sukumar 

Ray (1887-1923), whose poetry for children is widely considered to be 

the first example of nonsense literature in Bengali, introducing 

significant "new ways of thinking" which continue to be popular among 

child as well as adult readers. 

 Since his youth, Ray demonstrated a deep interest in the mode 

of nonsense literature, particularly its subversive and satiric potential. 

He founded "The Nonsense Club" in Presidency University, Calcutta, 

around 1905, where he wrote and produced two plays which mocked 

and parodied colonial Bengali discourses about education, religion and 

tradition, particularly Lakshmaner Shaktishel, a burlesque reminiscent of 

Aristophanes’ The Frogs in distorting Hindu mythological characters 

into ridiculous figures of satire. This early interest in the possibility of 

satire, and often criticism, regarding some of the contemporary socio-

political concerns of colonial Bengal remained central to Ray’s vision of 

humour, and characterized his later works for children, including 

HaJaBaRaLa, a long story that closely echoes Carroll’s Alice stories, as 

well as collections of poetry reminiscent of Lear’s limericks. This article 

focuses on the poems from Ray’s earliest and most famous collection, 

Abol Tabol (1923), and discusses how some of his poetry engages with 

colonial concerns about identity and hybridity, providing ‘new ways of 

thinking’ or alternative visions of the perceived crisis in colonial 

identity, through the portrayal of fantastic creatures which seem to be 

defined primarily in terms of their unstable, hybrid nature. 

 My article is divided into two sections. In the first section, I 

shall discuss some of the creatures from Ray’s poetry that provide 

images of hybridity, and explore how the poetry voices the various 

concerns and dilemmas perceived as rooted in such hybrid identities. In 

the second section, I shall assess how such dilemmas articulated by 

creatures of nonsense poetry parallel and comment on some of the most 

pertinent questions about the twentieth century urban Bengali colonial 

identity, underlined by certain tensions and conflicts specific to such a 

socio-political context. My selection of Ray’s Bengali poetry for this 

                                                                                                                                
Global Perspectives on Death in Children’s Literature, ed. Lesley D. Clement and Leyli Jamali 

(New York: Routledge, 2016), 101. 
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discussion is based on my specific interest in investigating the notions 

of identity and hybridity, questions that become particularly important 

in the cultural discourse of a colonial society. Such issues take on an 

urgency for the English educated urban middle-class, a socio-economic 

group Ray belongs to and primarily writes for, whose identity was 

marked by a tension between their western education and their 

traditional socio-religious value systems. A discussion along these lines 

would be pertinent not only as a historical study, but also in terms of a 

contemporary post-colonial identity which, in Bengal as elsewhere, 

continues to be informed by the colonial experience of the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. My article, I believe, can provide a re-

assessment of nonsense poetry as an effective medium for the recording 

and expression of certain aspects of colonial (and post-colonial) 

experience. 

 

Animals, Creatures and Beasts: The Figure of the ‘Hybrid’ in Ray’s 

Nonsense Poetry 

Nonsense literature is frequently populated by imaginary creatures, 

ranging from the docile to the predatory, the helpful to the harmful, 

from fantastic versions of familiar flora and fauna to entirely new 

creations. Such creatures may serve various purposes, from portraying 

images of the vulnerable "other" (Lear’s Seven Families of Lake Pipple-

Popple) to parodying familiar cultural figures through anthropomorphic 

representations (the Walrus, the Lion, or the Unicorn in Carroll’s Alice 

books). As Zoe Jacques argues, the function of creatures in nonsense 

literature often goes beyond simple representations of themes and 

images; engaging, often self-consciously, with their own "creaturely" 

status, they may approach what she calls the "post-human" question, 

the complex relationship dynamics and politics between human and 

animal identities. Carroll’s Alice books, for instance, are populated by 

such “creatures that seem to exist solely to sever species boundaries,”5 

from the friendly Mock Turtle to the malevolent Jabberwock. While 

Jacques’ work focuses on the ultimate result of this severing of 

boundaries in “problematis(ing) the unthinking human use of the 

                                                           
5 Zoe Jacques, Children’s Literature and the Posthuman: Animal, Environment, Cyborg (New 

York: Routledge, 2015), 47. 
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animal kingdom,” a process which assists nonsense literature in 

successfully communicating the issues of post-human ethics to the child 

reader, I am interested in nonsense poetry that is precisely about such 

severing of species boundaries, and features sentient creatures who 

explicitly draw attention towards their own hybridity, and voice their 

concerns about the problems of identity associated with the severing of 

these boundaries.6  

 The nonsense world of Ray’s Abol Tabol is populated by a 

variety of imaginary creatures, from the "Ramgorurer Chhana," 

perpetually depressed hominids who are terrified of laughter, to the 

ape-like "Hunkomukho Hyangla," who debates the most efficient way 

to swat flies away with his two tails. In one of his poems, however, Ray 

provides us with a catalogue of animals which are defined by their very 

hybridity. In this poem, called "Hotch-Potch," Ray describes several 

creatures, each being a hybrid mixture of two familiar animals, 

constituted through acts of "sever[ing] species boundaries." The poem 

employs a rich variety of puns and wordplay, and Ray follows Carroll’s 

tradition of creating witty portmanteau words to name these animals. 

The first few creatures listed, at least, seem to be unequivocally happy 

about their successful coupling. 

 A pochard and a porcupine, defying the grammarians, 

 Combined to form a porcochard, unmindful of their variance. 

 A stork upon a tortoise grew, exclaiming, ‘What a hoot! 

 A very handsome storkoise, now, we jointly constitute.’7 

Accompanying these descriptive verses are, as with most of his poetry, 

colourful and imaginative illustrations by Ray himself. Like Lear, Ray 

was a trained painter and sketch artist, having gained some popularity 

among the student circles during his days at Presidency University for 

his caricatures and cartoons, and as in the case of the former’s 

illustrations of his own poetry in The Book of Nonsense (1848), Ray’s 

illustrations of his poems and plays have placed his works within the 

publication tradition of not only Bengali poetry, but also picture-books. 

These colourful pictures, depicting a pochard with porcupine quills 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 Sukumar Ray, The Select Nonsense of Sukumar Ray, trans. Sukanta Chaudhuri (New Delhi: 

Oxford UP, 1997), 1. 
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growing out of its back, and a stork covered entirely by a tortoise shell, 

bring his imaginary creatures to life quite vividly, and portray them as 

distinctly shaped visual entities that are communicated to the implied 

child reader. Discussing the function of illustrations in children’s 

picture-books, Perry Nodelman describes what he believes is the 

“dynamic [that] is the essence of picture books. The pictures ‘illustrate’ 

the texts- that is, they purport to show us what is meant by the words, so 

that we come to understand the objects and actions the words refer to 

in terms of the qualities of the images that accompany them- the world 

outside the book in terms of the visual images within it.”8 (emphasis 

mine) Ray’s illustrations clearly represent ‘what is meant by the words,’ 

and leave little room for speculation. The creatures described are not 

only conceivable potentials in imagination, but are demonstrated as 

very specific hybrid combinations, as portrayed through the vibrant 

visual images (fig.1 and fig,2).  

 Such specific hybrid identity does not sit well with all the 

creatures, however, and while the overall tone of the poem is cheerful 

and humourous, we soon find some of the creatures realising the 

potential problems of their newly constructed identities, and 

complaining about the same. 

 A parakeet its features lent unto the lowly lizard,  

 In puzzle whether flies or fruits would better suit its gizzard… 

 And rent by schizophrenia the whalephant we view: 

 The open seas, the forest trees are tearing it in two.9 

The chief dilemma for these two creatures seems to lie in their 

incapability to reconcile the erstwhile identities and tendencies of their 

constitutive halves. In case of the parakeet-lizard hybrid, it is a question 

of diet; it cannot decide whether the insectivorous diet of the lizard or 

the fruits that the parakeet used to eat "would better suit" the appetite 

of the new creature it has become. Similarly, the whale-elephant hybrid 

is in a dilemma about its "natural" habitat, and is torn between the 

aquatic and the terrestrial. Ray’s illustrations further shape such 

dilemmas; encountering the visual image of a creature, whose head and 

                                                           
8 Perry Nodelman, “Decoding the Images: Illustration and Picture Books”, in 

Understanding Children’s Literature, ed. Peter Hunt (London: Routledge, 1999), 72-73. 
9 Ray, Select Nonsense, 1. 
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forelimbs belong to the elephant, yet whose hindquarters are distinctly 

cetacean, complete with fins and tail, it is indeed difficult to decide 

whether the "open seas" or "forest trees" would suit it better. The central 

conflict, therefore, revolves around a fundamental instability and 

fragility of the creatures’ identity, an incomplete severing (and 

subsequent merging) of their "species boundaries." Our sense of 

identity is continually in flux, and is a complex amalgamation of 

different components, always subject to what Michel Foucault calls 

“forms of power which make individuals subjects.”10 A sense of self-

identity develops, as we mature, through constant negotiation and 

engagement with several social, political and linguistic apparatuses, 

which may attempt to determine our subjective, individual identities 

(scientific and administrative institutions) or ignore notions of 

individuality in an effort to generalise and categorise us as subjects 

(legal or economic principles). Within such a complex and constantly 

shifting notion of identity, contradictory systems or ideologies often 

complicate our sense of "selfhood." In other words, there is a possibility 

of fragmentation and internal conflict that frequently threatens the 

identity we construct for ourselves. In Ray’s nonsense poetry, we find 

an overt, almost literal, representation of such a threat of fragmentation 

in identity, through the self-contradictory image of the hybrid animal. It 

cannot fully embrace its "new" identity, because it has not been able to 

reconcile the "old" components that constitute its sense of selfhood.  

 While "Hotch-Potch" portrays this crisis in identity through 

hybrid pairs of animals, Ray’s poem "The Super Beast" returns to 

address the same problem with even greater urgency. The subject of 

this poem is a single animal, “a very weird creature, of no proper 

breed.”11 From the very onset, this poem has a less cheerful tone than 

the previous one, and the creature is characterised as a greedy and 

envious one. It is perpetually dissatisfied with its physical appearance, 

and jealously observes the animals around itself: 

 He wanted a voice like the cuckoo’s refrain; 

 So practiced his crooning, but warbled in vain. 

 He envied the birds as they soared in the sky, 

                                                           
10 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Enquiry 8, no. 4 (1982): 781. 
11 Ray, Select Nonsense, 17. 
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 And wished he had wings, and could learn how to fly. 

 With trunk and with tusk see the elephant tread; 

 So why should he settle for less on his head? 

 He viewed the lithe kangaroo bounding along, 

 And longed for his legs to be lanky and strong. 

 For the lion’s proud mane he would also make suit, 

 The long scaly tail of the lizard to boot.12 

The creature covets what it perceives to be best in the animals of the 

world, from the bird’s wings to the lizard’s tail. This desire is 

unexpectedly fulfilled "on the fifth of July" when the creature is granted 

all that it ever wished for. His triumphant excitement, however, is 

short-lived as he begins to realise the inherent problems of having such 

a bizarre, unwieldy assortment of appendages. Frustrated by the 

problems he had not foreseen, the creature begins to question his 

behaviour: 

 Should elephants prance in such lolloping manner? 

 Or kangaroos feed off a stalk of banana? 

 If Squat-Head cried ‘Cuckoo’, would people be rapt? 

 Would an elephant’s trunk on that torso be apt?13 

Such confusion regarding suitable behaviour is closely associated with 

the creature’s awareness of its unusual identity. The title of this poem 

in the original Bengali is "Kimbhoot," a word which signifies not only the 

bestial (as translated in the English title), but also suggests the 

grotesque. This seems to describe what the creature has become; the 

many appendages he has adapted into his new body, while apt and 

functional in their original sources, now come together to form a whole 

that is unwieldy, asymmetric, and impractical. Instead of partaking in 

the multiple pleasures he had envisioned for himself, he now finds it 

impossible to perform any of these functions, because the different 

constituents of his physical identity constantly get in each other’s way. 

What is worse, he anticipates being shunned and shamed by his 

companions for his grotesque appearance, quite contrary to the 

magnificent identity he had originally expected to craft for himself: 

                                                           
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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 Supposing they jeered at a jumbo that flew, 

 Or tweaked his poor ears and guffawed and cried ‘Boo’? 

 Supposing they challenged him, right to his face, 

 ‘You nameless old boob, you’re a proper disgrace.’14 

 Misshapen and dysfunctional, the creature is crippled with doubt and 

confusion regarding his sense of "self." Like the hybrid animals of 

"Hotch-Potch," he is constantly threatened by the possible 

fragmentation of his fragile, unstable identity. For the super beast, the 

multiple components of his "new" identity refuse reconciliation, 

rendering him helpless and utterly confused about how he should or 

should not behave and function. In his case, Ray goes even further than 

the hybrids of "Hotch-Potch." While the whale-elephant or the 

parakeet-lizard of the previous poem could not make up their minds as 

to how they should behave or what they should do (regarding, for 

example, diet or habitat), the super beast’s confusion regarding his own 

behaviour leads him, in the closing lines of the poem, to an even more 

fundamental question; who is he? 

 I can’t be a moth, or a horse, or a snake, 

 A bee or an elephant, donkey or drake,  

 A fish, or a frog, or a horse, or a tree, 

 A shoe or a sunshade- oh what can I be?15 

It is telling that, unlike the many witty names for the hybrid animals of 

"Hotch-Potch," Ray refuses to name the creature in this poem, referring 

to him indirectly by the adjective "kimbhoot;" grotesque or bestial. A 

bizarre hybrid of several familiar animals, the creature represents the 

problems of reconciling many component "identities" within a newly 

constructed one, and takes the dilemma one step further from "Hotch-

Potch;" he is not only uncertain about what behaviour would suit him, 

but is equally unsure about who he really is anymore. The creature’s 

incapability to adopt a definite identity, despite (and complicated by) 

the presence of so many familiar components to it, makes it not simply 

grotesque but "uncanny" in its widest psychological sense. The super 

beast embodies the presence of the familiar within the grotesque, and 

                                                           
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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its uncanny quality lends to this poem a considerably darker tone than 

some of Ray’s lighter, more cheerful poetry in Abol Tabol. 

 The fragility of identity in these poems derives from a specific 

attribute of how these identities are constructed; they are unstable 

because of the contradictory nature of their components. Both the super-

beast and the hybrid animals face a crisis in identity because they fail to 

assimilate their newly structured identity fully, and certain individual 

components of their ideas of "self" resist and contradict each other in a 

manner that seems difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile. Such a 

notion of identity in crisis becomes particularly important to the 

immediate readership of Ray’s early twentieth century poetry; the 

urban Bengali middle-class. The literature of Sukumar Ray has always 

enjoyed popularity among children as well as adults, and I would like 

to argue that his poetry, particularly Abol Tabol, owes its popularity and 

importance to its ability to reflect and represent one of the primary 

concerns of the colonial Bengali urban society; the hybrid nature of its 

social identity, and the tension and instability caused by this hybridity. 

 

The Crisis in ‘Self’: Reading the Fundamental Hybridity of ‘Identity’ 

in Abol Tabol 

Very few places in India experienced the socio-cultural impact of 

British colonial rule as deeply as Bengal. Historically, the political and 

military supremacy of the East India Company began with the 

colonisation of Bengal at the Battle of Plassey (1757), where the ‘Nawab’ 

or ruler of Bengal was defeated by Major-General Robert Clive. The city 

of Calcutta was established near the British stronghold of Fort William 

around the same time, and from 1772 till 1911, it continued to be the 

colonial capital. European education had a deep influence on the 

formation of this new urban society, and the nineteenth century saw the 

rise of the urban Bengali middle-class; a new socio-economic group 

comprising professionals and intellectuals trained in the Western 

education system, who spearheaded secular social reform movements 

aimed at redressing the institutional violence and injustices rooted in 

traditional, religion-based hierarchies of Hinduism, to try and define a 

new Bengali social identity. Leading such reform movements were 

members of the English-educated Bengali intelligentsia like Raja Ram 
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Mohan Roy (1775-1833) and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar (1820-1891), 

and this period of rapid reforms in the fields of women’s rights, 

education and legal administration, as well as cultural innovation, that 

continued well into the 1930s, came to be known as the "Bengal 

Renaissance."  

 Associated with such changes there seemed to be a concerted 

effort to define a new Bengali idea of "self," marked by an active 

participation in revivalist projects in the fields of literature, history, 

ethics and theology. On one hand, religious reformers like Aurobindo 

Ghosh (1872-1950) and Ramkrishna Paramhansa (1836-1886) were 

establishing new religious and theological movements to seek new, 

rejuvenated approaches of spiritual dialogue. On the other hand, 

historians like Akshay Kumar Dutta (1820-1886) and Ramesh Chandra 

Dutta (1848-1909) were engaged in the possibility of reconstructing a 

"genuine" Bengali history, drawing deeply from the newly available 

Western modes of history and anthropology to create a template for the 

Bengali "self" to examine its own evolution, and construct an 

epistemology for itself. Much of the debate that rose around the 

question of "self" in these different fields, and most of the problems 

such approaches tried to address, crystallised around a fundamental 

difficulty; that of assimilating traditional Bengali, Hindu social values 

with Western education and its accompanying systems of thought and 

ideology.16 This debate was particularly relevant for the middle-class 

who, at least till the turn of the century, admired Western value 

systems for providing the potential for social reform and improvement, 

yet grappled with the equally urgent need to revive or reconstruct the 

traditional Bengali roots of their ancestral identity.  

 This perceived conflict in identity was further complicated at 

the beginning of the twentieth century, when Bengal (along with 

Maharashtra) became a centre for armed resistance and revolutionary 

anti-colonial movements, characterized most notably by the rise of 

radical organisations like Anushilan Samiti and Jugantar, whose modus 

operandi involved assassinations, bombings and violent protests to 

                                                           
16 For more on the cultural construction of the modern Bengali identity in nineteenth 

century colonial India, see David Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance: The 

Dynamics of Indian Modernisation, 1773-1835 (New York: Berkeley, 1969). 
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attack British administration in Bengal. Some of these radical 

revolutionaries, like Khudiram Bose, Surya Sen, and the Binoy-Badal-

Dinesh trio, gained considerable popularity both inside and outside 

Bengal, particularly among the youth communities, as national martyrs 

and folk-heroes. With the simultaneous rise of the Swadeshi Movement, 

a patriotic fervor was popularised among the educated Bengali youth, 

urging them to boycott British products to boost domestic, independent 

economy. The revival of traditional Bengali socio-cultural values thus 

gained a sharper political significance, and the possible assimilation of 

Western values into the new Bengali identity was thrown into further 

ambivalence. The political ideology of swadeshi saw the urban middle-

class launch an attack on the Western education system, which, as 

mentioned earlier, had had a crucial part to play in the formation of the 

new Bengali identity in the first place. “The intelligentsia of the swadeshi 

age was very much a product of western education”, writes Sumit 

Sarkar, “…yet a revulsion against western education was to become a 

major strand in the movement, taking the two forms of calls for boycott 

of official schools and colleges, and attempts to build up a parallel and 

independent system of 'national’ education.”17 This ‘paradox’, as Sarkar 

addresses it, was a part of the much larger debate surrounding the 

colonial Bengali identity; a debate that attempted to reconcile 

seemingly contradictory components of the Bengali "self," and offered 

multiple perspectives on how to balance and bridge the gaps in the 

boundaries between the Western and the traditional Bengali ideologies, 

values and thought-systems that contributed to this new identity. 

The literature of colonial Bengal, subsequently, began reflecting and 

responding to these debates. Early theorists of Bengali culture and 

nationalism like Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) wrote extensively 

about the need to reach an equilibrium between such seemingly 

irreconcilable worldviews. Satire, too, provided a way to approach such 

debates. Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay (1838-1894), the pioneer of 

the Bengali novel, wrote a short prose piece called Babu O Bibi Sambad 

(1871), which portrays a satirical dialogue between a traditional Bengali 

housewife and her westernised husband, who fail to understand 

                                                           
17 Sumit Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement in Bengal 1903-1908 (Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 

1973), 127. 
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anything about each other’s ideologies at the end of a heated and quite 

vitriolic debate. However, even Chattopadhyay prescribes, like Tagore, 

a balance between such ideologies through his satire. The primary 

focus of Ray’s nonsense poetry, tapping into the potential of the genre, 

seems to be on exposing the potential absurdity and ridiculousness of 

such debates in the first place. As Mukhopadhyay points out, “unlike 

his predecessors…Sukumar Ray’s satirical comments did not spare 

even the Hindu nationalist or the traditionalist ideas and ideology. In 

his rhymes and plays for young people…he pokes fun at the ideological 

debates that often posited traditional Hindu ethics against western 

metaphysical arguments.”18 In contrast to Tagore’s serious critical 

enquiry, or Chattopadhyay’s subtly didactic humour, Ray approaches 

this crisis in Bengali identity with the central debate itself as his subject 

of satire. The images of hybridity in his poetry, in their self-conscious 

understanding of their predicament, seem to comment not on the 

possibility of reconciliation, but the fundamental (and largely, 

inevitable) instability of any notion of identity itself. 

 Within the greater cultural context of the Bengali identity and 

the many debates and concerns surrounding the stability of its 

construction, Ray’s self-consciously hybrid figures of nonsense provide 

a particularly relevant perspective in their transfer of focus from the 

possibilities of reconciliation to the nature of hybridity itself. Hybridity, 

of course, is a term of some specific technical importance as far as post-

colonial scholarship is concerned. Homi K. Bhabha, approaching the 

concepts of plurality in a colonial identity structured by the confluence 

of different, often contradictory systems of thought, discusses 

"hybridity" as referring to a status of existing at the boundary of two (or 

multiple) cultures, characterised by a sense of "double consciousness" 

and "in-betweenness" for the subject, thus exposing a fundamental flux 

or liminality in the very notion of identity. Concerning the 

displacement and migration of colonised subjects, Bhabha describes the 

hybrid body as occupying a "third space," where the colonial and 

traditional identities combine and are simultaneously asserted and 

                                                           
18 Mukhopadhyay, “From Ultimate Punishment”, 111. 
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subverted.19 Ania Loomba locates this theory of hybridity further in the 

context of the post-colonial scholarship of Frantz Fanon. “Bhabha goes 

back to Fanon,” she argues, “to suggest that liminality and hybridity 

are necessary attributes of the colonial condition. For Fanon…the 

colonial subject realises that he can never attain the whiteness he has 

been taught to desire, to shed the blackness that he has learnt to 

devalue. Bhabha amplifies this to suggest that colonial identities are 

always a matter of flux.”20 Bhabha’s theory of hybridity as a crucial 

element in the formation of colonial identity, like the Bengali middle-

class identity that is the subject of this paper, is important in 

acknowledging that the perceived "conflict" in identity cannot, and 

should not, be considered in terms of a simple Western-Traditional 

binary, since colonial identity is perpetually in a state of flux, and the 

cultures of neither the coloniser nor the colonised are concrete, 

monolithic institutions that occupy specific loci. To put it briefly, 

considering hybridity as a feature of colonial identity is crucial in 

understanding that this identity is fundamentally unstable and fluid in 

its very construction, and its very structure renders any attempt to 

reconcile all its components fully an ultimately impossible project. To 

do away with the instability and the fluidity of identity would, 

perhaps, be to do away with identity itself. 

 That Ray was often harshly critical in his humour of the Bengali 

middle-class attempt to ‘attain the whiteness he has been taught to 

desire’ is evident from his parody of the figure of the English-educated, 

urban middle-class Bengali babu or "gentleman," immaculately dressed 

and speaking in the pompous, affected Bengali of the cultural elite, in 

poems like Babu, Hishaab and Shob Likhechhe Ei Ketaabe, where the 

Bengali gentleman’s attempts to ape his colonial master invariably end 

in comically grotesque disasters.21 Approaching the very question of 

identity, therefore, Ray demonstrates the presence of the absurd and 

the impossible at the heart of the very act of constructing the "self." As I 

have mentioned, the genre of nonsense affords Ray the opportunity for 

                                                           
19 For a detailed discussion of the theory of hybridity, cultural history and colonial 

discourse, see Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, (New York: Routledge, 1994). 
20 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1998), 148. 
21 Sukumar Ray, Khai Khai (Calcutta: Ananda Publishers, 1926) and Ray, Select Nonsense. 
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such an attempt. Discussing the nonsense literature of Victorian 

England, which provided a direct template for much of Ray’s work (his 

career spanning the late Victorian and early Edwardian periods), 

Reynolds marks how nonsense “simultaneously purports to say 

nothing and points to meanings that may or may not be there. In this 

way it sets up hermeneutic challenges to readers that forces them to 

think of unexpected ways in which texts might make meanings…it also 

offers writers ways of expressing ideas and feelings that might 

otherwise be prohibited.”22 Although the idea of hybridity and the 

essentially irreconcilable nature of colonial identity was not expressly 

"prohibited" to Ray, such an expression in the early twentieth century 

still ran the risk of occupying a rather uncomfortable position within 

the official socio-political discourse of the time, so invested in 

reconciling precisely what Ray suggests is irreconcilable, particularly 

following the heightened political urgency and importance of the 

debate about Bengali identity following the swadeshi movement. The 

genre of nonsense poetry, both in its assumed child readership and its 

generic license to engage in puzzles and language games, became an 

important mode of subversion and expression of a different perspective 

of the perceived crisis in identity.23 Reynolds draws attention to the 

possibility of nonsense literature to engage in what Barbara Wall calls 

"double address;" the textual strategy of communicating to a more 

discerning audience "over the heads" of the implied immediate young 

readership, thus concealing certain issues under the playful language of 

children’s narratives.24 It is possible to read Ray’s poetry in a similar 

way, particularly in the light of his scathing satire of the constructed 

"Westernised" Bengali identity elsewhere in his literature. Such a 

reading of his poetry affords us not only an opportunity to re-assess the 

individual merits of his work, but also to look at the genre of nonsense 

literature as an important record of the colonial experience, particularly 

in the sphere of socio-political identity formation. 

                                                           
22 Reynolds, Radical Children’s Literature, 48. 
23 For a detailed discussion of the structural and linguistic properties of nonsense that 

allow for such literary expressions, see Wim Tigges, An Anatomy of Literary Nonsense 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1988). 
24 Barbara Wall, The Narrator’s Voice: The Dilemma of Children’s Fiction (London: Macmillan, 

1991). 
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Conclusion: Ray’s Nonsense Poetry as a Record of the Colonial 

"Identity Crisis" 

As with other post-colonial societies across the world, the modern 

Bengali geopolitical identity is deeply informed by the colonial 

experience, particularly following the Bengal Renaissance, traditionally 

considered as beginning with the work of Ram Mohan Roy around 

1820 and ending with the death of Tagore in 1941. Most of the founding 

experiences of Bengali social, cultural, political and aesthetic 

expressions have their roots in the colonial experience of this period, 

and the lingering influence of the nuanced, often turbulent, Bengali 

relationship with British rule continues to dominate much of the 

critical, cultural and institutional ideology, particularly among the 

urban Bengali middle- and upper-classes. Re-examining records of this 

colonial experience, therefore, is not merely a project of historical 

recovery and reassessment, but also an important exercise in 

considering the originary moments of contemporary Bengali post-

colonial identity, of analysing the critical perspectives by means of 

which to assess how Bengalis conceive of their ‘selves’ in the present 

world.25 

 Ray’s depiction of the hybrid figures of his poetry, and the 

apparent impossibility of their ever reconciling fully the discordant 

components of their hybrid, heterogenous "selves," draws attention to a 

fundamental "hybridity" at the heart of identity itself, which renders 

any attempt to completely reconcile it, or reduce it to a single, concrete, 

stable sense of "self," not only impossible but also absurd. The whale-

elephant can never solve the conundrum of its natural habitat, nor can 

the super beast ever provide a satisfactory answer to the question of 

who he really is.  In a period dedicated to determining and solving the 

problem of the crisis in Bengali colonial identity, Ray’s poetry 

acknowledges the essentially fragmented, fragile and fluid nature of 

identity, and the genre of nonsense allows him to express his point of 

                                                           
25 A discussion of how colonial experience continues to inform the contemporary Bengali 

middle-class identity is provided in Sumanta Banerjee, “Bogey of the Bawdy: Changing 

Concept of Obscenity in 19th century Bengali Culture”, in Economic and Political Weekly 22 

(1987): 1197-1206. 
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view through the apparently childish and playful figures of nonsense 

creatures. His poetry, therefore, records and reveals the presence of an 

alternative vision of this debate over questions of ‘self’, and an analysis 

of his work in this context is crucial in understanding the early Bengali 

intimations about the hybridity of their colonial identity, much before 

the formal conceptualisation of these issues by post-colonial thinkers 

like Bhabha or Loomba. 

 While much academic work has been undertaken regarding the 

works of Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear, including scholarship that 

focuses on similar notions of identity, boundaries and hybridity, Ray’s 

work has sadly received little scholarly attention in terms of his 

treatment of colonial cultural experience. I have attempted, in this 

article, to provide a possible reading of Ray as not simply a writer of 

poetry to delight children, but as a skillful practitioner of the genre of 

nonsense to articulate alternative, even subversive, visions of a 

fundamental political experience; that of hybridity inherent in identity, 

particularly colonial identity. Further research along these lines, I 

sincerely believe, can uncover fresh and rejuvenating visions of colonial 

experience in genres like children’s literature, which are still largely 

overlooked in institutional scholarship as relevant records of socio-

political experience. 
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MacDiarmid before MacDiarmid: Navigating the Landscapes 

of Christopher Murray Grieve’s Early Periodicals 

By 

Benedict Jones-Williams1 

 
 This paper takes as its primary objects of study two of the 

literary-political periodicals produced and edited by Christopher 

Murray Grieve (known more widely by his pseudonym Hugh 

MacDiarmid) in the years before 1925 – namely The Scottish Nation and 

The Northern Review.  Any thorough critical understanding of these 

publications with regards to Grieve’s career as a whole must be 

dependent on, as far as possible, attempting to situate and understand 

them within their ‘immediate social and institutional context[s]’, and 

perceiving how these in turn shaped the publication in question.2 

Through consulting Grieve’s correspondence of the time, and 

bibliographically-informed readings of the materials themselves, this 

paper will attempt to put forward the first comprehensive analysis of 

these publications. I will also make the case for their importance both 

within Grieve/MacDiarmid scholarship and the wider field of 

modernist periodical studies.  

 Through the kind of close reading advocated by Laurel Brake – 

paying particular attention to design features, adverts, the frequency of 

editorial interventions, and the presence (or otherwise) of any running 

features – it is hoped that a more comprehensive picture of the nature 

and make-up will of these periodicals will be achieved than is available 

thus far in the critical literature, with regard to this phase of Grieve’s 

career.3 Similarly, Peter Brooker and Andrew Thacker propose that we 

expand Jerome McGann’s conception of "bibliographic codes" to 

include "periodical codes" which explicitly reference the range of 

features unique to the periodical format, from "internal" factors such as 

page layout to "external" ones which affect the potential for distribution 

                                                           
1 PhD English Literature, School of Literatures, Languages and Cultures, The 

University of Edinburgh, Scotland. 
2 Jason Harding, The Criterion: Cultural Politics and Periodical Networks in Inter-War Britain 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 8. 
3 Laurel Brake, Print In Transition, 1850-1910 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) xiii, 27. 
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such as patronage and advertising, thus opening up new interpretive 

avenues for materials of this nature.4 Periodicals which combine 

multiple content types – poetry, drama, and illustration for example – 

are complex media objects in which meaning is derived from the 

editor’s ability to corral the various inclusions into conveying the 

overall message of the periodical itself. Whether they are successful in 

the attempt or not is, perhaps, ultimately for the reader to decide.  

While it is tempting at first glance to dismiss Grieve’s forays into 

periodical publications as failures, given their short lifespan and 

undoubtedly small circulation figures, this paper argues that these 

ventures should instead be read as constituting an important part of his 

longer career. Grieve was attempting nothing less than a revolution in 

Scottish culture, and used his periodicals to publish new work in a 

variety of genres while exhorting his compatriots to join the cause. 

These publications are also of interest for exposing contradictions 

within Grieve’s thinking at this early though decisive stage of his 

career. Actively seeking to publish new work in the Scots language 

while mostly publishing pieces written in standard English, in addition 

to a confused sense of "pan-Northernism" which defines the Northern 

Review, we might think of Grieve’s over-riding concern in the 1920s as 

less of a straightforward desire to remove Scotland from England’s 

control (although this is a near-constant factor in his writings) than the 

creation of a self-sufficient, non-metropolitan literary sphere in which 

various forms of writing could circulate and come into contact with 

each other. Above all, the uniting factor which underlies his literary 

and editorial activity during this period is a desire for, and belief in, 

innovation as its own measure of worth. 

 

Discussion 

Central to Grieve’s plans for the revivification of Scottish letters was the 

creation of a periodical culture similar to that in America, London and 

Europe. He would use his first editorial piece in The Scottish Chapbook 

(the earliest of his periodicals) to expound this argument: 

                                                           
4 Peter Brooker and Andrew Thacker, “Introduction”, in The Oxford Critical And Cultural 

History Of Modernist Magazines Volume I: Britain and Ireland 1880-1955, edited by Peter 

Brooker and Andrew Thacker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) 6.  
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 I readily excuse any Sassenach who admits that he regards it as 

 hopeless to expect anything good out of Scotland. An Isolated 

 Great Man, perhaps – but no general 'hosting' of poets and 

 artists, as in Ireland; no Georgianism even, as in England […] 

 None of those significant little periodicals – crude, absurd, 

 enthusiastic, vital – have yet appeared […] No new publishing 

 houses have sprung up, mushroom-like…..It is discouraging to 

 reflect that this is not the way the Dadaists go about the 

 business!5 

This passage explicitly makes the link between ‘significant little 

periodicals’ and literary innovation. Referencing Dadaism in this 

fashion allows Grieve to frame his own periodical as manifesting 

similar aesthetic sensibilities to the publications of that movement. The 

Scottish Chapbook¸ then, was conceived at its inception to be a textual 

environment within which radical literature was to be encouraged and 

given the outlet that it otherwise lacked in Scotland. Emily Hage has 

written persuasively regarding the centrality of the journal medium to 

the Dadaist cause, and Grieve’s evocation of this parallel invites us to 

read The Scottish Chapbook as a similarly important publication in 

connection with his hoped-for renaissance in Scottish literary life (33-

50).6 

 Grieve would also oversee a newspaper-sized weekly 

periodical, The Scottish Nation, which ran for just over half a year, and 

another monthly entitled The Northern Review, which ran to only four 

issues. By choosing to enter the periodical marketplace, Grieve was 

attempting not only to promote his own work and ideas, but also to 

create the readerly public which he felt that Scotland was lacking at this 

time. Positioning his interventions in the periodical arena as – to 

borrow a term of Lawrence Rainey’s –  counter-spaces, they provided 

the means by which Grieve sought to construct, and appeal to, a 

"counterpublic" of readers with similar interests and beliefs.7  

                                                           
5 Christopher Murray Grieve, “Causerie”, The Scottish Chapbook 1, No. 1 (1922): 5.  
6 Emily Hage, “The Magazine as Strategy: Tristan Tzara's Dada and the Seminal Role of 

Dada Art Journals in the Dada Movement”, The Journal of Modern Periodical Studies 2, no. 1 

(2011): 33-53.  
7 Lawrence Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 5. 
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 Not that he was solely concerned with promoting purely aesthetic or 

literary development. Unlike many of his modernist contemporaries, 

Grieve could rarely be accused of averting his attention from the 

political.8 The Scottish Nation, which adopted the newspaper format, can 

be read in line with Benedict Anderson’s formulation of newspapers as 

an active force in the shaping of cultural systems by which nationalist 

feeling might be made stronger.9 The attempted creation of a "discourse 

community" through which Scotland’s political and literary revival 

could be achieved provided the driving force for Grieve’s early career 

as the joint editor and proprietor of these periodicals.10  

 The oft-unrealisable ambition which Edwin Morgan and G. S. 

Fraser posit as typifying Grieve’s later poetic output under the guise of 

Hugh MacDiarmid is also a defining feature of his early career as 

magazine editor and publisher (Morgan 192-193, Fraser 227). Not 

content with running only The Scottish Chapbook, Grieve nurtured plans 

to launch a weekly periodical, which made its first appearance on the 

8th of May 1923. As a tabloid-sized newspaper (37 cms x 24.5), printed 

in triple columns, The Scottish Nation was markedly different in 

appearance to The Scottish Chapbook, which boasted brightly coloured 

covers and high-quality paper. Grieve’s "Topics of the Week" varied in 

content from coverage of a Bill for the aiding of illegitimate children in 

Scotland to Bertrand Russell’s candidacy for the rectorship of 

Edinburgh University. While The Scottish Chapbook was to be almost 

exclusively a vehicle for furthering Scotland’s literary development, The 

Scottish Nation acted more as a soap-box for the profusion of ideas 

regarding varied areas of Scottish culture. The "Programme" which 

appears in the very first issue bears witness to this sense of textual 

diffuseness:  

 'The Scottish Nation' will be as fully representative a national 

 organ as possible. Its columns will be open to all who are 

                                                           
8 Patrick Williams, “‘Simultaneous uncontemporaneities’: theorising modernism and 

empire’, in Modernism and empire, ed. Howard J. Booth and Nigel Rigby (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2000), 22. 
9 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983; reprinted London: Verso, 2006), 12. 
10 Fiona M. Douglas, Scottish Newspapers, Language and Identity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2009), 15. 
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 interested in Scottish affairs, arts, and letters – no matter from 

 what angle. If partisan articles are published or partisan 

 attitudes taken up editorially, full scope will be given to those 

 who would seek to challenge or rebut the opinions expressed 

 or the statements made. Nor will it be forgotten that 

 nationalism presupposes internationalism. The aim throughout 

 will be to elucidate and develop Scottish points of view in 

 regard to all affairs, national, imperial, and international, and in 

 arts and letters, to maintain and further the traditions of our 

 distinctive Scottish culture.11 

Readers could be forgiven, on this evidence, for thinking that Grieve’s 

ambitions reached beyond the possibility of fulfilment, setting himself 

(and the paper) the task of both maintaining and furthering the 

"traditions of […] distinctive Scottish culture." However, this 

declaration of intent possesses a distinctly modernist tone – as an 

attempt to reconcile past and present through a fusion of their 

distinctive elements. The lyric poems written in synthetic Scots which 

Grieve was publishing at this time under his other identity of Hugh 

MacDiarmid, can thus be understood as representing the textual 

embodiment of this ambition. In these poems the Scots tongue – more 

associated with tradition than innovation – was being put to use in 

deliberately provocative ways in order to assert its continuing viability 

as a means of poetic expression.  

 Although this ‘Programme’ sounds a confident note, The 

Scottish Nation was subject to compromise from the outset. Writing to R. 

E. Muirhead on the 24th of February 1923, Grieve outlined his vision for 

the paper’s appearance and contents: originally planned to be "a 24 pp 

weekly, 3 cols. to page, with one or two line or wood-cut illustrations 

by Scottish artists – well-printed, on excellent paper," the paper was in 

fact 16 pages in length for the majority of its issues and contained no 

original illustrations.12 Writing again to Muirhead on the 26th of April, 

Grieve admitted that it would in fact "consist of sixteen pages instead of 

                                                           
11 Christopher Murray Grieve, “Programme”, The Scottish Nation, May 8, 1923. 
12 Christopher Murray Grieve to R. E. Muirhead, February 24, 1923, in Hugh MacDiarmid: 

New Selected Letters, ed. Dorian Grieve, Alan Riach, O. D. Edwards (Manchester: Carcanet 

Press Limited, 2001), 278. 
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twenty-four (for purely technical reasons – we cannot handle a 24-page 

without introducing new machinery)."13 This did not stop Grieve from 

declaring, in the "Programme" (which appeared subsequently to this 

letter), that the paper would increase in size to twenty-four pages, 

suggesting a misguided overconfidence on his part.   

 Despite this initial setback, Grieve’s conception of the Scottish 

Renaissance as modelled within his publications can clearly be seen to 

have been ever-evolving outwards from the purely literary to the 

differing spheres of cultural life. Margery McCulloch highlights the 

flexibility afforded to Grieve by the new weekly format, arguing that 

The Scottish Nation’s wide-ranging contents are the closest that Grieve 

came to replicating the spirit of J. R. Orage’s influential weekly The New 

Age (which Grieve read assiduously and mimicked somewhat in 

editorial style).14 Table 1 below shows that The Scottish Nation displayed 

a genuine mix of article types – with the proviso that it is based on the 

contents of eight issues rather than the entire run. Every 5th issue was 

chosen for analysis on the basis that this would provide enough of a 

gap between copies to trace developments and changes in content and 

layout in a uniform fashion. 

 

Table 1 

Article category Percentage of overall content 

Literary articles (including book 

reviews) 

51 

Political articles/essays 25 

Poetry 17 

Short stories 3  

Religious articles/essays 4  

 

                                                           
13 Christoper Murray Grieve to R. E. Muirhead, April 26, 1923, in The Letters of Hugh 

MacDiarmid, ed. Alan Bold (London, Hamish Hamilton,1984), 278.  
14 Margery Palmer McCulloch, “Scottish Renaissance Periodicals: Work in Progress 

Revisited”, in Scottish Literary Periodicals: Three Essays (Edinburgh: Merchiston Publishing, 

1998), 38-39. 
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Evidence for McCulloch’s claim can be taken from a series of articles, 

by different authors, which appeared under the heading "The Religious 

Outlook." W. H. Hamilton’s article "A Trumpet for the Church," which 

appears in the issue of June 5th, is written in direct response to a piece 

which appeared a week earlier and was written by "A Scottish 

Layman." This is exactly the kind of dialogic content which Orage’s 

New Age specialised in, and was orchestrated by Grieve to produce a 

similar effect: The Scottish Nation sought to present itself as a textual 

arena for open debate and discussion between opposing authors. By 

appearing on a weekly basis, these exchanges were given a feeling of 

greater immediacy than was possible in monthlies or quarterlies. 

Debates of this nature were valuable for outlining "the persona of the 

magazine as defined by its content and the manner in which that 

content is presented to the readers," as one which fostered engaging 

journalism rather than merely serving a pedagogic function.15 This 

"persona," then, is a composite of both content and appearance – which 

in the case of The Scottish Nation throws up something of a dilemma. By 

choosing to follow a newspaper-style layout, Grieve presents us with a 

difficult textual terrain to navigate. Longer pieces such as short stories 

found themselves being split up, thus disrupting any sense of textual 

continuity, while the poems which appear are not given the space one 

would expect them to receive due to the pressures of filling a three-

column newspaper page. As Allen Hutt avers, the newspaper is a 

different environment to the periodical, with its own set of conventions 

and their attendant pressures and difficulties.16 Grieve’s desire to 

present articles on as wide a range of topics as possible, as stated in the 

"Programme," led to this sense of confusion on the level of content.   

The demands of newspaper design, defined by Edmund Arnold as a 

"need [to] convey an air of immediacy, alertness, importance, interest 

and invitation" despite the disparate nature of the content presented to 

the reader, can thus be seen to have affected any sense of internal unity 

                                                           
15 David Reed, The Popular Magazine in Britain and the United States 1880-1960 (London: 

The British Library, 1997), 11. 
16 Allen Hutt, Newspaper Design (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), 3. 
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which The Scottish Nation sought to present to its readers.17 While 

Anderson notes that the juxtaposition of differing content types is a 

prerequisite of publishing in the newspaper format,18 this can be seen to 

have negatively affected the particular contents which Grieve wished to 

include: short stories being more dependent on presentational 

continuity than reportage. The nature of the newspaper medium itself 

exerts strong restrictions on the kind of content which can be presented 

effectively, restrictions which Grieve might be seen to have been unable 

to accommodate successfully. This resistance of the newspaper form to 

existing modes of sustained critical analysis need not be a dead end. 

Instead, we as critics ought to expand and refine the techniques and 

approaches which we bring to the analysis of periodicals. The Scottish 

Nation defies easy categorisation as either literary periodical or 

newspaper, containing as it does elements of both, testifying to Grieve’s 

willingness to cross boundaries of form in search of a vehicle for the 

achievement of his aims.  

 Grieve’s own contributions as editor were manifold, as a letter 

to Muirhead from November 1st 1923 testifies in boastful fashion: 

"[s]urely the Scottish Nation is almost unique in the history of journalism 

– I do the editing, proof-reading, book-keeping, despatching and a 

great deal of the actual writing single-handed."19 While Grieve sounds a 

note of defiant pride in this letter, this kind of workload would prove 

exhausting, especially in conjunction with his efforts on The Scottish 

Chapbook.  By pricing the paper at only threepence, Grieve was joining 

many other journal proprietors by becoming dependent on advertising 

revenue to provide the necessary profits to continue (Scholes and 

Wulfman, 127),20 but despite a relatively high number of adverts in each 

issue, this figure would prove elusive, as the same letter goes on to 

discuss: "[t]he paper would require very little to be self-supporting […] 

                                                           
17 Edmund C. Arnold, Functional Newspaper Design (New York: Harper and Row, 1956), 

325.  
18 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 33. 
19 Christopher Murray Grieve to R. E. Muirhead, November 1, 1923, in Hugh MacDiarmid: 

New Selected Letters, 22.  
20 Robert Scholes and Clifford Wulfman, Modernism in the Magazines: An Introduction (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 127. 
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Five hundred more readers and a couple of columns more advts per 

week would do it."21  

 The adverts which The Scottish Nation ran are noteworthy as 

evidence of Grieve’s widening search for sources of revenue, as well as 

his increasing grasp of the realities of the periodical marketplace. 

Securing representation by an advertising firm in London saw The 

Scottish Nation carry commercial messages on behalf of a wide range of 

clients. Adverts for Cadbury’s Cocoa and McVitie’s Digestives 

frequently appeared on the front pages of the paper, bracketing the 

"Principal Contents" section in an evocative reminder of the 

relationship between modernist innovation and its necessary 

commercial underpinnings. Scholes and Wulfman describe this 

relationship thus: "[a]dvertising is inside modern poetry […] as well as 

all around in the pages of the magazines," and reminds us that for the 

proprietors of periodicals "success required not a separation from the 

culture of commodities but an immersion in it, with art and commerce 

intricately entwined."22 This ties in with Robert Jensen’s statement that 

the "dialogue of money and art is manifest in the language, in the 

institutions, and in the actions of modernist artists and their 

audiences."23 Grieve’s editorial persona is here subsumed by the 

language of the marketplace as he takes on the role of advertiser.  

Running these periodicals was, increasingly, forcing Grieve to occupy 

multiple roles at once – from author and editor all the way to salesman. 

Nor was he shy about displaying further commercial realities within 

the text of The Scottish Nation; several issues contain a short summary of 

advertisement rates, sorted by price according to length and size of 

advert. These frequent irruptions of purely mercantile subject matter 

within the pages of The Scottish Nation make clear just how eager Grieve 

was to secure the revenue which was vital to pursuing his aesthetic and 

political aims. This chimes with Stephen Brown’s declaration that 

modernist authors were "authorpreneurially minded at all times" – a 

                                                           
21 Christopher Murray Grieve to R. E. Muirhead, November 1, 1923, in Hugh MacDiarmid: 

New Selected Letters, 21. 
22 Scholes and Wulfman, Modernism in the Magazines, 121 and 124. 
23 Robert Jensen, Marketing Modernism in Fin-de-siecle-Europe (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1994), 10. 
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mindset which Grieve in his role as editor was clearly unafraid to 

display.24  

 Political articles, also, were highly visible within The Scottish 

Nation. An article by Lewis Spence, "J’Accuse," which appears in the 

issue of June 5th 1923, is sternly pugilistic in its call for Scottish 

independence, a stance which was echoed by the paper’s initial title 

page, which carried the slogan "Scotland must be freed from the 

predominance of English influences in every direction." This would 

disappear from subsequent issues’ title pages although it would be 

resurrected as a sub-heading for a series of articles entitled 

"International Arts and Affairs" in later editions, eventually being 

dropped altogether by the 26th of June. Grieve’s "Topics of the Week" 

mostly focused on political matters, rather than literary. Indeed, politics 

would often overshadow or even disrupt an ostensibly literary feature 

such as "At the Sign of the Thistle," which initially consisted of a series 

of essays on mostly literary-historical figures such as Mikhail 

Lermontov and Byron. This was soon used for political purposes, and 

was the heading under which two articles regarding Fascism appeared 

in the issues of June the 5th and 19th, thenceforth playing host to a range 

of subjects, in a move away from its origins as a feature with literature 

as its focus.    

 As the year 1923 drew to a close, it became apparent that 

neither of Grieve’s concurrent publications would be able to survive in 

their existing formats. The last number of both publications would 

appear in December of that year, although Grieve was already planning 

his next move: a return to monthly publication. By April 1924 Grieve 

had settled on a title – The Northern Review. The first issue appeared the 

following month, and is visually striking for several reasons. Firstly, the 

bold cover illustration, which shows a black-outlined picture of 

Northern Britain bisected by an imaginary line between North and 

South (see Figure 1). By including the cities of Liverpool, Newcastle 

and Manchester in this visual depiction of his idealised "northern" 

community, Grieve was cannily using illustration to signal the 

                                                           
24 Stephen Brown, “Selling poetry by the Pound: T. S. Eliot and the Waste Land brand”, 

Consumption Markets and Culture 18 (2015): 421, accessed July 24,, 2016, 
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broadening geographic scope of his projected cultural and political 

revolution. Also of note is the length of each issue; at 80-plus pages this 

is by the far the largest of Grieve’s early periodicals, and being printed 

in a double-column format lends an air of solidity and authority to the 

appearance of the pages themselves. Of similar dimensions to The 

Scottish Chapbook (The Northern Review measures 24 cms x 18, The 

Scottish Chapbook 25 x 18.5), Grieve used this return to a familiar format 

to revive certain features of his previous publications. 

 

Grieve’s editorial voice 

was present once again 

in the shape of a 

"Causerie" in the first 

two issues, although 

this was dropped 

afterwards. The first of 

these sees Grieve 

making an attempt to 

link The Northern 

Review to that which 

had passed before:  

In a column leader 

devoted to “The 

Scottish  

 

Figure 1. 

Renaissance," the Glasgow Herald, in discussing the newer forces at 

work in Scottish life and literature, and in assessing the value of the 

work that has been done in the past year or two by the younger writers 

associated mainly with Northern Numbers, The Scottish Chapbook, and The 

Scottish Nation, contended that […] literary devolution was desirable 

and imminent. The Northern Review has been founded to further all the 

tendencies making in that direction […] What Scotland has not had 

hitherto is a representative periodical devoted to its national arts and 

letters approximating in any degree in intelligence, force, and serious 

quality to the best two or three such organs in every other country in 
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Western Europe. The Northern Review will be resolutely tendencious in 

character, and will represent a more determined effort than has hitherto 

been made to rescue Scottish arts and letters from the slough of 

Kailyairdism.25 This desire to connect his latest periodical with its 

predecessors is a clear attempt on Grieve’s part at establishing a 

continuity-through-print for the Scottish Renaissance and its "organs" 

which, given the unfortunate tendency of these magazines to end 

abruptly, they could not entirely be said to possess in actuality. At the 

same time as emphasising this continuity, Grieve positions The Northern 

Review as the most forward-looking of his publications to date – it was 

to be a textual arena where "a more determined effort than has hitherto 

been made to rescue Scottish arts and letters" could be attempted.  

 Nor, as the cover illustration suggested, was this pioneering 

sensibility to be limited to Scotland. The Causerie goes on to state that:  

there are other centres over the Border – Newcastle, Manchester, 

Liverpool, Birmingham – which suffer from the effects of cultural 

centralisation in London as much as do Glasgow and Edinburgh, and 

we seek to make common cause with the elements which are seeking 

local autonomy thereby turning his editorial attention "over the Border" 

Grieve provides further indication of his desire to appeal to the 

readerly population of the built-up areas extraneous to London and its 

monopoly on cultural developments and coverage. This pan-

Northernism is seemingly at odds with Grieve’s fierce nationalism, yet 

as has been previously noted, a tendency towards contradiction was 

never far from his plans. The crude, yet clear, cover illustration reveals 

the proposed demarcation between North and South to be an entirely 

subjective choice, conducted according to Grieve’s own standards: a 

topographical projection of his own ideological uncertainties. The 

exclusion of Leeds, a populous Northern city, from the map is of 

interest. This omission highlights the tenuously constructed nature of 

Grieve’s conception of the divides between London and the South and 

a North defined by a willed-for cultural solidarity which was, at this 

point in time, not entirely fixed.  

 In terms of external contributors, The Northern Review boasts the 

most diverse cast of any that Grieve managed to assemble during his 

                                                           
25 Christopher Murray Grieve, “Causerie”, The Northern Review 1, No. 1 (1924): 1-5.  
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editorial career. The first issue has Walter de la Mare, Margaret 

Sackville and Edwin Muir among the authors listed, while Neil Gunn 

would feature in each subsequent number. Worthy of note, also, is the 

wide-ranging scope of the contents: the lengthy Reviews section to be 

found at the rear of each issue contain a variegated selection of texts 

and authors under discussion, from Aldous Huxley to Richard 

Aldington. Furthermore, Grieve wished to highlight this variety as 

being a hallmark of The Northern Review. In an essay contained within 

the final issue, Grieve states that the magazine opens it pages to writers 

of any school with any theory of art or of technique, however 

apparently freakish, so be it they are resolved […] to make literature. 

Therefore its pages cannot have that unity the absence of which may be 

charged against it. It is a battle-ground [.]26 By proclaiming this absence 

of unity to be one of the defining features of the publication, Grieve 

positions The Northern Review as a textual environment defined by a 

sense of eclecticism as an aesthetic value in itself. This pledge of 

support for "writers of any school with any theory of art or technique" 

allowed Grieve to reiterate the experimental spirit at the heart of the 

Scottish Renaissance and its attendant publications. This is reflected in 

the aggregate range of contents to be found in The Northern Review, 

which are more evenly spread between textual categories than was the 

case for The Scottish Nation, as table 2 shows:   

 

Table 2 

Article Category Percentage of overall content 

Poetry 20 

Essays 30 

Short stories/descriptive prose 6 

Drama 4 

Book Reviews 40 

 

While "Drama" constitutes the smallest category, plays invariably took 

up more pages than other article types, and by publishing at least one 

per issue under a feature headed "Little Scots Theatre," Grieve ensured 
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that a place was reserved for the dissemination of new work in this 

field by Scottish authors. This commitment to publishing new dramatic 

works is also referred to in the Causerie for the first issue, where Grieve 

declared Scots drama to be a vital part of any literary awakening in 

Scotland. 

 This flexibility would extend to the sourcing of material as well 

– a poem by F. V. Branford published in the second issue, "The Idiot," 

carries a bracketed disclaimer that it had first appeared in an issue of 

the influential American periodical The Dial. This suggests two things: 

firstly, that Grieve continued to perceive engagement with 

contemporary periodicals as a key element of his editorial duties, and 

that his habit of textual recycling was expanding to include whole texts 

rather than being confined to fragments. There is a further element to 

this repurposing of Branford’s poem – by reprinting the work and 

giving this information regarding its original publication context, 

Grieve places into the reader’s mind the suggestion that The Northern 

Review inhabits the same sphere as The Dial in terms of its literary 

aspirations. Through these kinds of editorial intervention, which we 

might term ‘quiet’ as opposed to the ‘loud’ represented by editorially-

penned articles or interpositions affixed to articles written by others, 

Grieve is able to influence the reader without seeming to interrupt the 

flow of text or the layout of the page. Reading through the four issues 

of The Northern Review makes clear that Grieve’s role of editor had 

perceptibly changed from that evinced in The Scottish Chapbook and The 

Scottish Nation. While he still penned articles, his interventions in the 

articles of others were far fewer. Although Grieve’s conception of his 

duties as editor may have changed, the external pressures facing any 

new periodical publication had not. Most pressing of all was the 

"perennial crisis of funding’ which plagued so many modernist 

magazines."27 In-text advertisements, which appear frequently in the 

first two issues of The Northern Review – a departure from their previous 

segregation in the other periodicals under discussion – decline sharply 

in the final two issues, with none in the third and a solitary advert on 

behalf of Foyle’s, the London bookshop, in the last issue. This slow-

                                                           
27 Matthew Luskey, “Modernist Ephemera: Little Magazines and the Dynamics of 

Coalition, Passing and Failure” (PhD diss., University of Oregon, 2003), 3. 

Benedict Jones-Williams | MacDiarmuid:  Grieve's Early Periodicals  



113 

 

down in revenue would prove fatal, and after four issues The Northern 

Review also folded. Grieve’s attempt at a return to the monthlies market 

was doomed to be the least successful – in durational terms – of all his 

periodical publications.  

 Leaving Montrose to seek regular journalistic work in London 

at the end of the 1920s, Grieve would continue to juggle seemingly 

irreconcilable aesthetic and political aims throughout his career. From 

1926 onward, with the publication of A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle – 

a rejoinder, in Scots, to The Waste Land – he would find fame primarily 

as a poet. Yet he remained active in the periodical sphere for much of 

his life. The chief example of this being his work on Vox, the precursor 

to the Radio Times, which had been set up by Compton Mackenzie – a 

publication which places him at a critical point in the history of 

broadcast journalism. His early editorial activities can thus be read as 

professional preparation for this aspect of his career, while also 

signalling the intellectual eclecticism which he believed to be essential 

for any revolution in Scottish cultural life. Furthermore, they reveal the 

compromises and tensions inherent in any such exercise: voicing a 

fiercely avant-garde outlook while relying on dwindling advertising 

revenue, Grieve’s aspirations to provoke literary modernism into 

existence in Scotland were built on ground which was far from stable. 

Modernism and the marketplace, as much recent scholarship has 

shown, were uneasy but necessary bedfellows. Grieve’s publications 

confirm this, with poems and advertisements sharing the page with ill-

defined political manifestos in a visual reminder of the inescapability of 

commerce in the 20th century. 
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Figure 1: Front cover of the first issue of The Northern Review, May 1924.  
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Beckett on Film and the Commodification of an ‘Irish Writer’ 
By 

Kurt McGee1 

 

Abstract: This essay begins with an observational question: how is it 

that Samuel Beckett, an avant-garde, Paris-based writer who wrote 

nearly all of his work away from Ireland, has been so strongly 

assimilated into the Irish literary canon as to be memorialized in the 

form of a harp-shaped bridge symbolic of Irish antiquity?  I argue that 

the cultural reappropriation of Beckett as a distinctly Irish writer, 

exemplified by the Beckett Bridge in Dublin, can be seen in parallel to 

the nationalist-driven economic revival of the 1990s.  The Beckett on 

Stage (1991) and Beckett on Film (2001) projects, each supported by Celtic 

Tiger industry and led by a director who saw his work as a “sort of 

reclamation” of Beckett’s Irishness, were instrumental in recapturing 

the cultural essence of a writer who had explicitly rejected cultural 

signification.  Through an examination of Ireland’s tenuous but 

evolving relationship with Beckett during the late twentieth century, 

and a close analysis of the stylistic choices behind the Beckett on Film 

version of “What Where,” I argue that the triangulated effort between 

Irish industry, Celtic Tiger ideology, and contemporary Irish theater 

helped produce the discourse of Beckett as a product of Ireland.  
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Walking across the expensive and grandiloquent harp-shaped Beckett 

Bridge in Dublin, it is easy to forget the awkward relationship between 

Beckett and his homeland, and the curious decision to represent an 

avant-garde writer who identified strongly with France with a symbol 

of Irish antiquity.  Beckett was critical of the parochial values of his 

home country and made his feelings known most clearly by 
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immigrating to Paris, where he would remain for the rest of his life.2  

The feeling was, in many ways, mutual.  His work and persona were 

often treated with indifference or as scandalous by the deeply-

conservative De Valera Ireland that stood in direct contrast to his liberal 

and deconstructive aesthetic.3  Many Irish were slow to accept him as 

one of their own: as late as 1991 the influential Field Day Anthology 

excluded him from acceptance into its Irish canon, and while the Irish 

public eagerly consumed the premiere of Waiting for Godot in 1955, 

recent work in the Stage Beckett project suggests that Beckett 

productions in Ireland between 1960 and 1990 were relegated to 

smaller, experimental theaters. 4  Curiously, it took an American 

scholar, John P. Harrington, to produce the first monograph 

highlighting Beckett’s Irishness, called simply The Irish Beckett (1991), 

and it was only with the burgeoning of Irish Studies as a discipline and 

the onset of the Celtic Tiger that Ireland decided to exhibit the author 

fully as a product of its nation. 

 It is not coincidental that Beckett’s reintroduction into Irish 

society developed concurrently with the economic revival of the late 

1990s.  This remarkable period, which at its peak saw an astonishing 

                                                           
2 James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (London: Bloomsbury, 1996).  

Knowlson says of Beckett that “his remarks about Ireland became more and more 

vituperative after his return to Paris as he lambasted its censorship, its bigotry and its 

narrow-minded attitudes to both sex and religion from which he felt he had suffered,” 

280.  
3 Seán Kennedy, “Samuel Beckett’s Reception in Ireland,” The International Reception of 

Samuel Beckett,  edited by Marx Nixon and Matthew Feldman (London: Continuum, 

2009).  Kennedy argues that “we should not be surprised if Ireland was slow to take 

Beckett to its heart, given that he had made it his business to offend almost every aspect 

of the country’s Catholic nationalist sensibility at a time of considerable adjustment and 

national insecurity,” 64. 
4 Ibid., 64. Anna McMullan, Trish McTighe, David Pattie, and David Tucker, “Staging 

Beckett: Constructing Histories of Performance,” Journal of Beckett Studies 23, no 1. (2014): 

24. In a separate article, McMullan notes that “Beckett’s work was largely ignored by the 

dominant Irish cultural institutions, though he had a number of individual admirers and 

supporters in Ireland.”  McMullan, Anna, “Irish/Postcolonial Beckett,” in Palgrave 

Advances in Samuel Beckett Studies, edited by Lois Oppenheim (London: Palgrave, 2004), 

90.   
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ten-percent GDP growth per year,5 brought a renewed confidence to 

the national psyche of Ireland, who could now safely admit bleak 

writers such as Beckett into its ranks.  Irish capitalism also saw an 

opportunity to exploit one of its greatest cultural commodities—its 

writers—both to rally confidence in itself and to export to admiring 

literary consumers around the world.  Today in Ireland, Beckett is more 

than just an Irish author; he is a bridge, an offshore patrol vessel, and a 

limited-edition euro coin.  The commodification of its writers was 

perhaps inevitable given the international recognition of Joyce and 

Beckett, and it was an easy sell for a country that had whole-heartedly 

embraced global capitalism.  In the cosmopolitan, but somehow 

distinctly-Irish Beckett, the country had a perfect symbol of a society 

open to globalization and eager to ship its profitable culture to 

hibernophilic nations around the world. 

 Selling the plays of a writer whose opaque aesthetic defies 

commercialization demanded careful attention to local and global 

markets.  The first step was to remove the great dramatist from the 

theater, where a specialized audience and limited seats would 

obviously decrease potential profit.  The second step was more 

challenging: to make Beckett more appealing to both Irish and 

international mainstream audiences.  The rather ingenious result was 

Beckett on Film, an ambitious project backed by RTÉ and Channel 4, 

which filmed all nineteen of Beckett’s plays for television and to be sold 

in DVD format.  Beckett on Film purposefully overplays its Irishness in 

order to appeal to an Irish audience still learning to accept the writer 

amongst its own.  To appeal to its global consumer base, the project 

assembled world-renowned actors, changed settings to mirror 

Hollywood hits of the time, and, of course, converted the great 

dramatist to the medium of film, irrevocably altering whatever 

theatrical qualities Beckett saw as nonnegotiable in regard to his drama.  

In this way, Beckett on Film, itself a production and symbol of the strong 

new Irish tech industry, was able to offer a diluted version of the once 

avant-garde dramatist to the average film-watcher in Ireland and 
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abroad, where its digital format and attractive reinterpretation would 

ensure its legacy as the most accessible version of the author’s work. 

 This essay will attempt to lay out the material conditions in 

which Beckett on Film came about and will examine how its position as a 

product of Celtic Tiger ideology encouraged its producers to create 

their own version of Beckett for the public.  To develop this argument, I 

will examine the Beckett on Film version of “What Where,” which 

embodies Celtic Tiger ideology with its trendy mass-appeal science 

fiction setting, use of popular Irish actors, and cinematic flair.   

Terry Eagleton explains in Criticism and Ideology that the “literary text 

bears the impress of its historical mode of production as surely as any 

product secretes in its forms and materials the fashion of its making.”6  

Beckett on Film was, to its core, a product of Irish industry.  It was 

supported by RTÉ, the Irish Film Board, and Irish film companies Blue 

Angel and Tyrone Productions, the latter being responsible for 

Riverdance, an early attempt to exploit an attractive Irishness for easy 

and palatable global consumption.  The total cost was around 4.5 

million pounds,7 and it would also be shown on television in several 

countries around the world and later sold in an attractive DVD boxed 

set.  The production was directed by Michael Colgan of the Gate 

Theatre, who had already put together the highly-successful Beckett 

Festival of 1991, which emphasized Beckett’s Irishness and who, as 

Séan Kennedy points out, “made no bones about the fact that the 

purpose of his productions were ‘to give back some of the fundamental 

Irishness to Beckett’s work.”8  Colgan called his work on Beckett a “sort 

of reclamation” that was “redressing some imbalance” about Beckett as 

an Irish writer,9 a point with which many of his Irish actors agreed.10  

                                                           
6 Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary Theory (London: Verso, 

1976), 48.   
7 “Beckett Goes to Hollywood,” The Guardian, Nov. 19, 2000, 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2000/nov/19/ 

beckettat100.theatre. 
8 Kennedy, “Reception,” 68. 
9 Alan Riding, “Samuel Beckett Gets an Irish Embrace” in The New York Times, July 28, 

1996,   http://www.nytimes.com/1996/07/28/theater/samuel-beckett-gets-an-irish-

embrace.html 
10 David Kelly, for instance, staunchly defended the Beckett Festival’s presentation of a 

distinctly Irish Beckett, saying of Godot that “The whole fabric of the language is Dublin . . 
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And yet, Colgan was also aware of his commercial obligations outside 

of Ireland, and often sought to temper his nationalist statements by 

simultaneously praising Beckett’s international qualities and suitability 

for the big screen.  Anna McMullan remarks that “Colgan makes no 

secret of the fact that he is financially minded,”11 and Alan Riding 

describes Colgan as a “ready apostle [who] decided to take his 

proselytizing a step further by carrying Beckett from stage to screen.”12  

Colgan was walking a fine line, at once reinforcing the Irishness of 

Beckett to appeal to an Irish demographic while also opening up 

Beckett for consumption by a mainstream global audience.  Global 

reception was ensured considering his selection of producers, “a who’s-

who list of contemporary cinema and theatre” including renowned 

directors and actors Neil Jordan, David Mamet, Julianne Moore, and 

Jeremey Irons, among others.13 

 Colgan, of course, was a product of his time, and his ideology 

behind presenting and marketing the Beckett on Film project can be seen 

working parallel to the larger Celtic Tiger socio-economic movement.  

As Ireland advanced from its mid-century economic stagnation, a new 

group of political leaders attempted to reinvigorate Irish industry to 

stand on its own.  As Terence Brown argues, the Irish Film Board was 

established in 1981 to help Irish film-makers “escape the constraints of 

international stereotyping imposed by Hollywood.”14  Film making, 

which previously relied on assistance from American infrastructure, 

could now have a measure of independence and bring in revenue for its 

own economy.  Years later, in 1988, Taoiseach Charles Haughey helped 

fund the Arts Council by offering eight million pounds “available from 

lottery funds,” and explaining that “the arts were an integral part of 

future government policy.”15  Here we can see the synchronous and 

reinforcing progression of a developing national confidence alongside 

                                                                                                                                
. In English, it has to be performed with an Irish accent, a Protestant Dublin accent.”  See 

Riding, “Irish Embrace.” 
11 McMullan, “Irish/Postcolonial,” 25. 
12 Riding, “Irish Embrace.” 
13 Kelly, “Beckett on Film.” 
14 Terence Brown, Ireland: A Social and Cultural History 1922-2002 (London: Harper, 2004), 

346. 
15 Ibid., 345-346. 
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the requisite industrial forces to produce and evince such confidence, 

and this relation between national pride and economy should not be 

underestimated.  Ireland had, only decades earlier in the century, 

finally achieved a forceful separation with Britain to gain self-rule, and 

the struggling economy post-separation was undoubtedly a sore spot 

for the Republic’s pride.  Therefore, when Ireland embraced capitalism 

and entered its period of growth, it also saw an opportunity to assert its 

autonomy by producing its own self-claimed Nobel laureate using its 

own film industry and making its own decisions about how he would 

be presented.   

 The transplantation of Beckett’s plays to film in an attempt to 

reach a mainstream audience had immediate aesthetic ramifications for 

the dramatist’s work.  Critics had varying complaints in response to 

Beckett on Film including: deviation from Beckett’s minimal sets by 

adding clutter in the background (Krapp’s), a preference for individual 

faces as opposed to broad shots (Godot), situating an insular play within 

a larger environmental context (Happy Days and Play)and changing 

tempo from what Beckett preferred (Rockaby). 16  One critic took issue 

with Not I for its use of the “glamorous and perfect mouth [of Julianne 

Moore] instead of the scatological mouth” Beckett intended,17 a 

comment that shows, in addition to the substantive and diverse 

changes made in the production, the boundless optimism that Beckett 

scholars bring to their studies.  Finally, some people were troubled by 

the way Beckett on Film was delivered.  RTÉ and Channel 4 played the 

filmed plays in marathon fashion and this left a disagreeable taste in 

people’s mouths.  Suddenly, the imprisoning experience of watching a 

Beckett play could be recorded and postponed for later to be watched 

between reruns of EastEnders and Fair City: or not.  One can only guess 

how long the average Irish family—or any family for that matter—

might have lasted when faced with eleven straight hours of Beckett to 

work through.18 

                                                           
16 Jonathan Bignell, Beckett on Screen: The Television Plays (Manchester: Manchester UP, 

2009), 32.  
17 Gabriella Borges, “Beckett on Film: A Dialogue Amongst Cinema, Television and 

Theatre,” in Cinema Europeu Contemporaneo (2005), 5. 
18 Bignell notes, “It is telling in this respect that the life of the plays in the Beckett on Film 

series is now as a DVD commodity for solitary home viewing, primarily in the 
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 Perhaps the most incisive critique of Beckett on Film comes from 

a person who, surprisingly, is allotted space on the official development 

documentary available with the DVD collection.  Tom McGurk, labeled 

only as “Journalist” on screen, says:  

 In the theater, there is a subjective relationship with a member 

 of the audience.  You are your own director... When you put 

 a film camera between the audience and the play, it is the 

 director who is deciding the meaning, who is deciding what is 

 most important... It is an imposition on the Beckett 

 performance.19 

McGurk’s concerns are introduced only to be summarily dismissed; he 

is silenced quickly by Not I director Neil Jordan in the next scene, who, 

after audibly sighing, brushes off McGurk by saying that “the only bad 

thing about Beckett is the commentators on him.  They can be such 

tiresome bores.”20  McGurk is not seen again, the self-introduced 

criticism has been quashed, and the documentary ambles on 

unimpeded.  What the immediate criticism of Beckett on Film shows is 

that its overt position as a product designed for mainstream 

consumption not only drastically altered the content and form of 

Beckett’s plays, but the way in which it was experienced by viewers. 

 

A Materialist Critique of “What Where” 

“What Where” is Beckett’s final play, and concerns an artist-figure 

named Bam who is directed by his own voice, an omnipresent 

megaphone given the separate name of “v.”  Responding to v, Bam 

asks doppelgangers Bem, Bim, and Bom about their success in 

interrogating an unnamed person regarding the simple questions of 

“What?” and “Where?” but, after assuming they are hiding the results 

from him, Bam has them interrogated each in their turn.  The play 

engages with Beckett’s theme of the trauma of habit, a theme even more 

                                                                                                                                
educational market, rather than as television broadcast for collective audiences or in 

cinema exhibition,” Beckett on Screen, 87. 
19 All references labeled as “Beckett on Film” come specifically from the documentary 

found on the first disk of the boxed set.  Beckett on Film, directed by Michael Colgan 

(Dublin: Blue Angel Films and Tyrone Productions, 2001, DVD).  For this quotation, see 

5:00 and 14:30 minutes.  
20 See documentary, 15:00 minutes. 
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incisive when one considers it has pervaded all the way to his final 

play: it is Beckett’s own habit.   

 As with many of Beckett’s later plays, “What Where” offers 

minimal set instructions, insisting only on a “playing area” that is 

“dimly lit” and “surrounded by shadow.”21  The Beckett on Film 

production, having taken creative license into its own hands, 

interpreted this minimalism as an opportunity for experimentation or, 

to be more specific, to produce the ideology of Beckett as fit for popular 

culture.  It is worth noting, for example, that the play features Sean 

McGinley, a prominent Irish actor well-known among Irish audiences, 

and is directed by Damien O’Donnell, an Irish producer recently 

famous in Britain for his BAFTA-winning and commercially successful 

film East is East (1999).  O’Donnell changes the setting of “What Where” 

to what appears to be a futuristic library complete with Star Wars-

inspired sound effects for opening doors and neon lighting that 

immediately sets the play apart from the traditional nondescript 

Beckettian universe and into the realm of a distinct genre of popular 

film.  O’Donnell’s decision becomes clearer in the context of its 

production.  “What Where” was filmed in December of 1999, a year 

that would also see a fluorishing of the science fiction genre in popular 

film.  The Matrix and Star Wars: The Phantom Menace, for example, both 

came out in 1999 and together accumulated nearly two billion dollars in 

box office earnings, to say nothing of the profound effect their releases 

had on popular culture.   

 Introducing a particular and obviously recognizable setting to 

Beckett’s minimally-designed sets has serious consequences for the 

interpretation of his work.  Critics immediately began comparing this 

version of “What Where” to other films about “oppressive future 

societies,” a long-standing genre with myriad political and cultural 

connotations.22  These new interpretations were not harmful per se, but 

are unlikely what Beckett intended.  Indeed, the science fiction or 

dystopian genre purposefully sets its time and place far from the here 

and now.  This palliative distance, as well as the intricate specificity of 

                                                           
21 Samuel Beckett, “What Where,” 1984, in Samuel Beckett: The Complete Dramatic Works 

(London: Faber, 2006), 471.   
22 Bignell, Beckett on Screen, 74. 
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world creation, offers some level of comfort that the events occurring 

exist in a distinct and separate sphere from our own lives.  By contrast, 

Beckett’s version of his play purposefully avoids specificity to focus on 

the universal.  They move inwardly, commenting on the internal 

struggle of existence, the pain and necessity of habit and repetition, the 

dullness of familiarity, and the agonizing cyclical nature of our lives.  

We see in the minimalist and nondescript setting of Beckett’s “What 

Where” our own room, our own mind, and in it are able to feel the 

torturous twelve minutes with our own particularity.  To go blatantly 

against Beckett’s aesthetic philosophy by framing his work within the 

science fiction genre shows a desire to have it enter mainstream 

commercial culture. 

 O’Donnell defended his use of a futuristic library by claiming 

that Beckett had left the setting open for interpretation and that he saw 

“What Where” as “about power, and how information is power.  So we 

used the library as a metaphor for someone who has control over all the 

power and information.”23  O’Donnell’s library also adds props, 

another feature absent in Beckett’s version of his play, with particular 

interest given to a large book that is zoomed in on several times 

throughout the film.  The book, we might assume, is the artist-

protagonist Bam’s oeuvre—itself symbolic of Beckett’s body of work—

and therefore whoever has power over this book has power over the 

author.  O’Donnell’s insertion of this book into the film when the text 

does not ask for it is thus both a symbol and a production of his own 

power over the interpretation of Beckett.  This idea resonates even more 

loudly when taking into consideration the executive mantras that were 

thrown around by the directors during production.  O’Donnell said in 

regard to the controversy of putting Beckett on film that “If it works on 

film, you should film it,”24 and with similar authoritarian gusto, Colgan 

said that “If this project turns more people on to Beckett, then it can’t be 

heresy.”25 O’Donnell and Colgan have superseded Beckett and 

produced a version of “What Where,” with distinctly-Irish characters 

                                                           
23 See documentary at 9:20 minutes. 
24 See documentary at 10:20 minutes. 
25 See documentary at 42:10 minutes. 
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and a global science fiction setting, which is their own; they have, in 

essence, taken control of the interpretation of his oeuvre. 

However, there are ways in which Beckett’s transition to film can be 

helpful to our understanding of his philosophy.  In his early aesthetic 

treatise Proust, Beckett explains his idea of a discontinuous self and the 

trauma involved with such a notion: “We are not merely more weary 

because of yesterday, we are other, no longer what we were before the 

calamity of yesterday . . . the world of our own latent consciousness, 

and its cosmography has suffered a dislocation.”26  Our present 

consciousness is the only thing we can lay claim to, because any past 

recollections are different conscious experiences and have no definitive 

connection to our present self.  This, understandably, is traumatic for 

Beckett, and he suggests that only through the palliative practice of 

habit are we able to give ourselves a modicum of peace about the 

illusion of consistency and wholeness.  This idea resonates with the 

production of film and the experience of film-making.  In his essay 

“The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” 

(1936), Marxist critic Walter Benjamin makes frequent reference to film, 

suggesting that “The stage actor identifies himself with a role.  The film actor 

very often is denied this opportunity.  His performance is by no means a 

unified whole, but is assembled from many individual 

performances.”[Original emphasis]27  Film-making is the process of 

producing hundreds, even thousands of different recordings, each time 

recording a different version of the actor and set.  The completed film 

contrasts starkly with the single “take” of a theater production; it is a 

montage of carefully selected yet unmistakably different moments that 

give the illusion of continuity.28  When we watch “What Where,” it 

                                                           
26 Samuel Beckett, Proust and Three Dialogues with Georges Duthuit, 1931 (London:  Calder, 

1976), 13. 
27 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” in 

Walter Benjamin:  Selected Writings:  Volume 3:  1935-1938, edited by Howard Eiland and 

Michael W. Jennings, translated by Edmund Jephcott, Howard Eiland, et al (Cambridge:  

Belknap, 2002), 112.  
28 Beckett produced a handful of plays for film on BBC in the 1960s and 1970s and, as 

Bignell notes, audiences and film critics avoided them because they were often recorded 

with a single camera and in a single take.  This uncertain middle ground of being both 

unlike a normal film in its lack of an agile camera and unlike a theatrical experience in 
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becomes clear that each camera switch and each slightly different 

intonation for successive lines is the product of attempting to squeeze 

together discontinuous moments to imitate a continuous whole.  

Unacceptable shots, which inexplicably show a lack of similarity with 

an already dissimilar experience, are rejected and discarded.  In this 

way, the production of film has many similarities to Beckett’s idea of 

the self, and one wonders why Beckett never worked more with a 

medium that may have allowed him to experiment more deeply with 

this idea. 

 Seán Kennedy argues that “any account of the reception of 

Samuel Beckett’s work in Ireland over the last 70 years or so might also 

serve as an account of Ireland’s changing sense of itself in that period, 

revealing much about its ongoing processes of self-definition and 

revision.”29  Beckett’s popularity as an “Irish writer” occurred at a time 

in which Ireland needed the confidence to push forward into global 

capitalism.  Celtic Tiger ideology, which professed a self-confident 

Ireland open to global capitalism and the commodification of its 

culture, produced Beckett on Film, which in turn helped produce the 

idea that the great international writer Beckett was comfortably Irish.   

The Beckett on Film project has also opened up a considerable problem 

in Beckett Studies.  Filmed versions of his plays directly contradict his 

theatrical insistence; Beckett was unflinchingly rigid about how and by 

whom his plays would be produced and, though he admired film 

throughout his life, he never approved of a film version of his works.  It 

is surprising then that the Beckett Estate, though infamously as 

resistant to reinterpretation as Beckett, not only approved the Beckett on 

Film rendition, but also commended its results.  According to Colgan, 

Edward Beckett praised the production of “What Where,” saying that 

“it had more of an impact than it ever had on stage.”30   If Edward is 

willing to approve of film versions that fundamentally alter his uncle’s 

work, he would surely be more open to flexible interpretations of 

Beckett in the future.  Or perhaps his use of the word “impact” suggests 

                                                                                                                                
that it appears on screen shows the beginning of critical discourse about filming Beckett.  

See Bignell, Beckett on Screen, 31.  
29 Kennedy, “Reception,” 55. 
30 “Beckett Goes.” 
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not a commendation but a recognition that in contemporary society 

film is more widely consumed than theater. 

Perhaps the greatest consequence of his transition to film is that the 

Beckett on Film versions have become, in a commercial sense, the 

definitive versions of Beckett.  Theaters, of course, rarely, if ever, film 

their productions, and thus Beckett on Film has a monopoly on that 

market.  Typing in “Beckett” on Amazon, for example, yields Beckett on 

Film as the only watchable version.  And if one types in Waiting for 

Godot on YouTube, the first two results are different uploads of the 

same Beckett on Film version, which features the overtly Irish Barry 

McGovern and Johnny Murphy, and the elements of film—camera 

zooming, for instance—that articulate a vastly different vision of 

Beckett’s work.  Beckett on Film has become the definitive way to 

consume Beckett around the world and has produced a new ideology 

of Beckett as Irish, mainstream, and film-friendly.   
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Political Aesthetics: The Historical Sublime and Liberty 

Beautified in the Works of Edmund Burke and James Barry1 
By 

Seán Patrick McNulty, BA Hons. 

 

Abstract 

This research analyses the aesthetic relationship between the 

philosopher Edmund Burke and the history painter James Barry, and 

evaluates the impact of Burke’s seminal essay concerning the sublime 

and beautiful on the ideologies of both the politician and the artist. By 

closely analysing Burke’s essay this paper observes the linguistic 

similitude present in his later texts and establishes a political-aesthetic 

present throughout these works. The influence of this philosophy is 

subsequently analysed in relation to the literary and artistic 

productions of Barry, particularly those from 1775-1789. In doing so, 

this essay attempts to establish Burke and Barry’s holistic approach to 

politics, arts and the humanities, and also endeavours to deconstruct 

the disciplinary boundaries in approaching these figures. 

Furthermore, this research subsequently evaluates the position of these 

two Irishmen living in London during a time of great political and 

social persecution in Ireland. The appeals of both for justice and 

equality are once more analysed through the political aesthetic of the 

sublime and beautiful, and this is used to expose and examine their 

particular engagement with the political project of Great Britain. At a 

time of burgeoning nationalism across Western Europe, and both North 

and South America, it is seen how these two figures promoted 

cosmopolitan ethics and called for increased understanding across 

international borders. 
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I. 

Critical studies of the Irish philosopher and Westminster politician 

Edmund Burke (1729-97) often observe how his writings present a 

nuanced but unified ideology, engaging with political, historical, 

cultural and moral discourses in a holistic manner. This is frequently 

related to his early text A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our 

Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757), which profoundly impacted 

artistic and political ideologies in the late eighteenth century, not least 

in Burke’s own career. Neal Wood supports this, as he writes: “Burke’s 

two basic aesthetic categories, the sublime and the beautiful, inform 

and shape several of his fundamental political and historical ideas,” 

most clearly demonstrated in his Reflections on the Revolution in France 

(1790).2 Although it is acknowledged that Burke “maintained his vital 

interest in the arts” and while the Enquiry’s aesthetic impact on certain 

artists has been explored, the influence of Burke’s political aesthetic on 

painters may be further emphasised.3 

 The Irish historical painter James Barry (1741-1806) was an 

early protégé of Burke who first brought the artist to London and 

financed his travels and education in Europe. Moreover, Barry was 

particularly influenced by the politicised-aesthetic of the Enquiry, 

having transcribed the text in its entirety alongside notes on the British 

Constitution, the evolution of civil and religious society, and 

biographies of famous English personages.4 Additionally, during the 

Barry’s formative period he and Burke closely corresponded, with the 

politician often advising the artist on his studies and practice. In these 

letters, the two also discussed political matters relating to the arts, 

including commercial influences preventing artists such as George 

Barrett from achieving “as much as his Genius would entitle him to;” 

and the importance of historical painting in forming “the Taste of a 

Nation.”5 Admittedly, the two differed on religious grounds, and it is 

                                                           
2 Neal Wood, “The Aesthetic Dimension of Burke’s Political Thought,” Journal of British 

Studies 4, no.1 (1964), 42. 
3 Ibid., 41. 
4 Liam Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry and the Genre of History Painting, 1775-1809, 

(Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2004), 47. 
5 “Edmund and William Burke to James Barry, ante 19 February 1767,” The Correspondence 

of James Barry, accessed 11 November 2016, www.texte.ie/barry. 
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important to acknowledge Barry’s Catholic perspective which 

profoundly influenced his moral, political and creative ideologies. In 

later life, for example, particularly after the 1801 Act of Union between 

Great Britain and Ireland, Barry began to express a more radical 

political ideology in works such as Passive Obedience (1802) which 

criticised the unfair union and the failure of Catholic emancipation.6 

Despite this ideological divergence, however, the relationship between 

politics and aesthetics gained from Burke’s Enquiry is still evident in 

these later works, as Barry continued to express political concerns 

through his art, and it remains worthwhile to assess the critical 

dialogue between these two figures. Therefore, by extracting key 

arguments from Burke’s Enquiry; exploring their significance in Burke’s 

political texts; and evaluating the influence of this politicised aesthetic 

on Barry’s own writings, namely An Inquiry into the Real and Imaginary 

Obstructions to the Acquisition of the Arts in England (1775), the value of 

this politicised-aesthetic for these two figures may be assessed. In 

addition to this, by establishing how Burke and Barry related this 

ideology to the eighteenth-century project of Great Britain an insight 

may be gained into the holistic, tolerant and cosmopolitan perspective 

of these two Irish writers. 

 

II. 

In his Enquiry, Burke examines the two passions of mankind, the 

sublime and beautiful. The sublime is described as anything which 

excites “the ideas of pain, and danger;” it is “analogous to terror” and 

makes the viewer aware of their own inferiority; ultimately it is 

characterised as expansive, obscure, and beyond an individual’s 

perception. 7  In political terms, it is anything that impresses awe and 

admiration. In contrast to this, the beautiful is that which inspires love 

and as such must be small, delicate and flexible, as people only “love 

what submits.”8 Essentially the beautiful represents the “desire for 

                                                           
6 Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry, 183. 
7 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and 

Beautiful, ed. J.T. Boulton (London: Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1958), 39.  
8 Ibid, 113 
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order and refinement.”9 This emphasis on the sublime being obscure 

and the beautiful being precise suggests a useful dichotomy of the 

general and the particular. The former represents that which is 

expansive and multitudinous, whereas the latter is limited and often 

described as a single object. In this dichotomy, the Enquiry may be 

politically interpreted as the sublime representing a national “principle 

of authority,” and the beautiful as the local “principle of friendship.”10  

Subsequently, Burke asserts that while these passions are not perceived 

by reason, judgement may be used to negotiate an adequate response to 

them, as is examined in the ‘Introduction on Taste.’ It is judgement that 

relates the stimulus to “the manners, the characters, the actions, and the 

designs of men.”11 This crucial process enables the viewer to negotiate a 

suitable intellectual response to the contemplated object. Furthermore, 

the individual’s facility of judgement can and must be improved 

through broad study, “by attention and by the habit of reasoning” in 

order to suitably and to gain experience for future encounters.12 By 

reflecting on these stimuli the spectator is led to three responses which 

“serve in the great chain of society.”13 The first, sympathy, allows the 

spectator to relate to the mediated experiences of another. The second, 

imitation, prompts the viewer to copy what they witness: this forms 

what Burke calls manners. The final response is ambition, the 

“satisfaction arising from the contemplation of … excelling … in 

something deemed valuable,” which encourages society’s improvement 

beyond repetitive imitation.14 While the perception of the sublime and 

beautiful is irrational, the individual arguably has a moral obligation to 

reason upon these stimuli, and use their judgement to negotiate an 

appropriate response. 

 The significance of judgement in determining an adequate 

response to the sublime and beautiful reveals Burke’s key political 

concerns. Firstly, imitation is vital to developing customs and values, as 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 113 & Michael Brown, The Irish Enlightenment (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 

2016), 180. 
10 Wood, “The Aesthetic Dimension”, 49. 
11 Burke, Enquiry, 23 
12 Burke, Enquiry, 23. 
13 Ibid., 44. 
14 Ibid., 50. 
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Burke states, it is imitation which “forms our manners, our opinions, 

our lives.”15 These manners define how people think and behave 

depending on their particular social context, and are “one of the chief 

influences shaping society.”16 Hence, similar manners unify people in 

friendships, towns, cities and eventually nations. Secondly, Burke’s 

emphasis that manners improve “exactly as we improve our 

judgement” and the importance of broad knowledge, long attention, 

and frequent practice indicates a notion of historical progress.17 As 

individuals refine their judgement and manners through accumulative 

study and experience, so too can the nation advance by refining its 

laws, traditions and customs, through study and empirical knowledge. 

By maintaining a notion of shared historical experience, manners are 

incrementally formed, accumulated and improved, and “in this way, 

human beings are … destined to achieve progress.”18  

 Similarly, in his Inquiry, Barry observes the formation of 

manners and the importance of refined judgement in relation to social 

progress. Firstly, Barry stresses the “influence of habit and education” 

in the development of the human character, a concept which is central 

to his philosophy and vision of the artist’s public role. 19 Throughout the 

Inquiry he explores the historical relationship between the artist and 

society, and concludes that the “public grew up in judgement and taste 

in the same progressive manner as the artist did in his practice.”20 The 

specific usage of “judgement” and “taste” demonstrates a modified 

stylistic vocabulary that resonates with Burke’s Enquiry. Moreover, the 

notion of advancement is reinforced in terms such as “grew up” and 

“progressive” although in this circumstance it is from the general to the 

particular, rather than the local to the national argued by Burke. 

                                                           
15 Ibid., 49. 
16 Sora Sato, “Edmund Burke’s Ideas on Historical Change,” History of European Ideas 40, 

no.5 (2014), 683. 
17 Burke, Enquiry, 26. 
18 Sato, “Burke’s Ideas on Historical Change”, 679. 
19 James Barry, An Inquiry into the Real and Imaginary Obstructions to the Acquisition of the 

Arts in England (London, 1775), 62, 

http://find.galegroup.com/ecco/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=ECCO&userGroupN

ame=tcd&tabID=T001&docId=CW104869183&type=multipage&contentSet=ECCOArticles

&version=1.0&docLevel=FASCIMILE  
20 Ibid., 62. 
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Despite this, Barry still acknowledges the relationship between the 

individual and the public, with the additional moral implication that it 

is history painters who represent the values of a civilised nation. This 

implies that as society’s taste is refined the artist is able to achieve 

further greatness, and hence the general public profoundly influences 

the individual artist. 

 Secondly, Barry also argues the reciprocity of progression with 

the view that the artist cultivates the public taste. As he writes, the 

power and purpose of art is “to raise ideas in the mind, of such great 

actions as are best calculated to move, to delight, and to instruct.”21 

Once again Barry’s diction evokes Burke’s concepts of imitation (“to 

instruct”) and ambition (“to raise ideas”) and that, to educate, art must 

inspire greatness in what it represents and the manner in which it is 

presented. The theory of developmental manners is inherent in this 

interpretation, in which the work of art, by raising ideas, will refine 

manners, customs and eventually the national character. Thus, not only 

is the artist’s education dependent upon a developed public taste, the 

public is simultaneously instructed by the individual; and in a time 

when a society’s judgement and taste is flourishing, the artist “leads it 

on to maturity.”22 The political significance of this aesthetic theory 

correlates with Burke’s ideas relating the sublime to the beautiful, as 

manners are simultaneously formed, represented and elevated by art. 

Accepting that manners and customs develop into laws, art becomes 

vital in ensuring the formation of the best possible manners. 

This theory of developmental manners is further enhanced by Burke in 

Reflections which examines the interaction between particular social 

units and general communities. Firstly, Burke states that the foundation 

of civil society originates from local attachments, “to love the little 

platoon we belong to in society.”23 By using “love” and “little,” Burke 

strongly aligns this founding social unit to his notions of the beautiful 

which must be “little” and “pleasing.”24 As social groupings become 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 108. 
22 Ibid., 164-5. 
23 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. J.G.A. Pocock (Cambridge: 

Hackett Publishing Company, 1987), 41. 
24 Burke, Enquiry, 113. 
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more general, however, the governing body relies less on beautiful 

passions to maintain order and its authority, and rules instead through 

sublime admiration. This is presented through Burke’s historical 

interpretation of the British Constitution which bears an “imposing and 

majestic aspect” with “monumental inscriptions.”25 The semantic field 

of grandeur and immensity in these descriptions invoke the sublime by 

conveying strength, vastness, succession, uniformity, and magnificence. 

 Thus, while love is the local founding passion of society, larger 

communities depend upon sublime authority in order to maintain the 

social structure. Additionally, as manners are formed at a local level, 

these become customs, and eventually laws, at a national level, which 

are refined through accumulative experience and study. In this secure 

method, societies progress in a process of constant self-refinement. 

In his reciprocal ideology presented in the Inquiry, Barry also 

demonstrates a concept of historical advancement while exemplifying 

late eighteenth-century political optimism. The American Revolution 

was viewed by liberal Whigs, including Barry, as the improved 

reincarnation of British liberty, brought about by the combination of 

British values and newly developed local manners.26 In his writings on 

the event, Burke exhibits similar sentiments, acknowledging the 

“diversity and complexity of the North American colonists,” observing 

“a distinctive notion of American ‘liberty’ that arose from their own 

culture and environment.”27 Through these observations, Burke called 

on the Westminster government to acknowledge the variety of 

traditions, beliefs and cultures within the British Empire, rather than to 

enforce a universal social model based solely on English culture.28 In 

the case of Barry, it has been argued that, as an Irish Catholic subjected 

to the Penal Laws and living in London during the anti-Catholic 

Gordon Riots (1780), he “could hardly portray himself as central to the 

British nation and then criticize it for not granting Irish citizens their 

civil liberties.”29 However, in light of the positive American Revolution 

                                                           
25 Burke, Reflections, 30. 
26 Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry, 42. 
27 Matthew W. Binney, “Edmund Burke’s Sublime Cosmopolitan Aesthetic,” in SEL 

Studies in English Literature 1500-1900 vol.53, no.3 (2013), 655. 
28 Ibid., 655. 
29 Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry, 74. 
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and the representation of the artist as a social instructor, the injustices 

in Ireland potentially reinforce Barry’s insistence on being “central to 

the British nation.” Between 1774 and 1782, Barry produced a sequence 

of six paintings entitled The Progress of Human Culture, or the Adelphi 

Series, for The Society for the Encouragement of the Arts, Manufactures 

and Commerce. In the concluding scene, Elysium and Tartarus, or, The 

State of Final Retribution, which intended to represent “an ideal world of 

humanity reunited,” Barry painted the figure of William Penn 

presenting the Pennsylvanian Constitution to the great historical 

legislators.30 Among other articles, this constitution called for religious 

toleration and the abolition of slavery, and was a prime example of the 

“cosmopolitan disposition of global friendship” which Barry yearned to 

inculcate in the British Isles.31 Just as Burke evaluated that it was the 

Westminster government’s inability to adapt to local customs that led 

to the American Revolution, so too did Barry assert that the national 

government must tolerate all manner of local differences to achieve 

unity. Furthermore, being aware of the injustices against Catholics in 

Ireland, the positive liberality of the American Revolution represented 

a possible future for the British state, which Barry attempted to inspire 

through historical painting. 

 Overall, it can be seen how both Burke and Barry interpret the 

Enlightenment discourses of politics and history through the aesthetic 

theory outlined in the Enquiry. In this interpretation, the beautiful and 

sublime relate to the local and national. The former is organised 

according to love and manners, and the latter through admiration and 

laws. However, local communities profoundly impact the country as 

manners develop into laws and national characteristics. Additionally, 

understanding the perception of the sublime and beautiful depends 

upon judgement which the spectator must employ in order to negotiate 

an appropriate response to stimuli. This act of judgement also 

contributes to the formation of manners and customs, and thus as the 

individual’s capacity to judge improves, national values and morals 

                                                           
30 Daniel R. Guernsey, “Barry’s Bossuet in Elysium: Catholicism and Counter-revolution in 

the 1790s,” in James Barry, 1741-1806: History Painter, ed. Tom Dunne and William L. 

Pressly (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 1988), 214. 
31 Ibid., 214. 
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will also improve by extension and after long development. Equally, 

Barry is seen to have developed a similar political interpretation of the 

Enquiry and explicitly places the historical painter at the centre of 

national improvement by asserting that art simultaneously cultivates 

and represents manners. This correlates with the idea that the 

individual might influence the public, with the added dimension that 

the public has a responsibility to support the artist, due to this moral 

and political significance. This interpretation greatly depends upon 

reciprocity or fusion of the beautiful and sublime, or the local and 

national, allowing the one to significantly influence the other. However, 

as Burke states, doing so considerably lessens “the effect of the one or 

the other upon the passions.”32 In the case of Burke’s social model, if the 

sublime national authority and beautiful love of the local are lessened 

by combination, it must be questioned why these two passions are 

fused. Regarding Barry, it must be assessed how successfully the artist 

negotiates the synthesis of these passions and why this combination 

occurs. Through this, it may be further established exactly how these 

two figures related the political-aesthetic to the project of Great Britain. 

 

III. 

As Wood states, in the Enquiry Burke discussed a subject that became 

essential to his later works: the “foundations of the commonwealth.”33 

While this is true to an extent, as the French Revolution witnessed the 

destruction of one commonwealth and posed a threat British 

institutions, Burke is not only concerned with the formation of 

governments but also with their secure continuation. Wood argues that 

when the sublime and beautiful are joined “the weaker quality of the 

beautiful suffers,” and that authoritative government demands 

admiration, reverence, and respect.34 Although this accords with Burke, 

the power which the state ought to have is arguably overemphasised in 

the conclusion that the “beauty of community … will not long survive 

without the sublimity of government.”35 This interpretation does not 

                                                           
32 Burke, Enquiry, 114. 
33 Wood, “The Aesthetic Dimension,” 48. 
34 Ibid., 45. 
35 Ibid., 64. 
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fully value the restraining force of the British Constitution which, Burke 

argues, encourages “action and counteraction” and prevents “all the 

headlong exertions of arbitrary power,” or the exercise of sublime 

tyranny.36 By claiming that this useful restraint ensures compromise, 

moderation and “temperaments,” Burke evokes his own description of 

the beautiful virtues, being “easiness of temper … and liberality.”37 

Additionally, contrasting the assertion that when power is “employed 

for our benefit … it is never sublime” with the argument that civil 

society is “made for the advantage of man,” the interpretation of 

government as purely sublime is undermined in favour of 

moderation.38 By describing the Constitution as a fusion of the sublime 

and beautiful it acts as a “restraint upon [the] passions”, restricting the 

monarch and government from tyranny, and the populace from 

revolution.39 Similarly, describing the Constitution in terms of the 

beautiful, as fluid and seemingly without beginning or end, “a 

permanent body composed of transitory parts,” it restrains itself from 

oppressing future generations by being adaptable, “to vary with times 

and circumstances.”40 While the Constitution is described as sublime to 

an extent, uninhibited sublimity could lead to tyranny and must be 

tempered with beautifying liberality. 

 The reason for this fusion can be further explained in terms of 

the marriage metaphor presented in the Enquiry, which compares the 

“authority of a father” with a “mother’s fondness and indulgence.”41 

These terms are not mutually exclusive, and throughout his political 

writings Burke views the institution of marriage and the family as the 

foundation of manners and social life. This is particularly demonstrated 

in his unfinished work Tracts Relative to the Laws against Popery in Ireland 

where the disintegration of Catholic families under the Penal Laws is 

Burke’s primary cause for concern. Moreover, in the Reflections the 

British Constitution is described as a “family settlement,” thus equating 

                                                           
36 Burke, Reflections, 31. 
37 Burke, Reflections, 31 & Burke, Enquiry, 111. 
38 Burke, Enquiry 66 & Burke, Reflections, 50. 
39 Burke, Reflections, 52. 
40 Ibid., 30 & 53. 
41 Burke, Enquiry 111. 
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the national political structure to the most local social unit.42 These 

recurrent metaphors of the social family and the marriage of the 

sublime and beautiful reinforce Burke’s theory that the Constitution is 

formed primarily by manners and customs, while also being the 

defence of manners. Whilst it must have the authority to impose 

obedience, like a father, it must also be flexible and responsive to reflect 

the nation’s changing manners, like a mother. Burke admits that this 

fusion brings only “mediocre freedom” but which, in contrast to 

sublime terror, that abhors mediocrity, tolerance, and political stability, 

remains ultimately preferable.43 

 Similar tensions between the sublime and beautiful also arise in 

Barry’s paintings, particularly Elysium. In a letter to Barry, Burke 

outlined this contrast, arguing the importance of beauty within sublime 

paintings and that “no man can draw perfectly that cannot draw 

Beauty.”44 This emphasises the challenge of the historical painter who 

must simultaneously demonstrate technical skill with intellectual 

gravity.45 Barry argues that this is possible, citing the case of 

Michelangelo, and yet the attempt at this fusion in Elysium elicited 

predominantly confused contemporary responses. An anonymous 

review, attributed to Burke, suggests one reason is because the 

attention is distracted, misled and divided.46 Another critic, Rev. James 

Wills, condemned Barry by stating that the artist attempted “to perplex 

us with a multiplicity of incomprehensible ideas, and damn us, because 

we don’t understand them.”47 This potentially explains why Barry 

found it necessary to produce enormous explanations of the Adelphi 

Sequence, to clarify the profusion of characters and iconography. As the 

art historian Allan Cunningham commented, Barry “grappled with a 

subject too varied, complicated and profound for the pencil.”48 Despite 

                                                           
42 Burke, Reflections, 29. 
43 Ibid., 48. 
44 Correspondence, Edmund Burke to James Barry, 13 May 1766. 
45 Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry, 97. 
46 Correspondence, R.J.L. to James Barry, ante 11 May 1783. 
47 Martin Myrone, “James Barry’s ‘Hairbreadth Niceties’: Risk, Reward and the Reform of 

Culture around 1770,” in James Barry, 1741-1806: History Painter, ed. Tom Dunne and 

William L. Pressly (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 1988), 37. 
48 Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry, 59. 
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the high ambitions detailed in his Inquiry, the translation of these ideals 

to the visual arts arguably proved too challenging in its realisation and 

too confusing in its reception. 

 However, an alternative argument for the confused 

contemporary reception is arguably due to Barry’s highly encoded 

Catholic references. Throughout the Inquiry, Barry ascribes the lack of 

visual arts in England to the iconoclastic Reformation and subsequent 

repression of paintings with Biblical subjects. Conforming to Burke’s 

concept of historical progress, this retarded the advancement of the 

visual arts in England, as opposed to Catholic countries, especially 

Italy, where this advancement had a continuous progression and 

received public encouragement. An additional implied effect of the 

Reformation is the encouragement of atheism and mercantile society as 

opposed to positive religions, such as Catholicism, that promoted 

tolerance and “embraced all the arts.”49 Thus, Elysium was greatly 

shaped “by a personal vision that would have caused outrage had its 

meaning not been buried in elaborate codes.”50 This undermined 

Barry’s didactic endeavour by rendering Elysium unintelligible and 

discordant to his contemporary audience. 

 Despite this, although subsequent prints contained alterations 

that emphasised Barry’s Catholicism, the original Elysium arguably best 

represents the tolerant liberality called for in the Inquiry. In accordance 

with Burke’s political aesthetic, the artist attempted to influence his 

audience’s manners, to refine their judgement, and to broaden their 

knowledge of apparently alien contexts. This denotes another 

interpretation of Burke’s Enquiry in terms of cosmopolitanism, which 

asserts that “all human beings, regardless of their ethnic, cultural, 

political, or national affiliation, can belong to a single overarching 

community – a global community.”51 Extending the theory that nations 

are formed by peculiar manners, institutions and histories, an 

individual nation can be viewed in reference to the broader 

                                                           
49 Barry, Inquiry, 216-17. 
50 Tom Dunne, “Introduction: James Barry’s ‘Moral Art’ and the Fate of History Painting 

in Britain,” in James Barry, 1741-1806: History Painter, ed. Tom Dunne and William L. 

Pressly (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 1988), 4. 
51 Binney, “Burke’s Sublime Cosmopolitan Aesthetic,” 645.  
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international community. This gives rise to a sublime magnitude of 

variation in potential manners, cultures and laws. Matthew Binney 

argues that as this causes a feeling of terror similar to the sublime, the 

viewer has a moral obligation to use their reason to understand and 

sympathise with foreign manners and cultures.52 Developing the idea of 

refined judgement, if the viewer is experienced and knowledgeable 

they will be able to interact with foreign societies more effectively and 

justly. Binney’s argument is illustrated with Burke’s speeches regarding 

the British in America and India, and might also be applied to his 

criticisms of the English in Ireland in Tracts. By emphasising the 

contradiction of public outrage after the Revocation of the Edict of 

Nantes in France, Burke asserts that the British “are inflicting the very 

same distress, or worse, on their fellow-citizens” in Ireland.53 By 

positioning Irish injustice in an international context, Burke highlighted 

the hypocritical mind-set of a nation able to condemn intolerance 

abroad while simultaneously condoning it in Ireland. Through this, 

Burke appealed for the British government to develop a deeper 

understanding of and tolerance for local differences, particularly in 

Ireland where such religious and cultural variations had the most 

unjust consequences. 

 This cosmopolitan ethic is equally visible in Elysium with the 

culmination of an appeal for religious freedom, regarded by Barry as 

the most important civil right. Interacting with a wider European 

tradition of history painting, which he believed was “the most effective 

means of teaching civic virtues and civil rights,” Barry contrasted the 

injustices in Ireland with an idealised representation of “a single 

[cosmopolitan] state of which all nations are members.”54 Despite the 

profusion of iconography in Elysium, Barry intended to “unite the 

                                                           
52 Ibid., 653. 
53 “Tracts Relative to the Laws Against Popery in Ireland,” Letters, Speeches and Tracts on 

Irish Affairs, accessed 1 December 2016, 

http://www.ricorso.net/rx/library/authors/classic/Burke_E/Ir_Affairs/Tracts_1763.htm#TO

Contents. 
54 John Barrell, “Reform and Revolution: James Barry’s Writings in the 1790s,” in James 

Barry, 1741-1806: History Painter, ed. Tom Dunne and William L. Pressly (Surrey: Ashgate 

Publishing Limited, 1988), 130;  Guernsey, “Catholicism and Counter Revolution,” 215 

(Author’s parentheses). 
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agency of every individual within the idealized realm.”55 Hence, the 

viewer was expected to use their reason to unify the painting’s 

symbolism, and subsequently extend their understanding and 

judgement. Through this Barry presents the possible future politics of 

both England and Ireland which depended upon the political 

spectator’s refined judgement, and which would eventually influence 

national laws and characteristics. 

 

IV. 

In conclusion, the politicised aesthetic of Edmund Burke’s Enquiry is 

evident in the politician’s own later works and the literary and artistic 

productions of James Barry through the interpretation of national 

government as sublime and local affections as beautiful. While these 

passions are most powerful when separate, they are not mutually 

exclusive, and both Burke and Barry unite the sublime and beautiful. 

For Burke this is to establish the necessity of moderate government in 

his Reflections and to ensure the security of the British state in the wake 

of the French Revolution; whereas for Barry it is to disguise his 

Catholicism and to encourage the spectator to engage more closely with 

his works. For both figures, however, their position as ostensibly 

Hiberno-Britons allowed unique perspectives into the eighteenth-

century project of the British nation. This enables them to call for a 

cosmopolitan ethic in the national government that would recognise 

and accept local variations of culture. As Liam Lenihan argues, Barry 

did not see Ireland as an isolated identity, but rather “the test case on 

how well Britain realized the ideal of liberty,” and the same may be 

said of Burke.56 Their local affections gave them a heightened 

awareness of inconsistencies in British justice, encouraged them to 

promote cosmopolitan ethics, and facilitated their claims to multiple 

identities, as Irish, British, and European. This led Barry to comment 

sympathetically on the art of ancient Greece, Rome and Renaissance 

Italy, and to strive for Britain to achieve an equal standard among these 

traditions. This also led Burke to observe the connectivity of Europe, to 

fear that after the French Revolution “the glory of Europe [was] 

                                                           
55 Lenihan, The Writings of James Barry, 65. 
56 Ibid., 3. 
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extinguished forever,” and to encourage the British government to 

secure its own state by addressing the injustices in Ireland.57 The 

receptivity of the Westminster parliament to this appeal might be 

inferred from the violent outbreak of the 1798 Rebellion, just one year 

after Burke’s death. Nonetheless, the perspective of these late 

eighteenth-century Irish writers enabled them to move fluently from 

local to national concerns which inspired their call for enlightened 

liberty, toleration and cooperation beyond national borders. As Burke 

writes, a “clear idea is therefore another name for a little idea,” and so 

his grand vision of European and international unity, though complex 

and obscure, was necessarily sublime in its magnitude and is yet to be 

achieved.58 
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“Robbing at the point of a gun as an alternative to decent 

work”: Exploring armed robbery in Dublin  

during the Irish civil war 
By 

Cian Ó Néill, B.A. (Hons)1 

 

Abstract 

Throughout the Irish civil war, a popular narrative emerged within the 

media and government circles describing the lawlessness and 

breakdown of society that was proceeding around the country. Kevin 

O’Higgins, in particular, came to embody this dour outlook upon 

Ireland, while his government colleague George Gavan Duffy also 

urged the Dáil to ensure the fledgling Irish Free State was seen as a 

“nation and not a rabble.” The pressure upon the new state was 

multifaceted, comprising of not only open warfare, but also labour 

disputes and land grievances. The availability of weapons also brought 

other issues to the fore, namely armed robbery, which this paper 

intends to explore. This stems from the minimal attention given to the 

topic within the existing historiography surrounding the civil war, 

seeing it subsumed within a broader discussion regarding crime, if 

mentioned at all. In this regard, the paper will be based upon the 

utilisation of archival material, particularly crime reports, 

compensation claims and contemporary newspapers to construct a 

picture of armed robbery in the capital. This will include an 

examination of the available data relating to armed crime to shed light 

upon the foundations of the contemporary narrative of increased social 

unrest which emerged. Specifically, the paper explores its extent, the 

discrepancies which emerge regarding those accused of perpetrating 

armed robbery, and the success of the government responses to the 

issue.   
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Introduction 

The paucity of effective law and order during the Irish civil war saw its 

symptoms manifest in a multiplicity of ways. The ready availability of 

firearms, for instance, provided a new dimension to social issues such 

as robbery and land grievances. Much of the rhetoric surrounding the 

conflict from the media, government and other sectors focussed upon 

this, and a belief that the fabric of society was being eroded. Kevin 

O’Higgins, as Minister for Home Affairs, held an austere outlook which 

put “local social unrest, agitation and indiscipline on a par with 

widespread armed resistance to the government.”2 In addition, the 

Catholic bishops urged the population to “consider religiously our 

solemn teaching on the fundamental maxim of social morality.”3 Such 

comments connected with the concerns of many communities, fearful 

of the emergence of a tyranny of armed men who refused to settle 

“back at his plough” following the Irish revolutionary period.4 It has 

been argued that unrest such as this flourished in the vacuum of civil 

authority following the Anglo-Irish Treaty, which saw the lack of a 

police force in many parts of the country and the army being unsuitable 

surrogates.5 However, Dublin city was distinct in this regard. The 

capital had the benefit of an established police force in the Dublin 

Metropolitan Police (DMP) and the newly formed Criminal 

Investigation Department (CID), whose sole purpose was to tackle 

armed crime. A swift military defeat of anti-Treaty IRA forces by the 

National Army within the city, though considered weak and ineffectual 

by some, further reduced the burden placed upon civil authorities 

within the capital.6 This paper intends to explore the basis for claims by 

                                                           
2 Eunan O’Halpin, Defending Ireland: The Irish state and its enemies since 1922 (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1999), 33. 
3 Statement issued by the Cardinal Primate and the Archbishops and Bishops of Ireland 

on the present condition of the country 26 Apr. 1922, University College Dublin Archives 

(UCDA), Fitzgerald papers, P80/279. 
4 Anne Dolan, “”The shadow of a great fear”: Terror and revolution in Ireland,” in Terror 

in Ireland 1916-23, ed. David Fitzpatrick (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2012), 34. 
5 O’Halpin, Defending Ireland, 32; Complaint from the Postmaster General, Minutes of the 

Provisional Government 3 Nov. 1922, National Archives of Ireland (NAI), TSCH/1/1/3/1 
6 Unsigned letter from ‘Irish Afrikaners’ to Archbishop Byrne regarding weak ‘Dublin 

Jackeens’, Dublin Diocesan Archives, Archbishop Byrne papers, Box 466; Michael 

Hopkinson, Green against green: The Irish civil war (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2004), 145-47. 
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the government and media around the level of social unrest during the 

civil war, with a focus upon armed robbery in Dublin city. This will 

incorporate an examination of the available data relating to armed 

crime to shed light upon the foundations of the narrative of increased 

social unrest; in particular exploring its extent, discrepancies regarding 

those accused of perpetrating armed robbery, and also the success of 

the government responses to the issue. 

 Within the historiographical discourse surrounding the civil 

war, much of the analysis regarding social unrest focusses upon land 

and labour disputes, rather than the issue under consideration here.7 

Gavin Foster, for example, argues that the renewal of IRA violence and 

the state’s response to it, allowed underlying local issues around land 

to come to the surface, and take on a new violent dimension.8 This 

placed the issue to the forefront of concerns of government minsters 

such as Patrick Hogan and Kevin O’Higgins.9 However, despite the 

parallels between the violence exhibited within land disputes, and that 

within armed robbery, the latter receives only minimal attention within 

scholarship. To address this lacuna, it is necessary to weave a variety of 

primary source material together to facilitate this exploration. 

However, some difficulties can arise within this. Contemporary 

newspaper reports prove valuable in not only identifying instances of 

armed robbery, but also mapping attitudes and perceptions regarding 

its prevalence; however, heavy press censorship employed by the 

government raises questions around the accuracy of these reports. In 

this regard, the post-Truce damage to property claims are an invaluable 

resource when examining the extent of armed robbery within the 

capital.10 The majority of these files are terse in their description of 

events, necessitating employment of newspapers reports to supplement 

the lack of detail. However, the rigorous breakdown of the goods taken 

                                                           
7 For examples, see Diarmaid Ferriter, The transformation of Ireland (New York: Profile 

Books, 2005), 256-58; G. M. Foster, The Irish civil war and society: Politics, class and conflict 

(Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 138-41; J. J. Lee, Ireland 1912-85: Politics and 

society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 71-72. 
8 Foster, Civil war and society, 131-32; O’Halpin, Defending Ireland, 31. 
9 ibid. 
10 Post-Truce (Damage to property (compensation) Act 1923) Dublin City, NAI, 

FIN/COMP/2/28. 
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and their monetary value provides insight into commodities most 

valued by raiders, their demographics and modus operandi. However, it 

is worth bearing in mind some of the pitfalls within these files. To 

qualify for compensation under this scheme, the loss to property must 

have been directly caused by either side within the civil war. This 

creates difficulties regarding drawing conclusions regarding 

perpetrators as crimes committed by persons unknown during this 

period are attributed to members of the IRA, in order to increase the 

likelihood of compensation. There is also little interrogation of this by 

the Department of Finance within the correspondence contained in the 

files, with it being taken as given that the IRA were responsible. Having 

said this, bearing these challenges in mind, the compensation files 

prove a valuable source to examine armed robbery within the capital 

during the civil war. 

 

Establishing a Baseline 

Within contemporary media and government reports, a sense of moral 

and social collapse is present throughout. Newspapers carried glaring 

headlines asserting that the “Dublin robberies epidemic” was fuelling a 

booming “hold-up industry,” recounting in almost gleeful detail the 

scourge of armed robbery throughout the capital and country at large.11 

They also spoke of a “recrudescence of predatory activity in Dublin and 

the provinces,” drawing parallels with the actions of the British army in 

the preceding years.12 These pronouncements reflected those of Kevin 

O’Higgins who claimed that the country was going through a total 

moral and social collapse with “greed and envy and lust and 

drunkenness and irresponsibility” rife throughout.13 Assertions such as 

these were indicative of his view of social unrest, and creates a 

narrative of a pronounced increase in social unrest and armed robbery. 

However, identifying a proliferation of armed crime during the civil 

war years is not easily ascertained due to the scarcity of accurate 

records. The primary difficulty lies in establishing a basis for 

comparison between the civil war and preceding years. The 

                                                           
11 Irish Independent, 31 Oct. 1922; Sunday Independent, 26 Nov. 1922. 
12 Irish Independent, 7 Sep. 1922. 
13 O’Halpin, Defending Ireland, 32. 
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exceptionally detailed statistics of the DMP can go some way to 

establishing a pre-civil war baseline of armed crime levels. However, 

establishing a common unit of comparison is difficult. DMP records do 

not mention armed robbery specifically, but rather grouping activities 

such as housebreaking, robbery of shops, sacrilege (robbing places of 

worship) and assault with intent to rob into one category of “offences 

against property with violence,” separate from acts including 

embezzlement and minor larcenies.14 However, these records do not 

exist past 1919, leaving an absence of reliable and centralised crime data 

for the civil war period.     

 To attempt to circumvent this gap in statistics, the post-Truce 

compensation files referred to earlier can serve as a partial and 

imprecise surrogate for official crime data. Within the 2,387 claims filed 

for Dublin city, 401 files cite armed robbery specifically as the basis for 

their loss.15 Included within this number are certain files which may 

contain multiple robberies on a single premises, such as the case of 

Thomas Fallon whose drapery shop on Mary Street was raided by 

armed men no fewer than five times between May 1922 and January 

1923.16 Taking this into account, it can be presumed that the level of 

armed robbery is slightly higher than the number of files. By contrast, 

the DMP statistics from 1908-19 inclusive show an average of 296 

incidences of “offences against property with violence” within the 

metropolitan area. Within these twelve years, there is a general pattern 

of decrease, despite two spikes of 321 in 1917 and 389 instances in 

                                                           
14 For example, Statistical tables of the Dublin Metropolitan Police for the year 1911, [Cd. 6384], 

H.C. 1912-13, lxix, 631. 
15 301 files citing armed robbery specifically are found within the 2,127 claims filed under 

the Post-Truce (Damage to property (compensation) Act 1923) Dublin City, NAI, 

FIN/COMP/2/28.  The remaining 100 armed robbery claims are drawn from the 409 files 

within the Post-Truce (Damage to property (compensation) Act 1923) Dublin County 

series, NAI, FIN/COMP/2/6.  However, of these 409 files, only 260 relate to cases that 

occurred within the Dublin Metropolitan area.  In this regard, the 100 armed robbery 

claims here have only been drawn from the cases occurring within the metropolitan 

district, to aid comparison with the DMP statistics.  The apparent higher proportion of 

armed crime relative to the total number of claims within the Dublin County series can 

possibly be explained due to the significant majority of claims within the 2,127 Dublin 

City files referring to property damage during the July attack on the Four Courts. 
16 Claim for compensation by Mr Thomas Fallon, NAI, FIN/COMP/2/28/465 
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1919.17 However, the statistics for 1916 excluded any incidents relating 

to the Rising which, by the authors’ own admission, may have skewed 

their figures.18 The question remains: what can be gleaned from these 

statistics regarding an increase in armed robbery during the civil war? 

The lack of DMP records for the civil war years, and the imprecise 

comparative statistics offered by the compensation files preclude strong 

conclusions from being drawn. As such, until reliable indicators 

relating to crime levels during the civil war emerge, any clear 

proliferation of armed crime during this period is difficult to verify. 

What can be argued however, is that an element of moral panic was 

present during the period fuelled by rhetoric around violence emerging 

from media and government sources. This in turn had a self-fulfilling 

effect regarding perceptions of violence. Anne Dolan has argued that 

stories of violence and crime during this period can have an effect as 

terrifying as the event itself.19 It is possible that the new focus within 

media and government upon armed crime provided it with a degree of 

pervasiveness in the public consciousness that it did not possess in 

reality. However, given the dearth of reliable data discussed above, this 

is a conclusion that currently cannot be fully advanced. 

 

Patterns of Armed Crime 

What does become clear through examination of compensation files 

and newspaper reports are patterns of armed robbery, particularly 

around popular targets and the tactics employed by raiders. The 

availability of arms during this period, and the lack of civil authority to 

prevent their misuse is clearly shown within the documentary 

evidence. Almost all the cases of robbery studied for this paper were 

committed with a firearm, with no evidence of other weapons such as 

knives or sticks. Revolvers were overwhelmingly the weapon of choice 

for raiders, likely due to their ease of concealment. A robbery in April 

1923 of opera glasses from Castle Park Boarding School in Dalkey by 

                                                           
17 Statistical tables of the Dublin Metropolitan Police for the year 1917, [Cmd. 364], H.C. 1919, 

xlii, 423; Statistical tables of the Dublin Metropolitan Police for the year 1919, [Cmd. 1318], 

H.C. 1920, xlii, 377. 
18 Statistical tables of the Dublin Metropolitan Police for the year 1916, [Cmd. 30], H.C. 1919, 

xlii, 403. 
19 Dolan, “The shadow of a great fear”, 35. 
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schoolboys, armed with a rifle, saw them easily tracked down the same 

day, with the barrel protruding from the collar of one boy’s coat.20 

Those blamed for armed robbery were also almost exclusively male, 

with only a tiny minority of files describing a woman as being among 

the perpetrators.21 While there may have been a common weapon 

favoured by raiders, the targets and geographic spread of armed 

robbery were highly diverse. Establishments such as public houses and 

drapery shops were popular targets, but many raiders proved eclectic 

in their tastes. Some instances saw confectionary being stolen at 

gunpoint on Mary Street, Thomas Dockrell and Sons of South Great 

Georges Street being relieved of a tilting furnace, and an ice cream 

vendor being robbed of his watch and takings for the day.22 A striking 

number of cases involved raids taking place as wages were due to be 

paid to employees, with raiders making off with large sums of money 

sometimes up to £300.23 The frequency of such raids compelled an 

anonymous author to submit a letter to the Irish Independent advising 

employers to pay their employees by cheque to avoid becoming a target 

for robbery with the added benefit of stimulating the banking sector.24 

The frequency of raids such as these suggests that, at least in a number 

of cases, these were not opportunist robberies but rather contained an 

element of planning and observation so as to maximise their take. 

Another example of a daring and seemingly planned raid involved 

seven armed men holding up a car full of DMP officers outside Kevin 

Street barracks, in which £700 and the vehicle were taken.25 Members of 

Dáil Éireann (Teachta Dála or TD) also were not beyond the reach of 

robbery under arms. On New Year’s Eve 1922, armed men arrive at the 

Mountjoy Square home of W. L. Cole, TD for Cavan and, having 

                                                           
20 Irish Times, 21 Apr. 1923. 
21 For example, see "Claim for compensation" by Mr Thomas Fallon, NAI, 

FIN/COMP/2/28/465 
22 Cork Examiner, 6 Nov. 1922; Compensation claim by Thomas Dockrell and Sons, NAI, 

FIN/COMP/2/28/7; Freemans Journal, 25 Sep 1922.  See also, cocoa stolen by armed men 

from the Dublin Chocolate Works, NAI, FIN/COMP/2/6/240/ 
23 Irish Times, 14 May 1923; Sunday Independent, 26 Nov. 1922; Irish Times, 25 June 1923. 
24 Irish Independent, 9 Nov. 1922. 
25 Connacht Tribune, 27 Jan 1923. 
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doused the property in petrol, stole £40 in cash.26 While these examples 

may elucidate some of the popular targets and methods favoured by 

armed raiders, identifying those responsible is somewhat more 

problematic. 

 In this regard, interesting discrepancies emerge surrounding 

the perpetrators of armed robbery as reported within newspapers and 

official documents. Due to heavy state censorship of news reports, the 

trope of "armed men" were blamed within the media for the robberies 

within the city. Piaras Béaslaí, in his role as press censor, instructed the 

media in this respect, asserting that the anti-Treaty forces should not be 

referred to as “forces or troops,” but rather “bands or simply armed 

men.”27 Further to this, every compensation file consulted laid the 

blame upon “an organisation engaged in or purporting to engage in 

armed resistance to the provisional government of Ireland.”28 However, 

it can be argued that this is a simplification of the situation. The 

implication of the IRA allowed the government the justification it 

needed for harsh measures against anti-Treaty republicans in some 

cases, and provided a more solid basis for a compensation claim.29 

When examining the details of robberies within the city, several  factors 

emerge that challenge the belief that robbery was solely an IRA pursuit.  

 Firstly, many raiders fled empty handed when challenged by 

their victims, or else panicked and fired wildly often with little 

accuracy even at close range. An example is that of two would be 

armed robbers foiled by the young daughter of a postmistress who 

grabbed a raider’s hand as he pointed a gun at her while calling for her 

mother, causing them to flee.30 Peter Rooney, having heard commotion 

in the shop he lived above on Dorset Street, challenged three armed 

raiders, managing to overpower and kill one of them.31 On the 4th 

November 1922, Denis Mordaunt was alerted at breakfast by a shop 

                                                           
26 Newspaper Cuttings, UCDA, Mulcahy papers, P7/B/115. 
27 General instructions on censorship, c. Jul 1922, UCDA, Mulcahy papers, P7/B/53. 
28 Compensation claim of Denis Neary, NAI, FIN/COMP/2/28/26. 
29 See, for example, cabinet approves limiting access to letters to Republican prisoners 

until ‘outrages’ in Dublin reduce, Cabinet Minutes of the Executive Council 29 Dec. 1922, 

NAI, TSCH/1/2/1. 
30 Irish Times, 21 Apr. 1923 
31 ibid. 
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assistant that a robbery was underway in his grocery shop. He 

subsequently challenged one assailant, while being fired upon by a 

second, disarmed him and caused the men to flee.32 He is also credited 

with resisting a similar robbery attempt by two British soldiers a few 

years previously, whereby he took one soldier prisoner.33 These 

examples could suggest that perhaps the people of Dublin were not 

totally intimidated by the ‘tyranny of armed men’ mentioned earlier, or 

that the preceding years of war and upheaval had removed the shock 

factor of guns. Alternately, perhaps the population wished to return 

their business towards a semblance of normality, and resented further 

intrusion. Having said this, however, not all robberies were as easily 

foiled. Patrick Cosgrave, uncle of President of the Executive Council W. 

T. Cosgrave, was killed while trying to resist raiders at his sister-in-

law’s pub.34 Taking these cases, and others like them, it can be argued 

that the assertion that armed robbery and the anti-Treaty IRA were 

synonymous is a reductive one; as it equates every person with access 

to a weapon, and an inclination to use it with an active IRA member. 

More pressingly perhaps, it ignores the fact that there are also examples 

of armed robbery being perpetrated by those instructed to prevent it. 

Examining the role of state actors, namely the National Army and CID, 

as perpetrators of armed robbery is essential, as to absolve them of their 

part precludes a thorough examination of the issue, while also ignoring 

the ill-discipline present within them. 

 

Protectors or Perpetrators? 

While the IRA were the targets of much vilification regarding their 

moral standing from Church, government and media, similar 

sentiments towards state forces were not forthcoming, at least not 

publically. However, Diarmaid Ferriter has argued that neither side in 

this conflict had a “monopoly on virtue,” and while the anti-Treaty 

forces appeared more likely to force their will upon the population, 

                                                           
32 Irish Independent, 6 Nov. 1922; Compensation claim by Denis Mordaunt, NAI, 

FIN/COMP/2/28/171. 
33 ibid. 
34 Struggle with robbers, 3 Oct. 1922, Newspaper cuttings, UCDA, Mulcahy papers, 

P7/B/218. 
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heavy drinking and indiscipline was also a feature of the National 

Army.35 A report by the army’s head Chaplain, for example, reported 

that alcohol was breeding recklessness within many divisions, and 

suggested that there is currently “a lower standard of morality [within 

the Free State army] than is generally accepted.”36 Nevertheless, while 

reference to armed robbery committed by members of the National 

Army and CID is not widespread within official documents, a number 

of cases do emerge. Dr Conn Murphy wrote to Archbishop of Dublin, 

Edward Byrne, to complain that he had been robbed and threatened 

with death by a party of Free State soldiers, wearing trench coats over 

their uniforms, who forced their way in to his solicitor’s house, and 

stole his watch, money and cheque book.37 Joseph Owens, former 

commander of W. T. Cosgrave’s personal bodyguard, is another prime 

example. Owens was known, during his time in the army, to commit 

armed hold ups of cars and raids for alcohol. Following his dismissal 

from his post with Cosgrave, he went on a spree of robberies around 

the city, including his hometown of Dún Laoghaire, with two members 

of CID, before later being interned under the Public Safety Act.38 

Members of the army and CID were also implicated in an armed 

robbery in April 1923 at the home of the South Dublin Coroner, Dr 

Brennan, where papers relating to the inquest into the death of Robert 

Bonfield were stolen.39 Bonfield, a young member of the Dublin Brigade 

of the anti-Treaty IRA, had been found shot dead following his arrest 

by CID the previous month. Actions such as these by the National 

Army were well known to many within government, with several Dáil 

                                                           
35 Ferriter, Transformation, 264 
36 Report from the Head Army Chaplain, Dublin Diocesan Archives, Archbishop Byrne 

papers, Box 467. 
37 Dr Conn Murphy to Archbishop Byrne 3 Feb. 1923, Dublin Diocesan Archives, 

Archbishop Byrne papers, Box 466; Murray was imprisoned the following month and 

went on hunger strike, which followed on from the arrest and imprisonment of three of 

his four children, Darrell Figgis to General Mulcahy, 12 Apr. 1923, Dáil Éireann Debates 

(searchable online: 

http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/yearlist?

readform&chamber=dail). 
38 Commandant Joseph Owens, NAI, TSCH/3/S2209; O’Halpin, Defending Ireland, 41-42. 
39 Minutes of the Executive Council, 9 Apr. 1923, NAI, TSCH/1/2/1; Compensation claim 

by John Cole Chalomer, NAI, FIN/COMP/2/6/74. 
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questions emerging around commandeering of property, and the usual 

destruction of same.40  

 With this knowledge of National Army indiscretion, it is 

perhaps surprising that little outrage was shown by the public 

compared to that exhibited towards the IRA. It can be argued however, 

that wearing the uniform of the army of the state, this gave Free State 

soldiers a legitimacy in the eyes of the public. Furthermore, the use of 

language in this regard is also important to note. By couching the 

actions of National Army troops within the language of necessity, it 

created a narrative that suggested any liberation of property was for the 

express purpose of defeating the “Irregulars,” thus affording the army a 

legitimacy that the IRA did not possess.41 After all, "commandeered by 

the army of the Irish Free State" sounded more convincing than "stolen 

by armed men" despite the outcome often being the same. This was a 

narrative which fit within the wider framework of discrediting the IRA, 

portraying them as robbers and brigands and of dubious moral 

standing; which resembled Republican discourse regarding the British 

army in the preceding years.42 However, despite the clear connections 

drawn between the IRA and armed robbery within government and 

media narratives, little direct attention towards the problem was 

forthcoming from the Executive Council. 

 

The Government Response 

In this regard, within the minutes of the Executive Council during the 

civil war armed robbery is mentioned only three times, exhibiting a 

seeming lack of concern regarding the problem at cabinet level. Within 

this, there emerged two primary attempts to combat the problem 

within the capital, namely the establishment of CID, and a more 

obscure plan to arm members of the public throughout Dublin. Firstly, 

CID, also known as Oriel House, was originally established to combat 

                                                           
40 See Claim for destruction of motor car, NAI, FIN/1/2564; Ceisteanna: A commandeered 

motor car, 15 Nov. 1922, Dáil Éieann debates; Ceisteanna: Claims against the army, 7 Feb 

1923, Dáil Éireann debates. 
41 Ceisteanna: Commandeering of bicycles by the army, 11 Oct. 1922, Dáil Éireann debates; 

Ceisteanna: Compensation for motor car, 18 Oct. 1922, Dáil Éireann debates. 
42 Patrick Maume, The long gestation: Irish nationalist life 1891-1918 (New York: Gill & 

Macmillan, 1999), 164-65.  
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armed crime within the Dublin metropolitan area. However, 

throughout the period of their existence, their reputation for brutality 

and ill-discipline grew, forcing Kevin O’Higgins to regularly defend 

Oriel House within the Dáil. In one instance, O’Higgins explains that 

discipline could not be expected from them when there was a lack of 

discipline throughout the country.43 During another exchange with 

George Gavan Duffy, he explained drily that CID men “may not handle 

a cup of tea as delicately as the deputy but they have saved the state at 

a time when the deputy’s efforts were in a rather contrary direction.”44 

Despite Oriel Houses’ reputation for torture, propensity to commit 

crimes, and O’Higgins’s wishes to disband the organisation entirely, 

they were tolerated as one of many necessary evils, carrying out dirty 

work that the state would rather not concern itself with.45 However, by 

virtue of this task and the methodology Oriel House employed, it left 

them lacking many of the skills required for investigative police work, 

and their effectiveness as a force was blunted as a result. Any success 

CID enjoyed in suppressing armed crime in the capital was done 

through brutalisation and terror as opposed to sophisticated 

intelligence gathering, the previously mentioned case of Robert 

Bonfield being but one example.46 However, Oriel House was just one 

of the government’s attempts to combat armed crime in Dublin. 

O’Higgins was becoming increasingly concerned about the moral and 

social “disintegration that [was] proceeding apace in this country,” and 

his belief that the army was unable to adequately deal with it.47   

 In this regard, he devised a scheme whereby the public within 

Dublin could apply to the government for firearms to be issued to them 

to protect their property against armed robbery.48 Under this initiative, 

any person resident in Dublin could apply to the government, along 

with a letter of recommendation from a priest, soldier or TD, and be 

issued with a weapon to protect their own and their neighbours’ 

property. Upon acceptance, the applicant was then required to pay a 

                                                           
43 Hopkinson, Green against green, 140. 
44 Conor Brady, Guardians of the peace (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1974), 127. 
45 Brady, Guardians, 125-27. 
46 O’Halpin, Defending Ireland, 13. 
47 Presidents address, 11 Sep. 1922, Dáil Éireann debates. 
48 Minutes of the Executive Council 15 Feb. 1923, NAI, TSCH/1/2/1. 
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fee of either £3 for a revolver and fifty rounds of ammunition, or £5 for 

a rifle and fifty rounds of ammunition. Further to this the applicant also 

must sign a declaration that the weapon would be surrendered to the 

government if requested, the firearm would be maintained, and each 

round of ammunition used would be accounted for by providing the 

empty shell casings.49 O’Higgins accompanied this scheme by drafting 

the text of an advertisement intended for placement in the national 

press in which he declared that “with pistol, bomb and petrol can, cruel 

and unnatural warfare is being waged upon your most sacred rights” 

by “the ruffian who under cover of a political banner and with political 

catch cries on his lips is engaged in robbing his neighbours at the point 

of a gun, as an alternative to decent work.”50 While the scheme was 

broadly approved by the Executive Council, it was never enacted.51 

 However, the extremity of this proposal is evidence of the 

grave perception O’Higgins possessed regarding the state of the 

country, but also elucidates a lack of realism on his part. How would 

such a scheme be administrated and monitored? Would providing 

arms to untrained civilians increase the instances of injury and death 

during robberies? Could the presence of firearms in private hands 

increase the rates of armed robbery, as raids would not only be 

concerned with goods and money, but also stealing arms and 

ammunition? These questions are not evident within the discussion 

around this scheme, but the nature of the proposal is in keeping with 

the tough stance already seen in regard to combating armed robbery, 

CID’s unsavoury methods being a prime example. When faced with a 

perceived total breakdown of society’s moral fabric, O’Higgins and 

others within the cabinet appeared to believe that the ends would 

certainly justify the means. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted look beyond the land and labour disputes 

which came to the fore during the civil war, which have been the 

primary focus within the historiography of social unrest during this 

                                                           
49 Confidential memorandum from Kevin O’Higgins, UCDA, Fitzgerald papers, P80/724. 
50 ibid. 
51 Minutes of the Executive Council 15 Feb. 1923, NAI, TSCH/1/2/1 
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period. This leaves armed robbery to be subsumed within these wider 

discussions, if mentioned at all. However, it was individualistic 

manifestations of social upheaval such as armed robbery which did 

much to instil a belief, such as within Kevin O’Higgins, that the new 

Irish Free State was reverting to a Hobbesian state of nature. Further to 

this, this paper has also set out to challenge the contemporarily 

propagated narrative surrounding criminalisation of anti-Treaty 

activity, and the assumption that armed crime was inextricably linked 

to the IRA. However, it is difficult to identify a clear pattern of increase 

within levels of armed robbery during the civil war period, due to an 

absence of reliable data for the preceding years. Having said this, what 

does become clear through the archival sources are discrepancies 

regarding the propensity of the government, and the media at the 

government’s behest, to associate all armed crime with anti-Treaty 

forces. This reductionist view ascribes a political agenda to anybody 

with access to a weapon and the inclination to use it; while also 

ignoring the proportion of armed crime perpetrated by those whose 

role was to suppress it, namely CID and the National Army. Finally, the 

official response to armed crime proved counterproductive and lacked 

foresight in many regards. The violence and unsavoury methods of CID 

made them ineffective at preventing armed crime in the city, as they 

focussed less on quality intelligence work and rather on summary raids 

attempting to brutalise it out of existence. Further to this, Kevin 

O’Higgins’s blinkered perception of the conflict and the problems it 

manifested within society affected his judgment regarding the course of 

action needed to tackle the issue of armed crime, leading to a 

propensity towards favouring the more extreme course of action.  
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Liturgy and Music at the Chapel Royal, Dublin Castle: An 

Exercise in Viceregal Image-making 
By 

David M. O’Shea MMus BMus LTCL ARCO1 

 

Abstract 

The chapel of Dublin Castle, commonly called the Chapel Royal, was 

built between 1807 and 1814 as the household chapel of the Lord 

Lieutenant, the viceroy and chief governor of Ireland. Despite its 

importance to the viceregal court, the circumstances of its founding, 

including the origins of its musical establishment and its designation as 

‘Chapel Royal’, are obscure. Historical and musicological research has 

focussed on the traditions of Christ Church and St Patrick’s cathedrals, 

and so the liturgical and musical history of the chapel has so far been 

overlooked.  

 The chapel was unique in the established church in Ireland as it 

was financed entirely by the state, making it the closest institution in 

Ireland to a royal peculiar. As a result, music and liturgy at the chapel 

reflected the tastes of successive Lords Lieutenant. Though the small 

musical establishment and Sundays-only choral services made the 

chapel essentially a sideshow to the cathedrals, its choir was not an ad 

hoc ensemble of singers but a formal independent entity. 

 By drawing on evidence from contemporary newspapers and 

archival sources, this article will illustrate the political backdrop to the 

chapel’s founding, how its liturgies reflected the aspirations of the Irish 

viceroyalty, and how it embodied the relationship between church and 

state in the turbulent political environment of early nineteenth-century 

Ireland, and will sketch out the musical establishment in the chapel’s 

early years. 

 

Keywords: Chapel Royal, Dublin Castle, Lord Lieutenant, music, 

liturgy 
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Dublin and the Union 

Dublin at the dawn of the nineteenth century was an important and 

prosperous city: it was the seat of the Irish Parliament and home to the 

Lord Lieutenant’s palace at Dublin Castle, and its Georgian opulence 

was typified by the Customs House and other landmarks designed by 

the celebrated architect James Gandon. When the Act of Union came 

into effect on 1st January 1801, Dublin ceased to be the second city of 

the British Empire: without its own parliament it became merely a 

regional city. Though little changed visibly, an enormous political 

displacement had been effected. With the abolition of the local 

legislature the office of Lord Lieutenant, hitherto little more than a 

ceremonial figurehead, was propelled to political pre-eminence almost 

overnight: thus pressurised to maintain executive power in a politically 

turbulent state, successive Lords Lieutenant became concerned with the 

public image of the office they held. 

 Dublin Castle, a thirteenth-century fortress that had been 

expanded and rebuilt over the centuries, was a peculiar mix of 

splendour and squalor. The lavishly furnished State Apartments had 

been the setting of many great balls and banquets in the eighteenth 

century, but the Castle Chapel, erected around 1700 to replace an earlier 

chapel which had been destroyed by fire, was inadequate and poorly 

maintained, and was described by a contemporary observer as "little 

consistent with its attachment to a Royal Palace"2  

 On 19th August 1790, the Dublin Evening Post reported that the 

Castle Chapel was to be replaced with a new building:  

 The new Chapel, intended to be built in the Castle garden for 

 the accommodation of the Vice-regal Court, is certainly much 

 wanted—as the present Chapel seems to be in a very tottering 

 state, and is in every respect unbecoming the dignity of the 

 representative of Majesty. 

This alleged plan evidently came to nothing in the short term however, 

and may have been merely hearsay. By 1801 the old Castle Chapel was 

in an advanced state of disrepair, and this gave the newly appointed 

                                                           
2 Hugh Jackson Lawlor, “The chapel of Dublin Castle, with note on the plate of the 

Chapel Royal,” Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 13, no. 1 (1923): 34–73 

(54). 
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Lord Lieutenant the Earl of Hardwicke the opportunity to lay plans for 

the building of a much grander new chapel. Freeman’s Journal of 15th 

September 1801 reported: "His Excellency the Lord Lieutenant having 

given orders that the Castle Chapel should be repaired, Divine Service 

will not be performed till further notice." Yet, although James Gandon 

was commissioned to provide a design for a new chapel early in 1802, it 

was not until early in 1807 in the final days of the viceroyalty of John 

Russell, Duke of Bedford, that the foundation stone was laid for the 

new chapel, designed not by Gandon but by Armagh-born Francis 

Johnston, who had become Board of Works architect in 1805.3 

 No expense was spared in the construction and decoration of 

the new chapel, and the project vastly exceeded the original budget of 

£9000 to a sum of over £42,000, almost as much as the sum of nearly 

£50,000 spent on building the General Post Office, also designed by 

Johnston and erected in the same period.4 The first service in the chapel 

was held on Christmas Day 1814, but the building was not completed 

until over a year later.5 The circumstances of the chapel’s establishment 

and the actions of those responsible for shaping its liturgy and music 

provide an illuminating insight into the self-image of the viceregal 

court in the years after the Union, and help to shed light on the chapel’s 

obscure beginnings. 

 

The Castle Chapel and Post-Union Viceregal Public Image 

The instigators of the twin Acts of Union passed by the British and Irish 

parliaments in 1800 considered the union of the established churches of 

England and Ireland to be fundamentally important to the viability of 

the political union. This is borne out by the hubristic language of the 

fifth article of the Acts: 

 That the Churches of England and Ireland, as now by Law 

 established, be united into one Protestant Episcopal Church, to 

                                                           
3 Judith Hill, “The building of the Chapel Royal, 1807–14,” in The Chapel Royal, Dublin 

Castle: An Architectural History, ed. Myles Campbell and William Derham (Trim: Office of 

Public Works, 2015), 39–53 (43). 
4 Hill, “The building of the Chapel Royal,” 51. John James McGregor, Picture of Dublin 

(Dublin: C. P. Archer, 1821), 79–80. 
5 Hill, “The building of the Chapel Royal,” 39, n. 8. 
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 be called, The United Church of England and Ireland; and that 

 the Doctrine, Worship, Discipline, and Government of the said 

 United Church shall be, and shall remain in full force for ever, 

 as the same are now by Law established for the Church of 

 England; and that the Continuance and Preservation of the said 

 United Church, as the established Church of England and 

 Ireland, shall be deemed and taken to be an essential and 

 fundamental Part of the Union.6 

From the seventeenth century onwards, a series of Penal Laws had 

been passed which limited the civil liberties of Roman Catholics and 

Protestant Dissenters. Sections 16 and 17 of the Act to Prevent the 

Further Growth of Popery, passed by the Irish Parliament in 1703, 

made civil and military office the preserve of members of the 

established church, and so throughout the eighteenth century, the 

Protestant Ascendancy had maintained a firm grip on political power 

in Ireland. The Irish Parliament had long been subservient to the British 

parliament because of Poynings’ Law and similar measures, but the 

repeal of those laws in 1782 and the ensuing legislative independence 

had given the Irish Parliament a new self-assurance. However, the 

increased civil rights granted to Roman Catholics and Protestant 

Dissenters with the Relief Act of 1793 (passed reluctantly by the Irish 

Parliament under pressure from the English Prime Minister William 

Pitt) combined with the events of 1798 to disturb the security of the 

Ascendancy.7 With the abolition of the Irish Parliament, Ireland’s 

political rulers (including those bishops who were peers) attended the 

Houses of Parliament in Westminster, and the visible power of the 

Protestant Ascendancy disappeared. 

 Lord Pelham, Chief Secretary of Ireland from 1793 to 1798 and 

British Home Secretary from 1801 to 1803, believed that the Union had 

made the Lord Lieutenancy redundant. Yet, in spite of the abolition of 

the executive of which the Lords Lieutenant had been the ceremonial 

head, and owing in part to political absentmindedness, the office was 

                                                           
6 “An Act for the Union of Great Britain and Ireland,” British Parliament, 2nd July 1800. 
7 Gillian O’Brien, “Revolution, Rebellion and the Viceroyalty 1789–1799,” in The Irish Lord 

Lieutenancy, ed. Peter Gray and Olwen Purdue (Dublin: University College Dublin Press, 

2012), 114–131 (118). 
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retained. Finding himself suddenly the most senior figure of political 

authority in Ireland, the Lord Lieutenant began to assume the role of 

"proxy king."8 The first Lord Lieutenant appointed after the Union, 

Philip Yorke, Earl of Hardwicke, was evidently keen to prove the worth 

of his office in the context of Ireland’s new political status. It seems he 

took on board the suggestion of the Bishop of Meath, Thomas O’Beirne, 

that the Lord Lieutenant should play a role in publicly supporting the 

Church of Ireland by employing viceregal chaplains and leading the 

way in the raising of liturgical standards.9 

 The Lord Lieutenancy may well have been abolished soon after 

the Union had it not been held by a figure as astute as Hardwicke. The 

reimagining of the Lord Lieutenant’s role as both a temporal and 

spiritual authority figure in the wake of the Union was politically 

expedient: it provided a justification for the retention of this arguably 

redundant office, a new and more prominent role for the established 

church in the business of the state, and, perhaps most importantly, it 

served to underline the unity of church and state that the instigators of 

the Union had sought to emphasise. Hardwicke seems to have realised 

that a new chapel in the viceregal palace in Dublin Castle could be an 

important tool in the development of this new identity, and he initiated 

the plan to build a new chapel in 1802, though the project would not be 

realised until five years later by his successor, the Duke of Bedford. 

 The ostentatious new Castle Chapel, small in size but lavish in 

detail, was a potent public symbol of the Lord Lieutenant’s authority 

and his new role as figurehead of the established church. The chapel 

was funded entirely by the state, and so played a role analogous to 

English royal peculiars: Westminster Abbey and the chapel of St 

James’s Palace are notable examples of such institutions, which are 

excluded from the jurisdiction of the local bishop and under the direct 

control of the monarch.10 The Castle Chapel was therefore in a unique 

                                                           
8 K. Theodore Hoppen, “A Question None Could Answer: ‘What Was the Viceroyalty 

For?’ 1800–1921,” in The Irish Lord Lieutenancy, 132–157 (132). 
9 Hill, “The building of the Chapel Royal,” 39–41. 
10 Hugh Jackson Lawlor argued at length that the Castle Chapel had been a royal peculiar 

since time immemorial: Lawlor, “The chapel of Dublin Castle,” 59–66. Details of the state 

allowances for the Castle Chapel, including salaries for clergy, musicians and officials, 
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position: as an ecclesiastical institution independent of the hierarchy of 

the Church of Ireland, it had the potential to be an exemplar of 

liturgical practice for the established church in Ireland, as well as a 

public venue for state ceremonial and a symbol of the power of the 

viceregal court. Thus, the founders of the new Castle Chapel carved out 

for it a role to mirror the English Chapel Royal, which was, in the 

words of Anglo-Irish ritualist clergyman John Jebb, "the exemplar of 

divine service to the whole kingdom."11  

 

A Private Chapel for Public Show 

The Lord Lieutenant’s desire to improve public estimation of the 

viceregal court through the construction of the new chapel appears to 

have been effective. In a striking yet probably coincidental echo of the 

comments about the old Castle Chapel that had appeared in 1790 

(quoted above), within a decade of the new chapel’s completion an 

Irish clergyman would write that the household of the Lord Lieutenant 

was "in every respect becoming a representative of Majesty."12 

 Though the Castle Chapel is small in size and functional in 

layout, its decoration is remarkably elaborate: the carved wooden 

trompe-l’oeil pillars and fan-vaulted ceiling give the observer the 

impression of an extravagant stone structure and a sense of grandeur 

that exceeds the building’s modest dimensions. The Gothic style, which 

was evidently a novelty in a city dominated by Georgian architecture, 

was remarked on by several contemporary newspapers: Freeman’s 

Journal speculated somewhat exaggeratedly that on its completion the 

chapel would "unquestionably present one of the finest examples of the 

Gothic style of Architecture extant in Europe."13 The design may have 

been a deliberate attempt to lend the chapel an antique flavour and so 

connect it with the long history of the Castle and the viceregal 

                                                                                                                                
can be found in the Parliamentary Accounts and Papers of relevant years, which were 

published annually by H. M. Stationery Office. 
11 John Jebb, The Choral Service of the United Church of England and Ireland (London: J. W. 

Parker, 1843), 148. 
12 George Newenham Wright, An Historical Guide to the City of Dublin (London: Baldwin, 

Cradock, and Joy, 1825), 10. 
13 Freeman’s Journal (Dublin, Ireland), 30th June 1810. 
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administration. In addition, the memorialisation of the history of the 

viceroyalty in the chapel’s decoration by the striking feature of the coats 

of arms of past Lords Lieutenant (with space left for the addition of 

future coats of arms) made the interior of the building a powerful 

symbol of the relationship between church and state.  

 Though it was ostensibly the household chapel of the viceregal 

court, the Castle Chapel’s ostentatious decoration, Gothic design and 

self-conscious evocation of the history of the Lord Lieutenancy made it 

the ideal setting for the public playing out of the Lord Lieutenant’s new 

role as proxy king of an Ireland that was English and Protestant. 

Edward Seymour, nineteenth-century historian of Christ Church 

Cathedral, bemoaned the Lord Lieutenant’s infrequent attendance at 

Christ Church after the construction of the new ‘private Chapel in the 

Castle’: the idea that the chapel was a private institution is repeated 

frequently both by contemporary writers and modern historians.14 

Though the chapel was private inasmuch as it was paid for by the state 

and under the Lord Lieutenant’s exclusive control (and not the 

hierarchy of the Church of Ireland), its liturgies were public occasions 

and became a regular part of the interaction between the viceregal court 

and the populace, complementing the long-established court 

entertainments which included levees, balls and banquets.15 It seems 

that many members of the public who attended services at the chapel 

went less for spiritual edification than for the spectacle of the ceremony 

and the éclat of mixing with members of fashionable society:  

 When I entered the church, service had not as yet commenced, 

 and “friendly greetings,” and “ogling glances,” and “long 

 drawn sighs,” circulated as freely as they would in the boxes of 

 a theatre during the performance of an overture to some 

 fashionable opera. I thought the irreverence might cease when 

 worship began; but, no. There was a little calm, to be sure—the 

 buzz of voices was not so high, for the peals of the organ 

 deadened their sound; but still the occasional titter went forth, 

                                                           
14 Edward Seymour, Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin (Dublin: Hodges, Foster and Co., 

1869), 64. 
15 Joseph Robins, Champagne and Silver Buckles: The Viceregal Court at Dublin Castle 1700–

1922 (Dublin: The Lilliput Press, 2001), 7. 
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 and the ready jest and the complaissant smile were as free as 

 before. The occupiers of pews lounged and stretched, and 

 sometimes half suppressed a yawn. ... When the sermon 

 commenced, the greater part of this goodly congregation took 

 their departure...16 

This observer’s apposite comparison of the chapel with a theatre was 

evident in the building’s layout, which was divided into two levels, 

with box pews and open benches on the ground and pewed galleries on 

the north and south sides surrounding the imposing central pulpit. The 

Lord Lieutenant’s pew in the south gallery was covered in a canopy 

like an opera-box, while the rest of the galleries were divided up into 

closed pews for members of the viceregal household, with seating and 

standing room for members of the public downstairs.17 Services at the 

Castle Chapel had been open to the public since the eighteenth century: 

a 1769 letter to Freeman’s Journal from the sexton of the Castle Chapel, 

Thomas Ridley, stated that "there is not a King’s Chapel in his Majesty’s 

Dominions so free to access as the Castle Chapel."18 This privilege was 

further extended in 1838 by Charles Vignoles, Dean of the Chapel, who 

was granted permission by the Lord Lieutenant the Earl of Mulgrave to 

allow members of the public to sit in pews reserved for "official or 

aristocratic personages" when not occupied by those for whom they 

were reserved: this decision was satirised by Freeman’s Journal, which 

suggested that earls might have to sit in pews beside tinkers or tailors.19 

 

Chapels Royal and Royal Chapels 

Historically, the English Chapel Royal was a corporation of clergy and 

musicians appointed to perform liturgies for the monarch and the royal 

household: services conducted by members of the Chapel Royal usually 

                                                           
16 Dublin Evening Post (Dublin, Ireland), 2nd January 1844. 
17 A watercolour by George Petrie (presumably contemporary with Petrie’s illustrations 

for G. N. Wright’s Historical Guide to the City of Dublin) appears to be the earliest surviving 

visual depiction of the chapel’s interior: it is reproduced on p. 74 of The Chapel Royal, 

Dublin Castle: An Architectural History. 
18 Freeman’s Journal (Dublin, Ireland), 28th November 1769. 
19 Freeman’s Journal (Dublin, Ireland), 20th April 1838. 
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took place in royal peculiars which were described as chapels royal.20 

Though the Chapel Royal was a peripatetic body, most of its liturgies 

since the reign of Queen Anne had taken place at St James’s Palace, 

which remains the effective home of the Chapel Royal.21 No corporation 

comparable with the English Chapel Royal ever existed in Ireland, yet 

the same term has often been used to describe Christ Church Cathedral 

and the chapel of Dublin Castle. 

 Proximity to Dublin Castle had made Christ Church Cathedral 

the obvious venue for the viceregal court to attend church in earlier 

centuries, and in 1704 it was described by Archbishop Narcissus Marsh 

as the place "where the State goes to church."22 In or around 1668 

Charles II had presented the cathedral with money for the provision of 

seating for the Lord Lieutenant, his wife and members of the privy 

council: this action by the monarch was seen as his blessing on Christ 

Church as his royal chapel in Ireland. In a letter of June 1672 to the Earl 

of Essex (then Lord Lieutenant), Charles referred to Christ Church as 

"our said cathedral church and royal chapel." In subsequent 

generations, these actions were used to justify the cathedral’s claim to 

the title "chapel royal."23 

 Charles Vignoles, who styled himself publicly as "Dean of the 

Chapel Royal," seems to have helped to spread the usage of "Chapel 

Royal" to describe the Castle Chapel, and by the late 1830s this epithet 

was almost ubiquitous. Though the usage of "Chapel Royal" in this 

context is semantically questionable, the origin of its usage sheds some 

light on the chapel’s early history and the development of its public 

image. The inherent direct identification of the chapel with royalty—as 

opposed to viceroyalty—was not entirely without precedent: the Castle 

Chapel had occasionally been referred to as the "King’s Chapel" from 

the thirteenth century onwards, but the term "Chapel Royal" is not 

                                                           
20 Roger Bowers, “Chapel Royal,” in The Oxford Companion to Music (Oxford Music 

Online: Oxford University Press), accessed 23rd January 2017, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e1298 
21 David Baldwin, The Chapel Royal: Ancient & Modern (London: Duckworth, 1990), 291. 
22 Richard Mant, History of the Church of Ireland from the Revolution to the Union of the 

Churches of England and Ireland (London: J. W. Parker, 1840), 170. 
23 Kenneth Milne, “Restoration and reorganisation, 1660–1830,” in Christ Church Cathedral 

Dublin: A History, ed. Milne (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000), 255–297 (260). 
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known to have been used until 12th September 1821, when Freeman’s 

Journal reported that: "On Saturday last, the Lord Bishop of Cloyne held 

an ordination in the Chapel Royal, Castle."24 

 The appearance of this term without any further qualification 

ten days after George IV’s visit to the Castle Chapel may well not be 

coincidental. An unsigned account in the Dublin University Magazine in 

1846 claimed that the king had been so impressed with the preaching of 

William Magee, Bishop of Raphoe that he decided to create Magee dean 

of the chapel, which was thenceforth to be called Chapel Royal.25 A. H. 

Kenney’s memoir of Magee concurs with this account: "When George 

IV visited Dublin, in 1821, ... his Majesty appointed [Magee] Dean of the 

Viceregal Chapel at the Castle."26 The following report from Saunders’s 

News-Letter corroborates this version of events:  

 The Bishop of Raphoe has been appointed Royal Dean to the 

 Castle Chapel. We believe this to be a novel appointment in this 

 country. This honour shows the estimation in which the talents 

 of this celebrated Dignitary have been appreciated by his 

 Majesty.27 

The publication of this news, which appeared five months after the 

event as alleged in the above accounts, was delayed perhaps because 

the letters patent for Magee’s appointment were not issued until early 

in 1822: the appearance of the term ‘Chapel Royal’ in Freeman’s Journal 

so soon after the king’s visit suggests that the elevation of Magee and 

the status of the chapel was brought about in the course of the king’s 

                                                           
24 The term ‘King’s Chapel’ is found in a music book from the chapel, formerly the 

property of Hugh Jackson Lawlor, which is in the Representative Church Body Library in 

Dublin (without shelfmark): it contains two services composed by Sir John Stevenson, one 

‘composed for the occasion of the opening of the King’s Chapel, Dublin’ (an excerpt of 

which can be seen at Fig. 1), and another ‘composed expressly for the Choir of King’s 

Chapel, Dublin’. Further uses of this term from the 13th century onwards are mentioned 

throughout Lawlor, “The chapel of Dublin Castle”. 
25 “Gallery of Illustrious Irishmen No. XV: William Magee, Archbishop of Dublin,” Dublin 

University Magazine 28 (1846): 750–767 (755). 
26 Arthur Henry Kenney, The Works of the Most Reverend William Magee D.D., Lord 

Archbishop of Dublin vol. i (London: T. Cadell, 1842), p. xlviii. 
27 Saunders’s News-Letter (Dublin, Ireland), 29th January 1822. 
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visit to Ireland, even though the official appointment may have taken 

place subsequently.28 

 The vision of a new Castle Chapel modelled on the London 

royal chapels was realised with the king’s recognition of the chapel’s 

pre-eminence in the appointment of one of his favoured clerics as Dean 

of the Chapel Royal in Dublin.29 Magee’s subsequent appointment as 

Archbishop of Dublin created an obvious parallel with the Bishop of 

London’s position as ex officio Dean of the English Chapel Royal. 

Though Magee was the only cleric ever to hold these appointments 

simultaneously, the king may have been conscious of this convenient 

pluralism when he made the appointment: according to Kenney’s 

memoir, Magee had protested his unsuitability for the position at the 

Castle Chapel on account of the distance of his episcopal see at Raphoe 

from Dublin, but the king answered ‘we can bring you nearer’, a 

promise fulfilled with Magee’s translation to Dublin only a few months 

later.30 

 

The Musical Foundation 

Even before the new Castle Chapel was completed, its custodians 

began to plan the establishment of a musical foundation along the lines 

of the English Chapel Royal. That this was a deliberate attempt to create 

an institution in Dublin to mirror the royal court in London is proved 

by a letter in the National Archives of Ireland (hitherto seemingly 

unnoticed) postmarked 14th October 1814, addressed to "Rev’d Mr 

Slade, at the Castle, Dublin" and signed "W. London."31 In his 

succession list of the clergy of the Castle Chapel, Hugh Jackson Lawlor 

identified Samuel Slade as Dean of the Chapel from 1814 until 1817, 

                                                           
28 Dublin Evening Mail of 27th July 1846 refers to ‘the foundation of the Castle Chapel as a 

Royal Chapelry by George the Fourth’. 
29 It seems that Magee was the only such cleric chosen by the monarch and not by the 

Lord Lieutenant: this may explain the conspicuous absence of his name from the list of 

clergy of the chapel in Lawlor, “The chapel of Dublin Castle”. For a brief discussion of the 

patronage of the chapel see John Crawford, The Church of Ireland in Victorian Dublin 

(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2005), 115. 
30 Kenney, The Works of the Most Reverend William Magee, p. xlviii. 
31 National Archives of Ireland, OP/405/5. 
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and it was Slade who presided at the first service in the chapel.32 "W. 

London" was the signature of William Howley, Bishop of London and 

ex officio Dean of the English Chapel Royal from 1813 to 1828. 

 Enclosed with this letter is an account written by William 

Holmes, Sub-Dean of the English Chapel Royal, of the manner in which 

choral service was performed at the chapel of St James’s Palace, along 

with his view of how a similar, albeit more modest, choral service 

might be instituted in the chapel of Dublin Castle. Having given an 

account of the Chapel Royal personnel (which comprised sixteen 

gentlemen of the choir, ten choristers and a choir master, two 

composers and two organists), the times of services and the duties of 

various officials, Holmes made the following recommendations:  

 As 'the Chapel of Dublin Castle is on a much smaller scale than 

 the Chapel Royal,' the Choir might be reduced to one Organist, 

 2 Contra Tenors, 2 Tenors, and 2 Basses, with 6 or 8 Choristers. 

The quotation marks suggest that the description of the Castle Chapel 

had been quoted from Slade’s original letter, and this along with the 

wording of the rest of Holmes’ reply suggests that Slade had written to 

solicit advice on how to replicate the English institution in the new 

Castle Chapel. Evidently, Slade took these suggestions on board and 

passed them on to other officials at the Castle, as Howley’s and 

Holmes’s letters are accompanied by a further document, dated 30th 

November 1814, detailing the "Propos’d Establishment of the Castle 

Chapel:" 

 Organist and Composer: Sir John Stephenson [sic.]33 

 Organist: Mr Duncan 

 2 Tenors: Messrs Spray and Jager  

 2 Contra Tenors: Messrs Smith and Hamerton 

 2 Basses: Sir John Stephenson and Mr Hooper 

 6 Boys 

 1 Clerk of the Closet for the Ld Lieutenant (1 side) 

 1 for the opposite side of the Gallery 

                                                           
32 Lawlor, “The chapel of Dublin Castle,” 68; Saunders’s News-Letter (Dublin, Ireland), 24th 

December 1814. 
33 After 1800 Sir John’s surname was usually spelled as ‘Stevenson’, the spelling used 

unanimously by subsequent writers. 
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 1 for below 

This list of personnel constitutes the most detailed evidence available 

regarding the composition of the Castle Chapel choir in its early years, 

and is the only known record of the musicians who may have been 

involved. Whether this was a "wish-list" or an account of actual 

appointments is uncertain, as the association of some of the named 

singers with the chapel choir at its inception is difficult to confirm. The 

date of the document is nonetheless revealing when compared with 

another piece of contemporary evidence. The poet Thomas Moore, with 

whom Sir John Stevenson collaborated on his famous collection of Irish 

Melodies, wrote to his music publisher on 12th November 1814 making 

excuses on Stevenson’s behalf: "Stevenson, I suppose you know, has 

been appointed to the new Castle chapel, and is continually busy with 

the Viceroy making arrangements about it."34 If Stevenson’s 

appointment had already been confirmed and publicised some weeks 

before 30th November, it is possible that the other musicians listed had 

also been approached by the time the list was compiled, though it is 

also possible that Stevenson’s chief billing indicated that he might have 

had a role in choosing the other musicians. 

 James Duncan’s name first appears in connexion with the 

chapel in a Board of Works letter book from 25th April 1814 written by 

a Mr Robinson (presumably an official of the Board of Works) to 

Francis Johnston regarding ten proposals received for the building of 

an organ for the chapel, and suggesting that Johnston contact "Mr 

Duncan (the Organist)" regarding the suitability of the proposals. 

Duncan played at the first service in the chapel after the organ’s 

completion, on Sunday 13th August 1815.35 John Finlayson’s list of 

organists of the Castle Chapel implies that Duncan was organist from 

1814 until 1833, but a contemporary press notice states that he died on 

14th October 1831.36 This notice also states that he had been "for 16 

                                                           
34 John Russell, ed., Memoirs, Journal, and Correspondence of Thomas Moore: Letters 1814–

1818, vol. 2 (London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1853), 52. 
35 Freeman’s Journal (Dublin, Ireland), 15th August 1815. 
36 John Finlayson, A Collection of Anthems as Sung in the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity ..., 

(Dublin: George Herbert, 1852), p. xxxi; Dublin Evening Packet and Correspondent (Dublin, 

Ireland, 20th October 1831. 
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years Organist to the Castle Chapel," but it is unclear if he remained in 

the post at his death.37 Finlayson also asserted that even though Duncan 

was appointed organist in 1814, choral service did not take place in the 

Castle Chapel until early in 1824.38 He arrived at this conclusion 

because there was no record of payments made to singers until this 

date, though there is evidence to contradict this assertion.39 

 Although Stevenson produced several works for the chapel 

choir in fulfilment of his duties as composer, his position as organist 

seems to have been effectively a sinecure, as the duties of playing the 

organ and directing the choir were apparently carried out entirely by 

Duncan.40 He was presumably chosen as composer to the chapel 

because of his pre-eminence as a composer in Dublin at the time: in 

1801 the Earl of Hardwicke had knighted him after hearing one of his 

compositions.41 A number of Stevenson’s works were written for 

ceremonial occasions, including the anthem "Blessed be the Lord my 

strength" and a Service in E-flat for the installation of the Knights of St 

Patrick in 1808.42 His appointment as composer to the Castle Chapel 

                                                           
37 Duncan was still organist of the chapel in early 1829, as he placed an advertisement in 

Saunders’s News-Letter on 4th March of that year: see n. 40. 
38 Finlayson, A Collection of Anthems, p. xxxiv. 
39 Freeman’s Journal on 5th January 1815 reported ‘a Choir has already begun its formation 

at the Castle Chapel’. A letter from 1818 from a former chorister of the Castle Chapel, 

David Hastings, is preserved in the National Archives of Ireland (CSO/RP/1818/322). Two 

service settings composed by Sir John Stevenson for the chapel choir in 1814 and 1819 can 

be found in a manuscript book of Stevenson’s services for use in the Castle Chapel in the 

Representative Church Body Library (see n. 24). 
40 The designation given to Stevenson in this document confirms the nature of his duties 

as composer to the chapel as I speculated previously, based only on circumstantial 

evidence: David O’Shea, “Music and liturgy at the Chapel Royal,” in The Chapel Royal, 

Dublin Castle: An Architectural History, 95–105 (96–97). In addition to the letter mentioned 

in n. 39, which concerns David Hastings, ‘chosen by Mr Duncan’ to be a chorister in the 

chapel choir, Duncan advertised in the press for new boy choristers (Saunders’s News-

Letter, 16th December 1819) and singing men (Saunders’s News-Letter, 4th March 1829). 
41 Patrick M. Geoghegan, “Stevenson, Sir John Andrew” in Dictionary of Irish Biography, 

ed. James McGuire and James Quinn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

Stevenson had been a half vicar choral at St Patrick’s Cathedral since 1783, a vicar choral 

at Christ Church cathedral since 1800, and in 1814 had been appointed a full vicar at St 

Patrick’s. Lawlor, Fasti of St Patrick’s, Dublin (Dundalk: W. Tempest, 1930). 
42 Elaine Sherwin, “An Edition of the Cathedral Works of Sir John Andrew Stevenson” 

(PhD diss., National University of Ireland Maynooth, 2012), vol. 3, 3 (n. 2). 
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was an extension of viceregal patronage to musical art, confirming the 

centrality of music to the new chapel’s liturgies. His service in E major, 

composed for the opening service at the Castle Chapel on Christmas 

Day 1814 (see Fig. 1), is in places more challenging than his other 

services, suggesting that the choir for which he wrote it was quite 

proficient.43 

 Of the other singers mentioned in the November 1814 

document, Robert Hooper and John Spray were long-standing vicars 

choral at St Patrick’s Cathedral, Hooper having been appointed in 1785 

and Spray in 1795.44 Robert Jager had come to Dublin in 1810 and was a 

stipendiary singer at Christ Church Cathedral, and William Hamerton 

was a former Christ Church chorister who was appointed master of the 

choristers there in December 1814, but appears not to have joined the 

Castle Chapel choir until 1823 (presumably on account of his 

appointment to Christ Church).45 The identity of "Mr Smith" is more 

difficult to ascertain, and though he seems unlikely to have been the 

John Smith who was later composer to the chapel, and did not settle in 

Dublin until the following year, it is possible that young Smith had 

been recommended for this position before his arrival in Dublin, 

perhaps by John Spray, a close friend of Stevensons', who is alleged to 

have been Smith’s uncle.46 The six boys provided for the choir were 

fewer in number than those of the Chapel Royal in London, but greater, 

apparently, than those of the choir of Christ Church Cathedral in this 

                                                           
43 O’Shea, “Music and liturgy at the Chapel Royal,” 97. 
44 Lawlor, Fasti of St Patrick’s. 
45 Roy Johnston, Bunting’s Messiah (Belfast: Ulster Historical Foundation, 2003), 80; Barra 

Boydell, A History of Music at Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin (Woodbridge: Boydell and 

Brewer, 2004), 194; William H. Husk, “Hamerton, William Henry,” in A Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians, ed. George Grove (London: Macmillan and Company, 1900). 

Though the November 1814 document refers to Jager as a tenor, he is recorded elsewhere 

as singing as a countertenor and a bass but never as a tenor. It is possible that the 

compiler of this document transcribed the voice parts of the singers incorrectly. 
46 Sinéad Sturgeon, “Smith, John” in Dictionary of Irish Biography. Some sources describe 

Spray as Smith’s uncle and others his father-in-law: it is possible that he may have been 

both.  
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period.47 In addition, the provision of six singing men equalled the 

number of vicars choral at St Patrick’s and Christ Church.48  

 By employing a body of professional musicians for the Castle 

Chapel, the viceroyalty created not only a small-scale Dublin equivalent 

of the English Chapel Royal but also a new professional liturgical choir 

for the performance of choral service to a high standard. Together with 

the choirs of the two cathedrals and Trinity College, the Castle Chapel 

choir was one of the four principal Anglican liturgical choirs in Dublin 

in the nineteenth century, and, far from being an ad hoc ensemble, it 

was a choir established with forethought and purpose. The maintaining 

of such a choir represented a significant financial investment by the 

viceregal court, reflecting the determination of successive Lords 

Lieutenant to make the chapel an attractive place of worship in which 

music played a central role.  

 

Disestablishment and Demise 

The importance of the liturgies of the Castle Chapel in the relationship 

between the viceregal court and the public in the nineteenth century 

seems in some respects entirely removed from the eighteenth-century 

courtly life of Dublin Castle, in which the grand halls were the stages 

upon which the tableaux of fashionable society were acted. The 

foundation of the new chapel was an action of political expediency in 

the quest for viceregal reinvention and self-preservation, and 

contemporary evidence shows that the Castle Chapel was a fashionable 

place of worship, many people attending services there because it was a 

place in which to be seen. By 1845 around 500 people attended the 

weekly Sunday morning service, a number to which such a small space 

can have been only barely equal.49  

                                                           
47 John C. Erck, The Ecclesiastical Register (Dublin: J. J. Nolan, 1817) lists only four 

choristers for Christ Church Cathedral but eight for St Patrick’s. The 1820 edition of 

Erck’s directory gives four choristers for each cathedral. 
48 John C. Erck, The Ecclesiastical Register (Dublin: J. J. Nolan, 1820), 42–44. In practice, one 

of the vicarships at St Patrick’s was usually divided into two half vicarships, meaning 

that there were usually seven singing men instead of six, and Christ Church also 

employed six stipendiary singers in addition to the six vicars choral. 
49 The Parliamentary Gazetteer of Ireland vol. 2, (Dublin: A. Fullarton & Co., 1846), 105. 
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 The government’s continued investment in the chapel was 

imperative for the maintenance of the public image of the viceregal 

court. Several attempts to abolish the Lord Lieutenancy were made by 

the Westminster parliament from the 1830s onwards, and the office was 

further threatened by the growth of genteel nationalism following the 

foundation of the Home Government Association by Isaac Butt in 1870 

and William Gladstone’s conversion to the cause of Irish Home Rule in 

the 1880s. The preservation of the Lord Lieutenancy depended on the 

support of the middle classes, both Catholic and Protestant, nationalist 

and Unionist.50 Because of this, the chapel’s role in providing regular 

interaction between the viceregal court and the general public became 

increasingly important towards the end of the century, and the 

improvement of the standards of music at the chapel from the 1880s 

onwards may be seen as a reflection of this.51 

 The Castle Chapel occupied an anomalous position after the 

disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1871, as the continued 

existence of a church paid for by the state violated the principles of 

disestablishment. A newspaper report discussing the future of the 

chapel under the Roman Catholic Lord Lieutenant Viscount FitzAlan 

said that:  

 [The chapel] is the only relic of Establishment that has survived 

 Mr Gladstone’s measure of 1869, and it has so far only survived 

 because the Protestantism of the Viceroy which survived both 

 the Emancipation and Disestablishment was still rendered 

 obligatory by an Act of Parliament.52 

It seems the Castle Chapel survived disestablishment because of the 

same laissez-faire attitude that preserved the office of Lord Lieutenant 

after the Union. The chapel remained the closest thing to an Irish royal 

peculiar, as even after disestablishment, its clergy and officers were 

appointed and paid by the government and not by the Church of 

                                                           
50 Peter Gray and Olwen Purdue, introduction to The Irish Lord Lieutenancy, 1–14 (7). 
51 O’Shea, “Music and liturgy at the Chapel Royal,” 104–105. 
52 Freeman’s Journal (Dublin, Ireland), 28th April 1921. The appointment of Viscount 

FitzAlan was made possible by a provision in section 37 of the Government of Ireland Act 

1920 which stated that ‘no subject of His Majesty shall be disqualified for holding the 

office of Lord Lieutenant of Ireland on account of his religious belief’. 
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Ireland. Because of this, the chapel existed outside the Church of 

Ireland, and as the introduction of some measure of Irish independence 

became an ever more likely prospect, the chapel’s future became 

increasingly uncertain. In the midst of the Home Rule crisis, some 

members of the Church of Ireland demonstrated a degree of hostility to 

the chapel’s possession of the silver communion plate of King William 

III, one commentator referring to it as "the wretched apartment called a 

Domestic Chapel."53 

 The long battle for viceregal self-preservation came to an 

abrupt end on 6th December 1922 with the abolition of the Lord 

Lieutenancy and the foundation of the Irish Free State. Though the 

Provisional Government gave Sub-Dean Hugh Jackson Lawlor 

permission to continue holding services in the chapel, with no state 

patronage and no clerical leadership (the last Dean, Charles O’Hara 

Mease, had died some months previously), the Castle Chapel had no 

provision or purpose for its continued existence. It is a peculiar irony 

that the chapel, an institution established as part of an attempt to 

reinvigorate and preserve the viceregal court, should have outlived the 

Lord Lieutenancy itself, albeit briefly: the musical and liturgical 

tradition that had been sustained by generations of Lords Lieutenant 

and their chaplains and musicians came to an end 108 years to the day 

after the chapel’s first service, when Dr. Lawlor conducted the final 

service on Christmas Day 1922. 

 

                                                           
53 Roy Byrne, “The Chapel Royal, Christ Church Cathedral and the silver-gilt altar plate,” 

in The Chapel Royal, Dublin Castle: An Architectural History, 107–121 (109–115); The Irish 

Times (Dublin, Ireland), 30th December 1913. 
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Figure 1. 
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Psychology for Medievalists: 

Examining Theoretical Boundaries and Potential Opportunities 
by 

Daryl Hendley Rooney1 

  

“Psychology without historical insight dehumanizes the individual into 

a ‘case’; history without psychological insight drowns the individual in 

a sea of social forces or elevates him to mythical heights.”  

Cushing Strout, “Ego Psychology and the Historian,” 295 

 

Abstract  

Today’s scholars are ever availing of interdisciplinary approaches in 

their studies of the Middle Ages. The marriage of disciplines has led to 

new insights into the medieval past and as such, it is appropriate to 

explore the benefits which may be afforded to us through the use of 

psychological theories and concepts.  

 The historian has many roles, one of which is to ruminate upon 

and propose the reasons and causes of past events and how they 

occurred through social, political, economic, and cultural processes. 

The involvement of men and women in these events is often reduced to 

psychological motivations by historians without explicitly flying the 

flag of psychological discourses. As such, historians are amateur 

psychologists in a way. However, the use of psychological approaches 

has created much concern and scepticism amongst scholars, and for 

good reason. Norbert Elias’s attempt to historicise psychoanalytic 

insight, and the popularity of psychohistory in the 1970s and 1980s are 

just some of the examples of the questionable attempts at consolidating 

psychological theory with history.  

 The application of any theoretical discourse warrants serious 

questioning about the applicability of such an approach and the 

potential benefits and pitfalls. Hence, one might ask: how does one 

create an appropriate rationale for applying psychological theories to 

                                                           
1 Daryl Hendley Rooney, B. A. English and History (UCD), M. A. Medieval 

Studies (UCD); Affiliation: Independent scholar at time of submission; Email: 

daryl.rooney@ucdconnect.ie. 
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history? Does such an approach become anachronistic and 

presumptuous with regards to the medieval mind? With these 

questions in mind, this paper begins with a review of histories which 

held psychological approaches at their core, exploring the 

methodologies of Lucien Febvre, Norbert Elias, Lloyd deMause and 

Peter Gay. Thereafter, the paper examines more recent scholarship 

which has used psychology to elucidate new understandings of the 

emotions and their expression, as well as how neurobiology has helped 

scholars to pinpoint the cause of a certain medieval scribe’s tremulous 

writing. Finally, the theoretical implications as well as the potential 

benefits of adopting psychology in the study of medieval history are 

discussed. This is supported with a brief exploration of how one might 

approach the construction of the Irish Other in Gerald of Wales’s 

Topographia Hiberniae from a psychological framework. 

  

Keywords  

Psychology; medieval history; historiography; construction of the self 

and Other  

  

Introduction  

In the first two decades of the twenty-first century there has been an 

increase in the use of interdisciplinary approaches in historical studies. 

However, one discipline which has so far failed to be used extensively 

within these interdisciplinary approaches is psychology. The use of 

psychological theories and concepts in the study of history is nothing 

new. In the 1920s–1940s, Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch of the Annales 

School had both asserted the need for the explicit use of contemporary 

theories of psychology in the study of history.2 Despite their assertions, 

                                                           
2 The Annales School of historians––its namesake deriving from the journal Annales 

d’histoire économique et sociale––operated out of France and was co-founded by Lucien 

Febvre (1878–1956) and Marc Bloch (1886–1944). Their works focused upon social themes 

rather than those which were usually political or economic in basis. The Annales had a 

profound impact upon the historiography and intellectual thought of France in the 

twentieth century. For a discussion, see Jacques Revel, introduction to Histories: French 

Constructions of the Past, eds Jacques Ravel and Lynn Hunt, trans. Arthur Goldhammer et 

al. The New Press Postwar French Thought Series, Volume 1 (New York: The New Press, 

1995), 1–63. For examples of Febvre’s and Bloch’s works, see Lucien Febvre, Martin 
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medievalists and historians in general tend to avoid using 

psychological theories and concepts in their works. However, for the 

interested medievalist there abounds many new and exciting projects 

being undertaken by scholars who have availed of psychology in 

various ways, examples of which this paper will explore.  

 This paper discusses psychology and its use in the field of 

history, surveying the Annales School and psychohistory, as well as the 

history of emotions. It re-examines the theoretical issues associated 

with the use of psychology and psychoanalysis in the study of history, 

with a focus on medieval history.3 Moreover, it does not attempt to 

merely encourage scholars to adopt psychological approaches in their 

academic endeavours; on the contrary, this paper aims to instigate the 

reader to further reading of the psychological literature with the 

intention to spark further-reaching impacts. For example, by 

developing an understanding of the psychological literature, one’s 

understanding of even seemingly banal social and cultural interactions, 

traditions and norms are questioned in a self-conscious manner. Such a 

psychologically-informed approach acts by querying which 

psychological schemata may potentially be functioning when one 

interacts with external phenomena. In other words, psychology 

provides one with an auxiliary frame of reference regardless of one’s 

discipline. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                
Luther: A Destiny), trans. Roberts Tapley (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1930; Febvre, Le 

Rhin: Problèmes d’histoire et d’économie (Paris: A. Colin, 1935); Marc Bloch, Feudal Society, 

Volume 1: The Growth of Ties of Dependence, trans. L. A. Manyon (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1964); and Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, trans. Peter Putnam. (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1953). 
3 As a theory, psychoanalysis may be defined as “a theory of interpretation which calls 

into question the commonsense facts of consciousness, which it maintains can only be 

grasped after the event. To this degree psychoanalysis is itself a theory of knowledge in 

which the notion of a plain objectivity susceptible to a true-false analysis is open to 

question.” See Elizabeth Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: A Reappraisal, 2nd ed. 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 2. 
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From Annales to Psychohistory  

Psychology has been availed of by many theorists, philosophers, and 

critics to explore the psychosocial fabric of our world. As previously 

stated, Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch of the Annales School undertook 

historical investigations which, unlike most of their contemporaries, 

were consciously aligned with psychology. Bloch utilised collective 

psychology in his works, whereas Febvre used a form of psychosocial 

history which was inherently non-psychoanalytic.4 In his studies of the 

emotions, Febvre’s methodology was inherently psychological. His 

works on the study of sensibility—or emotions and their expression—

insisted that emotions could be understood psychosocially; in other 

terms, emotions had both individual psychological and social 

dimensions.5 Febvre’s studies of the emotions, for example his article 

“La sensibilité et l'histoire: Comment reconstituer la vie affective 

d'autrefois?” (1941), are regarded as the precursors to the current 

studies associated with the history of emotions.6 In his essay “History 

and psychology”, Febvre expressed the need for a “historical 

psychology” to be developed through the cooperation of historians and 

psychologists.7 Febvre saw that one of the main failings of historical 

studies was the frequent reliance on psychological anachronism. This 

form of anachronism assumes that past peoples interpreted their 

experiences and world with the same mental schemata that modern 

people possess. This is an incredibly important point, as one cannot 

assume that human consciousness operates by “downloading” base 

mental schemata which in turn react the same to different contexts 

across different time periods. So, for example, one cannot assume that 

                                                           
4 For those of the Annales, the history of mentalities provided a new insight into areas of 

thought which “often found no direct expression at all,” according to John Tosh, for 

example, the emotional, the instinctive and the implicit. See John Tosh, The Pursuit of 

History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in the Study of History, 6th edn (London and New 

York: Routledge, 2015), 216. 
5 Lynn Hunt, Writing History in the Global Era (W. W. Norton: New York, 2015), 103. 
6 Lucien Febvre, “La sensibilité et l'histoire: Comment reconstituer la vie affective 

d'autrefois?” Annales d'histoire sociale (1939-1941) 3, no. 1/2 (Jan.–Jun. 1941), 5–20.  
7 Lucien Febvre, “History and psychology,” in A New Kind of History, ed. Peter Burke 

(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973. 
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the way in which modern people react to the weather is similar or 

identical to how people in the Middle Ages would have reacted.  

In comparison to Febvre, his contemporary the German sociologist 

Norbert Elias had developed an almost polar-opposite model for 

psychosocial historical analysis. Elias aligned his work with 

developmental psychology in his studies of the European habitus or 

‘second nature’. In Über den Prozess der Zivilisation (1939), Elias 

examined how post-medieval standards of social etiquette could be 

traced back to psychological motivations associated with Freud’s 

concept of the ‘super-ego’, thus showing that the self had a history 

which had gradually developed since the fourteenth century.8 The self-

enclosed individual developed as the threshold of shame lowered, 

allowing for greater amounts of self-control. The psychoanalytically 

based study of Elias ultimately reduced people of the Middle Ages to 

classifications of an infantile or emotionally immature nature. 

Moreover, as Lynn Hunt affirmed:  

 Elias’s pejorative depiction of the Middle Ages revealed the 

 downside of a developmental historical psychology: the 

 attempt to elaborate on the parallel between the individual and 

 broader cultural or social development encouraged scholars to 

 classify earlier times as infantile, childish, or immature.9 

The reservations of historians in the adoption 

of hardline psychological approaches are in part due to works such as 

Elias’s Über den Prozess der Zivilisation as well as the reductive 

conclusions associated with crowd psychology. From the late-

nineteenth and into the early-twentieth century, crowd psychology 

enjoyed a popular stint throughout Europe, having a great influence 

upon the social sciences and humanities.10 The independent scholar 

                                                           
8 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: The Development of Manners, trans. Edmund Jephcott 

(original German edition, 1939; New York: Urizen Books, 1978). 
9 Hunt, Writing History, 102–103. 
10 While crowd psychology was assailable and understandably so, it is the precursor to 

what we now call social psychology. Although Le Bon is regarded as the starting point 

when it comes to crowd psychology, social psychology’s origins may be dated from the 

late seventeenth century and the German Vӧlkerpsychologie (literally “People Psychology”) 

of the early nineteenth century, See Graham Richards, Putting Psychology in its Place: 

Critical Historical Perspectives, 3rd edn (East Sussex: Routledge, 2010), 185–186. 
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Gustave Le Bon is one of the best-known writers associated with the 

genre. Le Bon’s The Crowd (1895) reduced group actions to what was 

called the “crowd mind.” The study functioned as a sort of crude 

Mirror for Princes which could instruct society’s “natural rulers” to 

manipulate the masses and direct the instinctive energies of the crowd. 

He concluded that the individual within a crowd environment loses all 

agency as an individual and is effectively “no longer himself, but has 

become an automaton who has ceased to be guided by his will.”11 As 

such, the work dictated that in social-political circumstances such as the 

French Revolution, the individual becomes irrational and “descends 

several rungs in the ladder of civilisation.”12 In contrast, the British 

Marxist historian George Rudé insisted that Le Bon’s conclusions were 

flawed. Instead, Rudé proposed that the behaviour of crowds was best 

understood in sociological, not psychological terms.13 Crowd continues 

to live in infamy: in 2010, the former Director of the British 

Psychological Society’s History of Psychology Centre, Graham 

Richards, referred to The Crowd as “one of the most sinister modern 

texts, second only to Hitler’s Mein Kampf.”14 While Le Bon’s works were 

of concern to historians in the early twentieth century, historians in the 

post-war period would meet new theoretical challenges to the 

methodological status quo in the form of “psychohistories.” 

Decades after Febvre’s and Elias’s psychosocial histories, historians or 

more specifically, “psychohistorians”, began explicitly using 

psychoanalysis to inform their readings of the past. Psychohistory—or 

the study of the psychological motivations of past events—was 

pioneered by the American psychohistorian Lloyd deMause from the 

late 1960s.15 In 1968, deMause wrote to the Association for Applied 

Psychoanalysis (AAP) outlining a 29-page proposal which suggested 

                                                           
11 Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (New York: Macmillan, 1896), 

12–13. 
12  Ibid., 13. 
13 See George Rudé, The Crowd in History: A Study of Popular Disturbances in France and 

England, 1730–1848 (New York: Wiley, 1964). 
14 Richards, Putting Psychology in its Place, 186. 
15 For a survey of the foundation of psychohistory and deMause’s role, see Joseph F. 

Campbell, “Psychohistory: Creating a New Discipline,” The Journal of Psychohistory 37, no. 

1 (Summer 2009), 2–26. 
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that a Centre for Research in Psychogenealogy be founded under the 

auspices of the AAP.16 In that 29-page document, “Psychogeneology” 

was described as the “new science of evolution of the psyche from 

generation to generation” and defined as the “the science of evolution 

of parent-child relations as the basic cause of man’s personality.”17 

DeMause’s works have largely focused upon the history of childhood, 

especially with regards to how child abuse evolved in advanced 

nations.18 However, the fact that psychoanalysis was taken as truth and 

universal in psychohistories, led to many historians bypassing 

psychohistory altogether. Moreover, DeMause did not help the 

psychohistorical cause when he stated that “the relationship between 

history and psychohistory is parallel to the relationship between 

astrology and astronomy.”19 The almost formulaic conclusions of 

psychohistories led to David E. Stannard referring to the field as a form 

of “cultural parochialism.”20 While deMause’s studies have met 

unyielding opposition, and for justifiable reasons, one must give credit 

where credit is due. DeMause’s journal, The Journal of Psychohistory has 

been publishing quarterly since 1973, with over 800 articles published 

to date. Despite the fact that the content of the journal may be deemed 

speculative at best, the journal has challenged historians’ approaches to 

their discipline and if nothing else, has forced historians to be more 

conscious of their methodologies and assured in their conclusions. 

Psychohistorians have approached numerous and varied topics 

emanating from late antiquity to the modern period. One of the most 

controversial subfields of psychohistory is “psychobiography.” 

                                                           
16 Campbell, “Psychohistory,” 2. 
17 Lloyd deMause, “Psychogeneology: New Directions of Research in Applied 

Psychoanalysis,” undated. Personal Collection of Lloyd de Mause, cited in Campbell, 

“Psychohistory,” 2. 
18 See Lloyd deMause, The history of childhood (New York: Harper and Row, 1974); and 

Lloyd deMause, “On Writing Childhood History,” The Journal of Psychohistory 16, no. 2 

(1988), 35–71. 
19 Lloyd de Mause, “The Independence of Psychohistory,” in Psycho/history: Readings in the 

Method of Psychology, Psychoanalysis, and History, ed. Geoffrey Cocks and Travis L. Crosby 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 50. 
20 David E. Stannard, Shrinking History: On Freud and the Failure of Psychohistory (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1980), 30. 
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 The psychobiographical studies associated with psychohistory 

have provided interesting—albeit speculative—results.21 Freud himself 

wrote what is considered to be the first psychobiography, which 

examined Leonardo da Vinci’s life and was entitled Leonardo Da Vinci, 

A Study in Psychosexuality (1916). In this work, Freud claimed that 

Leonardo’s departure from art and his venture into science was a result 

of a neurotic regression to his infantile past. He also stated that 

Leonardo’s artistic genius could not be explained by psychoanalysis; 

however, he did contend that he located the source of Leonardo's 

artistic obsessions in an early fantasy about a "vulture" said to 

symbolize the artist's desire for his mother.22 In response to the growth 

of psychobiographies in the 1970s, Donna Arzt in her paper, 

“Psychohistory and Its Discontents” (1978), explored the genre of 

psychobiography in order to gauge the benefits and pitfalls of 

psychoanalytic approaches to biographical works. Arzt concluded that 

“with the limitations of the genre kept in mind, students of the 

biographical method should be able to open up new areas of inquiry 

through the cautious and judicious use of psychohistory.”23 

 Scholars have long debated psychohistory’s recognition as an 

independent field of scholarly enquiry and its distinction from the 

discipline of history. On the one hand, psychohistorians would 

maintain that their methods and scholarly objectives set them apart 

from conventional historical methodologies. On the other hand, 

detractors of psychohistory would say that it is a pseudo-discipline 

since psychohistories rely primarily upon speculative conclusions 

regarding an individual’s or group’s psychological motivations.24 One 

of the serious objections to the field is based on the issue of transposing 

the psychoanalytic approaches of Freud onto people of the past without 

realising that such an application is then, as previously mentioned, a 

                                                           
21 For examples, see Alexander L. George and Juliette L. George, Woodrow Wilson and 

Colonel House: A Personality Study (New York: Dover Publications, 1964); and Bruce 

Mazlish, James and John Stuart Mill: Father and Son in the Nineteenth Century (New York: 

Basic Books, 1975). 
22 Donna Arzt, “Psychohistory and Its Discontents,” Biography 1, no. 3 (Summer, 1978), 2. 
23 Ibid., 30. 
24 There has been much written to detract from psychohistory as a discipline, but for an 

especially vitriolic criticism, see Stannard, Shrinking History. 
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psychological anachronism. While the works of many psychohistorians 

failed to sway the approaches of historians more generally, largely due 

to the associated theoretical implications, some scholars managed to 

adopt psychological discourses without being cast out to drift on the 

psychohistory raft. 

 In general, deMause’s works failed to receive critical acclaim 

within the wider academic community and were largely contained and 

appreciated within the cadre of psychohistorians; however, Peter Gay’s 

works were well received both within and without academia, attested 

by the fact that the American Historical Association (AHA) bestowed 

unto him their Award for Scholarly Distinction in 2004. Gay’s 

scholarship explored topics which varied from the Age of 

Enlightenment and the French Revolution, to Weimar culture; however, 

Gay is perhaps best remembered for his works which explored 

psychoanalysis as a legitimate tool for exploring history. His best-

selling biographical work, Freud: A Life of Our Time (1988), used the 

Freud Archives to provide a new insight into the life of Sigmund Freud 

by contextualising his life, as Gay himself states:  

 I have placed Freud and his work within their various 

 environments: the psychiatric profession he subverted and 

 revolutionized, the Austrian culture in which he was 

 compelled to life as an unbelieving Jew and unconventional 

 physician, the European society that underwent in his lifetime 

 the appalling traumas of war and totalitarian dictatorship, and 

 Western culture as a whole, a culture whose sense of itself he 

 transformed out of all recognition, forever.25 

For Gay, psychoanalysis gives a legitimate theoretical discourse for 

framing historical enquiries. In Freud for Historians, Gay provided an 

interesting and constructive rebuttal against anti-Freudian historians by 

systematically addressing the arguments of detractors one by one. His 

discussion of the issues which are associated with the often-hermetic 

methodology of psychoanalysis provides a thoughtful analysis and 

survey of the reasons why historians have for so long avoided the 

psychoanalytic method. In his conclusion, Gay provides an albeit brief 

                                                           
25 Peter Gay, Freud: A Life for Our Time (London: Papermac, 1995), xvii. 
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outline of a ‘total history’ informed but not at the behest of 

psychoanalysis, he asserts:  

 Psychoanalytic history, then, is at its most ambitious an 

 orientation rather than a speciality. I cannot reiterate often 

 enough that psychoanalysis offers the historian not a handbook 

 of recipes but a style of seeing the past. That is why Freudian 

 history is compatible with all the traditional genres––military, 

 economic, intellectual––as well as with most other methods. … 

 To be steeped in Freud does not compel historians to see only 

 the child in the man; they can also observe the man developed 

 out of the child.”26 

Here, Gay is addressing one of the main issues associated with the use 

of psychoanalysis in historical studies: that psychoanalysis will become 

the method of examining the past. However, as he himself points out, 

the ideal means of using such a methodology is to place it in an 

auxiliary position to existing theoretical discourses.27 However, the 

adoption of psychoanalysis is not as straightforward as simply using it 

in addition to other methodological frameworks. It requires historians 

to change the way they do history, forces them to dispense with prized 

convictions and challenges them to revise their favoured and long held 

conclusions.28 Gay was relatively successful in fighting for the cause of 

using psychology in history, but despite his efforts historians continued 

to avoid the theoretical minefield that psychological discourses 

represented. However, in the 1990s a field of historical enquiry which 

drew upon psychological literature began to grow in popularity: the 

history of emotions.  

  

The History of Emotions  

In the last decade, the history of emotions has become somewhat of a 

stalwart when it comes to the adoption of psychological scholarship in 

the study of history.29 The history of emotions as a field may trace its 

                                                           
26 Gay, Freud for Historians, 210–211. 
27 Ibid., 210. 
28 Ibid., 212. 
29 This may be reflected by the fact that there are several academic centres for the history 

of the emotions dotted across the globe, notably: ACCESS The Amsterdam Centre for 
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genesis to the work of Lucien Febvre, namely Histoire de Sensibilités. The 

history of emotions is more nuanced than just studying the emotions in 

history. The field explores emotions as learned phenomena, rather than 

a biological manifestation inherent in our mental makeup. In the last 

three decades, historians such as Barbara Rosenwein, William Reddy, 

Juanita Ruys and Jan Plamper have weighed in on the historical 

research on the self and emotions.30 In her 2010 article, “Problems and 

Methods in the History of Emotions,” Rosenwein explored the 

methodological issues associated with the writing of a history of 

emotions. The issues associated with the “Universalist”/“presentist” 

views of the emotions are comparable to the issues brought forth by 

adopting psychological approaches to the study of history more 

generally. On the one hand, “Universalist” views place the emotions as 

inherently universal and identical in expression across cultures and 

across time. On the other hand, “presentist” views assert that today’s 

emotions were the emotions of the past and will remain those of the 

future.31 Rosenwein has challenged these views and affirmed that to 

understand emotions and their expression throughout history, one 

cannot simply avail of psychological materials, but also draw upon 

sociological sources and entertain the possibility that emotions are 

social constructs.32 

                                                                                                                                
Cross-disciplinary Emotion and Sensory Studies; ARC Centre of Excellence for the 

History of Emotions (1100-1800) whose directorate and national administration is at The 

University of Western Australia, with nodes at the Universities of Adelaide, Melbourne, 

Queensland and Sydney; Center for the History of Emotions, Max Planck-Institute for 

Human Development, Berlin; Les Émotions au Moyen Age (EMMA); and The Emotions 

Project: The Social and Cultural Construction of Emotions: The Greek Paradigm, Oxford. 
30 For studies on the history of emotions, see Barbara H. Rosenwein, “Problems and 

Methods in the History of Emotions,” Passions in Context: Journal of the History and 

Philosophy of the Emotions 1, no. 1 (2010) http://www.passionsincontext.de/?id=557; 

William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of Emotions (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Juanita Ruys, “But Were They Talking About 

Emotions? Affectus, Affectio, and the History of Emotions,” Rivista Storica Italiana 128, no. 

2 (2016), 521–543; and Jan Plamper, The History of Emotions: An Introduction (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2015). 
31 Rosenwein, “Problems and Methods in the History of Emotions,” 4. 
32 Ibid., 5–10. 

Daryl Hendley Rooney | Psychology for Medievalists  



193 

 

 The use of psychological and neurobiological literature in the 

field has paid dividends. Paul Ekman and Wallace F. Friesen’s article 

(1971), “Constants across Cultures in the Face and Emotion”, has 

become an integral source for understanding the facial expressions 

associated with emotions.33 However, Ekman and Friesen’s article has 

largely  contributed to the assumptions of “Universalist” views. 

Scholars of the history of emotions have expanded their frame of 

reference to include the most recent findings of neurobiological 

research. For example, the findings of studies using functional magnetic 

resonance imaging (fMRI) to examine the brain systems involved in the 

perception of facial expressions and their associated emotions are being 

incorporated into histories of the emotions.34 Similarly to Gay in his 

calls for a “total history” which involved psychoanalysis as an auxiliary 

theoretical framework, Rosenwein concluded that:  

 Just as issues of gender are now fully integrated into 

 intellectual, political, and social history, so the study of 

 emotions should not (in the end) form a separate strand of 

 history but rather inform every historical inquiry. Thus, for 

 example, a history of Germany between the two world wars 

 should include a discussion of not only the economy, the 

 relations between men and women, the ideologies of 

 communism, fascism, and liberalism, and so on, but also the 

 emotions that were privileged—and denigrated—during that 

 period by various dominant and marginal groups.”35  

Rosenwein, like Gay, affirms the importance of interdisciplinary 

approaches in the study of history. Historical enquiries can of course be 

monodisciplinary, but by drawing upon auxiliary disciplines one gains 

new and varied perspectives which brings history closer to the ideal of 

a “total history” which elucidates the events and developments of the 

past and brings into focus a sense of continuity over time. Moreover, as 

Hunt has stated, the study of the emotions is important as emotions 

“show up in historical documents more readily than any other 

                                                           
33 Paul Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen, “Constants across Cultures in the Face and 

Emotion,” (1971) Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 1, no. 2, 124–39. 
34 Rosenwein, “Problems and Methods in the History of Emotions,” 2–4. 
35 Ibid., 24. 
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expression of selves.”36 Regardless of whether one believes emotions to 

be universally recognisable, different outcomes arise out of different 

contexts and the presence of individuality no doubt affects how 

emotions are expressed in a given circumstance. 

 The merging of psychology and neurobiology with history, as 

illustrated by the history of emotions, has provided new and exciting 

understandings of how emotions were expressed between people, 

across different cultures and time periods. Through the use of 

neurobiology, scholars have been afforded new ways to understand the 

nuances of the brain and how it affects our expression and perception 

of emotions. Furthermore, neurobiology has also influenced how we 

understand the senses and bodily movement. At present, these findings 

are gradually being incorporated into historical studies—an example of 

which will now be discussed. 

  

Neurobiology and History  

Aside from theories related to psychological motivations, an 

understanding of how the brain works on an anatomical and a 

physiological level may also help historians to understand the past. By 

drawing upon neurobiological literature, a palaeographer, for example, 

may avail of current understandings of tremors to ascertain why the 

handwriting of some scribes deviated from the norms, such as the 

thirteenth century glossator, the Tremulous Hand of Worcester. In the 

case of the Tremulous Hand, the pioneering work––based in 

neurobiology––of Deborah Thorpe and Jane Alty has examined the 

medieval scribe’s tremor. Thorpe states: 

 People have always been fascinated with him [the Tremulous 

 hand of Worcester]; but this is the first time his writing has 

 been investigated from a joint neurological and historical 

 perspective. To our knowledge, this is the first time medieval 

 handwriting has been analysed by a neurologist with a 

 specialist interest in movement disorders.37  

                                                           
36 Hunt, Writing History, 109. 
37 Deborah E. Thorpe, “Solving the mysterious handwriting of a medieval scribe,” 

https://www.york.ac.uk/c2d2/news/2016-17/tremulous-hand/. 
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Thorpe and Alty’s study availed of current understandings of tremors 

to elucidate which type of tremor likely afflicted the scribe. Using 

methods to measure the tremor frequency, Thorpe and Alty concluded 

that the evidence balanced towards essential tremor. This finding was 

based on evidence of a fine amplitude, regular frequency tremor, with a 

frequency of at least 6–8 Hz and a unidirectional axis that was present 

during action and exhibited rapid fluctuations in severity.38 Moreover, 

they affirmed that the lack of evidence of “cognitive decline, amplitude 

decrement, micrographia, ataxia, or increased nib pressure, is consistent 

with this diagnosis.”39 While neurobiological research provides new 

and improved ways for medical practitioners to diagnose and treat 

neurological diseases and degenerative disorders such as Parkinson’s 

disease, historians and other scholars of the social sciences and 

humanities may be afforded new understandings of the human 

condition which we may not otherwise reach if we remain 

monodisciplinary. Yet, despite the evidence so far suggesting that there 

are benefits to adopting psychological approaches in the study of the 

Middle Ages, there are theoretical concerns for medievalists which 

must be addressed. 

  

Theoretical and Practical Concerns for Medievalists  

For many historians, the application of psychology to history is 

synonymous with the application of psychoanalysis to history; however, 

they are not identical terms, which is illustrated by the previous 

example of Thorpe and Alty’s research. Psychoanalytic theory is often 

reduced to Freudian analysis, yet psychoanalytic criticism is wider in 

scope and detail than many historians are aware of.40 One only needs to 

                                                           
38 Deborah E. Thorpe and Jane E. Alty. “What type of tremor did the medieval 

‘Tremulous Hand of Worcester’ have?” Brain: A Journal of Neurology 138, (2015), 3127. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Freudian analysis also known as classical psychoanalysis, is the therapeutic method 

which Sigmund Freud founded at the turn of the twentieth century. This method was 

based on the assumption that a patient’s neuroses or ills were a result of unconscious 

mental defences against inappropriate urges which dated back to a patient’s early 

childhood. In order for a patient to overcome his/her neuroses, they must lower their 

mental defences in order gain an insight into buried desires, and subsequently, try to 

understand why he/she buried them. For a discussion of psychoanalysis and 
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undertake a brief survey of the dichotomy between rival 

psychoanalytic theories to see the true breadth of the varying schools of 

psychoanalysis. When medievalists examine the actions of men and 

women of the past, they often pin their actions to base psychological 

desires and motivations, for example, the desire to acquire power and 

control. However, as mentioned previously, if one is to examine the 

actions of medieval people and reduce them to mental schemata which 

are supposedly universal to the human condition, then what is the 

purpose of historical enquiry with regards to the systematic study of 

the development and change of human nature over time? The study of 

the medieval past is troublesome as historians are at the behest of the 

available evidence, textual, material or otherwise. So, unlike 

psychoanalytic therapy whereby a psychoanalyst may turn to an 

analysand’s verbal slips (also known as “Freudian slips”) or analyse 

their dreams, medievalists cannot speak to the dead. Despite the 

theoretical implications, there are reasons to remain positive. 

In terms of the positive outcomes which may be afforded to 

medievalists who decide to venture into psychological theory, a change 

in perspective and understanding of how one links correlation to 

causation may be the most basic of benefits. Garnering an 

understanding of the potential reasons and motivations causing a 

person, medieval or otherwise, to act the way they do can alter how one 

perceives and understands social, cultural, economic and political 

processes throughout history. Moreover, one may also introspect in 

new ways, and question anew one’s attitude towards ethics and 

morality and their effects upon the aesthetic process of writing history, 

and the associated epistemological questions. The effects of such 

discourses on the historian on a personal level may seem self-serving 

and wholly unprofessional in terms of the desired outcomes which a 

                                                                                                                                
psychotherapy more broadly, see Henry Gleitman, Alan J. Fridlund and Daniel Reisberg, 

Psychology, 6th edn (New York: W. W. Norton, 2004), 696–714; and Miller Mair, Between 

Psychology and Psychotherapy: A Poetics of Experience (London and New York: Routledge, 

1989). For expositions on psychoanalytic approaches to and interpretations of literature, 

see Elizabeth Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: A Reappraisal, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 1998); and Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction, 2nd  edn (Oxford: 

Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 131–168. 
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historian might define at the beginning of their historical enquiries. One 

must not forget that historians, like all of humanity, will always be 

biased at their core. The fact that a historian chooses a defined topic or 

period for examination and/or a theoretical discourse quite explicitly 

reflects their partiality. Naturally, the extent to which internal biases or 

prejudices operate and affect the integrity of a historical work varies. 

On the one hand, biases and prejudices have the potential of affecting 

the veracity of an historical work minimally, for example, it may have 

accurate scholarship but be too confined in terms of temporality, 

subject, geography, and/or theoretical scope. On the other hand, it may 

have a drastic effect upon the veracity of the historical account, for 

instance, a work which is bigoted or racist.41 Having a basic grasp of the 

psychological literature causes one to be more introspective and 

conscious of one’s academic enterprise. Aside from the epistemological 

changes that psychological discourses bring, there are more basic issues 

which arise as a result of applying psychological theories, especially 

those emanating from psychoanalysis, to medieval history.  

 One of the primary issues of using psychoanalysis in the study 

of the medieval past arises from the viability of post-mortem 

psychoanalysis. It is already undoubtedly difficult to attempt to 

psychoanalyse an analysand in the present let alone attempt such an 

analysis on a person or social group from centuries or even millennia 

past.42 While many historians may be wary of the ambivalences and 

contradictory interpretations of psychoanalysis, one must remember 

that both psychoanalysis and history undoubtedly share an intrinsic 

trait, which is a professional commitment to scepticism.43 As such, it is 

necessary to state that the point is not to insist upon the mass merging 

of psychoanalysis or psychology in general with history, rather, the 

point is to dismantle the borders which separate the disciplines and 

encourage the teaching and recognition of psychology in 

historiography.  

                                                           
41 For example, see the libel case of David John Cadwell Irving vs Penguin Books Ltd, 

Deborah E. Lipstadt. [2000] EWHC QB 115. 

http://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/QB/2000/115.html#5.   
42 The term “analysand” refers to an individual who is undergoing psychoanalysis. 
43 Gay, Freud for Historians, 211. 
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 Constructing the Self and Other  

Having provided a brief survey of the antecedent attempts at merging 

psychology with history, and addressed some of the theoretical and 

practical concerns associated with the use of psychology, it is necessary 

to provide an example of how one might go about using a 

psychological rationale when approaching medieval history. With 

regards to the study of identities, current psychological 

literature examining constructions of ingroups and outgroups in 

relation to the self-concept have yielded interesting results which could 

benefit medievalists, specifically with regards to the construction of the 

self and Other.44 Our self-concept––who we want to be, how we wish to 

be perceived, and how we perceive ourselves––governs how we 

interact with the social world around us and conversely, that the social 

world influences and defines who we think we are.45 Robert Kegan, in 

his book The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development 

(1982), stated with regards to the construction of the self and Other 

antithesis that “the idea of a construction directs us to the activity that 

underlies and generates the form or thingness of a phenomenon.”46 

Furthermore, Kegan noted that the process by which one differentiates 

the self from the Other––or subject-object––“emerges out of a lifelong 

process of development: a succession of qualitative differentiations of 

the self from the world, with a qualitatively more extensive object with 

which to be in relation created each time.”47 However, the ability for us 

as individuals to respond consciously to such psychological 

phenomena and change our social interactions in turn is subject to 

debate. The idea of a “self” which may be understood as a sort of 

enduring core personal identity, has been discussed within 

psychological literature since the late nineteenth century, but the idea 

                                                           
44 “Ingroups” and “outgroups” refer to the social groups in which an individual either 

self-identifies with (ingroups) or in contrast, the social groups which an individual does 

not identify with (outgroups). 
45 See Gleitman et al., Psychology, 370–384. 
46 Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1982), 13. 
47 Ibid., 77. 
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of a “self” can be traced much further back in time.48 By the end of the 

Enlightenment, the idea of an autonomous, private self had gradually 

ascended to dominance, reinforced by Romanticism. Before this time, 

the idea of such individual autonomy, especially with regards to one’s 

agency and destiny, was firmly thought to be in the hands of God, or 

the Gods, depending on one’s religion.49 One may also see this 

perception reflected in the negative attitude of predestinarian Calvinists 

and puritans to the self–– hence “selfish.”50 As intellectual 

understandings changed and developed from the early modern to 

modern period, so too did theoretical frameworks for understanding 

the self. 

 The rise of social history in the twentieth century gave rise to 

new histories which focused on social groups from a bottom-up 

perspective and in many ways rejected psychological analysis.51 Given 

their namesake, social histories provide social explanations, which 

explore various social processes, to validate the motives of ordinary 

people. The French philosopher and social theorist Michel Foucault 

opted to emphasise the influence of social factors on the construction of 

the self. Foucault’s social histories explored how bodies rather than 

individual selves were constructed by social processes, namely 

                                                           
48 See William James, Principles of Psychology, Chapter X “The Self” (New York: Henry 

Holt, 1890). 
49 Richards, Putting Psychology in its Place, 172. 
50 Ibid. Predestinarian Calvinists believe that God exercises control over the 

eternal destiny of people, with some attaining salvation by grace, while those 
who remain are predestined to receive eternal damnation for their sins. See Westminster 

Assembly, The Humble Advice of the Assembly of Divines (Edinburgh: Reprinted by Evan 

Tyler, Printer to the King, 1647), III. 1: “God from all eternity did, by the most wise and 

holy Counsell of his own Will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to 

pass. Yet so, as thereby neither God the Author of sin, nor is violence offered to the wil of 

the Creatures, nor is the Liberty or contingency of second Causes taken away, but rather 

established.” 
51 The field of social history is varied and far-reaching. It is difficult to define but one 

might say that it focuses on “real life” and “ordinary” people, rather than major events 

and elite historical characters. Within social history there are numerous subfields, 

including African-American history, Gender history, history of the family, and Gender 

history. For an example of a social history emanating from the Annales school see 

Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou. Cathars and Catholics in a French Village, 1294–1324 

(London: The Folio Society, 2005). 
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disciplinary mechanisms. For him, individual consciousness was not 

involved in the construction of individuals. On the contrary, individual 

bodies were shaped by institutions such as schools, prisons and 

factories.52   

 In her recent work, Writing History in the Global Era (2015), Lynn 

Hunt dedicated a chapter to the issue of rethinking society and the self 

in light of the intellectual changes which have occurred as a result of 

globalisation. Hunt asserted that “the “iron curtain” between historians 

and psychology that Harvard historian William L. Langer lamented in 

1957 remains standing.”53 Taking Hunt’s comments into consideration, 

my recent M. A. thesis applied such an approach to Gerald of Wales’s 

construction of the self and Other in his Topographia Hiberniae.54 

Availing of theoretical frameworks from social psychology, the thesis 

set about examining the ways in which Gerald of Wales constructed a 

disparaging image of the Irish Other in order to justify the Norman 

invasion of 1169 AD.55 Gerald’s construction of the Irish Other rests 

upon several platforms of definition: religion, economy, culture, 

political and social structure. Gerald uses these platforms to point out 

the flaws of the Irish people. Yet while they were described as a flawed 

people by Gerald, they were not beyond saving. Hence, the invasion 

precipitated not only the occupation of Ireland, but also the civilizing of 

                                                           
52  See Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1995). 
53 Hunt, Writing History, 107. 
54 Daryl Hendley Rooney, “Gerald of Wales: Constructing the Irish Other in the 

Topographia Hiberniae,” (M. A. diss., University College Dublin, 2016), available upon 

request. 
55 Gerald of Wales (1146–1223) was a medieval ecclesiastic and historian from 

Pembrokeshire, Wales. For studies of his life and works, see Henry Owen, Gerald the 

Welshman (London: Whiting & Co., 1889); Michael Richter, Giraldus Cambrensis: The 

Growth of the Welsh Nation (Aberystwyth: (Publisher NA) 1972); Brynley F. Roberts, Gerald 

of Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1982); Robert Bartlett, Gerald of Wales, 1146-

1223 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); and Robert Bartlett, “Gerald of Wales 

(c.1146–1220x23),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004), 

online edn, Oct. 2006. For surveys of scholarship on Gerald, see: E. A. Williams, “A 

bibliography of Giraldus Cambrensis c.1147-1223,” National Library of Wales Journal 12, 

(1961), 97–140; and D. Walker, “Gerald of Wales: a review of recent work,” Journal of the of 

the Church in Wales 24, (1974), 13–26. 
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a “barbaric people,” namely the Irish. Gerald’s ethnographic 

descriptions of the Irish are homogenising, but a question worth asking 

is: does Gerald consciously create a homogeneous image of the Irish or 

is it a result of unconscious motivations? In order to answer this, one 

might avail of concepts from social psychology, which are related to the 

construction of the self and Other.  

 The concept of out-group homogeneity (OHE) in social 

psychology refers to “the tendency to perceive out-group members as 

relatively similar to one another and in-group members as relatively 

more heterogeneous or dissimilar.”56 Thomas M. Ostrom and 

Constantine Sedikides (1992) have shown that the OHE is a 

fundamental issue in intergroup relations and acts within a variety of 

group identities and social settings. Furthermore, by homogenising 

information which we receive, it allows us to then infer certain things 

about information which we deem to be similar or identical. The 

human brain constantly draws inferences and correlations with the 

information that it receives. Henry Gleitman et al. (2004), note that by 

drawing correlations the human brain “helps us to understand the 

cause-and-effect fabric of our world.”57 While such functions can help a 

person to avoid danger, for example by associating smoke with fire, it 

can also lead to generalised understandings of the world and people 

around us. However, it is important and interesting to note that such 

mental schemata, despite their undesirability, are at times inadvertent. 

The study of social categorisation and the process of intergroup bias by 

Perdue et al., (1990) proffers an example of such inadvertence.58 The 

study examined participants repeating pairings of pronouns with 

nonsense syllables and were asked to rate the pleasantness of each 

nonsense syllable. The study found that the syllables which had been 

paired with self-referential pronouns such as “we”, “us”, and “ours”, 

were deemed more pleasant than those which indicated otherness, for 

                                                           
56 Stephen J. Read and Darren I. Urada, “A Neural Network Simulation of the Outgroup 

Homogeneity Effect,” Personality and Social Psychology Review 7, no. 2 (2003), 146. 
57 Gleitman et al., Psychology, 382. 
58 Charles W. Perdue et al., “Us and them: Social categorization and the process of 

intergroup bias,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 59, no. 3 (Sept., 1990), 475–486. 
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instance “they”, “them”, and “theirs”.59 In Gerald’s Topographia 

Hiberniae, such reductive thinking renders the Irish as intrinsically 

homogeneous. However, while such psychological concepts can inform 

one’s understanding of how humans construct and maintain their self-

concept, they in no definitive manner answer the question of whether 

Gerald was conscious of his homogenisation of the Irish Other. Yet, it is 

important for one to question why humans often make reductive and 

generalised statements about others as it helps one to understand both 

oneself and others on a deeper, more objective level. This allows for the 

breakdown of arbitrary perceptions one might harbour of others and 

provides new means to engage with people of both the past and 

present.60 

  

 Conclusion  

While facts and figures are and always will be a mainstay of all 

historical enquiries, they are not the defining element of what it means 

to write, read, and ruminate upon history. Both Bloch and Febvre knew 

this and changed their methodologies accordingly. Their 

methodologies changed how historians approached history, yet the use 

of contemporary psychological discourses has not been widely 

adopted. While many reasons may be proposed to explain the lack of 

historical studies adopting psychological discourses, the reductive 

scholarship associated with psychohistory may be considered a driving 

force for such reservation. For medieval history, and history in general, 

to hold any relevance for modern man and woman, it must be 

contextualised against the culture, society, politics, economics, 

geography, and the psychology of its associated era and made relevant 

for us today. It is undoubtedly difficult to provide a survey of the 

scholars who have in one way or another availed of psychological 

approaches in their works as most, if not all, historians are amateur 

psychologists.   

 When we avail of psychological theories and concepts in 

relation to the constructions of the self and Other, we begin to see that 

                                                           
59 Ibid. 
60 Hendley Rooney, “Gerald of Wales,” 26. 
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the mental schemata of men and women both past and present are 

comparable, with the contexts which influence such constructions 

changing over time and between periods. Often, one is not conscious of 

the latent prejudices which one may harbour. Moreover, this suggests 

that prejudices are deeply-rooted constructs which we are often not 

conscious of, cropping up when the situation or circumstance calls into 

action our preconceived attitudes. The topic of Otherness is especially 

salient in our present times as the current growth of hyper-nationalistic 

and populist agendas in politics and culture should be of concern to 

those involved in the social sciences and humanities. As such, one must 

strive to expand one’s theoretical repertoire through interdisciplinary 

approaches, which will provide new perspectives and understandings 

which may be brought to bear on one’s scholarly endeavours. The case 

for the use of psychology has been brought forth, so be conscious of 

such approaches—the benefits and the pitfalls. And embrace the 

potential opportunities. As such, the historian must ask his- or herself: 

can psychological theories and concepts be availed of by practising 

historian broadly speaking? Or should they remain in their present 

position as “the historian’s unacknowledged principal aide” as Gay 

asserted?61  

 While the use of psychological discourses in medieval history is 

open to debate, having such discourses in mind will promote new 

considerations of how we understand, for example, constructions of the 

self and Other; mental illness in the Middle Ages; the expression of 

emotions; and the history of sexuality. As a discipline, history allows 

one to question the very nature of humankind across lands, cultures, 

and time. At its core are questions of great epistemological magnitude, 

and yet, as time passes, humanity is no closer to writing the definitive 

history of what it means to be human. If history is to remain a 

continuum of publications which aim to elucidate our shared and 

individual pasts as people, then is not right to avail of psychology—the 

discipline which aims, above all else, to understand human behaviour 

based on the mind and its functions? 

 

                                                           
61 Gay, Freud for Historians, 6. 
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“A geography to humor as to morals”: 

Bordering Macklin’s Natural Characters and National Caricatures1 

By 

Madeleine Saidenberg 

 

Abstract 

When Charles Macklin first played Shylock as a raging avenger instead 

of a stock comic stereotype, audience members fainted. How did the 

artist who interpreted the Jewish antihero with unprecedented 

humanity go on to write plays full of caricatured Jewish, Scottish, and 

Irish characters? This essay engages with Ragussis’ and Goring’s work 

on “outlandish” Englishmen onstage to tease out the borders between 

character and caricature in Macklin’s plays. I argue that the comic 

strategy of his plays generates a new, troubled paradigm of integrated 

and contrasting national characters that pushes the boundaries between 

stereotype and true representation. This essay attempts to contextualize 

Macklin’s work as a playwright within his successful acting career, 

from his early typecast as Irish “Teagues” to his artistic choices once a 

star in Shakespearean roles and self-written characters, which critics 

often overlook when parsing the logic of his plays. Using Macklin’s 

own philosophies of “natural acting” complicates readings of his “true-

born” Scottish, Jewish, and Irishmen as either stereotype or realism. 

Macklin’s stage reflects and generates a London booming with sudden 

diversity and fraught with political upheaval. An Irish thespian once 

desperate to lose his brogue, he writes plays that trouble notions of 

national pride and passing. Tracking the different treatment of 

“outlandish” characters across plays, political eras, and London and 

Dublin audiences highlights the ambiguous ethics and aesthetics of 

representing national and ethnic character.  

 

Keywords: Georgian theatre, Macklin, caricature, stage Irishman 

 

 

                                                           
1 Madeleine Saidenberg, M.Phil in Irish Writing, Department of English, Trinity 

College Dublin. saidenbm@tcd.ie 
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December 12th, 1759: Stalking offstage, Charles Macklin peeled off 

Shylock’s fake red beard and cap and hurried into his next costume for 

the afterpiece—his own new play, Love a la Mode. From backstage, his 

accent shifted from the Jewish intonation he picked up in the Exchange 

to a (by all accounts terrible) Scottish brogue for his first line as 

scheming, opportunistic Archy Macsarcasm.2 “Ha ha ha! My cheeld of 

circumcision,” he greets Mordecai, a Jewish dandy, “gee us a wag of 

thy loofe!”3 The laughter occasioned by image of the broad Scot 

hugging the beau Mordecai (whose character gains most of his comic 

traction by the supposed irony of an outsider Jew affecting “in” 

fashions and manners) must have been increased by the double image 

of Macklin as the fabled, threatening Jew embracing the silly new 

image of London Jewishness.  

 Michael Ragussis, in his insightful essay and his subsequent 

book, Theatrical Nation, investigates how this double bill creates a prism 

of Jewish characters who both subvert stock representations and re-

inscribe Jews as figures of comic otherness. Love a la Mode makes an 

appropriate coda to Merchant of Venice: its basic plot mimics the early 

scenes of Shakespeare’s play, in which Portia privately mocks and 

publicly humors her suitors from Morocco and Aragon. In Love a la 

Mode, British Charlotte giggles over her “outlandish” suitors and pits 

them against one another to win her favor in a modernized fairytale of 

otherness. Alongside Scottish Archy Macsarcasm, Irish Callahan 

O’Brallaghan, and horse-mad Squire Groom, Mordecai is allowed to be 

an insider in the game for heiress Charlotte’s hand. Ragussis calls this 

onstage congregation of non-English Britons a “multi-ethnic spectacle:” 

the sheer volume of othered characters onstage reflects the growing 

diversity of London and Great Britain. 4 By representing more than one 

type of Jew, the Drury Lane Theatre gave that audience a more varied 

                                                           
2 Appleton, after Kirkman, cites Macklin’s well-researched Venetian costume, his 

commonplace book entries on ancient Judaic characters, and his visits to the Exchange to 

converse with London Jews. William W. Appleton, Charles Macklin: an Actor’s Life 

(Harvard: Oxford University Press, 1961), 46. 
3 Charles Macklin. “Love a la Mode.” 1759. (London: John Bell, British Library, Strand, 

1793), 10. Hereafter LALM.  
4 Michael Ragussis, Theatrical Nation (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2010), 43.  
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view than the typical one-sided stock character. Yet, while Mordecai as 

modern dandy differs from a stereotypical Jew, the comedy relies on 

the discrepancy between his outsider status and his attempt to be an 

insider. Squire Groom and Callaghan O’Brallaghan also have 

contemporary careers that shade what would otherwise be sketched 

stereotypes. Only Sir Archy remains fully circumscribed within his 

Scottish caricature—except, perhaps, in the playing of him.  

Paul Goring also parses the social and political effects of Macklin’s 

multi-ethnic spectacle, though he disagrees with Ragussis on the 

success of Macklin’s “project” to challenge stereotypes on the London 

stage. Both critics measure the success or failure of the `the text of his 

plays. The questions they bring up cut to the heart of eighteenth-

century studies of British anxieties about the changing demographics of 

London (just as Macklin’s plays did): is Macklin salvaging the stage 

Irishman by generating more derogatory stereotypes of others, or by 

reclaiming all non-English Britons? Did his attempt to stage more 

realistic Irish Britons succeed or fail? Does his multi-ethnic spectacle 

reflect an off-stage reality, or merely reframe old prejudices? But while 

these essays brilliantly parse the relationship between the Macklin’s 

texts and his audience, they largely disregard his long career as an 

actor, navigating tumultuous political and theatrical upheavals by 

writing parts for himself. In this essay, I aim to show that placing 

Macklin’s written work within his acting career significantly influences 

this argument, and that these texts should not be taken without a view 

to performance history. Bridging his simultaneous acting and writing 

careers will complicate arguments of authorial intent for three main 

reasons: first, because Macklin was a star actor before and during his 

writing career, and often wrote parts that pulled on or played off of his 

own persona (often in order to create work for himself); second, that the 

trajectory of his stardom, full of great performances and infamous 

scandals, influenced and changed his opportunities, his opinions, and 

the audiences’ image of his characters across decades; and third, that 

his own theories of natural acting—formulated, taught, and refigured 

over the span of time when he wrote and performed his three most 

famous plays—directly answer and also complicate Ragussis and 

Goring’s binary questions about his anti-caricature “project.” Just as 
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noting how his performance as Shylock immediately before Love a la 

Mode influenced the audience’s understanding of his original characters 

Macsarcasm and Mordecai gives us a new appreciation for the 

“success” of those characters, revisiting Macklin’s questionable 

caricatures with his performing career in mind gives us a clearer and 

more incisive view into his comedic strategy across his plays and how it 

worked onstage. 

 

I. 

Macklin was a performer long before he began writing, working as a 

character actor at the major London theatres of Covent Garden and 

Drury Lane. Though he Anglicized his name from McLaughlin, he 

struggled to rid himself of his Irish accent, so throughout the late 1730s 

he played stage Irishmen and other “outlandish” figures—silly 

servants, wild Irishmen, and scheming priests alongside a Mad 

Welshman in Pilgrim, a Moroccan servant in The Fall of Phaeton, and 

several comic drag roles.5 But not all outsider roles were minor. In 1741, 

he finally got his big break as the titular Merchant when Drury Lane 

produced Shakespeare’s play for the first time in over a century. Since 

1701, Granville’s “improved” comic version The Jew of Venice held the 

stage, which emphasized romance, cut Portia’s various wooers, and 

reduced Shylock’s role into a clownish Pantaloon. Macklin guarded his 

breakout performance carefully from the cast until opening night, so 

when he burst into the green room with “my red hat on my head… and 

with a confidence which I never before assumed, the performers all 

stared at one another.”6 He aligns his authentic costume with his 

“confidence” in his new performance style, an unprecedented move 

towards humanizing Shylock and a turn from gestural, formalistic 

acting to behavioral, naturalistic acting.  

 Macklin’s “science of acting,” according to his contemporary 

John Hill, relied on outer and inner research: accurate costumes, 

                                                           
5 The London stage, 1660-1800 : a calendar of plays, entertainments & afterpieces together with 

casts, box-receipts and contemporary comment : compiled from the playbills, newspapers and 

theatrical diaries of the period. Part 3, 1729-1747, ed. Arthur H. Scouten. (Southern Illinois 

University Press, 1961.) 
6 William Cooke, Memoirs of Charles Macklin, comedian. (London, 1804) 94-95 
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accents, and manners, and authentic behavior, responses, and stage 

business.7 His required his pupils to bring their own behavioral reality 

to even the most outcast characters—he instructed Hill to “speak [each] 

passage as he would in common life, if he had occasion to pronounce 

the same words,” before heightening his performance for the demands 

of the playhouse.8 His move away from the formal acting of Cibber and 

Quinn coincided with Garrick’s supremely realized Richard III later that 

year, anticipating and generating a popular demand for naturalistic 

characters. As well as making him a star, Macklin’s philosophy must 

have allowed him to escape the formal requirements of the stock 

clowns he had been playing. Indeed, this humanization of his 

characters subverts a precedent of caricature and cartoon. His 

biographer Appleton points out that Macklin’s exceptionally human 

Shylock was by no means a wronged martyr; he struck a balance 

between sympathetic man and inhuman villain in a way that made 

Shylock all the more monstrous and memorable. 9 His commonplace 

book entry on “Jewes,” (and, scribbled in, “hints for acting”), in which 

he lays out a plan to research and “go through the history” of the 

Jewish people, “act the great characters,” and borrow a bible from a 

Jewish acquaintance, makes a compelling argument that he wanted his 

performance of Jewishness to be based on a human story of a person 

whose identity was deeply connected to real Judaism, rather than on 

the stock Jewish clown that had been recycled onstage in The Jew of 

Venice.   

 Macklin played the Merchant for the next fifty years, and 

“Shylock” became a soubriquet for Macklin by his fans (for his 

masterful performance) and enemies (after the villainous outsider he 

played). This reveals the dual nature of a character, and a man, that 

audiences loved to hate; it also points out that audiences after 1741 

always associated Macklin with Shylock. His performance as a kilted 

Macbeth10 in 1772 occasioned a cartoon titled “Shylock turn’d 

                                                           
7 Appleton, Charles Macklin, 153 
8 John Hill, The Actor, revised ed. (London, 1755), 239-40. In Appleton, 67.  
9 Appleton, Charles Macklin, 48-50  
10 Much like his Shylock, Macklin took pains to make sure his costumes for Macbeth were 

(mostly) historically accurate—though contested, it may have been the first version of the 
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Macbeth,”11 depicting the aging actor stuffed into a Scottish costume 

and clutching the dagger in the famous Act II vision scene. “I see thee 

yet, in form as palpable,/ as that which now I draw,” the caption reads, 

a punning paraphrase of Macbeth’s line that projects one image on 

another:  Macbeth’s imaginary dagger is as present as the one he draws, 

and Macklin’s Shylock is present within the portrayal of Macbeth that 

the cartoonist “draws.” By 1759, he (and Garrick, as manager of Drury 

Lane) knew he could draw a crowd before his new afterpiece. 12 He 

would have been seen as a counterpoint to Mordecai’s modern beau 

but also as the mythic Shylock transformed into—and never absent 

within—a performance of Scottishness.  

 

II. 

Macklin had no great love for Scots.13 During his career, political 

sentiment maligned Scots during the Jacobite Rising of the 1740s and 

Lord Bute’s tenure in the 1760s. And yet Macklin’s portrayal of Archy 

Macsarcasm, played for laughs, was not played broadly. Archy was 

rated among his best-played characters, alongside his dread Shylock; it 

is difficult to imagine he exempted his own creations from his 

humanizing acting philosophy, and equally difficult to imagine them 

then—though undoubtedly funny—looking like stale, unrealistic stock 

clowns. Indeed, unlike the Jewish and Irish characters, who escape or 

undercut their caricature with contemporary employment, there were 

few Scottish stock figures onstage before the 1750s on which to build a 

character. 14 Instead, precisely because he refuses to attempt to pass as 

                                                                                                                                
Scottish play performed in Scottish dress. For more, see Kristina Straub,  “The Newspaper 

‘Trial’ of Charles Macklin’s Macbeth and the Theatre as Juridical Public Sphere” 

Eighteenth-Century Fiction 27, no. 3-4 (Spring-Summer 2015) and Appleton, 168-94. 
11 “Shylock turnd Macbeth,” The Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library. TS 

941.5f., vol. 2. In Ragussis, Theatrical Nation, 47, and Appleton, Charles Macklin, 183.  
12 This is especially noteworthy since his first attempts at playwriting, especially King 

Henry VII, were flops. Appleton, Charles Macklin, 117. 
13 “That Macklin disliked the Scots is indisputable, and even his most ardent admirers 

admitted that his accent was often at fault,” Appleton, Charles Macklin, 119. 
14 on the creation of stock Scottish characters, 1750-1800: “the stock character only begins 

to reach the third stage of his development; indeed, the conventional stage Scotsman did 

not actually become fully developed until after the popular dramatizations of the 

Waverley novels” J. O. Bartley, ‘The Development of a Stock Character II. The Stage 
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English or view himself as part of British society, Archy will not escape 

caricature —and, in doing so, crafts one for himself. Rather than being a 

stock character, Archy is a meta-stereotype: a national caricature 

because he harps on his nationality, at the expense of the association 

with and assimilation into British culture that allows Callaghan and 

Mordecai to develop their characters beyond the stock.  

 Yet comic, conniving Archy, being the only Scotsman onstage, 

still bears the weight of representing Scotland. Outraged Scots 

attempted to riot in the theatre and produced pamphlets against the 

prejudiced play. “Propriety of characters may be divided into two 

sorts,” one insists. “The one to make them act… untainted by any 

peculiarly vicious manner of country or education. – The other is, when 

the character is made to result intirely [sic] from a provincial dialect, 

and local manners.”15 The anonymous “Scotsman” obviously imagines 

Archy as the latter. Goring, in his response to Ragussis, interprets the 

Scotsman’s Remarks: “a proper character must either transcend nation, or 

be engulfed entirely by what are thought to be a nation’s markings… 

the Scotsman finds ‘the mongrel characters of this farce’ to be a 

‘monstrous compound.’” Citing contemporary critics that disbelieved 

the “dire inconsistency” of a “compound… universal [and] local man,” 

Goring argues that Callaghan fails to subvert stage Irish caricature. 16 

Perhaps, though, we ought to unpick the intentions that Goring 

ascribes to Macklin before we agree that Macklin failed.17 

 Ragussis asserts that “as an Irishman himself, Macklin aimed to 

fight anti-Irish prejudice… crystallized in the blundering, fortune-

hunting stage Irishman, and combatted that prejudice by presenting 

                                                                                                                                
Scotsman; III. The Stage Welshman (To 1800)’, Modern Language Review, no. 38.4 (1943), 

279–88 
15 “A Scotsman's remarks on the farce of Love a la mode, scene by scene. As it is acted at 

the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. London, 1760.” Eighteenth Century Collections 

Online. Gale. (Trinity College Dublin. 5 Dec. 2016), 3-4. 
16 Paul Goring, “’John Bull, pit, box, and gallery, said No!': Charles Macklin and the 

Limits of Ethnic Resistance on the Eighteenth-Century London Stage,” Representations, 

Vol. 79 No. 1 (Summer 2002), 72.  
17 Kinservik reminds us “satire is not encompassed by the author’s intentions,” (63) and 

that but I think it worthwhile to examine Macklin’s intent here in the context of Ragussis’ 

and Goring’s reading of his body of work as a “project.” 
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“detheatricalized” Irishmen like Callaghan.18 Goring questions the 

success of Macklin’s venture in emancipating the stage Irishman and 

pushes back on Ragussis’ progressive outlook. Instead, he proposes 

Macklin’s “project of representing the Irish” produced self-hating 

Irishmen, and only in his later years did Macklin attempt to reclaim the 

eponymous True-Born Irishman, which then failed dismally on the 

London stage. 19 Both of these readings are based in the belief that, as an 

Irishman, Macklin’s intent in all his plays is to rescue the Irish character 

from stereotype, to better or worse success. Yet it might be worthwhile, 

especially considering his acting philosophies (developed and used 

before and during the period he was writing), to view Macklin’s 

intentions as more ambiguous, and read his plays as being about that 

ambiguity. Rather than simply advancing a pro-Irish agenda with a 

parade of subverted Irish stereotypes who best stock Scots, Jews, and 

Englishmen, I propose that his plays tease out the difference between 

character and caricature and the line between claiming nationality 

onstage and falling into stage character.  

 

III. 

J. O. Bartley, in his survey of stock characters, divides the decades-long 

creation of a stage type into three steps. The first is realistic, when 

performance is based on some observable quality or fact about a group 

(such as costume or accent). In the second “indifferent” stage, character 

is based only on earlier representations, which writers “tend to accept 

uncritically.”20 Though “new facts may be coming in… the writers’ 

attitude is one of indifference to realism.”21  By the third stage, false 

                                                           
18 Ragussis, Theatrical Nation, 48. 
19 Goring, “John Bull,” 70; Goring asserts throughout his essay that True-Born Irishman 

failed not only critically and commercially (it ran for only one night and closed after 

being booed down by a raucous London audience), but also failed in a grander way 

because it did not get across Macklin’s true intentions. Certainly that was the line Macklin 

himself took in his apology to the crowd, but I would like to further unpick the 

assumptions that Macklin intended simply to reverse an Irish stereotype or please his 

audience.  
20 J. O. Bartley, “The Development of a Stock Character I. The Stage Irishman to 1800,” The 

Modern Language Review, Vol. 37 No. 4 (Oct. 1942), 438. 
21 Ibid. 
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generalities replace any observable quality, even those “which 

experience could easily deny. Facts,” in this stage, “are unwelcome 

unless they fit easily into the conventional framework.”22 That third 

stage, in which tropes are so popular they drown out reality, was 

thoroughly in force for Irish characters on the Georgian stage. While the 

stages “shade or overlap into one another,” Bartley marks 1759 as the 

shift between “indifference to realism” and the reign of false 

generalities for Irish characters,, which Macklin the actor would have 

seen firsthand. 23  The wording of Bartley’s first stage strangely echoes 

Macklin’s acting tenets, privileging observable human behavior over 

replicated gesture. Writing and acting out that philosophy within a 

theatre world that championed Irish tropes and imitations, Macklin 

creates hybrid characters that combine the first and the third stages: 

popular, recognizable figures who also have a basis in characteristic 

reality.  

 The cartoonish characters in Love a la Mode, for example, are 

remarkable for their recognizability and modernity. In an anecdote in 

Cooke’s Memoirs, Macklin and fellow Irish thespian Spranger Barry met 

a charming Irish soldier in a Covent Garden tavern. Appleton suggests 

that he inspired Macklin to write “a new type of Irishman as a relief 

from the conventional Teagues and Captain O’Blunders… an agreeably 

comic, but recognizable Irishman, might prove an attractive novelty.”24 

So even at inception Callaghan fits Bartley’s first stage—realism and 

observable quality—not of a twice-removed Irishman, but a worldly 

Irish-English soldier living in London.   

 Ragussis and Goring both read Callaghan as a direct refusal on 

the part of the author to engage with stereotype. After Archy 

                                                           
22 Ibid. 
23 Bartley’s description of the creation of stock Scottish characters, 1750-1800, points out 

the different representative “steps” of Scots and Irishmen onstage in the late 1700s: “the 

stock character only begins to reach the third stage of his development; indeed, the 

conventional stage Scotsman did not actually become fully developed until after the 

popular dramatizations of the Waverley novels” (published between 1814 and 1832), 

while portrayals of Irishmen were already nearly “fully developed” by 1759. J. O. Bartley, 

“The Development of a Stock Character: II, The Stage Scotsman,” The Modern Language 

Review, Vol. 38. No. 4 (Oct. 1943), 279. 
24 Appleton, Charles Macklin, 116-117.  
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introduces him in the manner of a stage Irishman, Callaghan 

disappoints the other characters’ (and the audience’s) anticipated 

laughter. As Ragussis argues, he “fails to make a fool of himself…. The 

discrepancy between his actual behaviour and the expected blunders of 

the stereotypical wild Irishman exposes the stage Irishman as a 

theatrical construct.”25 In addition to exploding the stage Irishman 

stereotype, Macklin leaves a new character in its place: Callaghan is not 

simply an inverse device choosing not to act, but a modern wit and a 

noble British soldier. In a self-conscious moment of detheatricizing, 

Macklin has Mordecai attempt to expose Callaghan’s bull: 

 Sir Callaghan: Danger, madam, is a soldier’s greatest glory, and 

 death his best reward. 

 `Mordecai: Ha ha ha! that is an excellent bull!— how do you 

 make death being a reward?... 

 Sir Callaghan: Why, a soldier’s death in the field of battle is a 

 monument of fame, that makes him as much alive as Caesar, or 

 Alexander, or any dead hero of them all. 

 Omnes: Ha ha ha! 

 Charlotte. Very well explain’d, Sir Callghan.26 

The bait-and-switch here is not just Sir Callaghan’s refusal to make a 

bull, but its replacement with a self-aware, noble, and logical epigram. 

The joke is on the onstage spectators, who laugh in shock despite 

themselves. But rather than allowing the anti-stage Irishman getting the 

better of his English audience, Macklin’s new British Irishman and the 

English heiress turn this conversation out to contemporary propaganda 

for the Empire. “Why, madam, when the history of the English 

campaigns in America comes to be written,” continues Sir Callaghan, 

“there is your own brave young general that died the other day… 

[who] will be alive to the end of the world.”27 This highly contemporary 

detail—three months before the first run of Love a la Mode, the British 

won a decisive victory at the Siege of Quebec as part of the ongoing 

Seven Years War (which Callaghan fought on the Prussian front)—was 

sure to appeal to the British audience’s sympathy, and Charlotte’s: 

                                                           
25 Ragussis, Theatrical Nation, 48  
26 Macklin, LALM, 18 
27 Macklin, LALM, 19 
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“You are right, Sir Callaghan: his virtues, and those of his fellow 

soldiers in that action…will be remember’d by their country, while 

Britain or British gratitude has a being.” This appeal for gratitude for 

British servicemen reflects on Callaghan’s lieutenancy too, and 

reinscribes his implied status in the scene as a Briton rather than a 

(stage) Irishman, thus completing the jest about expected bulls. With 

“the construction of a new national entity named Great Britain,” 

Ragussis explains, “a crisis of acculturation and assimilation occurred.” 

The eighteenth century saw “the fabrication of the (Scottish or Jewish or 

Irish) Briton.”28  Ragussis frames the century starting with the Scottish 

union: “The Act of Union with Scotland opened the century, the Act of 

Union with Ireland [in 1801] closed it.” One could, however, begin the 

trajectory of Great Britain’s creation with the Williamite victory in 1691 

(and Molyneux’s arguments in 1698), which opened the door for a 

century-long dispute about the relationship between Ireland, England, 

and Great Britain. This precise negotiation sets up Macklin—an 

Irishman in England himself, whose life spanned nearly the whole 

century—to question notions of national character, even more than to 

reclaim national caricature.  

  Callaghan’s exploded Irish caricature is replaced by a British 

character with the acknowledgement of his service to the Empire; but in 

order to keep this status, he must lose his Irish bulls as well as his 

assertion of Irishness. Interrupting the propaganda, Archy insists “the 

Highlanders did as guid service in that action,” and sets up the next 

joke. Left alone, Callaghan and Archy argue about their respective 

countries, and Callaghan slips into stage Irish tropes. Back come the 

bulls and logical gaffes (“I do not think it would be conshisting vid a 

man of honour to behave like a scoundrel”), the brogue, and the 

insistence on an honorable Irish heritage all beginning with O. 29  This 

comparably tame joke (even when likened to Macklin’s own earlier 

                                                           
28 Ragussis, “Jews and Other ‘Outlandish Englishmen’: Ethnic Performance and the 

Invention of British Identity under the Georges” (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 775. 
29 Though these play texts should not be taken as a map for performance, it is compelling 

that all of Archy’s lines are written phonetically while most of Callaghan’s are in standard 

spelling—with notable exceptions, like this one.   

Madeleine Saidenberg | Bordering Macklin's Characters & Caricatures 



217 

 

play, A Will and No Will, which features an Irishman named 

Laughlinbullruderrymackshoughlinbulldowny) leads to a comic near-

duel that reconfigures Callaghan briefly as a wild Irishman. The list 

contains Macklin’s own family name, “Mac Laughlin,” listed among the 

“true old Melesian[s].” The fact that Callaghan prizes this Irish name—

which Macklin himself chose to Anglicize—at the instant he slips into 

stereotype betrays both pride and anxiety about claiming nationality. 

As Charlotte returns and the audience sees the contest of nationalities 

as ridiculous through her eyes (“What is this all about?... his great 

grandmother!”), both men become othered caricatures once again. By 

claiming his Irishness, then, Callaghan loses that status of Britishness 

he previously won. 30  

 Callaghan wins Charlotte’s hand by subverting the Irish 

fortune-hunting stereotype precisely because he made his fortune—or 

at least “enough to maintain a couple of honest hearts, and have 

something to spare”—in his British service. 31 His final song, which Sir 

Archy expects will be “sic a song as has nai been penn’d sin the time… 

of the wild Irish,” instead includes references to classic Roman myth 

and contemporary style. 32 Like Beau Mordecai’s fashion, Callaghan’s 

interests give his character a facet beyond his caricature, and while his 

warlike ways are the butt of some jokes, they also make him 

sympathetic to British audiences. Yet his Irishness presents a problem 

to his place on the English stage—as soon as he claims it, his comic 

caricature overtakes his sympathetic character.  

 

IV. 

If Irish characters were a problem on the English stage, what happened 

on an Anglo-Irish stage?  The Dublin Macklin returned to in the 1760s 

had a bustling and competitive theatre life, which drew a large, 

primarily Anglo-Irish audience. 33  They loved Love a la Mode, and 

                                                           
30 Macklin, LALM, 21-3. 
31 Macklin ,LALM, 40. 
32 Macklin, LALM, 34. 
33 It is worth noting that the term Anglo-Irish is coined at the end of the century; the 

Oxford English Dictionary first cites Burke in 1792 and then the political discussion 

leading up to the 1801 Act of Union, after Macklin had (finally) retired from stage and 
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Macklin set about to write another hit: The True-Born Irishman. Upright, 

moral O’Dogherty is disconcerted that his anglophilic, status-obsessed 

wife not only gambles away his fortune and anglicizes her name to 

Diggerty, but also catches the attention of “Count” Mushroom, a 

lascivious English upstart. Intercepting his letters to her, he and his 

brother Councillor Hamilton set up a trick to chasten Mrs. Diggerty and 

humiliate Count Mushroom.  

 Whereas Love a la Mode’s multi-ethnic strategy sets various 

“outlandish” characters against one another, The True-Born Irishman’s 

intra-national one pits the anglophiles who pass as English against 

those who claim their Irish nationality. Here, Macklin aligns moral and 

societal rectitude with proudly Irish O’Dogherty, who is interested in 

such unfashionable things as “draining bogs, planting trees, 

establishing manufactories, setting the common people to work, and 

saving money.”34 The irony of his anti-local wife’s frustration is 

compounded because these duties are specifically meritorious in Irish 

landowners, who all too often neglected their bogs, trees, and workers 

in favor of London’s charms. In contrast, Mrs. Diggerty and her 

anglophilic clique—and, by association, the English they imitate—are 

linked with gambling, gossip, luxury, and lust. O’Dogherty repudiates 

Englishness and a more international sense of Britishness (by refusing 

to take a seat in Parliament, for example, a trope Macklin revives later 

in Man of the World) in favor of Irishness. In him Macklin pushes the 

possibilities of national character to the extreme; O’Dogherty is the 

unabashed Irishman that Callaghan cannot sustain and Macklin himself 

attempted to conceal. Though he is not a deep character, the steps of 

Bartley’s caricature creation guide do not apply to O’Dogherty; he 

reflects the realities of Dublin before an Irish audience, and is not 

modeled on other stage Irishmen. With such a staid hero, much of the 

comedy comes at the expense of Mrs. Diggerty’s failed attempts to pass 

                                                                                                                                
page. So Macklin’s career spanned a time when new forms of international Great British 

character were being created, changed, and renamed. "Anglo-Irish, n. and adj.". OED 

Online. December 2016. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/7588 

(accessed February 10, 2017). 
34 Charles Macklin, “The True-born Irishman; or, Irish Fine Lady. A comedy of Two 

Acts.” 1762 (Dublin, 1783), 11.  
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as English. Her arc, from her obsession with Englishness to repentance 

and recognition of her “true-born” Irishness, directly denounces the 

modish, troubled British-Irish characters like Callaghan. So Macklin 

presents his audience with an Irish national character— completing the 

“project of representing the Irish” Ragussis and Goring ascribe to 

him—with the caveat that he or she must not identify as English or 

British.  

 Though popular in Dublin, Goring points out that the 1767 

London version, An Irish Fine Lady, was a total disaster and cannot be 

considered the successful subversion Ragussis supposes. 35  It is perhaps 

unsurprising that the play ran only once in London—full of references 

to Dublin local culture, politics, and morals, it has as its cathartic coda a 

punishment scheme in which the sole Englishman is dressed in drag, 

shoved into a trunk, covered in snuff, ridiculed and exposed before his 

Irish companions. Yet in parsing Macklin’s interests as a playwright, 

the play demonstrates a wish fulfillment of national character that 

works only outside of (and in opposition to) the multi-ethnic spectacle 

of London.  

 

V.   

While Love a la Mode reveals the complications of being “Irish-English” 

and “Scottish-English,”36 and The True-Born Irishman creates a sui generis 

but failed Irish character, The True-Born Scotchman—the first title of Man 

of the World, which clearly points out its notional heritage—presents 

Egerton, who is at once Scottish and British. Just as the Merchant and 

Love a la Mode double-bill created a spectrum of Jewish characters, Man 

of the World (renamed and finally produced in London in 1781) presents 

contrasting Scottish images. While Shylock and Mordecai are each 

villains, though, Sir Pertinax and Egerton represent the right and 

                                                           
35 An Irish Fine Lady was even popular among the Anglo-Irish it mocks in Dublin; O’Keefe 

recalls the hilarity opening night when “a gentleman in a box impulsively cried out, ‘why 

that’s me! But what sort of a rascally coat have they dressed me in?” at Fitzmungrel’s 

entrance, and threw his own jacket to the actor. John O’Keefe, Recollections vol. I (London: 

Colburn, 1826), 61. 
36 “Why I am an Irish-englishman, and you are a Scotch-englishman, and so by the rule 

you know Sir Archy we are both outlandish Englishmen. Ha! ha! ha!” Macklin, LALM, 

121 
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wrong kind of Scot (more like O’Dogherty and Mrs. Diggerty True-Born 

Irishman). The pun holds truer here; the play questions whether 

behavior or birth nation defines character, and which man is the true-

born Scot.  

 Patriarch Sir Pertinax’s cartoonish corruption in his quest for 

parliamentary power pronounces him a Scottish villain, while his son 

Egerton represents a liberal (and more specifically Whiggish) hero. 

Egerton rebuffs his father’s persuasions: “I own I do wish… English, 

Irish, and Scotch might never more be brought into contest…he is the 

true Scot, and the true citizen, who wishes equal justice to…every 

subject of Great Britain.”37  The argument is between the older 

generation, who would retain their “true-born” Scottishness, and the 

younger, who reject notions of nationality in favor of Britishness (with 

more success than Callaghan had) but still claim to be “true Scots.” 

Matthew Kinservik, in his enlightening essay on political censorship, 

insists that “the political venality [Macklin] attacks is specifically 

Scottish,” but the prism of Scottishness here suggests the attack is 

aimed at one specific political understanding of Scottish and British 

subjecthood rather than on people of Scottish birth. 38   

 Macklin’s timing was either very bad or too good. In 1770, with 

tensions still high over Scottish Lord Bute’s Toryist policies and 

extraordinary clout over King George III from the previous decade, the 

censor turned away Man of the Times; in 1779, it was renamed Man of the 

World but rejected once again.  Macklin defended his intentions in a 

letter, saying that his “chief end… was to ridicule and by that means to 

explode the reciprocal national prejudices” of the English and Scottish 

“against their fellow subjects.”39 This suggests a united British subject, 

spanning nationalities while eliminating national caricatures. To what 

extent national character is also eliminated in this equation alarms 

                                                           
37 Charles Macklin. “The Man of the World. Love a la Mode. As performed at the 

Theatres-Royal, Drury-Lane and Covent-Garden.” (London: John Bell, British Library, 

Strand, 1793), 16. Hereafter MOTW. 
38 Matthew Kinservik, “New Light on the Censorship of Macklin’s ‘The Man of the 

World.’” Huntington Library Quarterly, Vol. 62, No. 1/2 (1999), 45.  
39 Larpent Collection MS. 500, Huntington Library, Appleton p. 212; this and more on the 

politics of MOTW in Kinservik, “New Light on the Censorship of Macklin’s ‘The Man of 

the World,’” 63.  
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villainous Sir Pertinax. “The true Scot” is swallowed into “the true 

citizen” and the “subject of Great Britain.” True-Born Scotchman, with its 

dual vision of Scottishness, disrupts the notions that Macklin 

stereotyped Scots and that his project of ethnic reclamation included 

solely stage Irishmen; his statement of intent suggests he would shatter 

all caricatures in favor of a Great British character. Rather than writing 

with a pro-Irish or anti-Scottish agenda (there are no Irish characters to 

advance, and hero Egerton’s Scottish pride balances the villainous Scot 

stereotype of his father), Macklin seems to be advocating a British 

character to sublimate the two. 

 Macklin wrote this letter to appeal to the censor; while the 

sentiment may be true, his intentions probably reach further than he 

admits. Indeed, we can see him prying at the question of how much 

national character must be sacrificed to Britishness with the character of 

Lady Rodolpha. An Englishwoman raised in Scotland, she appears for 

the first two acts to be a new stage Scot—her imitation of popular 

romance heroines and her “droll” frankness prove her an outsider 

attempting to get in—and the young Britons treat her with 

uncomfortable disgust. Eloquent Egerton becomes unusually 

inarticulate when determining what offends him: “I think [her accent] 

entertaining in her—but were it otherwise—in decency—and indeed in 

national affection (being a Scotchman myself), I can have no objection 

to her on that account…”40 Her inability to fuse her Scottishness with 

her Britishness (as he insists he can, “being a Scotchman [him]self”) 

disturbs Egerton, who would conflate the two. This troubled 

discomfort burbling beneath the patriotic surface of Egerton’s rhetoric 

is dismissed in Act III, when Rodolpha reveals the stock image of 

Scottishness was an act to repulse him. Though Egerton’s polite horror 

at Rodolpha is resolved when she reveals her act—the threat of 

Scottishness sans Britishness is returned to villainy in the form of 

Pertinax—the tension between moral disgust at a national caricature 

and desire to retain nationality remains. Underneath her caricature is a 

character who cannily employs discomfort and presumptions about 

stereotypes to her own ends. Thus Macklin exposes an apprehension—

                                                           
40 Macklin, MOTW, 5. 
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uncomfortable and troubling to his London-British audience, who, by 

1779, thought themselves as open-minded as their hero Egerton—that a 

hybrid-English, British character might abolish stage caricatures, but in 

doing so he might abolish national British character, too.   

Macklin sets up this young, united British patriotism as a solution to 

the problems incurred by the outdated but still powerful partisanship 

divided along borderlines. The young sets of lovers master the 

prejudices and partisan ambitions of their parents (and occasionally 

themselves), and end the play like a classic comedy, with marriages. 

 Yet instead of the happy tableau common to comedy endings, 

Macklin gives each of his actors a solitary exit, so that the company is 

fragmented; though the happy ending concludes in favor of unions, 

marital and political, the play’s very structure casts doubt on the 

possibility of true unity. A happy ending for Lady MacSyphocant 

concludes not in a classic reconciliation but a mutual separation with 

her husband, as Sir Pertinax storms offstage cursing the company. The 

final moment onstage, a new union of father and son-in-law which 

might replace the manipulative relationship between tyrannical Sir 

Pertinax and rebellious Egerton, is tainted with melancholy. “I cannot 

help feeling some regret,” broods Melville, “that my misfortunes 

should by the cause of any disagreement between a father and [a] 

man.” Egerton responds that it is not his fault, because even if they 

hadn’t met, “some other cause of…resentment must have happen’d.”41 

The spectre of an unrepentant and unappeased villain haunting a 

would-be happy ending recalls Shakespearean villains that darken the 

problem plays—Malvolio, Iago, and Shylock, all of whom Macklin 

played during his long career. Envisioning Macklin’s plays not as failed 

comedies but as problem plays, prying at complex issues, opens them 

up as experiments that pushed the boundaries of British borderlines, at 

a time when the new forms of Britishness itself were being enacted and 

played out, onstage and off.  

 

 

 

                                                           
41 MOTW, 45 
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Ships Ahoy! 

Medieval Ship Graffiti in Sacred Context and Meaning 
By 

Karen Deslattes Winslow1 

 

Abstract 

On July 7, 1939, R. A. S. Macalister, a member and former President of 

The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, visited Moyne Friary in 

County Mayo, Ireland. As Macalister exited the doorway at the west 

end of the nave, he noticed several incised ship drawings on the west 

wall and on the arcade respond above. The drawings appeared to be 

sixteenth-century ships. This paper explores incised ship drawings that 

have been documented in twelve Irish ecclesiastical sites, primarily 

found along the coast. Previous scholars’ fixation with the types of 

ships depicted has led to only brief discussions regarding the context 

and meaning of the ship graffiti. The principal aim of the paper is to 

explore the sacred context and provide a corpus of possible functions 

and meanings for consideration and discount those that seem unlikely. 

Some possibilities are more viable than others such as requesting a 

particular saint’s intercession for an impending voyage and a memorial 

to those lost at sea. However, scholars’ interpretation of the incised ship 

drawings as blueprints or underdrawings for fresco paintings is 

strongly refuted. The concentration of the incised ship drawings in 

specific spaces within the sites may be useful information for 

determining the original location of minor altars, recessed panels, 

important burial spaces and ephemeral furnishing such as movable 

altars.  
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Ship graffiti; boat graffiti; incised ship drawings; ex-voto; votive  
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Introduction  

On July 7, 1939, members of The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 

visited Moyne Friary in County Mayo. As R.A.S. Macalister, a member 

and former President of the Society, was existing the friary doorway at 

the west end of the nave he “suddenly became aware that the grey, 

weather-beaten plaster…contained a number of scratches while, on 

closer inspection, took shape as a series of diagrams of sixteenth-

century ships, covering the west wall and the arcade respond above.” 2 

This paper examines incised ship drawings that have been documented 

in twelve Irish ecclesiastical sites, predominantly along the coast. 

Monasteries, churches and chapels served as indispensable landmarks 

and safe havens during storms for the medieval seamen as they sailed 

along the coastline.3 A common saying was “love the shore, let others 

go to the deep” encouraging seamen to keep their distance from land 

but always keep it in sight.4 Ireland’s insularity only magnified 

preoccupation with the sea since trade or travel over a significant 

distance automatically required an ocean voyage. Ireland not only 

engaged in trade but also served as an anchorage for ships from other 

countries en route to their final destination. This activity made the Irish 

Sea a favoured hunting ground for pirates and enemies of the king of 

England, another danger added to the perils of running aground, bad 

weather and rough seas.  

 Haunted by what he had seen, Macalister returned to Moyne 

Friary and spent several days making rubbings of the ship graffiti. In 

1943, he presented his findings to the Society, concluding the drawings 

were blueprints or underdrawings for frescos. He received a lukewarm 

response with one attendee suggesting, “they were mere jeux d’esprit on 

the part of the plasterer.”5 Over sixty years passed before archaeologists 

Karl Brady and Chris Corlett revisited Ireland ship drawings in their 

                                                           
2 R. A. S. Macalister, "On Graffiti Representing Ships, on the Wall of Moyne Priory, Co. 

Mayo," The Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 13, no. 4 (1943): 108.  
3 Ibid., 124. 
4 Robin Ward, The World of the Medieval Shipmaster: Law, Business and Sea, Circa 1340-1450 

(University of Michigan: Boydell Press, 2009), 122-23. 
5 Ibid., 114. 

Karen Winslow | Medieval Ship Graffiti in Sacred Context & Meaning 



227 

 

seminal Holy Ships article.6 Brady and Corlett interpreted the images as 

depictions of actual ships providing “vital information on the variety of 

ship types plying the Irish waters during the medieval period.”7 Based 

on the presence or absence of crow’s nests, castles, mizzen masts, 

clinker planking, sails, rigging, ratlines and poop decks, five possible 

ship types emerged: carracks, cogs, hulks, keel tradition and longships. 

Given the lack of archaeological evidence of ship types from this 

period, viewing the graffiti as portraits of real ships is useful. However, 

this fixation with the type of ship depicted has led to only brief 

discussions regarding the context and meaning of the ship graffiti. 

Moreover, Macalister’s interpretation that the drawings were 

underdrawings for frescos has not been challenged and has essentially 

stunted research into other possibilities.  

 The principal aim of this paper is to explore the sacred context 

of the incised ship drawings and provide a corpus of possible functions 

and meanings for consideration and discount those that seem unlikely. 

While the drawings may represent actual ships, it is very unlikely that 

the crudely drawn images are underdrawings for frescos. A more 

plausible interpretation is the drawings represent prayers to a 

particular saint etched in a sacred place by someone facing an 

impending voyage or by someone waiting for the safe return of a loved 

one. This conclusion was reached by first conducting a comprehensive 

literature review of occurrences of ship graffiti in Ireland and other 

parts of Europe. From this review, a list of possible functions and 

meanings were developed. The occurrences of ship graffiti in Ireland 

were plotted on a map and as many sites as possible were visited. Each 

possible function and meaning was considered in conjunction with the 

placement and the nature of the drawings. Some interpretations could 

be easily discounted whereas others seemed more plausible. 

 Importantly, the location of the incised ship drawings provides 

evidence of how church spaces were used, including areas considered 

sacred and the possible location of minor altars dedicated to specific 

saints, important burial spaces and more ephemeral furnishings.  

                                                           
6 Karl Brady and Chris Corlett, "Holy Ships: Ships on Plaster at Medieval Ecclesiastical 

Sites in Ireland," Archaeology Ireland 18, no. 2 (2004). 
7Brady and Corlett, "Ships on Plaster" 312. 

  Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2017 



228 
 

Characteristics of the Incised Ship Drawings  

To date, Irish ship drawing have been documented in twelve 

ecclesiastical sites including four Franciscan sites (Court Abbey, County 

Sligo, Moyne Friary, County Mayo, Ross Errilly Friary, County Galway 

and Ennis Friary, County Clare), two Augustinian foundations (St. 

Catherine’s Nunnery, County Limerick and Molana Abbey, County 

Waterford), two Cistercian sites (Corcomroe Abbey, County Clare and 

Knockmoy Abbey, County Galway), two parish churches (St. Mary’s 

Schull, County Cork and St. Mary’s New Ross, County Wexford), one 

chapel (Barryscourt Castle, County Cork) and one cathedral (Cashel 

Cathedral, County Tipperary) (Figures 1 and 2).8 Remarkably, the 

drawings are very similar to each other despite the distances between 

the sites and the varying dates of the ecclesiastical fabric. Almost 

without exception, the ships are depicted in profile with the full hull 

visible. The modern historian Matthew Champion observed that the 

ships appear as “they would have been seen when first built or drawn 

up for repairs,”9 Interestingly, Brady and Corlett believed the drawings 

were inspired by representations in manuscripts.10 However, ships in 

manuscript miniatures are traditionally shown crewed and the bottom 

of the hull hidden under water, often represented by parallel wavy 

lines to suggest a current. The incised ship drawings, however, are 

unmanned and drawn as if on dry land. Brady and Corlett also offered 

a unique interpretation for one of the drawings at Moyne Friary. The 

ship has details at the bow and stern, but the centre section of the hull is 

completely open (Figure 3). They noted some European medieval 

paintings of Noah’s Ark omit the hull so the viewer can see the animals 

                                                           
8 Ibid., 29-31. "Ships on Plaster: Evidence for Ships in Medieval Ireland," in From Ringforts 

to Fortified Houses: Studies on Castles and Other Monuments in Honour of David Sweetman, ed. 

Conleth Manning and P. David Sweetman (Wicklow County, Ireland: Wordwell Ltd., 

2007), 312-33. Tracy Collins, "Missing the Boat," Archaeology Ireland 24, no. 4 (2010): 9. 

Mary McGrath, "The Materials and Techniques of Irish Medieval Wall-Paintings," The 

Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 117 (1987): 111. Karena Morton, "Irish 

Medieval Wall Painting," in Medieval Ireland: The Barryscourt Lectures; 1-10, ed. John and 

Jameson Ludlow, Noel (Cork, Ireland: Barryscourt Trust, 2004), 335. 
9 Matthew Champion, Medieval Graffiti: The Lost Voices of England's Churches (Ebury Press, 

2016), 86. 
10 Brady and Corlett, "Holy Ships," 320. 
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inside. However, the connection to Noah’s Ark is tenuous as the incised 

boat drawing does not contain any semblance of a crew or animals.  

 In many cases, enough details in the drawings exist to suggest 

the artist may have spent time on a ship or at a ship-building or repair 

yard. Archaeologist Christer Westerdahl noted in an article published 

in 2013 that builders at medieval ecclesiastical sites were often 

carpenters at nearby boat yards.11 Most ship drawings in Ireland are 

roughly drawn and are missing structural details. None appear to be 

done with the aid of a compass or straight edge. Masts are depicted by 

thick lines and rigging by thinner lines. Any ripple in the plaster near a 

mast can be imagined as a pennant or sail. Westerdahl observed many 

of the drawings in Norwegian churches were “so elementary that they 

only convey the general feeling…[of] a vessel.”12 While many of the 

ship drawings indicate a baseline knowledge of naval architecture, 

accuracy does not appear to be the intent.  

 Most depictions of ships in Ireland are eye-level, though some 

are higher or lower at kneeling, perhaps prayer level. The drawings are 

relatively similar in scale. However, some drawings dominate others. 

For example, a single ship at Moyne Friary placed higher than the other 

drawings is much more detailed and slightly larger than the other 

drawings. Perhaps, this higher placement was a desire by the artist to 

elevate his message above the messages of others. No attempt was 

made to hide the drawings in unseen or lower traffic areas. They tend 

to be located in spaces open to the congregation, suggesting lay people 

and perhaps even travellers passing through were responsible for 

adorning the walls. Ann Marie Yasin, in a recent study of Christian 

graffiti in the Catacomb of Callixtus and the Parthenon church in 

Athens, noted entrances or thresholds and columns seem to be “key 

contact zones where graffiti seems to explode.”13 In Ireland, 

                                                           
11 Christer Westerdahl, "Medieval Carved Ship Images Found in Nordic Churches: The 

Poor Man's Votive Ships?," The International Journal of Nautical Archaeology 42, no. 2 (2013): 

343. 
12 Westerdahl, "Medieval Carved Ship Images Found in Nordic Churches," 343. 
13 Ann Marie Yasin, "Prayers on Site: The Materiality of Devotional Graffiti and the 

Production of Early Christian Sacred Space," in Viewing Inscriptions in the Late Antique and 

Medieval World, ed. Antony Eastmond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 

53-54. 
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concentrations of incised ship drawings are also found above entrances 

of main doorways (Moyne Friary) and on columns (Ennis Friary). In the 

case of St. Mary’s Schull, the incised ship drawings are located on the 

porch, an entrance reserved for “marriage ceremonies, the churching of 

women after childbirth and the burial service.”14 

 Ecclesiastical authorities presumably permitted the drawings. 

Four of the sites in Ireland, Court Abbey, Moyne Friary, Ennis Friary 

and St. Mary’s Schull contain clusters of ships existing in close 

proximity to each other. If these drawings were viewed as vandalism, 

the first drawing would have promptly been covered with plaster 

discouraging others from following suit. Instead, the first ship drawing 

inspired others to make their own mark on the site. Referring back to 

the single ship at Moyne Friary that is higher than the other drawings, 

Macalister concluded a ladder or scaffolding was required to reach this 

area of the church wall.15 However, upon closer inspection of the wall, 

sockets are visible where a wooden structure such as gallery or pulpit 

may have been fixed, accounting for the height of the graffiti. A person 

doing something unauthorised would presumably not have access to 

such a structure. Further supporting the notion that ecclesiastical 

authorities permitted the drawings, is the presence of three incised ship 

drawings in areas traditionally reserved for members of the religious 

community including the north wall of the chancel at Corcomroe 

Abbey and Cashel Cathedral and in a small chamber to the north of the 

altar at Knockmoy Abbey.  

 Champion believed worshippers were not only permitted, but 

were encouraged to interact with the church fabric by inscribing their 

faith on the walls.16 In Corcomroe Abbey, evidence of a consecration 

cross is visible on the south wall of the chancel (Figure 4). Consecration 

crosses were incised into the walls of the church when it was first built 

and are considered apotropaic markings designed to protect the 

building and its habitants from evil.17 The act of incising the walls of the 

church with crosses was a ritual indicating the very fabric of the walls 

                                                           
14Champion, Lost Voices, 65-66. 
15 Macalister, "On Graffiti," 114. 
16 Champion, Lost Voices, 214. 
17 Ibid., 31-32. 
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was considered a sacred space. Similarly, sailors and their loved ones 

may have interacted with the fabric of the church by incising ships.  

 

Underdrawings for Frescos  

Ireland is not unique with its collection of ship graffiti. Significantly 

more examples occur in churches in England and the Scandinavian-

Baltic region.18 However, the interpretation of the function of ship 

graffiti in Ireland is inconsistent with the scholarly consensus. Nowhere 

else do scholars believe the ship drawings are blueprints or 

underdrawings for fresco paintings. Macalister made this suggestion 

and perhaps out of respect for his contributions, this idea has been 

perpetuated to the current day. As noted by Macalister, when this 

approach is used, the underdrawings “appear as faint and shallow 

depressions …enough to guide an artist who has to execute a fresco 

painting on the wall.”19 Karena Morton recently agreed with 

Macalister’s assessment stating “on Irish [medieval] wall paintings, 

frequently the intended design was mapped out on the wall with 

incised lines into the still damp plaster… allowing the artist to visualise 

the space required for each component of the painted scheme.”20 Both 

Macalister and Morton believed the graffiti were never intended to be 

visible and it is only because the smooth intonaco layer has fallen away 

that we are able to see them today. In an expanded version of their 

Ghost Ships article, Brady and Corlett concurred with this interpretation 

noting one of the ships at Ennis Friary was clearly incised on the 

primary layer with the secondary layer partly concealing the 

underlying design. However, the slight outline of the ship was still 

visible to be used as a guide if required.21  

                                                           
18 Ship drawings have been thoroughly documented in the County of Norfolk’s medieval 

churches and in churches on the island of Gotland in Sweden. At Blakeney on the north 

Norfolk coast, there are more than forty ships covering a single pier in the church of St. 

Nicholas. Champion, Lost Voices, 131. In one of the Gotlandic parish churches there is a 

ship image with an inscription above the image that seems to be a prayer for the crew – 

“Jesus grace all Christian souls. Amen…” Westerdahl, "Medieval Carved Ship Images 

Found in Nordic Churches," 344. 
19 Macalister, "On Graffiti," 115. 
20 Morton, "Irish Medieval Wall Painting," 330. 
21 Brady and Corlett, "Ships on Plaster," 321. 
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 Many problems exist with the underdrawing interpretation. 

First, buon frescos, a fresco technique where pigments are applied to wet 

plaster and underdrawings are sometimes employed, are not suitable 

for damp climates like as Ireland.22 Over time, the plaster is likely to 

crumble and the frescos fade quickly.23 Of the handful of surviving 

murals in Ireland, most are categorised as fresco secco, pigments painted 

onto dry plaster or mezzo fresco, pigments mixed with slaked lime and 

applied on the dry plaster or the dry plaster was saturated with a lime 

wash and then the pigment was applied.24 For both fresco secco and 

mezzo fresco, the artist does not face the time constraints associated with 

a buon fresco, where the plaster may dry before the painting is complete. 

As a result, an underdrawing or incised design on the primary layer of 

plaster is not necessary. Second, even in the few Irish sites employing 

the buon fresco technique, incised underdrawings are more 

compositional in nature and not preliminary designs for individual 

objects or figures.  

 Based on analysis of paint samples, the buon fresco technique 

may have been employed at three sites: Cormac’s Chapel at Cashel, 

Clare Island Abbey, and Knockmoy Abbey. 25 However, the ship graffiti 

found at these three sites is not related to the frescos. At Cormac’s 

Chapel, the murals were painted directly on the course and uneven 

arriccio layer.26 One is the only known surviving example of a painted 

ship in Ireland. However, as described by Brady and Corlett, no lines 

on the painted ship could be interpreted as an underdrawing.27 

Concerning the mural paintings at Clare Island, Morton noted incised 

lines were used to “map out” the intended location of painted stone 

ribbing and to create the tonal qualities of ashlar masonry blocks.28 The 

ship graffiti, including details of hull planking, full rigging, crisscrossed 

ratlines and pennants cannot be defined as architectural blueprints. 

                                                           
22 McGrath, "The Materials and Techniques," 96. 
23 Ibid.,  
24Morton, "Irish Medieval Wall Painting," 330.  
25 There is not enough of the murals remaining or evidence of plaster joins to confirm 

whether these are true frescos. McGrath, "The Materials and Techniques," 111.  
26 Ibid., 100. 
27 Brady and Corlett, "Holy Ships," 31. 
28 Morton, "Irish Medieval Wall Painting," 327. 
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Knockmoy Abbey contains two fine intonaco layers of plaster applied to 

the surface of a course arriccio plaster layer. Both Henry Crawford in 

1919 and Mary McGrath in 1987 noted incised lines outlining the black 

letter inscriptions and shapes of the figures.29 While initially their 

observations may seem to support the idea of incised ships serving as 

underdrawings, McGrath separately noted the presence of a boat 

graffito incised in the plaster in a chamber to the left of the altar. She 

did not interpret the graffito as an underdrawing, but instead 

compared it to similar ship graffiti found at Trebizond, Turkey in the 

13th century.30 If the ships formed part of a broader scheme of 

paintings, they should appear alongside the other incised drawings to 

guide the fresco artist. However, the incised ship drawings stand alone.  

 In a 1994 seminar, Arne Emil Christensen, Jr. noted the 

drawings in Denmark and Gotland appeared to have been incised 

while the plaster was still wet, but in Norway the drawings tended to 

be scratched into dry plaster.31 Christensen did not infer the drawings 

made while the plaster was wet were underdrawings for frescos. 

Interestingly most of the incised ship drawings in Ireland appear to be 

scratched into dry plaster, further discounting any notion of the incised 

ship drawings serving as underdrawings for frescos. 

 

Recording of Everyday Seaborne Activities  

The incised ships may represent a record of everyday seaborne 

activities. Christensen believed the ships were “expressions of men, 

probably boys who were living in a maritime society” who were 

enamoured with ships as “tools for trade and warfare” and “symbols of 

power and glory.”32 This so-called past-time fascination with ships is 

                                                           
29 Henry S. Crawford, "The Mural Paintings and Inscriptions at Knockmoy Abbey," The 

Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 9, no. 1 (1919): 209. Mary McGrath, "The 

Materials and Techniques of Irish Medieval Wall-Paintings," The Journal of the Royal 

Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 117 (1987): 111. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Arne Emil Christensen, Jr., "Ship Graffiti. In O. Crumlin-Pedersen and B. Munch-Thye," 

in The Ship as Symbol in Prehistoric and Medieval Scandinavia, Papers from an International 

Research Seminar at Danish National Museum, Copenhagen, 5-7 May 1994. (Copenhagen: The 

National Museum Copenhagen, 1995),182. 
32 Ibid. 
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supported by ship graffiti on secular objects. Three planks of wood 

with incised longships and a small replica of a Viking longboat, most 

likely a toy, were found during archaeological excavations in Dublin.33 

However, why would the ecclesiastical authorities permit ships to be 

incised on the walls if they had no religious context? Brady and Corlett 

contended the almost “exclusively ecclesiastical association of these 

ships” meant they were intended to be religious symbols.34 For 

example, in Mark 6:47, Jesus walks on water to rescue a boat of 

disciples in the middle of a lake. Similarly, in the Apostolic 

Constitutions, a collection of later treatises regarding discipline, 

worship and Christian doctrine dating from 375 to 380 AD, the Church 

is compared to a great ship with “the deacons as mariners to prepare 

places for the brethren as for passengers, with all due care and 

decency.”35 Interestingly, the word “nave” which defines the main area 

of the church open to lay people is derived from the Latin term navis, 

meaning ship.36 In support of this interpretation, Champion observed 

that, “each ship seems to respect the space around it with no two 

inscriptions obviously overlapping each other.”37 If the drawings were 

an informal method of documenting maritime life, one would expect 

the graffiti to be overlapping and messy. Additionally, the incised ship 

drawings are not found in the domestic buildings associated with the 

sites. Both of these observations point to the ship graffiti having a 

sacred meaning.  

 

Recording of Historic Events  

Perhaps, the ship graffiti were designed to record significant events and 

not everyday occurrences. In an article published in 2010, historian 

                                                           
33Arne Emil Christensen, Jr., Ship Graffiti and Models, ed. Patrick F. Wallace, MRIA, vol. 2, 

Miscellanea 1. Medieval Dublin Excavations, 1962-81 (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy for 

National Museum of Ireland, 1988), 13. 
34 Brady and Corlett, "Holy Ships," 31. 
35 Bishop Clement and Citizen of Rome (Pseudonym), Apostolic Constitutions (or 

Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, Lat.Constitutiones Apostolorum), (375 - 380 AD), 

https://ldsfocuschrist2.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/apostolic-constitutions-william-

whiston.pdf. PDF. 
36 Brady and Corlett, "Ships on Plaster," 324. 
37 Champion, Lost Voices, 91-92. 
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Véronique Plesch noted that inscriptions at San Sebastiano at Arborio 

recorded key events in the life of the community including storms, 

epidemics, wars, the beheading of Louis XVI and a comet sighting.38 In 

1318, the archbishops of Dublin and Cashel were unable to attend the 

papal curia in Avignon because the Irish Sea was “so very perilous and 

stormy.”39 A safe voyage could never be assumed. Gerald of Wales 

(c.1146-c.1223), the first foreigner to write a book about the topography 

of Ireland, remarked, “the Irish Sea, surging with currents rushing 

together, is nearly always tempestuous so that even in the summer, it 

scarcely shows itself calm even for a few days.”40 Therefore, the graffiti 

may memorialise ships lost at sea. Champion described English seas as 

“graveyards bigger than those of the largest cathedrals dotted with the 

unblessed graves of a million fathers, husbands and brothers.”41 As 

noted by Plesch, the ritual act of inscribing the event removes it from 

the present and forever sets it in the past, allowing those left behind to 

move forward with their lives. All they can do is “digest the event, 

objectify it and then detach from it.”42  

 Macalister posited the ship graffiti at Moyne Friary recorded 

the failed Spanish Armada of 1588.43 He viewed the drawings as 

“representing floating wreckage and floating bodies with seabirds 

feeding upon them.”44 Champion noted a similar occurrence in English 

churches where the ship drawings appear with “sails missing and 

yardarms torn away” possibly representing wrecked ships.45 Twenty-

six ships from the Spanish Armada were recorded as wrecked on the 

western Irish coast and several thousand sailors died either by 

                                                           
38 Véronique Plesch, "Destruction or Preservation? The Meaning of Graffiti on Paintings in 

Religious Sites," in Art, Piety and Destruction in the Christian West, 1500-1700, ed. Virginia 

Chieffo Raguin (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 141. 
39 Ibid., 118. 
40 Ibid., 116-17. 
41 Ibid., 95-96. 
42 Plesch, "Destruction or Preservation?," 158. 
43Macalister, "On Graffiti," 116-17. 
44 Ibid., 116. 
45 Champion, Lost Voices, 95. 
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drowning or by the sword of an Irishman.46 Surely, such a gruesome 

scene would have been permanently seared into the minds of those 

living nearby. Whether they would be inclined to document the horrific 

event on church walls is uncertain. Some incised ship drawings do 

seem to document ships fully rigged, ready for battle with gun ports in 

the hull and a crow’s nest for enemy lookout (Figure 5). However, 

Brady and Corlett identified the five ships on a column dividing the 

nave and the south transept at Ennis Friary as cargo ships.47 While not 

uncommon for merchant ships to be recommissioned as war ships 

during times of conflict, this explanation does not satisfactorily explain 

the sites where a simple, single masted ship is depicted such as the 

drawing in Corcomroe Abbey (Figure 6).  

 

Dedication of Ships Before Maiden Voyage  

A large number of ships supplied to the English fleets were built in 

Irish ports in the late middle ages. 48 Three of those ports, Cork, 

Waterford and Wexford, also have ecclesiastical sites with ship graffiti. 

Traditionally, before a ship took its maiden voyage, the vessel would be 

christened and given a religious name to ensure both the ship and crew 

were protected from harm. More than seventy-five percent of Venetian 

ships from the end of the twelfth century to the early fifteenth century 

were given a religious name.49 Interestingly, of the 2,793 ship names 

recorded in England’s maritime logs between 1320 and 1360, the name 

Nicholas appears with the greatest frequency, a total of 248 ships.50 

Saint Nicholas (270-343) was a Bishop of Myra in Lycia during the 

fourth century and is considered the Patron Saint of sailors. As part of 

his legend, Nicholas reportedly helped a ship in the eastern 

Mediterranean Sea caught in a storm. The sailors prayed for his 

intervention and he miraculously appeared on the ship and helped 

                                                           
46 Cormac F. Lowth, "Finds of the Spanish Armada," Dublin Historical Record 57, no. 1 

(2003): 24. 
47 Brady and Corlett, "Ships on Plaster" 313. 
48 O'Neill, Merchants and Mariners, 112. 
49 Andrea Babuin, "Byzantine Ship Graffiti from the Church of Prophitis Elias in 

Thessaloniki," Skyllis 11, no. 1 (2011): 15. 
50 Craig L. Lambert, Shipping the Medieval Military: English Maritime Logistics in the 

Fourteenth Century (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK: Boydell Press, 2011), 216. 
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them into deeper water. After the ordeal, the sailors went to a church in 

Myra to give thanks.51 Saint Nicholas is also the Patron Saint of Galway, 

Ireland, where incised ship drawings have been documented. In 

discussing ship graffiti at Hagia Sophia Church in Istanbul, Anthony 

Bryer believed the drawings were related to the dedication of ships.52 

While the drawings may have been part of ship launching festivities, 

the crudely drawn ships were probably not part of the formalised 

christening ceremony. The construction of a ship was a complicated 

and expensive endeavour undertaken at the behest of wealthy and 

powerful people. A formal dedication would have been 

correspondingly involved.  

 

Related to Pilgrimage and Ex-Voto 

Morton suggested the ships were related to pilgrimage due to the 

proximity of ship graffiti to key ports used by pilgrims.53 Eleven Irish 

ports are associated with religious travel to and from Santiago de 

Compostela in northwestern Spain.54 Six of these ports are close to sites 

with ship graffiti. The interior walls of an oratory in Templemanaghan, 

located north-west of Dingle, County Kerry, are covered with small 

incised crosses.55 Pilgrims likely incised these crosses to signify 

completion of a pilgrimage.56 Similar crosses are found in the interior of 

the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and the Cathedral of 

Santiago de Compostela.57 The connection between the ship graffiti and 

pilgrimage would be more satisfactory if ship graffiti were found at 

these pilgrimage sites as well. Due to the precious nature of relics and 

                                                           
51 Champion, Lost Voices, 93. 
52 Anthony Bryer, "Shipping in the Empire of the Trebizond," The Mariner's Mirror 52, no. 

1 (1966): 5. 
53 Morton, "Irish Medieval Wall Painting," 335. 
54 The six counties are Wexford, New Ross, Waterford, Cork, Limerick and Galway. Roger 

Stalley, "Sailing to Santiago: Medieval Pilgrimage to Santiago De Compostela and Its 

Artistic Influence in Ireland," in Ireland and Europe in the Middle Ages: Selected Essays on 

Architecture (London: Pindar Press, 1988), 398. 
55 Peter Harbison et al., "Early Irish Pilgrim Archaeology in the Dingle Peninsula," World 

Archaeology 26, no. 1 (1994): 98. 
56 Champion, Lost Voices, 64. 
57 Champion, Lost Voices, 64. Brady and Corlett, "Ships on Plaster," 323-324. 
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shrines, pilgrims were probably guided around the sites and not left 

alone. In many places, pilgrim badges, tin ampulla for holy water and 

wax were sold to pilgrims to discourage them from taking pieces of 

shrines as portable talismans.58 Webb noted the wax was sometimes 

modelled into the shapes of ships and anchors as votive offerings with 

one story describing rescued sailors offering a ship made of wax to be 

lit during mass.59 

 Several instances of ship models offered as votive offerings 

have been recorded. Many churches in England and Denmark had 

intricate miniature ship models hanging from timber roofs. In some 

cases, the models were ex-voto given to the church as an act of 

thanksgiving for a safe journey.60 One such story concerns Irish sailors 

who interrupted the 1307 papal inquiry researching canonisation for 

Thomas de Cantilupe. Having survived a violent storm en route to 

France for wine, the sailors wanted to present a ship ex-voto and pay 

homage to the Cantilupe tomb.61 Clearly, the sailors thought he should 

be declared a saint (Cantilupe was canonised in 1320). Westerdahl 

contended an incised ship drawing was “a poor man’s” ex-voto 

offering.62 Perhaps, pilgrims created some of the cruder ship 

inscriptions or those only having essential elements of a ship with a 

single mast and hull. However, the more accurate and detailed images 

such as those found at Moyne Friary and Court Friary suggest the 

artists had intimate knowledge of ship construction and were more 

likely seamen.  

 

Intercessory Prayer  

The incised ship drawings may have been designed to invoke a 

particular saint to intercede on the artist’s behalf. Plesch contended the 

act of writing on the wall was a way of claiming ownership of the space 

                                                           
58 Diana Webb, Pilgrimage in Medieval England (London: Hambledon Continuum, 2007), 

81. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Champion, Lost Voices, 89. 
61 Margery Kirkbride James, Studies in the Medieval Wine Trade (Clarendon Press, 1971), 

166-67. 
62 Westerdahl, "Medieval Carved Ship Images Found in Nordic Churches," 344. 

Karen Winslow | Medieval Ship Graffiti in Sacred Context & Meaning 

Karen Winslow | Medieval Ship Graffiti in Sacred Context & Meaning 



239 

 

and creating a personal “contact zone” for communicating with 

“heavenly martyrs and seeking divine assistance.”63 Many prayer 

inscriptions at San Sebastiano in Arborio, Italy are etched on religious 

frescos representing iconic depictions of saints. Plesch believed the 

saintly subject matter of the frescos dictated the placement of the 

inscriptions.64  This line of argument leads to the conclusion that 

specific spaces in the church where ships drawings are found had a 

sacred significance. The inscriptions may have been close to the former 

location of a baptismal font, an important tomb or a minor altar 

dedicated to a specific saint. Unfortunately, most of the sites in Ireland 

have undergone changes of use, especially during the English 

Reformation. Many have been exposed to the elements and unoccupied 

for long periods destroying architectural evidence of ephemeral 

furnishings that may have influenced the placement of the drawings at 

the site.  

 However, inferences can be made at a few sites. Immediately 

below the ship drawing on the north wall of the chancel at Corcomroe 

Abbey in County Clare is the recumbent effigy tomb of Conor "na 

Suidane" O'Brien, King of Thomond who was slain in battle in 1268 

(Figure 7).65 A small group of ship drawings are found near the south-

east corner of the south transept at Court Abbey. At the juncture of the 

south and east wall is a small recessed dome area with a drain hole 

(Figure 8). In all likelihood, this was a piscina used for washing the 

communion vessels. In addition, on the west wall of the south transept 

a ship drawing is immediately below an area with traces of paint, 

suggesting the area contained a wall painting. Thus, a conclusion may 

be drawn linking the subject matter of the wall painting to the incised 

ship drawing. Ennis Friary’s ship drawings are located on a column 

dividing the nave from the south transept. A few steps away from the 

column on the east-most pillar of the arches leading to the south 

                                                           
63 Véronique Plesch, "Memory on the Wall: Graffiti on Religious Wall Paintings," Journal of 

Medieval and Early Modern Studies 32, no. 1 (2002): 168. 
64 Plesch, "Destruction or Preservation?," 149-50. 
65 Brady and Corlett, "Ships on Plaster," 323. 
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transept is a retable of an Ecce Homo panel in relief (Figure 9).66 At one 

time, this would have stood above a minor altar of the church. Such 

depictions of the suffering Christ, surrounded by the instruments of the 

Passion, were designed to aid in prayer and contemplation. In this case, 

the ship drawings nearby might be prayers of intercession.  

 Many Irish patron saints are associated with special powers 

over rivers and seas and perhaps the ship graffiti were designed to 

communicate with a particular Saint and call on their miraculous 

powers in times of need. In the Lives of Irish Saints (Bethada Náem 

nÉrenn) an electronic edition recently compiled by Elva Johnston and 

funded by the School of History, University College Cork, Saint Abban 

(died 520?) is associated with New Ross in County Wexford and is 

reported to have special powers of the sea. 67 The Lives provides a 

couplet to be repeated three times in his name to ensure a safe return 

from a sea voyage. 68 Saint Brendan (Bréanainn) of Galway (c. 484-

c.577), Patron Saint of Kerry and Clonfert, is known as “the navigator” 

or “the voyager” for his famous voyage in search of the island of the 

Blessed and his ability to calm the sea during a violent storm.69 Saint 

Nicholas of Tolentino (c. 1246-1305) was an Augustinian friar named 

after Saint Nicholas of Myra, the saint whose name was used often in 

the dedication of ships. Saint Nicholas of Tolentino is connected with 

the Waterford custom of placing bread blessed in his honour in boats.70 

The Acta Sanctorum records several nautical miracles associated with 

Saint Nicholas’ bread. In addition to saving sailors and ships, the bread 

                                                           
66 Conchubhar Ua Briain, "Ennis Franciscan Priory," The Architectural and Topographical 

Record, Part 2 1 (1908), 

http://www.clarelibrary.ie/eolas/coclare/archaeology/ennis_franciscan_priory_cobrien.ht

m. 
67 "Bethada Náem nÉrenn," CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts: a Project of University 

College, Cork, http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T201000G/. 
68 Ibid. 
69 "The Saints of Munster Brought It About Well," CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts: a 

Project of University College, Cork, http://www.ucc.ie/celt/online/T402577.html. 
70 John Hennig, "St. Nicholas' Bread," Béaloideas: The Journal of the Folklore of Ireland Society 

13, no. 1/2 (1944): 266. 
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could also be thrown into the sea to appease demons and sea 

monsters.71  

 Many English churches along the coast are dedicated to Saint 

Nicholas of Myra. A baptismal font from the Saint Nicholas Church in 

Brighton has a single masted sailing ship carved in stone.72 The ship 

carving is similar in design to the ship graffiti at Cashel Cathedral, 

though with figures standing in the boat. Similar dedications to Saint 

Nicholas are recorded in Ireland; however, Irish saint connections were 

more common. Initial investigations have not revealed any specific 

maritime saintly cults associated with the sites containing ship graffiti.  

While the connection seems probable, certainty is not possible.  

 

Summary  

Friars, monks, priests, lay brothers or nuns probably did not adorn the 

walls with ship graffiti, but the possibility cannot be discounted 

completely. Where multiple ships are presented in an open site, the 

consensus among scholars is many “artists” were involved over an 

extended period of time. Since most spaces with drawings were open to 

lay people, the artists could have been carpenters working at a nearby 

shipyard, pilgrims returning or planning a pilgrimage, parishioners 

with loved ones at sea and mariners facing an impending voyage or 

thankful to be safely at home. While scholars have suggested several 

possible functions and meanings for the incised ship drawings, some 

are more plausible than others.  The crudely drawn ships are unlikely 

to represent underdrawings for frescoes. Due to the predominately 

religious context of the spaces where the drawings occur, random 

doodling is easy to discount. The more likely function was a prayer to a 

particular saint etched in stone by someone facing an impending 

voyage or who had lost a loved one at sea. In the middle ages, sea 

voyages were very dangerous; even if a sailor survived the extreme 

weather as his vessel tossed about, he still feared becoming a victim of 

piracy.  
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 The Annals of St. Mary’s Abbey in Dublin mention in 1204 John 

de Curcie attempted fifteen times to “saile over sea into Ireland but was 

alwaise in danger and the wind evermore against him: wherefore he 

waited a while among the monkes of Chester.”73  In the course of his 

fifteen attempts, Curcie had time to ponder the safety of his ship and 

whether it would withstand the elements. Perhaps, while he was 

waiting with the monks of Chester, he decided to inscribe a replica of 

his boat on the fabric of the church walls, near a minor altar dedicated 

to Saint Nicholas. The inscription was a way of asking Saint Nicholas to 

intercede on his behalf and provide a circle of protection around his 

vessel. Curcie’s inscription would have signalled to others that this was 

a space that was active and an effective venue for prayer. Yasin noted 

the “clusters of graffiti seem to murmur a steady hum of separate and 

unorchestrated, yet harmonious prayers.”74 Unfortunately, we will 

never know whether the drawings were incised in a sense of 

desperation for an overdue ship, in trepidation for an impending 

voyage or in joy for loved ones back on dry land. However, we can 

safely assume the images were devotional in nature and the spaces 

where they occur were at one time viewed as sacred. As the location of 

the incised ship drawings continues to be documented, hopefully a 

clearer picture will emerge regarding how church spaces were used 

allowing us to reconstruct the placement of minor altars to particular 

saints, important burial spaces and movable altars.  
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Glossary of Terms (sources: Grove Art Online and Oxford Art 

Online)  

1. Arcade - A row of arches on columns or piers attached to a wall. 

2. Arriccio layer – The underlying layer of a fresco that is laid slightly 

coarsely to provide a key for the intonaco layer.  

3. Apotropaic markings – Symbols or patterns scratched into fabric of 

a church to ward off evil spirits. 

4. Buon frescos – Italian for true fresco, in which pigments, ground in 

water are applied to wet plaster.  

5. Consecration Crosses – Crosses on the interior and exterior walls of 

Christian churches showing where the bishop has anointed the 

church with holy water in order to consecrate it.  

6. Ecce Homo – Statue of Jesus during his trial after being imprisoned 

by the Romans, designed to trigger a sympathetic response from 

the viewer.  

7. Ex-voto – Votive offering to a saint in fulfilment of a vow or in 

gratitude or devotion. The destinations of pilgrimages often include 

shrines decorated with ex-votos.  

8. Fresco secco – Italian term for a wall painting technique where 

pigments are mixed with a binder and/or lime and applied onto a 

dry plaster.  

9. Intonaco layer – Italian term for the final, very thin layer of plaster 

on which a fresco is painted  

10. Mezzo fresco – Italian term for a wall painting technique where 

pigments are painted only a nearly dry intonaco layer that is firm 

enough to not take a thumb-print.  

11. Pars pro toto – Latin for a part of the whole, where a portion of a 

object represents its entirety.  

12. Patron saint - A saint who is believed to protect a particular place 

or type of person.  

13. Recumbent effigy tomb – representation of a specific person in a 

lying position in the form of a funerary sculpture. 

14. Respond - Half-pier bonded into a wall and carrying one end of an 

arch. 
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Figures  

 
Figure 1. Location of Ecclesiastical Sites with Incised Ship Drawings. 

Map created by Karen Winslow using template downloaded from 

http://www.24point0.com/ppt-shop/republic-of-ireland-map-editable-

ppt. 
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Figure 2. Photos of incised ship drawings at Irish ecclesiastical sites. 

Photos taken by Karen Winslow. 

 

 
Figure 3. Incised drawing at Moyne Friary with details at bow and 

stern, but centre section completely open. Photo taken by Karen 

Winslow. 

Court Abbey Moyne Abbey 

Ennis Friary  Corcomroe Abbey 

Moyne Abbey   
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Figure 4. Example of a Consecration Cross at Corcomroe Abbey. Photo 

taken by Karen Winslow. 

 

 Figure 5. Photos of ship details. Photos taken by Karen Winslow. 

 

 

Corcomroe Abbey   

Court Abbey, Ratlines  Moyne Abbey Hull Planking 

Moyne Abbey Rigging and pennants and 
possibly crow’s nest  Moyne Abbey, Hull Planking  
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Figure 6. Single masted ship at Corcomroe Abbey. Photo taken by 

Karen Winslow. 

 
Figure 7. Recumbent Effigy Tomb of Conor “na Suidane” O’Brien, King 

of Thomond at Corcomroe Abbey. Single Masted Ship drawing is 

located in the upper right space of the photo. Photo taken by Karen 

Winslow.  

Corcomroe Abbey 

Corcomroe Abbey   
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Figure 8. Court Abbey, Junction of the south and east wall of the south 

transept. Matt Winslow indicating ship graffiti. Piscina within the small 

recessed dome area to his left. Photo taken by Karen Winslow. 

 

 
Figure 9. Ennis Friary, ship graffiti on column dividing the nave from 

the south transept and a few steps away on the east most pillar of the 

arches leading to the south transept, a small Ecce Homo panel in relief.  

Court Abbey 

Ennis Friary, Nave looking 
East, Photo By Andreas F. 
Borchert, CC BY-SA 3.0 de, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/ind
ex.php?curid=45313473 

Ennis Friary, Ecce Homo 
detail.  Photo By Andreas F. 
Borchert, CC BY-SA 3.0 de, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w
/index.php?curid=45356314 
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